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The Magic of the Word

... or: Do people really think?
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The Mindlessness of Ostensibly Thoughtiul Action:
The Role of “Placebic” Information in
Interpersonal Tnteraction

Ellen Langer

Harvard University

Arthur Blank and Benzion Chanowitz
The Graduate Center
City University of Mew ¥York

Three feld cxperiments were conducted Lo lest the hypothesis thal comples
social behavior thi appears 2o be enacesd mimdiully iastead may he performed
wilhout conscisus aitenton fo relevaol scinaotics, Subjects o compliance gae-
adigma received communications that either were or wors ool semsulically sensi-
hle, were or were nod stracturally covsisienl with chein proviogs expedence, ami
did or id rol reques: an effertful response. 1t wus hypolbesized thal unless the
communicabion seczsiened an eHorfl vespanse or was siructurally (rather than
sernanticallv povel, mesponding that suggests presmmes of felavang information
woild ecur, The p:tﬂirl:mu were comlicmed for both ol and weitlen commu-
nications. Secial psychalegical chearies thal ety on husmans actively proceszing

ncoming indormation are questioncd o light of these reswlis

Consider the image of man or weman as &
cremiure who, for the most part, attends 1o
Lhe world about hioe or her and behaves on
the Basis of reazonabile inference drawn from
such attention. The view in flattering, perhaps,
bl @s il an accorate accounting of covert
hl,lmi&ﬂ E!E.‘I\.B_‘.'il'\l.'?

Social peychology is replete with theories
What take Tor gramed the “Gact™ tat people
think. Consistency theories {ef. Abelson el al |
LORE), social compasizon theory | Feslinger,
1954, Schachter, 1939), and  attribiition
thoory  (Heider, 1938; Jouss ef al, 1072,
Kelley, 19673, for example, as well as gen-
erally accepled explanations for phenomona
like bystander {nonlintervention (Darley &
Latand, 1968}, all atary auy with the underly-
ing agsumplion thal people abtesd Lo their

The awthors are gratefl to Robert Abelson for his
compnents on an carlier draft of this manuscripl and
fa Cvmibin Weinman fae conducting Experinent 1

Requesas for reprints choold b sent te Ellen
Langer, Deparment of Psychalogy and Secial Rela-
tioos, Li05S Willlam James Flall, Hervand University,
Cambiridge, Massachiselts 02158,

witld and derive Lehavioral straiemes based
o carrend ineoming information, The ques-
tion vaised heee iz not whether these lormula.
tions are correct, nor i3 0 whether people are
capable of thooghtfel action, Instead, we
questien how afien peaple ontside of the [abo-
ratory are acivally mindful of the vasiables
that are relevant for lthe subject am] Jor the
experimenter in the laboeatory, and by im-
pligation, then, how wlequate ouy thearies of
soclal |l{_'||'lﬂll'lll.1p"\' rlla";' are

Thi= article guesiions whother, in fact, b
havior is actually sccomplished moch of the
time without paying attention o the substan-
tive details of the “informative” cnvirnment
This idea is obviewsly ool new, Duscussions of
|ni_r|rf_.'":r|_'.e|_5: Hualism |r3,' :llli!ll:,'l.ll:ﬂmm Al e
copseruences  thin different versions of this
celation have on its status as an izmnorphic,
detorministic, or necessary relationship be-
tween the two ave part o psychology's her-
itage. Howerer, the extent of the implications
of this idea has not been fully appreciated nor
rescarched. How much behpwvinr enp g on
without full awarenessr Cleady, simple motor
acts may be overlearned and performed aonto.
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(seemingly)
,The Mindlessness of Ostensibly Thoughtful Action: The Role of ‘Placebic’
Information in Interpersonal Interaction”

Langer, E. J., Blank, A., & Chanowitz, B. (1978). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36,
635. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.36.6.635

Quotations:

» Social psychology is replete with theories that take for granted the "fact"
that people think.”

 “(...) subjects are not thinking about what one thinks they are thinking
about (i.e., what is relevant), rather than demonstrating that their minds
are relatively blank.”
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(seemingly)
,The Mindlessness of Ostensibly Thoughtful Action: The Role of ‘Placebic’
Information in Interpersonal Interaction”

Langer, E. J., Blank, A., & Chanowitz, B. (1978). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36,
635. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.36.6.635

Quotations:

» Social psychology is replete with theories that take for granted the "fact"
that people think.”

 “(...)subjects are not thinking about what one thinks they are thinking

about (i.e., what is relevant), rather than demonstrating that their minds
are relatively blank.”

Hypothesis:
* Motions = automatic processing

* Complex social behavior = concious processing of relevant information?
... or rather automatic processing as well?
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Experiment

Test Person Graduate Center of the City University of New York
(120 random adults)

[_ Experimenter
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Experiment

Excuse me, | have 5 pages.
May | use the xerox machine,
because | have to make copies?
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Experiment

Excuse me, | have 5 pages.
May | use the xerox machine,
because | have to make copies?
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Experiment

Excuse me, | have 5 pages.
May | use the xerox machine,
because | have to make copies?

aplacebi ¢” information
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Experiment

@/

Excuse me, | have 5 pages.
May | use the xerox machine,
because | have to make copies?

aplacebi ¢” information
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Success Rates

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the
xerox machine?”

93%

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the
xerox machine,
because | have to
make copies?”

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the
xerox machine,
because I'min a
rush?”




Conclusion #1 (only mine):
- Politeness probably helps.

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the
xerox machine?”

93%

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the
xerox machine,
because | have to
make copies?”

>50%

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the
xerox machine,
because I'min a
rush?”



Conclusion #2 (only mine):

- Always being late helps.
~ /

—_—

—~

™~
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93%

“Excuse me, | “Excuse me, | “Excuse me, |
have 5 pages. have 5 pages. have 5 pages.
May | use the May | use the May | use the
xerox machine?” xerox machine, xerox machine

because | have to
make copies?”

because I’'min a
rush?”



Conclusion #3 (the real one):
- ,BECAUSE” is a magic word!

93%

request “placebic”
only information

“Excuse me, | “Excuse me, |
have 5 pages. have 5 pages.
May | use the May | use the

xerox machine?”

because | have to
ake copies?”

real
information

“Excuse me, |
have 5 pages.
May | use the

because I'mina
rush?”



But why?

* People learned in earlier situations:
— If someone asks for a favor they usually have a profound reason, so comply with their wish!
— Expressing reasons often start with , because”

.. because... »9 | :
w©

e |f stakes are low:
,Energy saving mode” / autopilot behavior, even in complex interactions
— Don‘t bother to process factual information for making decisions
—> Script-like reacting on cues (,,because”) is enough




What if the stakes are higher?

Excuse me, | have 20 pages.
May | use the xerox machine,
because | have to make copies?

aplacebic” information
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Success Rates: 20 Pages

“placebic” ) )
request only . . real information
information
- \ =

24%

“Excuse me, | “Excuse me, | “Excuse me, |
have 20 pages. have 20 pages. have 20 pages.
May | use the May | use the May | use the
xerox machine?” xerox machine, xerox machine,
because | have to because I'mina

make copies?” rush?”



Success Rates: 20 Pages

* |f stakes increase people start thinking, processing real information
- “Placebic” information is just as good as no information

- “Because” loses its magic... ®

AN g

Hmm...
That’s a stupid
reason!

. -
@ \
42%
24%
—
“Excuse me, | “Excuse me, | “Excuse me, |
have 20 pages. have 20 pages. have 20 pages.
May | use the May | use the May | use the
xerox machine?” xerox machine, xerox machine,

because | have to
make copies?”

because I'm in a
rush?”
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Excuse me, | have 1 chip.
May | have your chips

because otherwise
| have to re-buy?
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