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Corporate integrity and retaliation by laid off staff

Employees made redundant often fight back - either bad mouthing their former employer, or
taking legal action if they feel their dismissal was unfair. According to Daniel Skarlicki at the
University of British Columbia and colleagues, companies wishing to avoid this kind of retaliation
need to provide as much information as possible to the staff they're laying off, but more than that,
they need to realise that this openness will only be effective if their staff perceive them to be of
high integrity.

An initial experiment surveyed 730 people working across a range of industries who'd been laid
off by their employers during the previous six months.

Among the 173 participants who responded, those who felt their former employer had low
integrity and who received more information about why they had been made redundant were
actually more likely to say they planned retaliation. The researchers speculated this was because,
given the context of their employers' past behaviour, these employees viewed their companies'
explanations as "cheap talk", which they found "distasteful".

A second experiment asked 57 middle managers to imagine scenarios in which they'd been laid
off, either with or without transparent explanations as to why, and either in the context of
perceiving their employer to be of low or high integrity. This time, the managers given plenty of
explanation for their redundancy were far less likely to say they planned to retaliate, so long as
their former employer was of high integrity, thus leading the explanations to be judged sincere.

Skarlicki and his colleagues advised that if companies want to ensure that future staff
redundancies aren't met with animosity from laid off employees, they need to plan ahead by
ensuring that any explanations they give in the future are judged to be sincere. "While the leaders
treatment of the layoff victims during the layoffis indeed important," the researchers said, "the
antecedents to retaliation do not begin there, but in the history of previous actions related to
integrity."

Skarlicki, D.P., Barclay, L.J., Douglas Pugh, S. (2008). When explanations for layoffs are not
enough: Employer's integrity as a moderator of the relationship between informational justice and
retaliation. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 81(1), 123-146.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/096317907X206848

Author weblink: http://tinyurl.com/5tw2m6
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Magic trick reveals gaze and attention aren't always linked

When magicians trick people using sleight of hand, you'd think it was all about misdirecting
where the audience - specifically their eyes - are looking, hence the aphorism: "the hand is quicker
than the eye."

But now psychologists in Durham and Dundee have shown that it's not so much where the
audience's gaze is directed that is important, but rather where they are focusing their attention.
That's right, the two things are not necessarily the same.

Most of the time we pay attention to where we're looking, but we don't have to. For example, we
can, if we want, stare straight ahead while focusing our attention to the side.

Gustav Kuhn and colleagues played university students a clip of a short magic trick in which the
magician appears to make a cigarette and lighter disappear. The cigarette "disappears" when the
magician drops it into his lap while directing the audience's attention to his other hand.

Surprisingly, recordings of the students' eye movements showed that whether or not they spotted
the cigarette drop (and hence realised how the trick was done) had nothing to do with their eye
position at the moment of the drop. Blinks or eye movements during the drop were also
irrelevant.

By contrast, the students' eye position after the cigarette drop was associated with whether they
saw it. Specifically, those students who, after the drop, moved their eyes more quickly to the (now
empty) cigarette hand, were more likely to report having seen the cigarette fall.

The likely explanation is that those students who, post drop, made the faster glance to the
cigarette hand had already shifted their attentional spotlight (but not yet their eyes) to the
cigarette, in time to see it drop. This would be consistent with previous research showing that our
eye movements to a given location are preceded by an attentional shift to that same spot. This
means that for the trick to work, the magician needs to misdirect the audience's covert attentional
spotlight, not necessarily their overt eye position.

There's a final complication. Several of the students who spotted the dropped cigarette actually
moved their eyes to the magician's face before his cigarette hand. They still glanced, post drop, to
the cigarette hand faster than the students who didn't see the drop, but they looked at the face
first. However, this is still consistent with our explanation. It merely suggests, in line with
previous research, that the attentional spotlight can be two or more locations ahead of where the
eyes have yet to move.

Kuhn, G., Tatler, B., Findlay, J., Cole, G. (2008). Misdirection in magic: Implications for the
relationship between eye gaze and attention. Visual Cognition, 16(2), 391-405.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13506280701479750

Author weblink: http://www.dur.ac.uk/gustav.kuhn/index.htm
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Lads mags and feelings of physical inadequacy

We hear a lot about how the Western cultural ideal of an unrealistically skinny female figure can
harm women's self-esteem and leave them feeling dissatisfied with their bodies. Now David Giles
and Jessica Close have drawn attention to the fact that, with the media's increasing objectification
of the male form, men too can be prone to feelings of physical inadequacy.

Specifically, Giles and Close have shown that greater exposure to lads' mags, like Zoo and FHM is
associated with men wishing to be more muscular, and with their tending to accept cultural ideals
regarding how the male body should be. These magazines tend to make fun of men who fall short
of having a well-toned body and they place great emphasis on the importance of being successful
with girls.

One hundred and sixty-one men (average age 22 years) answered questions about how often they
read lads' magazines. They also completed a questionnaire about sociocultural attitudes towards
appearance - for example, they rated their agreement with statements like "In our culture,
someone with a well-built body has a better chance of obtaining success". Finally, they completed
a questionnaire about their desire and attempts to be more muscular - for example, by rating their
agreement with statements like "I think that my weight-training schedule interferes with other
aspects of my life".

The researchers found that the degree to which lads' mag exposure was associated with men
striving to be more muscular, depended largely on how much the men had come to accept and
internalise cultural ideals regarding the male form. A further finding was that this association
between the magazines and striving to be more muscular was stronger among single men than
among men who were in a relationship.

A weakness of the study is its cross-sectional design: rather than the mags affecting the men, it's
perfectly feasible that men who are more concerned with physical appearance tend to read lads'
magazines more.

GILES, D., CLOSE, J. (2008). Exposure to lad magazines and drive for muscularity in dating and
non-dating young men. Personality and Individual Differences, 44(7), 1610-1616.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2008.01.023

Author weblink: http://www.winchester.ac.uk/?page=8740
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Do babies have object permanence or don't they?

When babies younger than nine months watch as an object is placed under a cloth, most will
subsequently act as though it no longer exists - that is, they don't go looking for it. The pioneering
developmental psychologist Jean Piaget thought this reflected the fact that babies of a certain age
are unable to grasp the idea that objects continue to exist even when they are out of sight - what
psychologists call "object permanence".

However, more recently, developmental psychologists have shown that young babies spend longer
looking at a situation that appears to contradict object permanence (e.g. the object is no longer
visible once the cloth is lifted), almost as though they're surprised that the rules of physics have
been broken. These "looking time" experiments have led some experts to suggest that babies do
have an understanding of object permanence, it's just that they lack the bodily coordination to
look for hidden objects, or they lack the memory capabilities required to remember that the
hidden object is still there.

Now Keith Moore and Andrew Meltzoff have cast some fresh illumination on these controversies.
They found that the majority of the thirty-two 8.75-month-old babies they tested were able to lift
a cloth to reveal a partially hidden toy, but failed to lift a cloth to reveal a completely hidden toy.
This shows that it's not a lack of coordination that prevents young babies from passing tests of
object permanence.

A second experiment showed that some 10-month-olds but none of the 8.75-month-olds
benefited when a completely hidden toy emitted a noise. This suggests that it's not a memory issue
causing the younger babies to fail to look for the hidden toys because presumably the noise would
serve as a reminder.

Moore and Meltzoff think that the discrepancy between the looking time experiments and
reaching experiments can be explained by the fact that they place different demands on the babies.
In the looking time experiments, the babies have to compare what actually happened (i.e. no
object) with the prior state of affairs (i.e. an object was there) whereas the reaching experiments
are more difficult in that the babies have to make a prediction about what the future situation will
be if they lift the cloth.

MOORE, M., MELTZOFF, A. (2008). Factors affecting infants manual search for occluded objects
and the genesis of object permanence. Infant Behavior and Development, 31(2), 168-180.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/.infbeh.2007.10.006

Author weblink: http://ilabs.washington.edu/meltzoft/
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Can grammar be sexist?

There's a tendency in English to use the pronoun "he" when talking about a generic person. Sexist
or merely convenient? Now Pascal Gygax and colleagues have asked a similar question of a
grammatical convention in French and German, which is to use the masculine plural form when
referring to several people by their role (e.g. footballers, hairdressers), and the gender of that

group is either not known, irrelevant or mixed.

Used in this way, the masculine form is not meant to carry any meaning about gender - it's meant
to be generic, but Gygax and colleagues have shown that when confronted with the male plural of

a noun, people can't help but form a representation of men in their mind. The researchers argue
this makes the grammatical convention sexist.

The convention has come about because, unlike in English, nouns in French and German have a
grammatical gender. So when a group of people - let's say "spectators" - are being referred to, and
they are of unknown gender, or mixed gender, there is a problem over whether to give the
masculine (e.g. "spectateurs" in French) or feminine (e.g. "spectatrices™) form of the noun. As

we've seen, the convention is to use the masculine plural form to indicate that the gender of the
group is mixed or not known.

To test whether people really do interpret the masculine plural form of nouns in this way, the
researchers tested dozens of participants with many pairs of sentences that took the following
form. The first sentence in each pair referred to a group using the masculine plural form of the
noun (e.g. "The social workers were walking through the station"), while the second sentence

followed up with a reference to some of the men or women in the group (e.g. "Since sunny

weather was forecast, several of the women weren't wearing a coat").

If the masculine plural form of the noun "social workers" ("assistants sociaux" in French) is
correctly interpreted as generic regarding gender, then the second sentence should make perfect
sense, and be judged as so just as quickly, whether it refers to men or women. Crucially, however,
the French and German participants took longer to say that the second sentence made sense if'it

referred to women. This was true even if the type of group referred to was stereotypically

feminine. such as dress makers or beauticians.

Pointing to the fact that many job adverts still use the masculine plural form of nouns, the
researchers concluded: "We believe that our results show that the so-called generic use of the

masculine biases gender representations in a way that is discriminatory to women."

Gygax, P., Gabriel, U., Sarrasin, O., Oakhill, J., Garnham, A. (2008). Generically intended, but

specifically interpreted: When beauticians, musicians, and mechanics are all men. Language and
Cognitive Processes, 23(3), 464-485. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01690960701702035

Author weblink: http://blog.unifr.ch/ppsa/?page id=4
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The power of blobs on the brain

The media love those colourful brain images - the ones adorned by blobs purportedly showing
which areas are most active when the experimental participant is thinking about something
specific like cheese on toast. Now researchers in America have shown just how persuasive these
images can be.

David McCabe and Alan Castel presented university students with 300-word news stories about
fictional cognitive research findings that were based on flawed scientific reasoning. For example,
one story claimed that watching TV was linked to maths ability, based on the fact that both TV
viewing and maths activate the temporal lobe. Crucially, students rated these stories to be more

scientifically sound when they were accompanied by a brain image, compared with when the
equivalent data were presented in a bar chart, or when there was no graphical illustration at all.

McCabe and Castel repeated the experiment with a control condition featuring a topographical

activation map - it's just as visually complex as a brain image but it doesn't look like a brain. These
stories were rated as more credible when accompanied by a brain image compared with a
topographical map, showing that the allure of brain images is not merely down to their
complexity.

A final study used a real-life news story taken from the BBC: "Brain scans can detect criminals".

This time the students were more likely to agree with the conclusions of the news report when it
was accompanied by a picture of the brain.

McCabe and Castel said their results show people have a "natural affinity for reductionistic
explanations of cognitive phenomena, such that physical representations of cognitive processes,

like brain images, are more satisfying, or more credible, than more abstract representations, like
tables or bar graphs."

MCCABE, D., CASTEL, A. (2008). Seeing is believing: The effect of brain images on judgments of
scientific reasoning. Cognition, 107(1), 343-352. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.

2007.07.017
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