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Research subjects had to estimate the number of pennies in a jar - and sometimes fib creoiT: paviD JoNES/PA

By Telegraph Reporters
24 OCTOBER 2016 « 4:00PM

T hey may be considered harmless by many, but little white lies apparently condition
the brain to tell bigger fibs, new research has shown.

Brain scans of people telling lies have shown it becomes easier with practice as they
seem to overcome guilty pangs.

A moral "policeman" in the brain called the amygdala becomes increasingly likely to
look the other way the more we lie, the study led by scientists at University College
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London (UCL) suggests.

Researchers believe the same principle may also explain how violence can escalate,
leading to horrific crimes or a willingness to inflict torture.

The team tested 80 volunteers working in pairs who were asked to guess the number of
pennies in a jar.

To start with, participants were told both they and their partners would secure financial
rewards for accurate estimates.

“This may lead to a 'slippery slope' where small acts of dishonesty
escalate into more significant lies”

Dr Tali Sharot, UCL

The scenarios were then repeatedly changed so that, in some cases, participants
benefited if they deliberately over-estimated the number of pennies.

When told that lying about the amount would benefit them but disadvantage their
partners, volunteers initially exaggerated only slightly. This prompted a strong
amygdala response, revealed in brain scans.

But over several runs using the same scenario, the exaggerations became more and
more pronounced while amygdala responses declined.

“We only tested dishonesty in this experiment, but the same
principle may also apply to escalations in other actions such as
risk taking or violent behaviour”

Dr Neil Garrett, UCL

Larger drops in amygdala activity predicted bigger future lies, the study found.

Dr Tali Sharot, an experimental psychologist at UCL said: “When we lie for personal
gain, our amygdala produces a negative feeling that limits the extent to which we are
prepared to lie.

"However, this response fades as we continue to lie, and the more it falls the bigger our
lies become. This may lead to a 'slippery slope' where small acts of dishonesty escalate
into more significant lies."

Dr Neil Garrett, the lead author who is also from UCL, said it was likely that the findings
reflected a blunted emotional response to lying.
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He added: "This is in line with suggestions that our amygdala signals aversion to acts
that we consider wrong or immoral. We only tested dishonesty in this experiment, but
the same principle may also apply to escalations in other actions such as risk taking or
violent behaviour."

The amygdala consists of two almond-shaped nerve bundles embedded deep in the
brain which are linked to fear, anxiety and social phobias. They also play a role in
controlling aggression.

Studies have shown that many psychopaths, who lack empathy and are often
accomplished liars, have unusually small amygdalas.

The new research is reported in the journal Nature Neuroscience.

Dr Raliza Stoyanova, a member of the neuroscience and mental health team at the
Wellcome Trust charity, which co-funded the research, said: "This is a very interesting
first look at the brain's response to repeated and increasing acts of dishonesty.

"Future work would be needed to tease out more precisely whether these acts of
dishonesty are indeed linked to a blunted emotional response, and whether escalations
in other types of behaviour would have the same effect."
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Six suspected kidnappers of Cannes luxury hotel owner placed under formal
investigation
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I've seen first hand how easily our asylum system can be abused — and there's no easy
way to stop it

ANDY JONES @@ 30 Oct 2016, 7:07pm
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France prepares to remove thousands of migrants from streets of Paris as numbers grow
after Calais 'Jungle' demolition
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Philip Hammond will make a 'huge mistake' if he endorses forecasts of economic
collapse, Tory MPs warn
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US election 2016 polls and odds tracker: How likely is Hillary Clinton to beat Donald
Trump, with some polls giving her double-digit lead
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Thank God for parents like Michael Gove - the greatest gift you can give your child is
independence
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Italy earthquake: Local prlests told to hold mass outdoors after 6. 6 quake destroys
historic cathedral in Norcia - and cracks appear at Rome's St Paul's
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Earthquakes could continue to batter central Italy in devastating 'domino
effect’, seismologist warns
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Scottish independence 'greater threat to financial services industry than Brexit'
30 Oct 2016, 6:30pm

Jeremy Clarkson fears BBC could sue over new racing show The Grand Tour if too
similar to Top Gear
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Unpaid internships could be banned to help the poor, minister suggests
30 Oct 2016, 5:17pm

What time is The X Factor live results show on TV tonight? Plus, Sinitta delivers her
damning verdict on Honey G
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Mark Carney has put the Bank of England's independence in question. He should stay
on, but shut up
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Child refugee allowed into UK had spent three years at university
30 Oct 2016, 3:19pm

'Thate Hallowe'en' says Claudia Winkleman as she warns of fire danger following
daughter's accident

30 Oct 2016, 3:12pm
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Shocking moment angered traffic warden lashes out at driver
30 Oct 2016, 2:54pm
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