
 

Humans are hard-wired to follow the path of
least resistance
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The amount of effort required to do something influences what we think
we see, finds a new UCL study suggesting we're biased towards
perceiving anything challenging to be less appealing.
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"Our brain tricks us into believing the low-hanging fruit really is the
ripest," says Dr Nobuhiro Hagura, who led the UCL team before moving
to NICT in Japan. "We found that not only does the cost to act influence
people's behaviour, but it even changes what we think we see."

For the study, published in eLife, a total of 52 participants took part in a
series of tests where they had to judge whether a cloud of dots on a
screen was moving to the left or to the right. They expressed their
decisions by moving a handle held in the left or right hand respectively.
When the researchers gradually added a load to one of the handles,
making it more difficult to move, the volunteers' judgements about what
they saw became biased, and they started to avoid the effortful response.
If weight was added to the left handle, participants were more likely to
judge the dots to be moving rightwards as that decision was slightly
easier for them to express. Crucially, the participants did not become
aware of the increasing load on the handle: their motor system
automatically adapted, triggering a change in their perception.

"The tendency to avoid the effortful decision remained even when we
asked people to switch to expressing their decision verbally, instead of
pushing on the handles," Dr Hagura said. "The gradual change in the
effort of responding caused a change in how the brain interpreted the
visual input. Importantly, this change happened automatically, without
any awareness or deliberate strategy."

"Traditionally, scientists have assumed the visual system gives us
perceptual information, and the motor system is a mere downstream
output channel, which expresses our decision based on what we saw,
without actually influencing the decision itself. Our experiments suggest
an alternative view: the motor response that we use to report our
decisions can actually influence the decision about what we have seen,"
he said.
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The researchers believe that our daily decisions could be modified not
just through deliberate cognitive strategies, but also by designing the
environment to make these decisions slightly more effortful. "The idea
of 'implicit nudge' is currently popular with governments and
advertisers," said co-author Professor Patrick Haggard (UCL Institute of
Cognitive Neuroscience). "Our results suggest these methods could go
beyond changing how people behave, and actually change the way the
world looks. Most behaviour change focuses on promoting a desired
behaviour, but our results suggest you could also make it less likely that
people see the world a certain way, by making a behaviour more or less
effortful. Perhaps the parent who places the jar of biscuits on a high
shelf actually makes them look less tasty to the toddler playing on the
floor."

  More information: Perceptual decisions are biased by the cost to act. 
eLife, DOI: dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.18422

Provided by University College London

Citation: Humans are hard-wired to follow the path of least resistance (2017, February 21)
retrieved 2 May 2024 from
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2017-02-humans-hard-wired-path-resistance.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/behaviour+change/
http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.18422
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2017-02-humans-hard-wired-path-resistance.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

