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Welcome to a rebooted version of Psychout, a magazine written by psychology 
students at the University of York. Our last issue was seven years ago in 2012! 
With the help of many of our current students we have managed to get this up 
and running again for the 2019 spring term. 
 
This issue is themed on óunusual but useful experiments in psychologyô, with 
article topics ranging from dead fish in fMRI scanners to musical stairs. There is 
also an interview with our very own Bailey House, a section on useful technology, 
and an article about a psychology work placement abroad (Sri Lanka!). 
 
Our writers listed below have worked very hard on this issue, so I hope you enjoy 
it. For the next issue in summer term second year students Hannah Paish and 
Darel Halgarth will be taking over the editing duties for this magazine and I am 
excited to see what they will produce! 

Want to get involved in the production of PsychOut? 
Simply email us at alex.reid@york.ac.uk, 
no previous writing experience is required! 

Alex Reid 

Emily Kerry 
(MSc)  

Zoe Watson 
(Yr 2)  

Colin Daumen
(Yr 1)  

Hannah Paish 
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Nic Fife 
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Disclaimer: Please note this magazine is written and edited by students of 
the Department of Psychology, University of York. Views reflect the posi-
tion of our individual writers, and are not the official position of the Univer-

sity or Department.   

MEET THE TEAM 
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This termôs feature section is dedicated to unusual but useful experiments in psychology  
 

Thatôs a bit fishy: when science 

mistakes go right 

Emily Kerry tells us why putting a dead fish in an fMRI 

scanner can still produce useful results.  

Scientific discoveries have often been 
stumbled upon by mistake with many 
inventions which are so commonplace in 
todayôs society being discovered accidentally. 
When Alexander Graham Bell first discovered 
the telephone he was attempting to replicate a 
German study explaining how to pass 
electricity through tuning forks, but instead 
transmitted his voice. One could argue that 
the German study had poor reliability due to 
the failed replicability however the by-product 
was life changing! Similarly, the X in X-ray is 
there to demonstrate the unknown as Wilhelm 
Roentgen accidentally discovered X-rays in 
1895 but did not know what they were to 
name them more appropriately. 
 
Psychology is a discipline founded in scientific 
principles with a long and respected history. 
Psychology has been driven by many great 
scientists such as Ivan Pavlov who progressed 
the field of behaviourism, philosophers such as 
Galen who introduced the concept of 
personality and finally Mr. Fish who 
demonstrated the importance of correcting 
your stats. Yes, you read that right, this is the 
story of how a lifeless fish changed the course 
of psychology in practice forever.  

 

Back in 2010, Bennett and his colleagues 
endeavoured fMRI research to test participants 
brain responses to different social stimuli 
(Exclusive Vs Inclusive), but beforehand, as a 
sign of good practice, they tested the fMRI 
machine was working. Traditionally, fMRI 
machines are tested by placing an object in 
the scanner which provides contrast, this is 
often achieved via a balloon with mineral oil 
inside. However, on this occasion, one can 
only assume due to a lack of resources at the 
time, a dead fish fresh from the fish market 
was placed in the scanner. 

A dead salmon: surprisingly brainy 
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This provided a good contrast to test the 
scanner due to the contrast between the 
bones, muscle and fat thus allowing the study 
to progress. However, it is not the study on 
social stimuli which is of interest here, it is, of 
course, the salmon in the scanner! When the 
researcher was later trying to demonstrate 
stats to his students, the salmon data was 
used as a data set for analysis. Interestingly, 
the fish which was evidently lifeless and 
bought for consumption from a fish market 
showed a significant increase in activation in 
response to the different social stimuli. 
 
As this is not a tale of a magic resurrecting 
fish, you are probably wondering, how is this 
possible?! fMRI develops a huge amount of 
information which leads to thousands of 
comparisons of the data. However, for any of 
you with a head for stats may recognise that 
with multiple comparisons comes inflated 
alpha values and an increased likelihood to 
make a type 1 error. A type 1 error is finding a 
significant result when there is not truly one to 
be found. This might lead researchers to reject 
a null hypothesis and claim that something 
significant is happening when in fact it is not. 
  
With respect to the salmon, multiple 
comparisons produced an inflated type 1 error 
rate to create a bizarre example of how a dead 
fish might órespondô significantly differently to 
exclusive and inclusive social stimuli. As you 
can imagine, this can be very problematic in 
the real world and, as a result of this weird 
finding, corrections are now applied to fMRI 
data much more readily then they have been 
in the past. Such corrections reduce the type 1 

error rate by reducing the alpha values making 
significant results harder to find and making 
the process overall more stringent. The take-
home message is to always correct for multiple 
comparisons in your data and always be aware 
of type 1 errors!  

TYPE II ERROR 

TYPE I ERROR 

A fishy analogy: a type I error is when you 
think something is there but it isnôt, a type 

II error is the opposite 
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Invisibility and where to find it 

Colin Daumen explores our latent ability to feel óinvisibleô to 
those around us. 
 

Have you ever been asked the question, if you 
had a superpower or special ability, what 
would it be? Of all the almost infinite answers 
that could be given, I suspect you may have 
heard answers such as invisibility countless 
times. So, why choose invisibility over other 
powers such as 
immortality or mind 
reading, or even a 
complete removal 
of university stress?  
 
To some extent, we all possess the power of 
invisibility; this comes in the form of what is 
known as the invisibility cloak illusion. 
Research published by Boothby, Clark, and 
Bargh of Yale University (2017) in the Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology found 
that, as humans, we believe that we are more 
observant than those around us. This creates 
an illusion of sorts, where we believe that we 
observe others more than they observe us.  
 
Clearly it doesnôt make logical sense for us to 
believe that we observe others more than they 
observe us. Yet the study found that people 
felt themselves to be observed less and they 
felt relatively invisible in various situations 
during their day to day life. The findings of the 
researchers remained consistent throughout 
the variety of different conditions they 
included in their study, ranging from 
interviewing students at a university canteen 
to results from an online survey. It was also 
found that individualôs responses to the 
interview questions didnôt vary depending on 
whether they were surrounded by close friends 
or complete strangers. This showed that social 
ties played little to no role in the outcome of 
the study. 
 
So, what may be the underlying cause for this 
invisibility cloak illusion I hear you ask? It may 
be a lot less complicated to debunk this 
mysterious situation than first expected. We as 
humans each have exclusive access to one 
thing nobody else has does. Our mind. We 

have access to our own thoughts, which other 
individuals donôt, thus creating a sense of 
seclusion and invisibility from others. At the 
same time, we donôt realize that other people 
have this exact same idea of self-awareness 
available.  

 
So, there you have 
it. If you have ever 
wished to have 
superpowers, there 

may be an easier way than getting bitten by a 
spider or being blasted by gamma radiation. 
You just have to be yourself. In a sense then, 
we are all superheroes and amazing in the 
same way, but also in a completely unique and 
different way to each other. 

You donôt need to go to Hogwarts to feel 
invisible (image from Harry Potter and The 

Philosopherôs Stone) 

ñAs humans we believe that we are more 
observant than those around usò 
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The piano stairs experiment: why 
you should always take the stairs 

Zoe Watson talks about Volkswagenôs attempt to make our 
everyday lives a little less boring through a giant piano (pictured). 

In 2009, Volkswagen transformed the 
Odenplan subway station in Stockholm, 
Sweden by converting the staircase into a 
giant piano keyboard. By making the choice to 
take the stairs, members of the public were 
met by a joyful series of music notes, with 
each step delivering a different note when 
pressure was applied. Volkswagen was 
interested in whether making the stairs more 
exciting and essentially a more fun experience, 
members of the public would be more likely to 
take the stairs over the alternative choice of 
the escalator. This was considered an 
important motivation for the study, as 
technology has become so prevalent in our 
world, that technologies such as escalators 
might make us lazy and dependent.  
Volkswagen himself told The Star Business 
Journal ñYou know you should be taking the 
stairs, but it's easier to take the other route. 
We played off that. If we make it a fun 
experience, a good experience, then people 
will do it.ò 

A video camera was set up within the subway 
station to observe whether the people of 
Stockholm would choose the piano stairs or 
stick to the escalators. In one day alone, 66% 
more people took the stairs than usual, 
suggesting that fun really is the best way to 
get people to change their ways. The 
members of the public showed pure glee as 
they first stepped onto the stairs, with many 
repeatedly running up and down the piano in 
an attempt to make a tune.  
 

The basic idea behind the Piano Stairs 
Experiment was Volkswagenôs ñFun Theoryò, 
which was an initiative developed in 2009 to 
promote the belief that if you want to change 
behavior, you need to make it fun!  
 
Volkswagen held a competition in 2009 to 
encourage people to come up with fun, new 
ideas for products that would change peopleôs 
behavior for the better. The finalists included 
the musical piano stairs, a jukebox rubbish bin 
(which plays music when people put their 
rubbish in) and a speed camera lottery, which 
eventually won the competition. Although you 
may think that taking the stairs over the 
escalators would not benefit you hugely, it has 
been reported that just two minutes of stair 
climbing each day burns enough calories to 
eliminate the one pound that an average adult 
gains each year. So, itôs no surprise that this 
idea has escalated and been copied worldwide 
in a range of places including Italy and China.  
 

The video of this experiment has since been 
shared and been seen by over 13 million 
people, with people all over the world 
appreciating the power of a simple bit of fun. 
Although this is just a basic premise, the 
effects are powerful and long lasting, 
encouraging future inventions which aim to 
change peopleôs behavior through the 
mechanism of fun. As the world becomes 
consumed by technology and demands, this 
investigation reminds us how important it is to 
enjoy every little part of your day, and what a 
real difference a little bit of fun can make! 

Volkswagenôs piano stairs in Odenplan subway station, Stolkholm. 



8 

 

Donôt stand next to me while 
Iôm peeing!  
 

Hannah Paish discusses investigations into the 
phenomenon of bladder shyness from the ironically dubbed 
ógolden ageô of paruresis research. 

Being female, it is hard to imagine what itôs 
like to have someone standing next to you 
while you pee, and as I can gather from 
conversations with my brother and my 
boyfriend, itôs really not that pleasant for boys 
either. Both have told me that men will do 
anything 
they can 
to not 
stand 
directly 
next to 
each other at a urinal, even if there is one 
available. Someone even told me once that, 
even when youôre desperate, itôs really difficult 
and even impossible to pee if you know there 
are people nearby/watching you, which really 
says something about the power of the human 
mind. This sounds like a very interesting 
concept to investigate and it has been done 
(be it in 1976 when you didnôt need ethical 
approval to measure how long it took someone 
to pee!). 
 
In the late ó70s, Middlemist, Knowles and 
Matter designed a (slightly creepy) experiment 
to see whether the onset of menôs urination 
was delayed by a person standing close to 
them at the urinal. They conducted a pilot 

study to get some idea of how men behave in 
bathrooms (you would think that every visit to 
the bathroom would act as a pilot study but I 
guess you have to measure the variables). 
This preliminary investigation found that men 
donôt like to stand directly next to each other 

at urinals, 
and it also 
takes longer 
for them to 
start 
urinating if 

someone is standing close to them. Given that 
all of this was timed on a wristwatch by a guy 
pretending to groom himself in the mirror, it 
probably wasnôt very reliable, so the 
investigators had to conduct a more detailed 
experiment. 
 
For the main investigation, naive participants 
were forced to use the far left of three 
adjacent urinals (by forced, I donôt mean they 
were dragged in and ordered to use the one 
on the left, calm down. The confederate was 
already standing at the urinal relevant for the 
condition, and there was a ódo not useô sign on 
the other).  For each test, there would either  

ñMiddlemist et al. designed an experiment to see 
whether the onset of menôs urination was delayed by 

person standing close to them at the urinalò 

The ultimate nightmare scenario for people with bladder shyness 
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be a confederate standing directly next to the 
participant, standing one urinal away, or not 
present at all, in order to manipulate the onset 
of the participants urination. 
 
It gets weirderé. It seems that the 
confederate already had enough to do, so in 
the stall at the end of the line of urinals there 
was stationed a grad student with a periscope 
hidden by a pile of books in order to watch the 
streams of urine and measure the onset using 
two stopwatches: one to measure the onset 
time and the other to measure how long each 
participant took to urinate.  
 
The experiment did indeed produce significant 
results: when there was no one else present 
i.e. no confederate, it took participants an 
average time of 4.8 seconds. When a 
confederate was one urinal away, onset time 
increased to 6.2 seconds, and increased 
further to 8.4 seconds when the confederate 
was standing next them (thatôs nearly double 
the amount of time when there was no one 
there at all). There were also signs that the 
urine streams were less persistent the closer 
someone stood to the participant, and 
participants also urinated for a shorter amount 
of time the closer the confederate stood to 
them. These results could be evidence that 
invasion of personal space causes arousal, 
making urinating more difficult. Or that guys 
are just really self-conscious about how good 
they are at peeing. 
 
Moral of the story: guys, next time you go for 
a whizz, check for periscopes. 

Paruresis: the fear of going for a wee in 
front of other people 

Suggested intervention: tape this picture above 
urinals! 
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The humble tickle and why science 
should stay silly 
 

Nic Fife discusses the human condition as probed through 
the adorable and scientific pursuit of baby tickling. 
 

Picture this: itôs 1933 and youôre a fresh, new-
born infant. Take a second to savour what it 
feels like to have your every need provided 
for. You donôt even have object permanence, 
let alone rent to pay and deadlines to meet. 
No sense of self means no self-loathing either! 
Youôre having a pleasant, if skeletally fragile, 
day. Youôre busy growing and learning and all 
that other stuff babies do, when your dad 
comes over to play 
with you! He pokes 
your little hands and 
you instinctively grab 
his finger, youôre 
doing great! Youôre a 
nice, normal baby.  
 
However your dad is no nice, normal dad! He 
briefly disappears out of the room and when 
he comes back, heôs wearing a mask over his 
face. He then proceeds to tickle you as you 
both stare at each other, expressionless, 
silent. Your father is actually Clarence Leuba, 
the hopeful young psychologist, and youôre 
being tickled in the name of science!  
 
This was an unremarkable sight in the Leuba 
household. Leuba experimented on both of his 
children ï first his son, then his daughter ï to 
see if they would ever laugh when tickled if 
they were never conditioned to associate 

tickling with cheery circumstances. Surely 
enough, both started laughing around the age 
of 7 months, leading Leuba to conclude that 
this must be an innate response.  

Though Leubaôs methods might seem a little 
weird, interest in tickling and laughter dates 
back beyond the roots of Leubaôs childrenôs 
mild trauma. Looking back into human history, 

thinkers like Aristotle 
and Darwin, among 
others, had earlier 
committed their 
thoughts on the 
matter into writing, 
but there was little in 

the way of empirical investigation. The humble 
tickle has always raised questions about the 
very nature of our humanity, many of which 
still stump both scientists and philosophers to 
this day. Why canôt we tickle ourselves? Why is 
tickling funny? Why do we find anything funny 
at all? 

Of course, science probably has more 
important things to worry about, right? We 
need to dedicate as much of that precious 
brainpower to dealing with the catalogue of 
unresolved impending threats weôre facing 
moving further into the 21st century.  

ñScientific language has been 
constructed to distinguish between 
the sensation of light tickling 
(óknismesisô) and heavy tickling 

(ógargalesisô)ò 

Mr. Tickle from the classic Mr. Men childrenôs book series by Roger Hargreaves 
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Looming climate disaster, inequality tearing 
apart nations, famine, mass extinction, aging 
populations, closure of public libraries, finding 
out why ice is slippery or whatôs up with 
magnets, surely these things are all of the 
utmost importance and should be our top 
priority? Nevertheless, research continues to 
pursue why tickling is funny. For example, a 
slightly more recent paper (creatively titled, 
óTickleô) by Samuel Selden, reviews at length 
the physiological and neurological bases of 
tickling, and its association with laughter and 
discomfort. Specific, scientific language has 
even been constructed to distinguish between 
the sensation of light tickling (óknismesisô) and 
heavy tickling (ógargalesisô). What are those 
pesky scientists playing at? 
 
But Scientific enquiry into tickling is such a 
good example of humans trying to understand 
ourselves and where weôve come from. Thereôs 
a wider point about the nature of science 
lurking in the study of tickling. Science is, at 
heart, about curiosity, and psychology is 
where the rigour of the scientific method 
overlaps with finding out what it means to be 
human: the how and the why of our continued 
existence! Itôs not that unlocking the 
mechanisms responsible for age-related neural 
degeneration isnôt important, but 
acknowledging that investigations into both 
the weird and the mundane have their place in 
science is part of what makes scientific enquiry 
so exciting and fun! Research like this, 
particularly in the field of psychology, can 
serve to unite and ground us in our shared 

humanity. In an era filled with so many social 
tensions and looming disasters, it might do us 
well to remember that we were all helpless, 
tickle-prone babies once. Maybe then weôll be 
able to put aside our differences and work 
together more cohesively to solve some of the 
more pressing issues we face. 

Baby tickling: who says all psychology research 
has to be serious 

Tickling in the past: Fritz Zuber-Buhlerôs 
óTickling the babyô (1822-1896) 

Images of a cross-species study into tickling 
comparing a human child and an infant chim-
panzee named Joni. Photographs are from 
Nadezhda Ladygina-Kohts, Infant Chimpan-

zee and Human Child (1935) 


