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Learning to Lie

By Po Bronson

Kids lie early, often,
and for all sorts of
reasons—to avoid
punishment, to bond
with friends, to gain

' a sense of control. But
now there’s a singular

| theory for one way

; this habit develops:

' They are just copying |

| their parents. ‘

34

INTHE LAST FEW YEARS, a handful of intrepid scholars
have decided it time fotry to understand why kids e
Forastudyto assess the extent of teenage dissembling,
Dr. Nancy Darling, then at Penn State University,
recruited a special research team of a dozen under-
sraduate students, all under the age of 21. Using gift
certificates for free CDs as bait, Darling’s Mod Squad
persuaded high-school students to spend a few hours
with them in the local pizeria.

Each student was handed a deck of 36 cards, and
each card in this deck listed a topicteens sometimes
lie about to their parents, Over a slice and a Coke,
the teen and two researchers worked through the
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deck, learning what things the kid was lying to his parents
shout, and why.
the interviews saying that parents give you ev
e R e G 00
serves, By the end of the interview, the kids saw for the first time
bow much they wer i and bow manyofthe familys s
e had broken. Darling says 98 percent of the teens reported
Pt e
‘Out of the 36 topics, the average teen was lying to his par-
ents about twelve of them. The teens lied about what they
spent their allowances on, and whether they'd started dating,

they were hanging out with friends their parents d
of. They lied about how they spent thei afternoons e

dmnkzn teens. T
ing an honors student didn't change these numbers by
much nor did being an uversdwdulz(\ kid. No kid, apmrcm\y,

Encouraged to tell so many
whitelies and hearin;
somany others, children
e comfortable with being
isingenuous. Insincerity
becomes a daily occurrence.

ly Pennsylvania,the  distinctions. Talwar has found the opposite to be true—]
2 i o gras early the nuancesbetween lesand truh use e
“We had prone tolic
avery normal, epresentative sample” Darling says. when given the chance.
For “honesty” y i
Other trits lies go—they’ . The truth, according to Talwa, is
- > e r
their natural environment, a 4-year-old wil ie once every two

tin his messge n surveys, 98 peroent ad tha trst 55
honesty were csential ina personal relation-

bour, vl 6 yer-ld wil Fe about anes every bour and 8
half,

e ing is morally wrong.

Eyhe e i recie sl g therecns £t g
punishm

wrong become the 98 percent who lie?

T STARTS VERY Y0UNG. Indeed, bright kids—
those who do beteron other academic ndica
ying at 2 or 3. “Lying is

ec
et lvmg, b e
a childs power and sense of control—by manipulating friends
with teasing, by bragging to assert status, and by learning he
can fool his parents.

S
Tal

Gill University and aleading expert on children's
lying behavior.

et sudden spate of ying, or

e, s el e S b ot 0 s

fe, in a way that troubles him. “Lying is a symptom—often of
igger p behavior? explains Talwar. ‘I a strategy to

it t that ly

In longitudinal stud;

t0 lie must recognize the truth, intellectually

2 majority of 6-year-olds who fre-

Therefo
e o d

e itua-
tions, a child wil stick with it. About half of all kids do—and if

“Its " Talwar

has concluded.

blessed, depending on how they choose to look at it. If your
4-year-old is a good liar,it's a strong sign she’s got brains.
And its the smart, savvy kid who's most at rsk of becoming
ahabitual liar.

in his mid-thirties, as he watched Nick, his eager 6-year-old,
enthralled in a game of marbles with a student researcher in
describ-

hi oy social. He had

they i

tch. “Well, 've never

ity. A 3-year-old will say,°l didn't hit my sister” even if a parent

heard h|m le? Perhaps that, wq s e stron, T sure

st parents hear their

when I hear t, Il still b surprised.” H
e blthason 1o mebahe:

R L O O
toms the i will o vhe i gt e s arte e
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sMontrn parenting magain hatasked,“Can Yous Chid el
the Difference Between the Truth and a



Steve was curious to find out if Nick would lie, but he wasn't
tolaow the e

Arruda suddenly said she had to leave the room for a bit,
promisingtoberight backsSheadmonihed Nk ot o peck
struggled not to, but at

dishonest with him was profoundly troubling. it the was gone.
o ke or e b e Niek chaed, then elied, _ttaen eeans, i gave i i oghed
i Vher he could

dimmerof remorse

ik hought hédspent the hour plying  seris o gmes
Ty won two prizes, @ cool
e e e e
did very well. What the first-grader didn't know was that
those games were realy a battery of psychologicl tests, and

doonbefore NI facng te vl ain sy an-
noun occer ball!” Arruda ol it for her to
e e
answer, he hesitantly asked, A soccer ball
AntudasaidNickwas gt and henhetumed o fucher,
heacted vry plessed, Arruds e had pecked

thewomen vere
child psychology
S ns by S S e Snsad e
ment clled the templation-esisanceparadigm, s known in
L i
watched N it mother ope o Talwar’s shadents
Cindy Arruda. Sh 11d Nickthey wer going o lay a guesing
‘ame. Nick was tosit facing the vall and try to guess theidentity
of a toy Arruda brought out, based on the sound it made. Ifhe
was right three times, he'd win a rize

first o wer casy: . polcecarand acying by dol

his chair with excitement when he got the

to play a music-box jingle of
Becthoven' iy Efe Nihyof course,vas stampe

w.uummmlm,.mg him, or eve

anote. ﬂrm,»mnn in her

biaiiete
ek ewpped hischin i bis hands, then sed, The music
had sounded like a ball” Then: “The ball sounded b
white? Nick added that the music sounded like the soccer
balls he played with at school: They squeaked. And the mu-
sic sounded like the squeak he heard when he kicked a ball
To emphasize this, his winning point, he brushed his hand
againstthe side of the toy ball
it aest o se fidren chest

andlie
2bility to estend a i, omnng plaus
voiding what the cieatins call Teaknge®

inconsistencies
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e would be scored
a

ted

Although most kids lied in the control situation, the majority

was thriled

SEVENTY-sIx PERCENT of kids Nick' age take the chance to
peek during the game, and when asked if they pecked, 95 per-
centlieshont it

But sometimes the researcher will read the child a short
storybook before she asks about the pecking. One story read
load s The Bay Who Cried Wolf—the version in whieh both
the boy an the sheep get caten because o hisrepeted s

It

“The shepherd boy ends up suffering the ultimate punish-
‘ment, but the fact that lies get punished is not news to chil-
& = 2

children hyperaware of the potential personal cost. It distracts
children from leaning how ther e affect others, In studis,
Kids who!ive in
I

DL

age—] 1mmgmgumugmlcsso/\en

proces ofsodialzation. Bt the wisdom i Thie chmy Deeap-

inwhich y

his father that he chopped

s (al.he rge, I'm glad that you cut down the tree

Reral. Heartng ou (0 the truth instead of i s beter than
Thada thousand cherrytrees!
Now,

lhcy need

THE oSt pISTORDING KEASON chidren i hat parets
teach them to. According to Talwar, they learn it . “We

iy

surveyed 1,300 people,
H

. cut down ing atall in Tavars expeiment. In fat afer
doesn'tlike.
. ey
was replaced with a ol
potential that t , it

R P ble 43 percent in i

barof o, Afe giving the s -
the shock ks them how they
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ke it. About a quarter of preschoolers can li that they like the
iR—by clementay school,abou mu TellmK this lie makes
lhem extremely uncomfortal
ey e kst = O eprat
a5 e it iy o s PR (R TRt

ly when pressed

‘mumble quietly and fidget.
Meanwhile, the childs parent usually cheers when the child

thei kids are “politethey doit e i yng. Tavas -

revopize thal wh\lz hes are ml! Ties. »
tokeep diaies of their own lics,they
o B xm percvey fve sosalInterscion, whieh

lies are white
the guy at work who brought in his wifds mufhn that they
st gret o tayng, “OF coursethis s my nabural has olor”

white lies
ulhens chikdren gradolly et comfotable with being disn-
sincerity becomes, literally, a daily occurrence.
B e e P ke s HEb S
1548 eay vay o avod Conle. And while ey Gon't onfuse
it itonionswithing to cover hei misdeed,they

o protect yourselfor others,like telling

Many books advise parents
tojustletlies go—they’ll
grow out of 1t ie truthis,
kids grow into it.

logically emasculating, whether the confession is forced out
of him or he volunteers it on his own. It essential for some

r auton-

g th 1 groundwork from ¢ things to be
oSt |>mmcs casier, toa par- i for autor
ent. Soif the parent says, ‘Where did you get ot omy is strongest. Its not mild at 12, moderate at 15, and most

latt

cards?! L taldyou, youre ot
o A

In fact, this resis-

b e Al wersetas o iend.

i 1thanat
we think of high school as the risk years, but the psychological

are taught not to
tatle What rown-ups really mean by “Don' el 1 that e

In her study of teenage students, Darling also mailed survey
i dit

tattling has received e

and researchers
have spent hours observing kids at play. They ve learned that
nine out of ten times, when a kid runs up to a parent to tell,
that kid s being completely honest. And while it might seem
t0a parent that tattling is incessant, to a child that’s not (h&
case-—because forevry time a chid scks a parnt or

i vk b s T pelag i

he
e e e el
notset rules” Darling says. Parents imagine a trade-offbetween
i i o be

tdid
e e e i ] e O ST . o
comes o ol he parnt th ruth,he heas i ffect “Sop
ringing me your problems
B B ol S e
the worst thing a kid can be called on the playground. So a
child considering reporting a problem to an adult not only

mand " Each

be kept in the dark.
Darling found that permissive parents don't actuall learn

troubl sty haveparents who dot et s o tandands

Their parents are loving and accepting no matter what the

Kide do. Butthe ids take theack of rles s i helt par-
X

o{bunb the parent”

row ially. They
watch other kids cut class, vandal-
ize walls, and shoplift. To tattle
tosctlikealiglekid Keeing thei

sy;
eneaumgcd to do so since lhcy
werelile

The s o olding bacinforma-

e

wiTmoLDING pETALS sbout
their lives, adolescents carve out
Ao i st s

Lol TR e

- {thappen; remarks
Darl
cnforeethemn. s toomuch worky sysDaring. “Itsalot harder
toenfore thre rles thanto ty rules.
e o e o oftheop-
=5 parent,with lots of psychological inrusion, but those:
tecns were' rbeling.They wercbedint And dcl»mmi
“Ironically, the type of parents who are actually most con-
sinkaf s ebforcig St s i pace B et
warm and have the most conversations with their kids? Dar-
ling observes. They v set few rules over certain key spheres
of influnce,and theyve explained why the rules are there
“They expect the child to obey them. Over lfes other spheres,
they supported the child' autonomy, Rl i ool

ti i that
totell

‘The kids of these parents lied the least. Rather than
hiding twelve areas from their  (Continuedon page95)
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parents, they might be hiding as
as five.

e THESAURUS, the antonym of
hamsly is lying, and the opposite of
ing is agreeing. But in the minds
oftecnagers, fhat’ not how it works
Really, to an adolescent, arguing is the
opposte ofin.
n Nancy Darlings researchers
e s g o e
i

point of view be articulated”
‘What most surprised Holmes was
learning that for the teens, ighting

ever told—with all the scintillating

“I was fully expecting serious lies;"
DePaulo remarks. “Stories of affairs

e e S Inrm[\ll und
destructive. Statistical

e R Caral e R
e there is too

n
Halm
s b sv.udy with
an extreme amount of conflict.” In-
e

ing money, or being a salesperson and
s ey out of car buyers” And
she did hear those kinds of whoppers,
including theft and even one murder,

to her surprise, a lot of the sto-
ries tald were sbout when the subject

athrotg glnn:e, o s grzm conse-

quence.

y ir par-
ents about things they knew their par-

just felt obligated, saying, “They're my
parents, 'm supposed to tel them.” But
tivation that emerged

244 percent more likely to lie than to

protest a rule. In the families where

there was less deception, however, there
h high i

were resolved.

T WILL BE MANY YEARS

efore my own children

become teenagers, but

having lying on my ra-

dar screen has changed

the way things work

around the Bronson

houschold. No matter how small, lies

no longer go unnoticed. The moments

slow down, and [ have a better sense of
how to handle them.

came that way. Another told of steal-
ing some coins from a sibling” As these
stories first started trickling in, De-
Paulo scoffed, thi

e as a child to have
told this lie,” she recalls. “For young
Kids, their lie challenged their self-con-
cept that they were a good child, and

Luke, came home from school lmmg'
leaened ¢ new phrase and s new
e alppiog

e s cvcr)‘-
thmg He repented 1 don't care” so

it they i

Many subjects commented on hov
that momentous lie early in life es-
tablshed s patternthat affeced them
thereafter. ome who said, ‘I
told this e T caught, and I felt s0

complaining. The argument enabled

‘many ti
i e 1[50mwne nsdwol

Oth-
Vo Lo DN

the child to speak honestly. Certain  had taught him thi

types of fighting, despite the acrimony, _ He froze. Andlcnnldsnddznly imtuit  this ll the ime? “The lis they i ezrly
i i is head—

disrespect, shouldbe e to ms dad, orratout s act cun elly afctying”

arents don't make this

interviews asking mothers
ol ado\uxcunb separately, to describe
‘and how they felt about
eV s e bl TSRS
e e e
ed their ents as being destructive.
o ther relationships with 1 their teens.

Recognizing the conflict, T told
S o e
school, he did not have to tell me who
taught him the phrase. Telling e the
truth was not going to get his friends
in troul

Oy he suid, relieved. ‘Uearned it
at school” Then he told me he did care,
4nd e gave me a hog T haven' heard
it agai

often entrap

tied she had seibbled onthe dining

table wit ‘marker. Disap-
provingly | asked, “Did you drew 61
the table, Thia?” In the past, she would

have just answered honestly, but my

gl thls pcntion) durupectﬁll
The fought, and
e s o e
morethe mother ated the fighing 15

ful. But only 23 percent of the
i LRl T

Docs how we deal with a childs lies
really inlife? The

irony of lying is that it's both normal
and abnormal belivior st the same
yetit can't

ooy that shed dune some-

thing ished

T et quesuon honid

bave ust rominded her not 1o write
bl

et

Dr. Bella DePaulo of the University of

California, Santa Barbara, has devoted
ing. I

the
her coloring book, AR
away. Instead, I had done justas Talwar
had warned against.

“No, I didn't,” id, Iy

lationship
with their mothers. “Their perception of
the fighting s eallysohisticate,far

re than we antici cenag-
re? noes Holmes, “Tney s fghting
as & way to see their parents in a new

d
community members enter a private
room equipoed with an sodloape v
mplete con-
A Der s e At
the subjects to recall the worst lie they

For that stain, 1 had only myself
toblame.

Additional reporting by Ashley
Merryman.
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