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PSYCHOLOGY in action 
MAKING PSYCHOLOGY RESEARCH AVAILABLE TO EVERYONE  
Psychology in Action is an organization formed by UCLA psychology 
graduate students. Our aim is to communicate interesting, important, 
and potentially life-altering psychological research to the community. 
Visit our blog at www.psychologyinaction.org. 

 

Truth Behind the TV show ‘Lie to Me’ 

     Lie to me is a compelling crime 
drama, but is it based on truth? The 
main character is Dr. Cal Lightman, 
a behavioral psychologist who 
serves as an FBI consultant by 
‘reading’ people’s facial expressions 
and body language to discern truth 
from lies. This sensationalized 
character is based on Dr. Paul 
Ekman, a real research psychologist 
at UCSF. Interestingly, most of the 
character Cal’s impressive talent 
is based on scientific evidence.  
     Dr. Ekman’s research is famous 
for demonstrating that people of all 
cultures can identify and use the 
same facial expressions to 
represent basic emotions. This is 
important because it suggests the 
universality of human emotion. 
Ekman has not only dedicated over 
30 years to researching emotions, 
but has also spent nearly 7 years 
training himself to consciously 
control every muscle in his face.   
     The evidence, however, is not as 
clean cut as the TV show may make 
it seem. Ekman’s research has 
shown that in reality, the average 

person isn't very good at detecting 
lies. However, select groups of 
trained professionals are better 
than others at detecting lies. In one 
study, participants were asked to 
identify lies in a series of video clips 
where people described either true 
or false opinions on social issues. 
Ekman tested federal agents, law 
enforcement officers, and clinical 
psychologists to see who could 
most accurately identify lies. This 
study found that federal agents 
were the only group that could 
detect lies significantly above 
average. They were able to detect 
lies 73% of the time. This suggests 
that it is possible to successfully 
train people to accurately detect 
lies and that the type of deception 
training is important. Ekman 
followed up this discovery by 
developing a facial analysis training 
program that has been used by 
researchers and professionals alike 
to more thoroughly understand 
how human emotion manifests in 
our expressions and body language.  
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 THE MANY AREAS 
OF PSYCHOLOGY 

 
BY: MARIAN SADDI AND KATE 

HUMPHREYS, M.A. 

The field of psychology had its 
modern origin just over 100 
years ago, and yet interest in the 
field has grown rapidly. 
Researchers with broad and 
varied interests have expanded 
the field, and as a result there 
are many different 
subdisciplines. Highlighted here 
are several key areas of 
psychology.  
 
Biological psychologists apply 
biological principles to the study 
of mental processes and 
behavior. The field examines the 
basic biological processes that 
underlie normal and abnormal 
behavior at the level of nerves, 
neurotransmitters, and brain 
circuitry. 
 
In clinical psychology, science, 
theory, and clinical knowledge 
are combined to improve 
psychological distress or 
dysfunction, and to promote 
personal well-being. Clinical and 
counseling psychology are 
similar subdisciplines. 
 
Cognitive psychology is the 
scientific study of how people 
perceive, remember, think, 
speak, and solve problems, by 
exploring internal mental 
processes in the brain.  
 
Comparative psychology 
studies the behavior and mental 
life of non-human animals, like 
pigeons, cats, and monkeys, 
with the hopes that it will 
inform our understanding of 
humans.  
 
Developmental psychology 
focuses on the psychological 
changes of the human mind 
throughout the life span. 
Developmental psychologists 
study infants, the elderly, and 
every age in between.  
 

What Would I  
Do With A Degree 
in Psychology?  

gain a deeper understanding of people, from interactions between neurons to 
interactions between cultures. Psychology focuses more on how to think than what 
to think about. Choosing this major provides undergraduates with a broad skill set 
and opens the door to a wide variety of jobs. 
 
What you’ll learn 
     Psychology majors quickly become very comfortable with data—collecting it, 
analyzing it, and most importantly drawing conclusions from it. The field is largely 
based on the scientific method, so psychology students learn how to design and 
conduct experiments. Because of this, psychology majors are required to take 
statistics classes.      
     Additionally, psychology majors learn strong scientific writing and presentation 
skills. Unlike the literary and sometimes florid style English majors learn, 
psychologists focus on conveying concepts clearly and concisely. 
     Psychology majors learn many skills that are transferable to jobs in numerous 
fields. Here are some skills that psychology majors gain: 
 

 Critical thinking and problem solving 
 One-on-one and small group communication 
 Effective written communication  
 Understanding individual human behavior 
 Knowledge of group and organizational behavior 
 Creativity 

 
Where you can go 
     There is no set career path for psychology majors. Here are a few examples of 
jobs that psychology majors have pursued: market research, human resources, 
genetics counseling, advertising, marketing, retail management, forensics, 
consulting, case management, sales, administration, management, real estate, 
business services, and social work. 
     Pursue summer internships and part-time work while in college to help you 
narrow down what types of jobs you’re interested in after college. Once you gain 
some experience, you’ll get a better picture of what types of jobs suit you best. Until 
then, enjoy the endless possibilities! 
 
 
 

By: Stephanie Vezich, M.A. 

Psychology is the second most popular college 
major in the U.S. according to a CNN poll, but 
very few of all those psych grads spend their 
time asking patients on a couch about their 
feelings. A psychology major actually has little 
to do with therapy; rather, it helps students 
gain a deeper understanding about people, 
from interactions between neurons to 
interactions between cultures. Psychology 
focuses more on how to think than what to 
think about. Choosing this major provides 
undergraduates with a broad skill set and 
opens the door to a wide variety of jobs. 
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SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 
Feeling warm physically might make you 
feel warm toward others 
 
Research out of Yale University has found that 
when people feel physically warm (like when 
holding a hot cup of tea or coffee) they feel 
like the people around them are warmer and 
nicer. This suggests that bodily sensations 
may influence how we see the world and feel 
about people.  
 

Educational psychology 
studies the cognitive, emotional, 
and social learning processes in 
educational settings, while 
school psychology focuses on 
treating behavioral and learning 
problems commonly found in 
school-age children that may 
interfere with schoolwork. 
 
Industrial and organizational 
psychology applies 
psychological concepts to create 
efficient behavior in the 
workplace. For example, they 
may help find employees well-
suited for certain jobs or design 
user-friendly products. 
 
Personality psychology 
explores personality and 
individual differences in thought 
and behavior.  
 
Social psychologists study 
relationships between 
individuals and groups, and how 
social situations may influence 
behavior and cognition. 
 
Evolutionary psychology 
investigates which psychological 
traits may be functional 
adaptations resulting from 
natural selection. 
  
Quantitative psychology 
studies the methods and 
techniques used to measure 
human traits, the design of 
research studies, and the 
analysis of psychological data.  
 
Health psychology focuses on 
how biology, behavior, and 
social factors influence health, 
such as the onset and course of 
disease, and the prevention of 
illness.  
 
Sports psychology explores 
psychological factors that 
influence involvement and 
performance in sports. For 
example, one area of focus is 
how visualization may enhance 
performance. 
 
 
 

The 
Moon 

Illusion 
By: Genna Erlikhman, M.A. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     Shortly after sunset, you can 
sometimes see a large, orange moon not 
too high over the horizon. As the night 
progresses, the moon seems to get 
yellower and smaller as it rises. What’s 
going on? Why does the moon seem so 
huge sometimes and not others? 
     Philosophers, astronomers and 
scientists have been puzzled by this moon 
illusion since the 7th century BCE. Most 
people think that the illusion has 
something to do with having to look 
through more atmosphere when the 
moon is low: light, having to pass through 
more particles when the moon is low on 
the horizon, is refracted in such a way to 
make the moon seem larger. Since this 
explanation was first proposed by 
Aristotle, it has gone in and out of 
popularity. However, it’s been known to 
be false for a long time. You can test this 
by taking a picture of the moon when it’s 
low and then again when it’s high in the 
sky. It’ll actually be the same size in both 
pictures.  If the illusion was due to light 
refraction, then we would expect to see 
the effects of that in pictures. The truth 
is that the illusion is entirely a result 
of how our brain processes what we 
see. 
     Intervening objects (trees, houses, 
hills) may make the distance to the 
horizon moon seem farther than when 
the moon is directly overhead, where the 
sky appears kind of flat and closer to us.  
A large object that’s far away takes up a 
small part of your visual field. If you look 
at a tall, distant building and close one of 
your eyes, you can pretend to pinch the 
building with your hand. When you do 
this, you don’t actually think that the 
building is tiny and pinchable; rather you 
think the building is huge but just far 
away. The same sort of thing is happening 
with the moon illusion – the moon is 
physically the same size at the horizon 
and overhead. But, your visual system 
reasons that it must be larger than the 
moon overhead because it is further away 

horizon moon seem farther than when 
the moon is directly overhead, where the 
sky appears kind of flat and closer to us.  
A large object that’s far away takes up a 
small part of your visual field. If you look 
at a tall, distant building and close one of 
your eyes, you can pretend to pinch the 
building with your hand. When you do 
this, you don’t actually think that the 
building is tiny and pinchable; rather you 
think the building is huge but just far 
away. The same sort of thing is 
happening with the moon illusion – the 
moon is physically the same size at the 
horizon and overhead. But, your visual 
system reasons that it must be larger 
than the moon overhead because it is 
further away at the horizon and takes up 
the same amount of your visual field.  
The visual system even makes it look 
larger. Paradoxically, while our visual 
system thinks that the horizon moon is 
farther away, we think that it is closer to 
us. This is because we make an 
additional assumption that larger objects 
(that take up more of our visual field) are 
closer to us than little ones. The moon 
illusion is two illusions combined into 
one. Visual perception and brain 
processes are other areas studied by 
psychologists (cool huh?).  
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Can Writing Improve Health?  

     Many cultures promote the 
expression of emotions as a way of 
healing. Guatemalan folklore 
encourages children to rid 
themselves of worries by expressing 
them to a worry doll, and the 
Catholic Church prescribes 
confession as a method of healing 
the soul. In Western culture, 
expressing one’s emotions and 
talking about the underlying cause of 
a problem is generally seen as 
cathartic, or cleansing. 
     Over 20 years ago, James 
Pennebaker noticed that people who 
didn’t talk about upsetting events 
were more likely to get sick than 
people who did talk about them. He 
hypothesized that writing about 
these events might improve health. 
Pennebaker tested this hypothesis 
by randomly assigning student 
volunteers to write either about 
their feelings regarding an upsetting 
event (such as their parents’ divorce 
or problems adjusting to a new 
school), or about a non-emotional 
topic (such as their shoes or their 
living room). Pennebaker found that 
the people who had been asked to 
write about their feelings 
surrounding an upsetting event had 
fewer doctor’s visits during the next 
6 months than people who had 
written about a non-emotional topic. 
He concluded that simply writing 
about a stressful event positively 
affected the health of these 
individuals, such that they were less 
likely to need to go to the doctor in 
the following months.  
Since Pennebaker’s original 
experiment, over 200 studies of 
expressive writing have been 
conducted. The benefits of writing 
have been demonstrated in multiple 
countries, languages, and ethnicities. 
Expressive writing has been shown 
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by randomly assigning student 
volunteers to write either about 
their feelings regarding an upsetting 
event (such as their parents’ divorce 
or problems adjusting to a new 
school), or about a non-emotional 
topic (such as their shoes or their 
living room). Pennebaker found that 
the people who had been asked to 
write about their feelings 
surrounding an upsetting event had 
fewer doctor’s visits during the next 
6 months than people who had 
written about a non-emotional topic. 
He concluded that simply writing 
about a stressful event positively 
affected the health of these 
individuals, such that they were less 
likely to need to go to the doctor in 
the following months.  
     Since Pennebaker’s original 
experiment, over 200 studies of 
expressive writing have been 
conducted. The benefits of writing 
have been demonstrated in multiple 
countries, languages, and ethnicities. 
Expressive writing has been shown 
to improve physical symptoms in 
women with breast cancer, speed 
recovery from a wound, improve 
lung function in individuals with 
asthma, and decrease biological 
stress responses in patients with 
post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Furthermore, expressive writing has 
been shown to reduce anxiety and 
depression, help people quit 
smoking, and even improve 
academic performance! 
If writing is so good for us, should 
we all be keeping a daily journal? 
Not necessarily. “I’m not convinced 
that having people write every day 
is a good idea,” Pennebaker says. He 
says that too much writing can lead 
to self-absorption and self-pity. But 
occasionally reflecting on and 
expressing your feelings about a 
stressful experience through writing 
definitely seems to be beneficial.  
Many people find these results 
surprising. Why and how does 
writing affect health? After 20 years 
of research, scientists still don’t 
know! An exciting area of research 
for future scientists will be to 
investigate the psychological and 
biological processes through which 

By: Kelsey Laird 

lung function in individuals with 
asthma, and decrease biological 
stress responses in patients with 
post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Furthermore, expressive writing 
has been shown to reduce anxiety 
and depression, help people quit 
smoking, and even improve 
academic performance! 
     If writing is so good for us, 
should we all be keeping a daily 
journal? Not necessarily. “I’m not 
convinced that having people write 
every day is a good idea,” 
Pennebaker says. He says that too 
much writing can lead to self-
absorption and self-pity. But 
occasionally reflecting on and 
expressing your feelings about a 
stressful experience through 
writing definitely seems to be 
beneficial.  
     Many people find these results 
surprising. Why and how does 
writing affect health? After 20 years 
of research, scientists still don’t 
know! An exciting area of research 
for future scientists will be to 
investigate the psychological and 
biological processes through which 
expressive writing exerts its effects. 
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In 2009, a group of psychologists at the University of Colorado ran a study that 
showed that having high school students write about values that are important 
to them (like family, friends, and religion) lead to increases in GPA. So, the next 
time you’re about to take a big test, remind yourself of things that are 
important to you, and you may score better. 
 

A research team at UCLA last month found that high school aged students who 
spent more time with their friends were less sensitive to being rejected later on. 
Having a supportive network of friends in your life might make negative 
experiences, like being left out of a group, less painful. 
 

Health Psychology: Raise your GPA by writing 
about your values 
 

Developmental Psychology: Spending time with friends 
might make people less sensitive to rejection 
 


