‘Everybody lies’: The truth about telling the truth
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Fireflies do it. Chimps can be masterful at it. And, when it comes to the game of deceit, human beings are “king of the jungle.” Given the evidence cited in the book Lies! Lies! Lies! by Dr. Charles Ford, one might believe that we are all born liars.  

The noted psychiatrist from the University of Alabama shares some interesting facts that suggest that pretense is a skill most of us learn from our early childhood. He uses results from a 1991 text that indicate 90 percent of people polled admitted that they were deceitful! “Lies told included deception about one’s feelings, income, accomplishments, sex life and age.”

Don’t believe it? Think about the last time someone extended a casual greeting of “how are you?” Did you really share your true feelings? That’s what Ford would categorize as a “benign or salutary lie in order to effect social convention.”

Clearly, our society encourages those types of “white lies” over the brutal truth. According to Ford, “It is obvious that everyone lies; the difference among people is the frequency, target and degree of those lies.”

Even though enormous evidence exists indicating that employers reap significantly positive rewards for cultivating a work environment where principles and honesty prevail, corporate America does not appear to making much headway in this area. Consider these recent findings:

In June, 2006, the Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM) HRMagazine covered the topic of trust.  They revealed research conducted by the consulting firm of Chagnon & Reina Associates Inc. that indicated “nine out of 10 employees are exposed to rumor, gossip and backbiting every day.”  

According to Development Dimensions International, these types of trust-deficient organizations suffer from symptoms of “low initiative; an active, inaccurate grapevine; high turnover; a high ‘fear factor’ among employees; turf wars; and defensiveness.”

In another SHRM article published earlier in March 2006, the headlines read “One in five workers admit to telling lies at work.” The story indicated that “19 percent of workers admit they tell lies at the office at least once a week.” The most common reasons for lying on the job?  To cover up a failed project, a mistake or missed deadline.  

Ford indicates that one reason for the high rate of deceit is the low risk of detection. How is that possible? After all, everyone hates being lied to – and all of us seem to have some sort of built-in radar to protect us from false statements that waste our time, money or energy. Yet, Ford indicates that we sometimes inadvertently encourage dishonest behavior in others by wanting to believe the lie. He says that, in those situations, we forget to apply critical thinking in evaluating the information provided to us. In other words, we start the process by lying to ourselves!

Honestly – I can see how this might happen. While I have occasionally been subjected to some blatant cons, deception has more likely occurred in situations when I became overly optimistic and reluctant to ask critical questions. By ignoring signs of contradictory statements or behavior, I encountered some real disappointments and inconvenience. 

Think you’re good at spotting deceit and avoiding self-delusion? Don’t count on it. According to Ford, the best “deception detectives” are poker players and Secret Service agents. The rest of us might as well flip a coin – or learn to ask probing questions. Ford advises us to do exactly that and apply some good common sense. What’s the old adage? “If it looks too good to be true, it usually is.”

Special note: Ford will be the keynote speaker at the October 11 luncheon of the OKC Chapter of the Oklahoma Business Ethics Consortium.  
