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As I said at the start of the previous chapter, I 
was not a big fan of the dark as a young kid. I was 
never sure what I was afraid of, but that did not 
matter. I was afraid of monsters, but for the most 
part, I outgrew that specific fear at a fairly young 
age. I say for the most part because there are still 
some monster-like creatures that I do not particu-
larly care to associate with even now that I am an 
adult. For example, I know snakes serve a vital 
purpose in the ecosystem, but candidly, I don’t 
want to be around them. Most snakes where I live 
(in Michigan) are perfectly harmless, but I still 
don’t like them. I suspect my feelings are shared 
by many other people. Perhaps it is the way 
snakes look, move, or feel to the touch (so I’ve 
been told), but many people do not like snakes.

CONCEPTUAL  
UNDERSTANDING OF THE TOOL

The Study
It is against this backdrop of dislike of snakes 
that we discuss a research study that Brian 
Stirling, Madeleine Greskovich, and Dan Johnson 
(2014) conducted. Before we discuss their exper-
iment, however, we need some theoretical back-
ground. Signal detection theory is concerned 
with the ability to detect stimuli in the environ-
ment. It relies on people’s accuracies and inac-
curacies to assess how well they can detect 
certain stimuli. People are asked whether they 
detected (e.g., saw, heard) a particular stimulus. For instance, if you were in my office right now and I asked you 
whether you smelled a coffee aroma, you likely would say “yes” because there is dark-roast coffee brewing. 
This would be called a “hit” because you detected a stimulus that was present. If you said that you did not smell 
the coffee, even though it was present, this would be called a “miss” because you did not detect a stimulus that 
was present. Misses can be bad because there are certainly stimuli you want to be able to detect. If you can’t 
smell the coffee, that’s not a huge deal. But if your dorm was on fire, you would definitely want to detect the 
smell of smoke or hear the fire alarm blaring. In addition to “hits” and “misses,” there are what’s called “false 
alarms.” Sometimes we think we detect a stimulus when in fact nothing was there. If you said you smelled roses 
in my office, that would be a “false alarm” because you are detecting a stimulus that does not exist in my office 
(and there have never been roses in my office, but if you send me some, it would brighten my day).

Now that we have a handle on the basics of signal detection theory, let’s return to Stirling et al.’s (2014) 
research. They used signal detection theory to test the notion that people would display a response bias toward 
snakes. That is to say, when presented with a stimulus for a brief period of time, people would be likely to 
respond in ways that indicated they saw a snake rather than some less dangerous stimulus. What would poten-
tially be worse (that is, potentially more dangerous): to think you saw a snake when what you saw was just a cute 
salamander (a false alarm for snakes), or to not see a snake that was slithering toward you (missing the snake)? 
I think missing the snake could have more severe consequences than mistaking a salamander for a snake.

Photos 8.1a and 8.2b  �  Which one would be more trouble to 
“miss”?
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