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Abstract

The lllusion of Explanatory Depth (IOED) is a type of cognitive bias that causes humans to
overestimate their understanding of mechanisms. When individuals believe they understand a
subject well, their confidence spikes without realizing their true shallow knowledge. Research
proves that the IOED is why extreme polarization in politics happens. Proving a point thrives on
the confidence of the individual; therefore, it is crucial to ask the right questions in the
discussion. Humans, being cognitive misers, tend to look for shortcuts to store information in
their brain, surviving around a concept called the community of knowledge. Arguments are
usually combat-based, where each side of the party will do anything to get their point across.
However, exposing the lllusion of Explanatory Depth can cause arguments to shift to a more
cooperative discussion. When individuals are asked to explain the underlying mechanics of
whatever they are supporting, it leaves them in conflict where they realize they have been acting
on their own arrogance, rather than true information. The exposition ultimately raises intellectual
humility and causes both parties to lower their defenses, leading to a productive discussion.
While this exposition does not act universally, it is significant to humble disagreements with the
IOED to improve personal communication.

1. Introduction

People rarely hesitate to defend their opinions. Confidence fuels them and almost always the
loudest, most arrogant person wins the conversation. Yet when asked to explain exactly how the
systems or the mechanics behind those opinions work, their own confidence often gives way to
uncertainty. This phenomenon is called the lllusion of Explanatory Depth (IOED) where humans
mistake their surface level familiarity for a deep understanding (Rozenblit & Keil, 2002). This
cognitive bias was first discovered during a study in 2002 by Leonid RozenBlit and Frank Keil.
They asked participants to rate their understanding of everyday objects, such as zippers, before
asking them to elaborately explain the simple mechanisms of the objects. They were then asked
to rerate their own understanding, which was substantially lower after. Rozenblit and Keli’s
conclusion was that asking humans to explain simple concepts confronts them with the truth that
they do not understand as much as they think they do. However, this does not just occur with
understanding of objects but also with opinions and policies. In modern conversations and
debates, people with the desire for power passionately defend complex social, political, or
philosophical viewpoints without actually understanding what they are arguing about (Kérner et
al., 2024).
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In 2013, researcher Philip Fernbach and other scientists conducted a study where they
discovered that this cognitive blind spot is fueling modern political extremism (Fernbach et al.,
2013). Fernbach found that individuals with more extreme political positions often overestimated
how well they understood these policies. When they were required to explain how these
systems worked, it reduced the extremity of their views. People scream about complicated laws
or social programs based on pure emotion thinking they know this subject from the bottom of
their hearts without realizing their brains are running on a mirage (Voelkel et al., 2018). Yet,
researchers identified a strategy that could reduce this overconfidence: when these extreme
participants were forced to stop listing why they were so passionate about their position and
instead explain the exact process of how their policy would be successful, their willingness to be
moderate rose. By confronting their own ignorance, their expression became less extreme
(Chesterfield & Coombs, 2019). This paper investigates how exposing the lllusion of
Explanatory Depth influences personal communication, arguing that gently forcing individuals to
confront their own knowledge is a powerful tool for lowering defensive behavior and shifting
arguments from a combat mindset to a more cooperative one.

2. Cognitive Misers

Human brains are the perfect foundation for this kind of phenomenon to happen. We are
cognitive misers, where when given two choices between tasks, we almost always immediately
decide on the option that takes less effort and time (Nador et al., 2020). The human brain likes
to save processing energy, always looking for a shortcut for objectives. This includes memory as
well. When we look back on a familiar topic, the brain views it from a high abstract view, making
it so that it is easier to grasp and we get the feeling that we understand it. Thinking deeply is a
lot of work for the brain and it takes a lot of energy and effort to do so. Moreover, it is easier to
avoid the intense mental work required to store complex blueprints of how things
work.Therefore, humans survive by participating in the “community of knowledge”, where
knowledge is distributed socially. Humanity works as a collective group that understands how a
smartphone is built or how some policy is managed, which results in individual human brains
outsourcing that data. Humans do not need to memorize how a toilet functions because all we
do is turn the flush handle. So, IOED occurs because the brain is terrible at tracking where its
personal knowledge ends and the community’s knowledge begins. We confuse our ability to
access information with actually possessing it. Crucially, people generate reasons much more
easily than mechanistic explanations (Alter et al., 2010). The human brain is incredibly fast at
generating emotional reasons for why it likes an idea or a side in a debate. However, the brain
struggles with tracing the actual mechanisms of how that idea functions (Mills & Keil, 2003).
Therefore, when an individual is forced to provide a step-by-step breakdown, the information
that is outsourced from the community is missing, which may produce an immediate
phenomenon called cognitive dissonance: the uncomfortable mental state where your actions
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conflict with your beliefs (Cognitive Dissonance | Psychology | Research Starters | EBSCO
Research, n.d.). Our confident ego is confronted by our shallow understanding, where we are
not exactly sure how something works but proceed to arrogantly talk about it anyway. This
dissonance causes us to feel unsure about what we are saying all of the sudden and when
thought about in the middle of an argument, it can significantly reduce confidence and put us in
an awkward position.

3. Consequences of Exposition

When the lllusion of Explanatory Depth is exposed within personal conflicts, it triggers a shift in
human interaction. The dismantling of this illusion serves as a dynamic foundation that
transforms social behavior. By forcing someone to confront the real depth of their knowledge,
the individual can alter the entire psychology of an interaction (Mehta & Mehta, 2024). This
change falls across distinct behavioral phenomena: the elevation of intellectual humility and the
structural modification of argumentative situations.

The first psychological effect of exposing the IOED is an immediate rise in intellectual humility,
which is the awareness of one’s limitations in their own knowledge. Under normal
conversations, humans present themselves with as much confidence and mastery as they can
to try and get the upper hand. This unearned confidence essentially acts as an armor, causing
these individuals to become highly defensive when someone opposes their viewpoint. However,
when they are forced to generate a strict elaboration, they experience a rapid decrease in
cognitive confidence, which alters how the human ego evaluates its own capability.

Research suggests that exposing the lllusion of Explanatory Depth may have broader effects
beyond a single topic (Meyers et al., 2023). Researchers from Cambridge University found that
after participants attempted to explain the mechanics of one phenomenon, they subsequently
rated their understanding of other unrelated topics less as well. While one might assume that
realizing you do not completely understand the inner mechanism of a specific system would only
make you humble about that one specific topic, research says otherwise and proves that this is
highly systemic. Just like how emotions bleed over to other domains of one’s life, when people
are exposed in one area of expertise, their brain undergoes a reset which results in feeling
outed in other fields. Therefore, in the initial experiment of the IOED, the participants lowered
their self report knowledge scores across all completely unrelated topics to the original object
they were asked about. This spillover effect can alter just how a conversation can flow now that
the intellectual humility of a person is increased. Overconfident people look for information that
confirms what they think they know. When they are first exposed to their knowledge and forced
into a reset, the reduced confidence may increase one’s openness to new information. Since
they are not as defensive anymore, their brains stop blocking opposing evidence and instead
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begin to search for new data to fill their newly discovered mental gaps. Not only does this make
communicating a lot easier, but it helps people to learn more and expand their perspective.
Similarly, once the spillover effect introduces intellectual humility, they become less concerned
with defending their image and instead more willing to acknowledge these gaps (Porter et al.,
2022). Because the person has already accepted that they have boundaries to their knowledge,
they no longer view the disagreement as a threat but as an opportunity to build a more accurate
foundation. Research on intellectual humility also proves that recognizing one’s limitations is
associated with greater openness to learning while also dismantling defensiveness. Moreover,
studies on different types of question asking indicate that people often overestimate how
incompetent they will appear when admitting they do not know something (Cojuharenco &
Karelaia, 2019).

In everyday human interaction, arguments are backed by a combat mindset. In this state,
individuals view the discourse as a win-or-nothing game where the main objective is to assert
dominance on their viewpoint rather than seeking mutual understanding. They see all other
opposing viewpoints as a threat and get highly defensive. When individuals are asked why they
hold an opinion, they can easily produce highly emotional and surface level moral justifications.
And when they do that, it reinforces their overconfidence and shuts down their active listening.
To avoid this, it is important to shift the questions from following "why" to "how." In the
experiments done by Fernbach and his team, participants were randomly assigned to one of two
conditions. In the reason-generation condition, they listed the reasons why they supported or
opposed a public policy. In the explanation condition, they were asked to explain how a policy
would actually work when in practice. There was a contrast between these two groups:
Participants who generated reasons maintained their perceived understanding and reinforced
the strength of their original position. Those asked to explain the policy’s mechanics, however,
quickly encountered gaps in their knowledge. As these participants struggled to construct a
reasonable explanation, their self rated understanding declined and they began talking in a tone
that was more moderate than passionate. Howard Becker of University of Chicago also studied
this concept and found out that asking people why they supported or did something made them
more defensive (Allspaw, 2020). The interviewees asked “why” mistook the interviewer’s
question as a demand for a justification instead of seeing it as a pure question of curiosity. So if
asked for justification, the response would be crafted so it would look good on their part.
However, if asked “how”, the interviewee had to create a response based on logical thinking.
Not only does this method set a foundation for a more cooperative conversation, it causes the
person to reflect on their reasoning and to find out whether they truly know a subject or not. By
manipulating a conversation so a person switches from abstract reasons to logical explanations,
the entire nature of the disagreement changes. The other person is disarmed of its defensive
status by the sudden confrontation that they may have a gap in what they know. The interaction
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then shifts from a combat zone where everyone is overconfident to a cooperative discussion
where both parties look at the actual facts of the problem.

4. Resistance to Exposition

While exposing the IOED is a powerful tool for deflating overconfidence and promoting
productive conversations, evidence suggests it does not work as a universal cure. The
effectiveness of this confrontation is held back by several limitations, most significantly when
one’s beliefs are tied to an individual’s core identity or when certain traits dominate. When a
belief is not a preference but a structure of an individual’s moral or religious identity, confronting
them with gaps in their knowledge does not produce intellectual humility, but rather threatens
them even more (Kahan, 2017). This concept is called identity-protective cognition, where
people would go as far as forcingly believing misinformation that affirms their identity rather than
threatening it. Although early research proposed that such challenges could produce a backfire
effect, in which these corrections strengthen the false beliefs even more, recent studies suggest
that this response is uncommon (Wood & Porter, 2018). Therefore, bringing up objective facts to
try and prove the other wrong will be ineffective (Gollini, 2021).Instead, resistance to changing
one’s views is consistently explained by identity-protective cognition and motivated reasoning,
both of which make individuals more likely to defend beliefs that are central to who they are.

Furthermore, individual personality differences also dictate how a person reacts when they are
exposed to the IOED. People with high narcissism, low empathy and a low tolerance for
cognitive dissonance decrease the likeliness of the spillover effect happening. For these people,
admitting that they don’t actually know what they’re talking about is viewed as an entire defeat. It
does not shift the conversation from combative to cooperative, but may end up resulting in the
person employing their defense mechanisms to preserve their fragile ego. Therefore, while
exposing the IOED is highly effective for moderate or open minded people, it’s crucial to be
extremely cautious when engaging with highly defensive personalities and individuals who
deeply stand their ground.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the human mind is a master of illusion, constantly mistaking the convenience of
holding knowledge for the ability of generating it. We navigate a highly complex world by
borrowing the collective understanding of the community around us, but our brains lazily take
the credit for it. While this cognitive miser shortcut is highly efficient, it becomes a dangerous
tool where when used to an extent, it can raise arrogance, polarization, and defense in our daily
social discourse.
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This paper has investigated the transformative influence of exposing the lllusion of Explanatory
Depth within personal communication. By shifting the prompt of a disagreement from “why” to
“‘how”, we can gently guide individuals to the real boundaries and limits of their own
understanding. This results in the raised intellectual humility in others, which helps
conversations shift from combat-focused to cooperative, becoming a foundation for more
productive dialogue. Ultimately, true communicative influence is about finding courage to accept
our brain’s ignorance, rather than projecting unearned overconfidence to undermine others.
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