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Have you ever met someone new and felt a little nervous about how
they feel about you? Turns out you are not the only one. When we
meet someone new, we often think we like them more than they like
us back. This gap between how much we like others and think others
like us is called a liking gap. It happens because we worry about the
impression we make on others. Even children experience this liking
gap, but it only starts around 5 years old. At this age, the liking gap is
still small. It gets bigger as children get older, probably because they
start to better understand that what they do influences what others
think of them. So, if you feel insecure and think the person you are
talking to likes you less than you like them, just remember, the other
person probably feels the same way!

WHAT IS THE LIKING GAP?

Have you ever worried about how people feel about you after hanging
out with them for the first time? If you have, you are not the only one.
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LIKING GAP

After two strangers
interact with each
other briefly, both
report liking the other
person more than they
think the other person
likes them.

Figure 1

The liking gap is an
illusion we experience
in which we like others
more than we think
they like us back.

It turns out, after meeting someone new, most people like the other
person more than they think the other person likes them back. But if
both people feel that way, then at least one of them is mistaken. So
it seems that when we meet new people, we suffer from an illusion
called the liking gap: we imagine that others like us less than we
like them back (See: Figure 1), even though this is often not the
case [1-3].

But they might
not like me
that much.....

Figure 1

The first study that discovered the liking gap was done with adults
[1]. Researchers invited college students to come to a research
laboratory where they chatted with another person they did not know.
Afterwards, they were asked separately how much they liked this other
person and how much they thought the other person liked them back.
The researchers found that most students said they liked the other
person, but thought the other person liked them less. The length of
the conversation did not matter: students felt this way after talking for
a couple of minutes, but also when they chatted for 45 min. Even more
surprising was that the liking gap stuck around for a while even after
the people got to know each other. Even after 6 months, students still
experienced a liking gap, and it was only after 9 months that the liking
gap no longer existed [1].

Do researchers also find liking gaps in real life? Researchers asked
a new group of college students the same questions. The students
talked to each other, but this time, they did not know they were part
of a study. They were told they were taking part in a workshop on how
to talk to strangers better [1]. Even in this situation, students thought
that the person they were talking to liked them less than they liked
them back. Finally, the liking gap is not just a trick the mind plays on us
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when we are talking to one person. One study showed that the liking
gap still exists even in a group [2].

HOW DOES THE LIKING GAP DEVELOP IN CHILDREN?

But how does this liking gap emerge and develop? Do we experience
this illusion from the day we were born? Probably not. For babies,
thinking about how others feel about them is probably too difficult.
But what about older kids? To find out, we tested groups of children
from 4 to 11 years old It took quite some time to do the testing—we
only finished the study 1.5 years after we tested the first child! We asked
children to play together for 5 min, and then separated them and asked
how much they liked the other child, if they would like to play with
the other child again, and how much they wanted to be friends with
the other child. They then also guessed how the other child felt about
these things.

The youngest children, who were 4 years old, did not show a liking
gap. But for all the older children, starting with the 5-year-olds, the
liking gap was there [3]. For the 5-year-olds, this liking gap was not so
big yet, but the older the children we tested, the larger the gap got.
So, it seems like once children hit 5, they start to feel more insecure
about how others feel about them, and this feeling gets stronger as
they get older.

If that score is zero, there is no liking gap, because then that child
likes the other person just as much as they think the other likes them
back. However, if that score is larger than zero, then a child likes the
other person more than they think the other person likes them back.
So, in that case, there is a liking gap. Because not every child answers
the same, we averaged the liking gap for children in each age group.
Also, we did not test all the children in the world. That means that it is
possible that by chance we only tested children who, for example, had
very high or very low liking gaps. We therefore have some uncertainty
about how big the liking gap actually is in the real world for the different
age groups, even after looking at the data. To deal with this uncertainty,
Figure 2 does not simply show one liking gap score per age group,
but a range of liking gap scores that are the most likely for each age
group. This range is shown in the graph by the lines between the 2
black dots. The more children we tested in the age groups, the more
we can be certain about their scores, and thus the shorter the line.
For example, we had fewer participants (8) that were 11 years old and
more participants (45) who were 6 years old. That is why the line is
much longer for the 11-year-olds (for whom the liking gap score is
somewhere between 0.1 and 0.9) than for the 6-year-olds (for whom
the liking gap score is somewhere between 0.1 and 0.5). To decide if
there is a liking gap or not in an age group, we look at whether the
line for the age group straddles the zero line (the horizontal line). If
it does, we cannot say there is a liking gap (because the score might
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Figure 2

Children show a liking
gap after 5 years old.
The lines in the graph
show the 95% most
likely values of the
liking gap score for
each age: Children’s
average score on how
much they liked their
partner minus how
much they think their
partner likes them. The
more uncertainty we
have, the longer the
line. If those lines
overlap with the

horizontal zero line, the

difference is too small
and/or we have too
much uncertainty to
say there is a liking gap.
If the line is completely
above the zero line, we
can conclude there is a
liking gap (adapted
from the original
source article: [3]).

REPUTATION

The opinion that
people have of
someone or
something, based on
past behavior

or character.

be positive, negative, or zero). This is what we see for the 4-year-old
children. However, if the line does not straddle zero line, and the most
likely values are all positive (like for children in all the other age groups),
then we can say that children in those age groups probably have a

liking gap.
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Figure 2

WHY DO WE HAVE A LIKING GAP?

Psychologists do not only want to know what people think or feel, but
also why people think or feel that way. For the liking gap, we are not
completely sure how it works, but we have some ideas about why it
might happen. One idea comes from research on children. The liking
gap is not the only thing that happens for the first time when children
are 5 years old. At this same age, children also start to worry about
what others think about them [4]. This worry about their reputation
causes children to think things like "How do others feel about me? Do
they want to be my friends? Do they want to hang out with me?” We
can also see this in their behavior. From age 5, children become more
helpful if others can see that they are being kind (so that these others
will think better of them), but they are less helpful when there is no
one around to see this. Perhaps it is this same worry about how others
feel about them that causes children to think that others like them less
than they like them. One question for future research is how changes
in the brain might cause this development.

Another idea is that when we are talking to other people, we have
to think so much about what we do and say that we forget to
pay attention to how others are reacting to us [1]. Have you ever
met someone for the first time and you both say your names, but
then 5 seconds later you have forgotten their name? You were
probably so busy thinking about what you have to say that you
forgot to listen to the other person telling you their name. In the
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same way, we might often be so busy thinking about what we
have to say that we fail to see how the other person reacts to
us, especially when this reaction is quick or not so easy to see,
like a small smile. Now, perhaps if others showed that they like
us very clearly, this would not be that much of a problem. But
it turns out that when other people like us, or like talking to us,
they often do not tell us directly (think about it: how often have
you heard someone say ‘| like talking to you!” directly to your
face?). This makes it even harder to know how others actually feel
about us.

We are therefore often not sure about how the things we do
or say make other people feel. But because we care about
how others feel about us, we then often start thinking about
all the things we might have done “wrong” while hanging out
with them, perhaps because we want to do these things “better”
next time. This can sometimes be useful, but it seems that
we think we do things “wrong” much more often than we do
in the eyes of other people, making us feel worse than we
need to.

IS THE LIKING GAP GOOD, BAD, OR A BIT OF BOTH?

So, our liking gap might not always be good for us. It might make
us feel bad when talking to other people, or perhaps we become
insecure in talking to new people. This might cause us to feel lonely
or sad. But perhaps sometimes, the liking gap might also be helpful
to us. Remember when we talked about how it can be difficult to
know how others think about us? It might seem of little use, then,
that we think others like us less than they actually do—in many cases
we feel bad for no reason. But what if we were wrong the other
way around? What if we naturally thought that others like us more
than they actually do—so an opposite liking gap? Scientists think that
this might even be worse. If people who are important to us do not
like us as much as we think they do, then we think everything is all
right and we might not put in extra effort to be nice and helpful to
those people (and perhaps we spend more time with other people).
But if we keep doing that, these people who are important to us
might think that we do not care about them or that they are not
important to us. This might cause them not to be our friends anymore
and to look for other friends instead. So, if we do not worry enough
about whether people like us, we might lose our friends and end up
feeling lonely.

So, if you sometimes feel that others like you less than you like
them back, there is no reason to panic, for two reasons. First,
feeling this way might help make sure that you behave nicely
and are helpful to other people, which helps building friendships.
Second, you are not the only person feeling this way: the other
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person might feel the exact same way you do. In fact, they
likely enjoy hanging out just as much as you do, or perhaps
even more!
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

KENDALL, AGE: 13

Hithere! | am Kendall, a 13-year-old student at the STEM Academy at Bartlett Middle
School in beautiful Savannah, GA. History is my absolute favorite subject—I love
diving into the past and discovering amazing stories and facts. | also have a deep
love for science because uncovering what we do not know is so exciting to me.
When | am not exploring history or science, you will find me cheerleading, drawing,
or watching movies. | am passionate about learning new things, and that is why | am
so excited to do this review!

LONDON, AGE: 14

Hil I am London, a 14-year-old who just graduated from the STEM Academy at
Bartlett Middle School in Savannah, GA. | am thrilled to be heading to 9th grade at
Woodsville Tompkins High School! While my favorite subject is English, | also have a
strong passion for science. | love staying active with volleyball and cheerleading,
and when | relax, there is nothing better than watching a good movie. Learning
new things excites me, and | am always ready to dive into new adventures! |
am excited about this review because it is another opportunity for me to expand
my knowledge!

MARIA, AGE: 15

Hey!! | am Maria, a grade 9 student who has always been passionate about
neuroscience since a young age. My fascination with the brain drives me to explore
and learn more about how it works. Along with my interest in neuroscience, | play the
violin, which allows me to express myself and find joy in music. | also enjoy playing
volleyball. | have a deep love for sunsets, beaches, and hot weather. | hope to be a
neurologist one day and help as many people as | can.
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