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Abstract

The Halo Effect, a psychological bias where a single positive trait, such as charm or status, distorts overall
perception, often leads to misjudgments in social and professional contexts (Thorndike, 1920). In detective
fiction, this cognitive bias serves as a powerful narrative tool, enabling authors to endow villains with appealing
characteristics that conceal their true motives, thereby deceiving readers and sustaining suspense. This dynamic
aligns with the genre’s emphasis on misdirection, crafting intricate plots that challenge assumptions and deliver
unexpected revelations (Knight, 2004). This paper aims to examine how Agatha Christie’s Endless Night (1967)
and Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects (2006) leverage the Halo Effect to manipulate reader perception, mislead
fictional investigations, and enhance narrative complexity. Through case studies and comparative analysis,
supported by psychological and literary scholarship, it explores the mechanisms by which these novels disguise
antagonists, fostering a false sense of trust. The analysis highlights parallels between fictional deception and
real-world biases, encouraging critical scrutiny of superficial judgments. By illuminating the interplay between
narrative artistry and cognitive biases, the paper underscores detective fiction’s role in both entertaining and

educating readers about the pervasive influence of perception.
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I. Introduction

The Halo Effect, a psychological phenomenon where a single positive trait—such as charm, attractiveness, or
social status—influences an individual’s overall perception, often leads to biased judgments. In detective fiction,
this cognitive bias serves as a critical narrative device, enabling authors to construct intricate plots that deceive
both readers and fictional investigators. By endowing villains with appealing characteristics, writers foster a
false sense of trust, diverting suspicion from their true motives and identities. This misdirection sustains
narrative tension, delays critical revelations, and delivers emotionally resonant plot twists that challenge

readers’ initial assumptions. The Halo Effect’s capacity to obscure reality aligns seamlessly with the genre’s
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emphasis on deception, making it an essential tool for crafting compelling detective stories. This paper examines
how Agatha Christie’s Endless Night (1967) and Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects (2006) leverage the Halo Effect
to manipulate reader perception, conceal the true nature of their antagonists, and enhance the complexity of

their narratives.

Detective fiction relies heavily on misdirection to maintain suspense and engage readers, using techniques such
as misleading clues, false suspects, and deceptive character portrayals to obscure the truth (Sweeney 1). The
Halo Effect amplifies these strategies by encouraging readers to overlook a villain’s flaws based on superficially
positive traits, such as wealth or charisma, thereby delaying suspicion until the narrative’s climax (Knight 45).
This manipulation not only heightens the suspense integral to the genre but also reflects real-world cognitive
biases, lending psychological depth to the storytelling. In Endless Night, published in 1967, Christie employs
the Halo Effect through Michael Rogers, the novel’s first-person narrator, whose romantic idealism and charm
mask his manipulative and murderous intentions. The novel traces Michael’s relationship with Ellie, a wealthy
heiress, as they establish a life at a seemingly cursed estate, culminating in a shocking revelation of his true
nature. Similarly, in Sharp Objects, published in 2006, Flynn uses the Halo Effect to portray Adora Crellin as a
nurturing mother and respected socialite, concealing her perpetration of horrific abuse. The novel follows
journalist Camille Preaker’s investigation into child murders in her hometown, with Adora’s maternal facade

diverting suspicion until the narrative’s devastating conclusion.

This paper contends that Christie and Flynn skillfully utilize the Halo Effect to shape reader perception,
misguide investigations, and craft unforgettable plot twists by disguising their villains’ true natures. Through
techniques such as unreliable narration, exploitation of societal biases, and selective presentation of information,
these authors create narratives that challenge readers’ trust and highlight the pervasive influence of cognitive

biases in both detective fiction and real-world contexts.
I1. Background of the Halo Effect

The Halo Effect, a cognitive bias where a single positive trait shapes an individual’s overall perception of a
person, plays a significant role in both psychological theory and narrative design. Initially identified by
psychologist Edward Thorndike in his 1920 study, the Halo Effect emerged from observations of military
officers rating subordinates more favorably overall if they excelled in one area, such as appearance or discipline
(Thorndike 25). This tendency to generalize positive impressions revealed a cognitive shortcut that simplifies
complex evaluations but often leads to inaccurate conclusions. Later studies formalized this concept, defining
the Halo Effect as a bias where positive traits, such as charm or intelligence, overshadow flaws, creating a
distorted perception of a person’s character (Nisbett and Wilson 250). This psychological insight extends to
various real-world settings, affecting decisions in social, professional, and legal contexts. For example,

attractive individuals are often judged as more competent or trustworthy, even without supporting evidence

© 2025, IJSREM | www.ijsrem.com DOI: 10.55041/IJSREM51604 | Page 2



http://www.ijsrem.com/

e
‘jIJSREl:{’
a7 International Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (IJSREM)
W Volume: 09 Issue: 07 | July - 2025 SJIF Rating: 8.586 ISSN: 2582-3930

(Dion et al. 285). Similarly, high-status individuals, such as business leaders or public figures, may receive
undue trust due to their authority, leading to biased evaluations of their actions. In legal settings, charismatic or
well-presented defendants may face less scrutiny, as their positive traits create a halo that obscures their

culpability (Efran 45).

This psychological phenomenon is particularly relevant to detective fiction, where the Halo Effect serves as a
vital tool for crafting narratives that deceive readers and sustain suspense. The genre’s focus on misdirection
makes it well-suited to exploiting cognitive biases, as authors present villains with admirable or sympathetic
qualities to divert suspicion (Sweeney 1). By endowing characters with traits like wealth, charm, or a tragic
backstory, writers create a halo that conceals their true motives, delaying the revelation of their guilt until the
narrative’s climax. This technique not only enhances the plot’s complexity but also mirrors real-life tendencies
to trust those who appear virtuous, making the story more psychologically compelling (Knight 45). The Halo
Effect thus acts as a bridge between psychological realism and narrative strategy, inviting readers to question

their own biases.

II1. General Techniques Authors Use to “Hide the Wolf”

Detective fiction thrives on deception, with authors employing various techniques to conceal the true nature of
villains, often exploiting the Halo Effect to manipulate reader perception. By presenting antagonists with
positive traits that obscure their guilt, writers create a cognitive bias that aligns with the genre’s goal of
misdirection (Sweeney 1). Unreliable narration is a cornerstone of this approach, allowing authors to shape
reader perception through a biased or deceptive narrative voice (Booth 151). By presenting the story through a
narrator whose positive traits—such as charm or relatability—create a halo, authors encourage readers to trust
their perspective, even when it distorts the truth. This technique leverages the Halo Effect by aligning the

reader’s sympathies with the narrator, delaying suspicion of their motives (Horsley 12).

Another technique involves portraying villains as wealthy or socially respected figures, using their elevated
status to reduce suspicion. The Halo Effect amplifies this strategy, as readers associate high social standing with
moral integrity, overlooking evidence of wrongdoing (Dion et al. 285). In detective fiction, a villain’s wealth or
authority creates a facade of trustworthiness, diverting attention from their true intentions (Pyrhénen 67). This
bias reflects real-world tendencies to grant deference to those in power, making it a potent tool for misdirection.
Similarly, authors give villains sympathetic backstories to evoke reader empathy, creating a halo of vulnerability
that masks their culpability (Knight 45). Readers, influenced by this emotional appeal, are less likely to suspect

characters who appear as victims of circumstance, enhancing the shock of the villain’s reveal (Grella 84).

False suspects, or red herrings, further exploit the Halo Effect by contrasting the villain’s positive traits with the

flaws of others (Sweeney 1). By introducing characters with apparent motives or suspicious behavior, authors
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make the villain’s halo—derived from charm, status, or sympathy—seem less culpable, leading readers to focus
on misleading clues (Horsley 12). Finally, selective presentation of information allows authors to withhold key
details, maintaining the illusion of a villain’s innocence. By curating what readers know, writers ensure the
villain’s positive traits dominate the narrative, reinforcing the Halo Effect (Nisbett and Wilson 250). This
technique involves subtle omissions or ambiguous clues that align with the villain’s favorable persona,
discouraging readers from questioning their integrity (Pyrhonen 67). These methods, rooted in the Halo Effect,
enable authors to craft narratives that mislead readers while maintaining psychological realism, setting the stage

for the case studies of Endless Night and Sharp Objects.
IV. Case Study 1: Endless Night by Agatha Christie

Agatha Christie’s Endless Night (1967) masterfully employs the Halo Effect to conceal the true nature of its
protagonist, Michael Rogers, presenting him as a sympathetic and innocent figure until his villainy is revealed.
Christie’s use of first-person narration through Michael is pivotal to this manipulation, fostering an intimate
connection with readers and encouraging trust in his seemingly honest voice (Booth 151). Michael’s candid and
relatable tone creates a halo of authenticity, masking his deceptive intentions. For example, he introduces
himself with apparent sincerity: “I’m just an ordinary chap, wanting a bit of beauty in life” (Christie 12). This
self-description positions him as pure and unassuming, aligning with psychological findings that relatable
narrators evoke positive biases (Nisbett and Wilson 250). He further emphasizes his transparency: “I’ve nothing
to hide, no secrets worth keeping” (Christie 30), reinforcing his perceived honesty and diverting suspicion in a

manner typical of detective fiction’s unreliable narrators (Horsley 12).

This deceptive persona is amplified by Michael’s portrayal as a romantic dreamer, disarming both characters
and readers. His apparent devotion to Ellie, a wealthy heiress, and his vision of an idyllic life at Gipsy’s Acre
paint him as idealistic and pure. He declares, “I loved her... I wanted her to have everything, the house, the
happiness” (Christie 89), exuding emotional sincerity. Additionally, he reinforces his innocence: “All I ever
wanted was a place to call home, somewhere pure and untouched” (Christie 65). These expressions create a
halo of romanticism, obscuring his plan to murder Ellie for her fortune. Literary scholars argue that such
idealized portrayals exploit the Halo Effect by aligning villains with socially desirable traits (Grella 84).
Psychological research supports this, noting that emotionally expressive individuals are often perceived as

trustworthy, despite contradictory evidence (Dion et al. 285).

Furthermore, Christie exploits social biases, particularly class dynamics, to enhance Michael’s halo. As a
working-class man contrasted with Ellie’s wealth, Michael is depicted as an underdog, evoking sympathy and
reducing suspicion. He acknowledges this disparity with apparent humility: “I wasn’t in her class, not her
moneyed world, but I had dreams” (Christie 45). He emphasizes his simplicity: “I’m no fancy gentleman, just

a man with honest hopes” (Christie 72). These statements position him as innocent and authentic, leveraging
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societal tendencies to view lower-class individuals as less threatening (Pyrhénen 67). Psychological studies
confirm that lower-status individuals often benefit from a halo of sincerity, masking ulterior motives (Fiske et

al. 77).

Christie’s narrative misdirection, underpinned by the Halo Effect, relies on subtle clues overshadowed by
Michael’s appealing persona. For instance, his offhand comment about Gipsy’s Acre’s curse—"“I didn’t believe
in curses, but you hear things” (Christie 23)—seems innocuous but hints at his manipulation of supernatural
fears to isolate Ellie. He downplays his ambition: “I’m not the scheming sort, just a dreamer with honest
intentions” (Christie 102), reinforcing his halo of innocence. These clues are dismissed due to the positive traits
dominating his narrative, a technique aligned with detective fiction’s use of red herrings and selective
information (Sweeney 1). Psychological research indicates that the Halo Effect causes individuals to ignore
contradictory evidence when positive traits prevail (Thorndike 25). Michael’s transformation at the novel’s end
starkly reveals this deception, as he confesses with chilling detachment: “I planned it all, every step, and I felt
nothing for her” (Christie 245). This shift, coupled with his admission, “I wore the mask so well, even I believed
it sometimes” (Christie 247), exposes how the Halo Effect blinded readers to his guilt, delivering a profound
shock that underscores the bias’s power to distort perception (Knight 45). Through these techniques, Christie
skillfully masks Michael’s villainy, using his narrative voice, romantic persona, social status, and subtle

misdirection to mislead readers.

V. Case Study 2: Sharp Objects by Gillian Flynn

Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects (2006) masterfully employs the Halo Effect to conceal the true nature of Adora
Crellin, presenting her as a nurturing mother and respected socialite while masking her role as a perpetrator of
horrific abuse. Flynn crafts Adora as the epitome of Southern gentility, whose apparent devotion to her
daughters, Camille and Amma, evokes sympathy and trust. Adora describes her nurturing role: “I’ve always put
my girls first, tending to their every need” (Flynn 34). This assertion establishes a halo of selflessness, aligning
with societal ideals of motherhood. She reinforces her innocence: “All I want is to keep my family safe and
whole” (Flynn 78). These statements, delivered with emotional conviction, obscure her perpetration of
Munchausen syndrome by proxy, through which she poisons her children. Psychological studies indicate that
maternal figures often benefit from a halo of trustworthiness, discouraging suspicion (Dion et al. 285). Literary
scholars note that such idealized personas exploit the Halo Effect to delay reader suspicion, enhancing narrative

deception (Horsley 12).

Furthermore, Flynn exploits societal biases, particularly those surrounding motherhood and wealth, to
strengthen Adora’s halo. As a wealthy, prominent figure in Wind Gap, Adora is granted deference, with her
social status creating an illusion of moral integrity. She reflects: “In this town, I’m a pillar, someone people

look to for guidance” (Flynn 112). This self-perception, echoed by the community, aligns with psychological
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findings that high-status individuals are perceived as virtuous, reducing scrutiny (Fiske et al. 77). Adora’s
maternal identity amplifies this bias, as she emphasizes her sacrifices: “I’ve given everything to be a good
mother, more than anyone knows” (Flynn 145). Literary analysis suggests that detective fiction often uses

societal hierarchies to divert suspicion from privileged characters (Pyrhdnen 67).

Flynn’s narrative misdirection, underpinned by the Halo Effect, focuses attention on other suspects while
overlooking signs of Adora’s abuse. The novel’s protagonist, Camille Preaker, investigates child murders in
Wind Gap, with suspicion initially falling on local outsiders or Amma’s peers. Adora’s nurturing facade diverts
attention, as seen in her dismissive comment: “I could never harm my girls; I’m their protector” (Flynn 189).
This statement, coupled with subtle clues like her obsessive caregiving, reinforces her halo, obscuring her role
in the deaths. Psychological research confirms that the Halo Effect causes individuals to ignore contradictory
evidence when positive traits dominate (Thorndike 25). Flynn uses red herrings and selective information to
sustain this illusion, ensuring Adora’s actions are overlooked until the climax (Sweeney 1). Literary scholars

argue that such misdirection heightens suspense by exploiting trust in idealized figures (Knight 45).

The revelation of Adora’s villainy delivers a profound psychological impact, forcing readers to confront their
susceptibility to the Halo Effect. As Camille uncovers Adora’s abuse, the contrast between her maternal facade
and her cruelty creates cognitive dissonance. Adora’s chilling admission, “I did what I had to, to keep them
close” (Flynn 278), shatters her halo, exposing her manipulation. This twist, coupled with her claim, “I loved
them too much to let them go” (Flynn 280), underscores the depth of her deception, leaving readers betrayed.
Psychological studies suggest that such reversals trigger emotional distress, as individuals grapple with
misjudgments caused by cognitive biases (Nisbett and Wilson 250). In detective fiction, this betrayal enhances
the narrative’s emotional weight, as readers reflect on their misplaced trust (Grella 84). Flynn’s use of the Halo
Effect drives the plot’s shock value and invites readers to question their assumptions, aligning with the genre’s

aim to challenge perception (Horsley 12).
VI. How the Halo Effect Shapes the Narration

The Halo Effect, by endowing villains with positive traits that conceal their true natures, significantly shapes
the narration of detective fiction, enhancing its deceptive power and emotional resonance. In Agatha Christie’s
Endless Night (1967) and Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects (2006), the Halo Effect serves as a narrative mechanism
that builds suspense, grounds the story in psychological realism, manipulates reader empathy, and distinguishes
the deceptive strategies of their respective villains. The Halo Effect builds suspense by encouraging readers to
trust deceptive characters, delaying the revelation of their guilt and heightening narrative tension. In Endless
Night, Michael Rogers’s halo as a romantic dreamer diverts suspicion, leading readers to invest in his narrative
of love and ambition until his murderous intentions surface. In Sharp Objects, Adora Crellin’s maternal facade

sustains suspense, as readers focus on other suspects while overlooking her abusive actions. This misdirection,
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rooted in the Halo Effect, aligns with detective fiction’s reliance on deferred resolutions to maintain engagement
(Sweeney 1). Psychological studies suggest that the Halo Effect prolongs trust in deceptive figures by
overshadowing contradictory evidence, intensifying anticipation for a twist (Thorndike 25). The unmasking of
these characters delivers shocking climaxes, as readers confront the gap between expectation and reality

(Horsley 12).

This misdirection also enhances psychological realism by reflecting real-world biases, making the deceptive
narratives more believable. Michael’s halo of humility and romanticism mirrors societal tendencies to trust
charismatic underdogs, a bias psychological research attributes to the Halo Effect’s distortion of judgment
(Fiske et al. 77). Adora’s status as a nurturing mother and socialite exploits maternal and wealth-based biases
that influence perceptions of trustworthiness (Dion et al. 285). By embedding these biases, the authors create
villains whose deceptions feel plausible, paralleling real-life failures to scrutinize charming or authoritative
figures. Literary analysis emphasizes that detective fiction often mirrors societal vulnerabilities, using cognitive

biases to ground plots in human psychology (Knight 45).

Additionally, the Halo Effect manipulates reader empathy by fostering emotional investment in villains,
deepening the narrative’s impact when their true natures are revealed. Michael’s relatable aspirations and
apparent devotion to Ellie elicit sympathy, positioning him as a protagonist readers root for. Adora’s tragic
backstory and maternal devotion evoke similar empathy, aligning readers with her perspective despite hints of
cruelty. This emotional manipulation exploits psychological tendencies to favor individuals with positive or
sympathetic traits (Nisbett and Wilson 250). Literary scholars note that detective fiction uses such empathy to

create betrayal, as readers feel complicit in trusting the wrong character (Grella 84).

This analysis extends to a comparative study of the two villains, who rely on the Halo Effect but differ in
execution, reflecting distinct narrative strategies. Michael’s halo is constructed through his first-person narration
and self-presentation as a romantic, working-class dreamer, fostering intimate, subjective trust (Booth 151). In
contrast, Adora’s halo stems from her external portrayal as a nurturing mother and socialite, reinforced by the
third-person perspective through Camille’s biased lens, leveraging societal biases toward maternal figures and
wealth (Fiske et al. 77). Michael’s deception is personal, relying on narrative control, whereas Adora’s is
performative, using her social role to deflect suspicion. Societal biases further distinguish their halos: Michael’s
lower-class status evokes sympathy as an underdog (Fiske et al. 77), while Adora’s elite status grants moral
authority (Dion et al. 285). Narrative misdirection varies as well, with Endless Night using selective storytelling
and red herrings like the estate’s curse (Sweeney 1), and Sharp Objects employing false suspects and Camille’s
unreliable perspective (Horsley 12). The psychological impact of their reveals underscores these differences:
Michael’s transformation shatters personal trust (Grella 84), while Adora’s disrupts societal ideals, challenging
cultural assumptions about motherhood (Nisbett and Wilson 250). These distinctions highlight the Halo Effect’s

adaptability to narrative perspective and cultural context, enhancing detective fiction’s versatility (Knight 45).
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VII. Overcoming the Halo Effect in Real Life

The Halo Effect, a pervasive cognitive bias exploited in detective fiction to obscure villains’ true natures,
extends beyond literature, distorting judgments in real-world contexts and necessitating practical strategies to
counteract its influence. Cultivating awareness of the Halo Effect, as psychological research suggests, is the
first step, enabling individuals to recognize how positive traits like charm or authority can skew perceptions
(Nisbett and Wilson 250). Critical thinking, akin to the analytical approach of fictional detectives, emphasizes
evaluating actions and evidence over superficial qualities, reducing the tendency to grant undue trust to
appealing figures (Fiske et al. 77). Skepticism of authority challenges the automatic deference often afforded to
high-status individuals, such as professionals or public figures, whose halos may conceal flaws, a dynamic
psychological studies link to biased decision-making (Dion et al. 285). Seeking multiple perspectives, much
like considering alternative clues in detective narratives, diversifies viewpoints and uncovers hidden truths,
mitigating the risk of relying on a single, biased narrative (Knight 45). By applying these strategies—awareness,
critical thinking, skepticism, and diverse perspectives—individuals can navigate social, professional, and legal
interactions with greater clarity, reflecting the intellectual challenge of detective fiction to question superficial

impressions and uncover reality (Horsley 12).

VIII. Conclusion

The Halo Effect, a psychological bias where positive traits overshadow flaws, serves as a critical narrative tool
in detective fiction, enabling authors to craft deceptive characters and deliver surprising plot twists. This paper
has argued that Agatha Christie’s Endless Night (1967) and Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects (2006) exploit the
Halo Effect to manipulate reader perception, mislead investigations, and conceal the true natures of their
villains. By presenting characters with appealing personas, leveraging societal biases, and employing strategic
misdirection, these novels create halos of innocence that sustain suspense until shocking revelations. This

analysis reveals key insights into how the Halo Effect operates in these narratives:

. Authors create characters with the Halo Effect to set up plot twists, crafting villains whose
positive traits deceive readers until their guilt is revealed.

. Villains are presented with deceptive personas that create halos of innocence, such as romantic
idealism or nurturing facades, diverting suspicion.

o Societal biases, like assumptions about class or authority, and narrative misdirection, through

red herrings and selective information, maintain these halos.

These findings highlight the Halo Effect’s role as a sophisticated mechanism in detective fiction, transforming
seemingly trustworthy characters into villains for dramatic impact. Beyond literature, the Halo Effect’s

deceptive influence shapes real-world judgments, as psychological research shows (Nisbett and Wilson 250).
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Overcoming such biases requires critical thinking and skepticism, questioning superficial traits against
evidence, much like detectives unravel mysteries (Fiske et al. 77). Thus, detective fiction not only entertains but
also educates, encouraging readers to question deceptive facades in narratives and reality. This synergy of
storytelling and psychological insight underscores the genre’s enduring value, urging a discerning perspective

on a world where wolves often hide behind halos.
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