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A

Foreword

BY	SHERYL	SANDBERG

Chief	operating	officer	of	Facebook	and	founder	of	LeanIn.Org

dam	Grant	is	the	perfect	person	to	write	Originals	because	he	is	one.
He	is	a	brilliant	researcher	who	passionately	pursues	the	science	of

what	motivates	people,	busting	myths	and	revealing	truths.	He	is	an	informed
optimist	who	offers	insights	and	advice	about	how	anyone—at	home,	at	work,	in
the	community—can	make	the	world	a	better	place.	He	is	a	dedicated	friend	who
inspires	me	to	believe	in	myself	and	has	helped	me	understand	how	I	can
advocate	effectively	for	my	ideas.

Adam	is	one	of	the	most	important	influences	in	my	life.	Through	the	pages
of	this	magnificent	book,	he	will	enlighten,	inspire,	and	support	you	as	well.

MYTH	BUSTER

Conventional	wisdom	holds	that	some	people	are	innately	creative,	while	most
have	few	original	thoughts.	Some	people	are	born	to	be	leaders,	and	the	rest	are
followers.	Some	people	can	have	real	impact,	but	the	majority	can’t.

In	Originals	Adam	shatters	all	of	these	assumptions.
He	demonstrates	that	any	of	us	can	enhance	our	creativity.	He	reveals	how

we	can	identify	ideas	that	are	truly	original	and	predict	which	ones	will	work.	He
tells	us	when	to	trust	our	gut	and	when	to	rely	on	others.	He	shows	how	we	can
become	better	parents	by	nurturing	originality	in	our	children	and	better
managers	by	fostering	diversity	of	thought	instead	of	conformity.

In	these	pages,	I	learned	that	great	creators	don’t	necessarily	have	the	deepest
expertise	but	rather	seek	out	the	broadest	perspectives.	I	saw	how	success	is	not



usually	attained	by	being	ahead	of	everyone	else	but	by	waiting	patiently	for	the
right	time	to	act.	And	to	my	utter	shock,	I	learned	that	procrastinating	can	be
good.	Anyone	who	has	ever	worked	with	me	knows	how	much	I	hate	leaving
things	to	the	last	minute,	how	I	always	think	that	anything	that	can	be	done
should	be	done	right	away.	Mark	Zuckerberg,	along	with	many	others,	will	be
pleased	if	I	can	let	go	of	the	relentless	pressure	I	feel	to	finish	everything	early—
and,	as	Adam	points	out,	it	might	just	help	me	and	my	teams	achieve	better
results.

INFORMED	OPTIMIST

Every	day,	we	all	encounter	things	we	love	and	things	that	need	to	change.	The
former	give	us	joy.	The	latter	fuel	our	desire	to	make	the	world	different—
ideally	better	than	the	way	we	found	it.	But	trying	to	change	deep-seated	beliefs
and	behaviors	is	daunting.	We	accept	the	status	quo	because	effecting	real
change	seems	impossible.	Still,	we	dare	to	ask:	Can	one	individual	make	a
difference?	And,	in	our	bravest	moments:	Could	that	one	individual	be	me?

Adam’s	answer	is	a	resounding	yes.	This	book	proves	that	any	one	of	us	can
champion	ideas	that	improve	the	world	around	us.

FRIEND

I	met	Adam	just	as	his	first	book,	Give	and	Take,	was	generating	buzz	in	Silicon
Valley.	I	read	it	and	immediately	started	quoting	it	to	anyone	who	would	listen.
Adam	was	not	only	a	talented	researcher	but	also	a	gifted	teacher	and	storyteller
who	was	able	to	explain	complicated	ideas	simply	and	clearly.

Then	my	husband	invited	Adam	to	speak	to	his	team	at	work	and	brought
him	over	for	dinner.	Adam	was	every	bit	as	extraordinary	in	person	as	he	was	on
paper.	His	knowledge	was	encyclopedic	and	his	energy	was	contagious.	He	and	I
started	talking	about	how	his	research	could	inform	the	debate	on	gender	and
began	working	together.	We	have	done	so	ever	since,	conducting	research	and
writing	a	series	of	op-eds	about	women	and	work.	LeanIn.Org	has	benefited
immensely	from	his	rigorous	analysis	and	commitment	to	equality.



Once	a	year,	Facebook	brings	its	global	teams	together,	and	in	2015	I	invited
Adam	to	give	a	keynote	speech.	Everyone	was	blown	away	by	his	wisdom	and
humor.	Months	later,	the	teams	are	still	talking	about	his	insights	and	putting	his
advice	into	action.

Along	the	way,	Adam	and	I	became	friends.	When	tragedy	hit	and	I	lost	my
husband	suddenly,	Adam	stepped	up	and	stepped	in	as	only	a	true	friend	would.
He	approached	the	worst	time	of	my	life	as	he	approaches	everything,
combining	his	unique	understanding	of	psychology	with	his	unparalleled
generosity.	When	I	thought	I	would	never	feel	better,	he	flew	across	the	country
to	explain	what	I	could	do	to	build	my	resilience.	When	I	could	not	figure	out
how	to	handle	a	particularly	gut-wrenching	situation,	he	helped	me	find	answers
where	I	thought	there	were	none.	When	I	needed	a	shoulder	to	cry	on,	his	was
always	there.

In	the	deepest	sense	of	the	word,	a	friend	is	someone	who	sees	more	potential
in	you	than	you	see	in	yourself,	someone	who	helps	you	become	the	best	version
of	yourself.	The	magic	of	this	book	is	that	Adam	becomes	that	kind	of	friend	to
everyone	who	reads	it.	He	offers	a	wealth	of	advice	for	overcoming	doubt	and
fear,	speaking	up	and	pitching	ideas,	and	finding	allies	in	the	least	likely	of
places.	He	gives	practical	guidance	on	how	to	manage	anxiety,	channel	anger,
find	the	strength	in	our	weaknesses,	overcome	obstacles,	and	give	hope	to
others.

—
Originals	is	one	of	the	most	important	and	captivating	books	I	have	ever	read,
full	of	surprising	and	powerful	ideas.	It	will	not	only	change	the	way	you	see	the
world;	it	might	just	change	the	way	you	live	your	life.	And	it	could	very	well
inspire	you	to	change	your	world.



O

1

Creative	Destruction

The	Risky	Business	of	Going	Against	the	Grain

“The	reasonable	man	adapts	himself	to	the	world;	the	unreasonable	one	persists	in
trying	to	adapt	the	world	to	himself.	Therefore	all	progress	depends	on	the

unreasonable	man.”

George	Bernard	Shaw

n	a	cool	fall	evening	in	2008,	four	students	set	out	to	revolutionize	an
industry.	Buried	in	loans,	they	had	lost	and	broken	eyeglasses	and	were

outraged	at	how	much	it	cost	to	replace	them.	One	of	them	had	been	wearing	the
same	damaged	pair	for	five	years:	He	was	using	a	paper	clip	to	bind	the	frames
together.	Even	after	his	prescription	changed	twice,	he	refused	to	pay	for	pricey
new	lenses.

Luxottica,	the	800-pound	gorilla	of	the	industry,	controlled	more	than	80
percent	of	the	eyewear	market.	To	make	glasses	more	affordable,	the	students
would	need	to	topple	a	giant.	Having	recently	watched	Zappos	transform
footwear	by	selling	shoes	online,	they	wondered	if	they	could	do	the	same	with
eyewear.

When	they	casually	mentioned	their	idea	to	friends,	time	and	again	they	were
blasted	with	scorching	criticism.	No	one	would	ever	buy	glasses	over	the
internet,	their	friends	insisted.	People	had	to	try	them	on	first.	Sure,	Zappos	had
pulled	the	concept	off	with	shoes,	but	there	was	a	reason	it	hadn’t	happened	with
eyewear.	“If	this	were	a	good	idea,”	they	heard	repeatedly,	“someone	would
have	done	it	already.”

None	of	the	students	had	a	background	in	e-commerce	and	technology,	let
alone	in	retail,	fashion,	or	apparel.	Despite	being	told	their	idea	was	crazy,	they
walked	away	from	lucrative	job	offers	to	start	a	company.	They	would	sell



eyeglasses	that	normally	cost	$500	in	a	store	for	$95	online,	donating	a	pair	to
someone	in	the	developing	world	with	every	purchase.

The	business	depended	on	a	functioning	website.	Without	one,	it	would	be
impossible	for	customers	to	view	or	buy	their	products.	After	scrambling	to	pull
a	website	together,	they	finally	managed	to	get	it	online	at	4	A.M.	on	the	day
before	the	launch	in	February	2010.	They	called	the	company	Warby	Parker,
combining	the	names	of	two	characters	created	by	the	novelist	Jack	Kerouac,
who	inspired	them	to	break	free	from	the	shackles	of	social	pressure	and	embark
on	their	adventure.	They	admired	his	rebellious	spirit,	infusing	it	into	their
culture.	And	it	paid	off.

The	students	expected	to	sell	a	pair	or	two	of	glasses	per	day.	But	when	GQ
called	them	“the	Netflix	of	eyewear,”	they	hit	their	target	for	the	entire	first	year
in	less	than	a	month,	selling	out	so	fast	that	they	had	to	put	twenty	thousand
customers	on	a	waiting	list.	It	took	them	nine	months	to	stock	enough	inventory
to	meet	the	demand.

Fast	forward	to	2015,	when	Fast	Company	released	a	list	of	the	world’s	most
innovative	companies.	Warby	Parker	didn’t	just	make	the	list—they	came	in
first.	The	three	previous	winners	were	creative	giants	Google,	Nike,	and	Apple,
all	with	over	fifty	thousand	employees.	Warby	Parker’s	scrappy	startup,	a	new
kid	on	the	block,	had	a	staff	of	just	five	hundred.	In	the	span	of	five	years,	the
four	friends	built	one	of	the	most	fashionable	brands	on	the	planet	and	donated
over	a	million	pairs	of	glasses	to	people	in	need.	The	company	cleared	$100
million	in	annual	revenues	and	was	valued	at	over	$1	billion.

Back	in	2009,	one	of	the	founders	pitched	the	company	to	me,	offering	me
the	chance	to	invest	in	Warby	Parker.	I	declined.

It	was	the	worst	financial	decision	I’ve	ever	made,	and	I	needed	to
understand	where	I	went	wrong.

—

orig•i•nal,	adj	The	origin	or	source	of	something;	from	which
something	springs,	proceeds,	or	is	derived.

orig•i•nal,	n	A	thing	of	singular	or	unique	character;	a	person
who	is	different	from	other	people	in	an	appealing	or	interesting
way;	a	person	of	fresh	initiative	or	inventive	capacity.



Years	ago,	psychologists	discovered	that	there	are	two	routes	to	achievement:
conformity	and	originality.	Conformity	means	following	the	crowd	down
conventional	paths	and	maintaining	the	status	quo.	Originality	is	taking	the	road
less	traveled,	championing	a	set	of	novel	ideas	that	go	against	the	grain	but
ultimately	make	things	better.

Of	course,	nothing	is	completely	original,	in	the	sense	that	all	of	our	ideas	are
influenced	by	what	we	learn	from	the	world	around	us.	We	are	constantly
borrowing	thoughts,	whether	intentionally	or	inadvertently.	We’re	all	vulnerable
to	“kleptomnesia”—accidentally	remembering	the	ideas	of	others	as	our	own.
By	my	definition,	originality	involves	introducing	and	advancing	an	idea	that’s
relatively	unusual	within	a	particular	domain,	and	that	has	the	potential	to
improve	it.

Originality	itself	starts	with	creativity:	generating	a	concept	that	is	both	novel
and	useful.	But	it	doesn’t	stop	there.	Originals	are	people	who	take	the	initiative
to	make	their	visions	a	reality.	The	Warby	Parker	founders	had	the	originality	to
dream	up	an	unconventional	way	to	sell	glasses	online,	but	became	originals	by
taking	action	to	make	them	easily	accessible	and	affordable.

This	book	is	about	how	we	can	all	become	more	original.	There’s	a
surprising	clue	in	the	web	browser	that	you	use	to	surf	the	internet.



Finding	the	Faults	in	Defaults

Not	long	ago,	economist	Michael	Housman	was	leading	a	project	to	figure	out
why	some	customer	service	agents	stayed	in	their	jobs	longer	than	others.	Armed
with	data	from	over	thirty	thousand	employees	who	handled	calls	for	banks,
airlines,	and	cell-phone	companies,	he	suspected	that	their	employment	histories
would	contain	telltale	signs	about	their	commitment.	He	thought	that	people	with
a	history	of	job-hopping	would	quit	sooner,	but	they	didn’t:	Employees	who	had
held	five	jobs	in	the	past	five	years	weren’t	any	more	likely	to	leave	their
positions	than	those	who	had	stayed	in	the	same	job	for	five	years.

Hunting	for	other	hints,	he	noticed	that	his	team	had	captured	information
about	which	internet	browser	employees	had	used	when	they	logged	in	to	apply
for	their	jobs.	On	a	whim,	he	tested	whether	that	choice	might	be	related	to
quitting.	He	didn’t	expect	to	find	any	correlation,	assuming	that	browser
preference	was	purely	a	matter	of	taste.	But	when	he	looked	at	the	results,	he
was	stunned:	Employees	who	used	Firefox	or	Chrome	to	browse	the	Web
remained	in	their	jobs	15	percent	longer	than	those	who	used	Internet	Explorer
or	Safari.

Thinking	it	was	a	coincidence,	Housman	ran	the	same	analysis	for	absences
from	work.	The	pattern	was	the	same:	Firefox	and	Chrome	users	were	19	percent
less	likely	to	miss	work	than	Internet	Explorer	and	Safari	fans.

Then	he	looked	at	performance.	His	team	had	assembled	nearly	three	million
data	points	on	sales,	customer	satisfaction,	and	average	call	length.	The	Firefox
and	Chrome	users	had	significantly	higher	sales,	and	their	call	times	were
shorter.	Their	customers	were	happier,	too:	After	90	days	on	the	job,	the	Firefox
and	Chrome	users	had	customer	satisfaction	levels	that	Internet	Explorer	and
Safari	users	reached	only	after	120	days	at	work.

It’s	not	the	browser	itself	that’s	causing	them	to	stick	around,	show	up
dependably,	and	succeed.	Rather,	it’s	what	their	browser	preference	signals
about	their	habits.	Why	are	the	Firefox	and	Chrome	users	more	committed	and
better	performers	on	every	metric?

The	obvious	answer	was	that	they’re	more	tech	savvy,	so	I	asked	Housman	if
he	could	explore	that.	The	employees	had	all	taken	a	computer	proficiency	test,
which	assessed	their	knowledge	of	keyboard	shortcuts,	software	programs,	and



hardware,	as	well	as	a	timed	test	of	their	typing	speed.	But	the	Firefox	and
Chrome	group	didn’t	prove	to	have	significantly	more	computer	expertise,	and
they	weren’t	faster	or	more	accurate	typists.	Even	after	accounting	for	those
scores,	the	browser	effect	persisted.	Technical	knowledge	and	skill	weren’t	the
source	of	their	advantage.

What	made	the	difference	was	how	they	obtained	the	browser.	If	you	own	a
PC,	Internet	Explorer	is	built	into	Windows.	If	you’re	a	Mac	user,	your	computer
came	preinstalled	with	Safari.	Almost	two	thirds	of	the	customer	service	agents
used	the	default	browser,	never	questioning	whether	a	better	one	was	available.

To	get	Firefox	or	Chrome,	you	have	to	demonstrate	some	resourcefulness	and
download	a	different	browser.	Instead	of	accepting	the	default,	you	take	a	bit	of
initiative	to	seek	out	an	option	that	might	be	better.	And	that	act	of	initiative,
however	tiny,	is	a	window	into	what	you	do	at	work.

The	customer	service	agents	who	accepted	the	defaults	of	Internet	Explorer
and	Safari	approached	their	job	the	same	way.	They	stayed	on	script	in	sales
calls	and	followed	standard	operating	procedures	for	handling	customer
complaints.	They	saw	their	job	descriptions	as	fixed,	so	when	they	were	unhappy
with	their	work,	they	started	missing	days,	and	eventually	just	quit.

The	employees	who	took	the	initiative	to	change	their	browsers	to	Firefox	or
Chrome	approached	their	jobs	differently.	They	looked	for	novel	ways	of	selling
to	customers	and	addressing	their	concerns.	When	they	encountered	a	situation
they	didn’t	like,	they	fixed	it.	Having	taken	the	initiative	to	improve	their
circumstances,	they	had	little	reason	to	leave.	They	created	the	jobs	they	wanted.
But	they	were	the	exception,	not	the	rule.

We	live	in	an	Internet	Explorer	world.	Just	as	almost	two	thirds	of	the
customer	service	reps	used	the	default	browser	on	their	computers,	many	of	us
accept	the	defaults	in	our	own	lives.	In	a	series	of	provocative	studies,	a	team	led
by	political	psychologist	John	Jost	explored	how	people	responded	to
undesirable	default	conditions.	Compared	to	European	Americans,	African
Americans	were	less	satisfied	with	their	economic	circumstances	but	perceived
economic	inequality	as	more	legitimate	and	just.	Compared	to	people	in	the
highest	income	bracket,	people	in	the	lowest	income	bracket	were	17	percent
more	likely	to	view	economic	inequality	as	necessary.	And	when	asked	whether
they	would	support	laws	that	limit	the	rights	of	citizens	and	the	press	to	criticize
the	government	if	enacting	such	legislation	was	necessary	to	solve	our	nation’s
problems,	twice	as	many	people	in	the	lowest	income	bracket	were	willing	to
give	up	the	right	to	free	speech	as	those	in	the	highest	income	bracket.	After



finding	that	disadvantaged	groups	consistently	support	the	status	quo	more	than
advantaged	groups,	Jost	and	his	colleagues	concluded:	“People	who	suffer	the
most	from	a	given	state	of	affairs	are	paradoxically	the	least	likely	to	question,
challenge,	reject,	or	change	it.”

To	explain	this	peculiar	phenomenon,	Jost’s	team	developed	a	theory	of
system	justification.	Its	core	idea	is	that	people	are	motivated	to	rationalize	the
status	quo	as	legitimate—even	if	it	goes	directly	against	their	interests.	In	one
study,	they	tracked	Democratic	and	Republican	voters	before	the	2000	U.S.
presidential	election.	When	George	W.	Bush	gained	in	the	polls,	Republicans
rated	him	as	more	desirable,	but	so	did	Democrats,	who	were	already	preparing
justifications	for	the	anticipated	status	quo.	The	same	happened	when	Al	Gore’s
likelihood	of	success	increased:	Both	Republicans	and	Democrats	judged	him
more	favorably.	Regardless	of	political	ideologies,	when	a	candidate	seemed
destined	to	win,	people	liked	him	more.	When	his	odds	dropped,	they	liked	him
less.

Justifying	the	default	system	serves	a	soothing	function.	It’s	an	emotional
painkiller:	If	the	world	is	supposed	to	be	this	way,	we	don’t	need	to	be
dissatisfied	with	it.	But	acquiescence	also	robs	us	of	the	moral	outrage	to	stand
against	injustice	and	the	creative	will	to	consider	alternative	ways	that	the	world
could	work.

—
The	hallmark	of	originality	is	rejecting	the	default	and	exploring	whether	a	better
option	exists.	I’ve	spent	more	than	a	decade	studying	this,	and	it	turns	out	to	be
far	less	difficult	than	I	expected.

The	starting	point	is	curiosity:	pondering	why	the	default	exists	in	the	first
place.	We’re	driven	to	question	defaults	when	we	experience	vuja	de,	the
opposite	of	déjà	vu.	Déjà	vu	occurs	when	we	encounter	something	new,	but	it
feels	as	if	we’ve	seen	it	before.	Vuja	de	is	the	reverse—we	face	something
familiar,	but	we	see	it	with	a	fresh	perspective	that	enables	us	to	gain	new
insights	into	old	problems.

Without	a	vuja	de	event,	Warby	Parker	wouldn’t	have	existed.	When	the
founders	were	sitting	in	the	computer	lab	on	the	night	they	conjured	up	the
company,	they	had	spent	a	combined	sixty	years	wearing	glasses.	The	product
had	always	been	unreasonably	expensive.	But	until	that	moment,	they	had	taken
the	status	quo	for	granted,	never	questioning	the	default	price.	“The	thought	had



never	crossed	my	mind,”	cofounder	Dave	Gilboa	says.	“I	had	always	considered
them	a	medical	purchase.	I	naturally	assumed	that	if	a	doctor	was	selling	it	to
me,	there	was	some	justification	for	the	price.”

Having	recently	waited	in	line	at	the	Apple	Store	to	buy	an	iPhone,	he	found
himself	comparing	the	two	products.	Glasses	had	been	a	staple	of	human	life	for
nearly	a	thousand	years,	and	they’d	hardly	changed	since	his	grandfather	wore
them.	For	the	first	time,	Dave	wondered	why	glasses	had	such	a	hefty	price	tag.
Why	did	such	a	fundamentally	simple	product	cost	more	than	a	complex
smartphone?

Anyone	could	have	asked	those	questions	and	arrived	at	the	same	answer	that
the	Warby	Parker	squad	did.	Once	they	became	curious	about	why	the	price	was
so	steep,	they	began	doing	some	research	on	the	eyewear	industry.	That’s	when
they	learned	that	it	was	dominated	by	Luxottica,	a	European	company	that	had
raked	in	over	$7	billion	the	previous	year.	“Understanding	that	the	same
company	owned	LensCrafters	and	Pearle	Vision,	Ray-Ban	and	Oakley,	and	the
licenses	for	Chanel	and	Prada	prescription	frames	and	sunglasses—all	of	a
sudden,	it	made	sense	to	me	why	glasses	were	so	expensive,”	Dave	says.
“Nothing	in	the	cost	of	goods	justified	the	price.”	Taking	advantage	of	its
monopoly	status,	Luxottica	was	charging	twenty	times	the	cost.	The	default
wasn’t	inherently	legitimate;	it	was	a	choice	made	by	a	group	of	people	at	a
given	company.	And	this	meant	that	another	group	of	people	could	make	an
alternative	choice.	“We	could	do	things	differently,”	Dave	suddenly	understood.
“It	was	a	realization	that	we	could	control	our	own	destiny,	that	we	could	control
our	own	prices.”

When	we	become	curious	about	the	dissatisfying	defaults	in	our	world,	we
begin	to	recognize	that	most	of	them	have	social	origins:	Rules	and	systems
were	created	by	people.	And	that	awareness	gives	us	the	courage	to	contemplate
how	we	can	change	them.	Before	women	gained	the	right	to	vote	in	America,
many	“had	never	before	considered	their	degraded	status	as	anything	but
natural,”	historian	Jean	Baker	observes.	As	the	suffrage	movement	gained
momentum,	“a	growing	number	of	women	were	beginning	to	see	that	custom,
religious	precept,	and	law	were	in	fact	man-made	and	therefore	reversible.”



The	Two	Faces	of	Ambition

The	pressures	to	accept	defaults	start	much	earlier	than	we	realize.	If	you
consider	the	individuals	who	will	grow	up	and	make	a	dent	in	the	universe,	the
first	group	that	probably	comes	to	mind	is	child	prodigies.	These	geniuses	learn
to	read	at	age	two,	play	Bach	at	four,	breeze	through	calculus	at	six,	and	speak
seven	languages	fluently	by	eight.	Their	classmates	shudder	with	jealousy;	their
parents	rejoice	at	having	won	the	lottery.	But	to	paraphrase	T.	S.	Eliot,	their
careers	tend	to	end	not	with	a	bang,	but	a	whimper.

Child	prodigies,	it	turns	out,	rarely	go	on	to	change	the	world.	When
psychologists	study	history’s	most	eminent	and	influential	people,	they	discover
that	many	of	them	weren’t	unusually	gifted	as	children.	And	if	you	assemble	a
large	group	of	child	prodigies	and	follow	them	for	their	entire	lives,	you’ll	find
that	they	don’t	outshine	their	less	precocious	peers	from	families	of	similar
means.

Intuitively,	this	makes	sense.	We	assume	that	what	gifted	kids	have	in	book
smarts,	they	lack	in	street	smarts.	While	they	have	the	intellectual	chops,	they
must	lack	the	social,	emotional,	and	practical	skills	to	function	in	society.	When
you	look	at	the	evidence,	though,	this	explanation	falls	short:	Less	than	a	quarter
of	gifted	children	suffer	from	social	and	emotional	problems.	The	vast	majority
are	well-adjusted—as	delightful	at	a	cocktail	party	as	in	a	spelling	bee.

Although	child	prodigies	are	often	rich	in	both	talent	and	ambition,	what
holds	them	back	from	moving	the	world	forward	is	that	they	don’t	learn	to	be
original.	As	they	perform	in	Carnegie	Hall,	win	the	science	Olympics,	and
become	chess	champions,	something	tragic	happens:	Practice	makes	perfect,	but
it	doesn’t	make	new.	The	gifted	learn	to	play	magnificent	Mozart	melodies	and
beautiful	Beethoven	symphonies,	but	never	compose	their	own	original	scores.
They	focus	their	energy	on	consuming	existing	scientific	knowledge,	not
producing	new	insights.	They	conform	to	the	codified	rules	of	established
games,	rather	than	inventing	their	own	rules	or	their	own	games.	All	along	the
way,	they	strive	to	earn	the	approval	of	their	parents	and	the	admiration	of	their
teachers.

Research	demonstrates	that	it	is	the	most	creative	children	who	are	the	least
likely	to	become	the	teacher’s	pet.	In	one	study,	elementary	school	teachers



listed	their	favorite	and	least	favorite	students,	and	then	rated	both	groups	on	a
list	of	characteristics.	The	least	favorite	students	were	the	non-conformists	who
made	up	their	own	rules.	Teachers	tend	to	discriminate	against	highly	creative
students,	labeling	them	as	troublemakers.	In	response,	many	children	quickly
learn	to	get	with	the	program,	keeping	their	original	ideas	to	themselves.	In	the
language	of	author	William	Deresiewicz,	they	become	the	world’s	most
excellent	sheep.

In	adulthood,	many	child	prodigies	become	experts	in	their	fields	and	leaders
in	their	organizations.	Yet	“only	a	fraction	of	gifted	children	eventually	become
revolutionary	adult	creators,”	laments	psychologist	Ellen	Winner.	“Those	who
do	must	make	a	painful	transition”	from	a	child	who	“learns	rapidly	and
effortlessly	in	an	established	domain”	to	an	adult	who	“ultimately	remakes	a
domain.”

Most	prodigies	never	make	that	leap.	They	apply	their	extraordinary	abilities
in	ordinary	ways,	mastering	their	jobs	without	questioning	defaults	and	without
making	waves.	In	every	domain	they	enter,	they	play	it	safe	by	following	the
conventional	paths	to	success.	They	become	doctors	who	heal	their	patients
without	fighting	to	fix	the	broken	systems	that	prevent	many	patients	from
affording	health	care	in	the	first	place.	They	become	lawyers	who	defend	clients
for	violating	outdated	laws	without	trying	to	transform	the	laws	themselves.
They	become	teachers	who	plan	engaging	algebra	lessons	without	questioning
whether	algebra	is	what	their	students	need	to	learn.	Although	we	rely	on	them
to	keep	the	world	running	smoothly,	they	keep	us	running	on	a	treadmill.

Child	prodigies	are	hindered	by	achievement	motivation.	The	drive	to
succeed	is	responsible	for	many	of	the	world’s	greatest	accomplishments.	When
we’re	determined	to	excel,	we	have	the	fuel	to	work	harder,	longer,	and	smarter.
But	as	cultures	rack	up	a	significant	number	of	achievements,	originality	is
increasingly	left	to	a	specialized	few.

When	achievement	motivation	goes	sky-high,	it	can	crowd	out	originality:
The	more	you	value	achievement,	the	more	you	come	to	dread	failure.	Instead	of
aiming	for	unique	accomplishments,	the	intense	desire	to	succeed	leads	us	to
strive	for	guaranteed	success.	As	psychologists	Todd	Lubart	and	Robert
Sternberg	put	it,	“Once	people	pass	an	intermediate	level	in	the	need	to	achieve,
there	is	evidence	that	they	actually	become	less	creative.”

The	drive	to	succeed	and	the	accompanying	fear	of	failure	have	held	back
some	of	the	greatest	creators	and	change	agents	in	history.	Concerned	with
maintaining	stability	and	attaining	conventional	achievements,	they	have	been



reluctant	to	pursue	originality.	Instead	of	charging	full	steam	ahead	with
assurance,	they	have	been	coaxed,	convinced,	or	coerced	to	take	a	stand.	While
they	may	seem	to	have	possessed	the	qualities	of	natural	leaders,	they	were
figuratively—and	sometimes	literally—lifted	up	by	followers	and	peers.	If	a
handful	of	people	hadn’t	been	cajoled	into	taking	original	action,	America	might
not	exist,	the	civil	rights	movement	could	still	be	a	dream,	the	Sistine	Chapel
might	be	bare,	we	might	still	believe	the	sun	revolves	around	the	earth,	and	the
personal	computer	might	never	have	been	popularized.

From	our	perspective	today,	the	Declaration	of	Independence	seems
inevitable,	but	it	nearly	didn’t	happen	due	to	the	reluctance	of	key
revolutionaries.	“The	men	who	took	commanding	roles	in	the	American
Revolution	were	as	unlikely	a	group	of	revolutionaries	as	one	can	imagine,”
Pulitzer	Prize–winning	historian	Jack	Rakove	recounts.	“They	became
revolutionaries	despite	themselves.”	In	the	years	leading	up	to	the	war,	John
Adams	feared	British	retaliation	and	hesitated	to	give	up	his	budding	law	career;
he	only	got	involved	after	being	elected	as	a	delegate	to	the	First	Continental
Congress.	George	Washington	had	been	focused	on	managing	his	wheat,	flour,
fishing,	and	horse-breeding	businesses,	joining	the	cause	only	after	Adams
nominated	him	as	commander	in	chief	of	the	army.	“I	have	used	every	endeavor
in	my	power	to	avoid	it,”	Washington	wrote.

Nearly	two	centuries	later,	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	was	apprehensive	about
leading	the	civil	rights	movement;	his	dream	was	to	be	a	pastor	and	a	college
president.	In	1955,	after	Rosa	Parks	was	tried	for	refusing	to	give	up	her	seat	at
the	front	of	a	bus,	a	group	of	civil	rights	activists	gathered	to	discuss	their
response.	They	agreed	to	form	the	Montgomery	Improvement	Association	and
launch	a	bus	boycott,	and	one	of	the	attendees	nominated	King	for	the
presidency.	“It	had	happened	so	quickly	that	I	did	not	even	have	time	to	think	it
through.	It	is	probable	that	if	I	had,	I	would	have	declined	the	nomination,”	King
reflected.	Just	three	weeks	earlier,	King	and	his	wife	had	“agreed	that	I	should
not	then	take	on	any	heavy	community	responsibilities,	since	I	had	so	recently
finished	my	thesis,	and	needed	to	give	more	attention	to	my	church	work.”	He
was	unanimously	elected	to	lead	the	boycott.	Faced	with	giving	a	speech	to	the
community	that	evening,	“I	became	possessed	by	fear.”	King	would	overcome
that	trepidation	soon	enough	that	in	1963	his	thundering	voice	united	a	country
around	an	electrifying	vision	of	freedom.	But	that	only	happened	because	a
colleague	proposed	that	King	should	be	the	closing	speaker	at	the	March	on
Washington	and	gathered	a	coalition	of	leaders	to	advocate	for	him.



When	the	pope	commissioned	him	to	paint	a	fresco	on	the	ceiling	of	the
Sistine	Chapel,	Michelangelo	wasn’t	interested.	He	viewed	himself	as	a	sculptor,
not	a	painter,	and	found	the	task	so	overwhelming	that	he	fled	to	Florence.	Two
years	would	pass	before	he	began	work	on	the	project,	at	the	pope’s	insistence.
And	astronomy	stagnated	for	decades	because	Nicolaus	Copernicus	refused	to
publish	his	original	discovery	that	the	earth	revolves	around	the	sun.	Fearing
rejection	and	ridicule,	he	stayed	silent	for	twenty-two	years,	circulating	his
findings	only	to	his	friends.	Eventually,	a	major	cardinal	learned	of	his	work	and
wrote	a	letter	encouraging	Copernicus	to	publish	it.	Even	then,	Copernicus
stalled	for	four	more	years.	His	magnum	opus	only	saw	the	light	of	day	after	a
young	mathematics	professor	took	matters	into	his	own	hands	and	submitted	it
for	publication.

Almost	half	a	millennium	later,	when	an	angel	investor	offered	$250,000	to
Steve	Jobs	and	Steve	Wozniak	to	bankroll	Apple	in	1977,	it	came	with	an
ultimatum:	Wozniak	would	have	to	leave	Hewlett-Packard.	He	refused.	“I	still
intended	to	be	at	that	company	forever,”	Wozniak	reflects.	“My	psychological
block	was	really	that	I	didn’t	want	to	start	a	company.	Because	I	was	just
afraid,”	he	admits.	Wozniak	changed	his	mind	only	after	being	encouraged	by
Jobs,	multiple	friends,	and	his	own	parents.

We	can	only	imagine	how	many	Wozniaks,	Michelangelos,	and	Kings	never
pursued,	publicized,	or	promoted	their	original	ideas	because	they	were	not
dragged	or	catapulted	into	the	spotlight.	Although	we	may	not	all	aspire	to	start
our	own	companies,	create	a	masterpiece,	transform	Western	thought,	or	lead	a
civil	rights	movement,	we	do	have	ideas	for	improving	our	workplaces,	schools,
and	communities.	Sadly,	many	of	us	hesitate	to	take	action	to	promote	those
ideas.	As	economist	Joseph	Schumpeter	famously	observed,	originality	is	an	act
of	creative	destruction.	Advocating	for	new	systems	often	requires	demolishing
the	old	way	of	doing	things,	and	we	hold	back	for	fear	of	rocking	the	boat.
Among	nearly	a	thousand	scientists	at	the	Food	and	Drug	Administration,	more
than	40	percent	were	afraid	that	they	would	face	retaliation	if	they	spoke	up
publicly	about	safety	concerns.	Of	more	than	forty	thousand	employees	at	a
technology	company,	half	felt	it	was	not	safe	to	voice	dissenting	opinions	at
work.	When	employees	in	consulting,	financial	services,	media,
pharmaceuticals,	and	advertising	companies	were	interviewed,	85	percent
admitted	to	keeping	quiet	about	an	important	concern	rather	than	voicing	it	to
their	bosses.



The	last	time	you	had	an	original	idea,	what	did	you	do	with	it?	Although
America	is	a	land	of	individuality	and	unique	self-expression,	in	search	of
excellence	and	in	fear	of	failure,	most	of	us	opt	to	fit	in	rather	than	stand	out.
“On	matters	of	style,	swim	with	the	current,”	Thomas	Jefferson	allegedly
advised,	but	“on	matters	of	principle,	stand	like	a	rock.”	The	pressure	to	achieve
leads	us	to	do	the	opposite.	We	find	surface	ways	of	appearing	original—
donning	a	bow	tie,	wearing	bright	red	shoes—without	taking	the	risk	of	actually
being	original.	When	it	comes	to	the	powerful	ideas	in	our	heads	and	the	core
values	in	our	hearts,	we	censor	ourselves.	“There	are	so	few	originals	in	life,”
says	renowned	executive	Mellody	Hobson,	because	people	are	afraid	to	“speak
up	and	stand	out.”	What	are	the	habits	of	the	people	whose	originality	extends
beyond	appearance	to	effective	action?



The	Right	Stuff

To	be	an	original,	you	need	to	take	radical	risks.	This	belief	is	embedded	so
deeply	in	our	cultural	psyche	that	we	rarely	even	stop	to	think	about	it.	We
admire	astronauts	like	Neil	Armstrong	and	Sally	Ride	for	having	“the	right
stuff”—the	courage	to	leave	the	only	planet	humans	have	ever	inhabited	and
venture	boldly	into	space.	We	celebrate	heroes	like	Mahatma	Gandhi	and	Martin
Luther	King,	Jr.,	who	possessed	enough	conviction	to	risk	their	lives	for	the
moral	principles	they	held	dear.	We	idolize	icons	like	Steve	Jobs	and	Bill	Gates
for	having	the	audacity	to	drop	out	of	school	and	go	for	broke,	holing	up	in
garages	to	will	their	technological	visions	into	existence.

When	we	marvel	at	the	original	individuals	who	fuel	creativity	and	drive
change	in	the	world,	we	tend	to	assume	they’re	cut	from	a	different	cloth.	In	the
same	way	that	some	lucky	people	are	born	with	genetic	mutations	that	make
them	resistant	to	diseases	like	cancer,	obesity,	and	HIV,	we	believe	that	great
creators	are	born	with	a	biological	immunity	to	risk.	They’re	wired	to	embrace
uncertainty	and	ignore	social	approval;	they	simply	don’t	worry	about	the	costs
of	non-conformity	the	way	the	rest	of	us	do.	They’re	programmed	to	be
iconoclasts,	rebels,	revolutionaries,	troublemakers,	mavericks,	and	contrarians
who	are	impervious	to	fear,	rejection,	and	ridicule.

The	word	entrepreneur,	as	it	was	coined	by	economist	Richard	Cantillon,
literally	means	“bearer	of	risk.”	When	we	read	the	story	of	Warby	Parker’s
stratospheric	rise,	this	theme	comes	through	loud	and	clear.	Like	all	great
creators,	innovators,	and	change	agents,	the	quartet	transformed	the	world
because	they	were	willing	to	take	a	leap	of	faith.	After	all,	if	you	don’t	swing	for
the	fences,	it’s	impossible	to	hit	a	home	run.

Isn’t	it?

—
Six	months	before	Warby	Parker	launched,	one	of	the	founders	was	sitting	in	my
classroom	at	Wharton.	Tall	and	affable,	with	curly	black	hair	and	a	calm	energy,
Neil	Blumenthal	hailed	from	a	nonprofit	background	and	genuinely	aspired	to
make	the	world	a	better	place.	When	he	pitched	the	company	to	me,	like	many



other	doubters,	I	told	him	it	sounded	like	an	interesting	idea,	but	it	was	hard	to
imagine	people	ordering	glasses	online.

With	a	skeptical	consumer	base,	I	knew,	it	would	require	a	herculean	effort	to
get	the	company	off	the	ground.	And	when	I	learned	how	Neil	and	his	friends
were	spending	their	time	preparing	for	the	launch,	I	had	the	sinking	feeling	that
they	were	doomed.

The	first	strike	against	them,	I	told	Neil,	was	that	they	were	all	still	in	school.
If	they	truly	believed	in	Warby	Parker,	they	should	drop	out	to	focus	every
waking	hour	on	making	it	happen.

“We	want	to	hedge	our	bets,”	he	responded.	“We’re	not	sure	if	it’s	a	good
idea	and	we	have	no	clue	whether	it	will	succeed,	so	we’ve	been	working	on	it	in
our	spare	time	during	the	school	year.	We	were	four	friends	before	we	started,
and	we	made	a	commitment	that	dealing	with	each	other	fairly	was	more
important	than	success.	But	for	the	summer,	Jeff	got	a	grant	to	focus	on	the
business	full	time.”

What	about	the	other	three	of	you?	“We	all	got	internships,”	Neil	admitted.	“I
was	in	consulting,	Andy	was	in	venture	capital,	and	Dave	was	in	health	care.”

With	their	time	scarce	and	their	attention	divided,	they	still	hadn’t	built	a
website,	and	it	had	taken	them	six	months	just	to	agree	on	a	name	for	the
company.	Strike	two.

Before	I	gave	up	on	them	entirely,	though,	I	remembered	that	they	were	all
graduating	at	the	end	of	the	year,	which	meant	they’d	finally	have	the	time	to	go
all	in	and	dedicate	themselves	completely	to	the	business.	“Well,	not
necessarily,”	Neil	backpedaled.	“We’ve	hedged	our	bets.	Just	in	case	things
don’t	work	out,	I’ve	accepted	a	full-time	job	for	after	graduation.	So	has	Jeff.
And	to	make	sure	he	would	have	options,	Dave	did	two	different	internships
over	the	summer,	and	he’s	talking	with	his	former	employer	about	rejoining.”

Strike	three.	They	were	out—and	so	was	I.
I	declined	to	invest	in	Warby	Parker	because	Neil	and	his	friends	were	too

much	like	me.	I	became	a	professor	because	I	was	passionate	about	discovering
new	insights,	sharing	knowledge,	and	teaching	the	next	generations	of	students.
But	in	my	most	honest	moments,	I	know	that	I	was	also	drawn	to	the	security	of
tenure.	I	would	never	have	had	the	confidence	to	start	a	business	in	my	twenties.
If	I	had,	I	certainly	would	have	stayed	in	school	and	lined	up	a	job	to	cover	my
bases.

When	I	compared	the	choices	of	the	Warby	Parker	team	to	my	mental	model
of	the	choices	of	successful	entrepreneurs,	they	didn’t	match.	Neil	and	his



colleagues	lacked	the	guts	to	go	in	with	their	guns	blazing,	which	led	me	to
question	their	conviction	and	commitment.	They	weren’t	serious	about
becoming	successful	entrepreneurs:	They	didn’t	have	enough	skin	in	the	game.
In	my	mind,	they	were	destined	to	fail	because	they	played	it	safe	instead	of
betting	the	farm.	But	in	fact,	this	is	exactly	why	they	succeeded.

I	want	to	debunk	the	myth	that	originality	requires	extreme	risk	taking	and
persuade	you	that	originals	are	actually	far	more	ordinary	than	we	realize.	In
every	domain,	from	business	and	politics	to	science	and	art,	the	people	who
move	the	world	forward	with	original	ideas	are	rarely	paragons	of	conviction
and	commitment.	As	they	question	traditions	and	challenge	the	status	quo,	they
may	appear	bold	and	self-assured	on	the	surface.	But	when	you	peel	back	the
layers,	the	truth	is	that	they,	too,	grapple	with	fear,	ambivalence,	and	self-doubt.
We	view	them	as	self-starters,	but	their	efforts	are	often	fueled	and	sometimes
forced	by	others.	And	as	much	as	they	seem	to	crave	risk,	they	really	prefer	to
avoid	it.

—
In	a	fascinating	study,	management	researchers	Joseph	Raffiee	and	Jie	Feng
asked	a	simple	question:	When	people	start	a	business,	are	they	better	off
keeping	or	quitting	their	day	jobs?	From	1994	until	2008,	they	tracked	a
nationally	representative	group	of	over	five	thousand	Americans	in	their
twenties,	thirties,	forties,	and	fifties	who	became	entrepreneurs.	Whether	these
founders	kept	or	left	their	day	jobs	wasn’t	influenced	by	financial	need;
individuals	with	high	family	income	or	high	salaries	weren’t	any	more	or	less
likely	to	quit	and	become	full-time	entrepreneurs.	A	survey	showed	that	the	ones
who	took	the	full	plunge	were	risk	takers	with	spades	of	confidence.	The
entrepreneurs	who	hedged	their	bets	by	starting	their	companies	while	still
working	were	far	more	risk	averse	and	unsure	of	themselves.

If	you	think	like	most	people,	you’ll	predict	a	clear	advantage	for	the	risk
takers.	Yet	the	study	showed	the	exact	opposite:	Entrepreneurs	who	kept	their
day	jobs	had	33	percent	lower	odds	of	failure	than	those	who	quit.

If	you’re	risk	averse	and	have	some	doubts	about	the	feasibility	of	your	ideas,
it’s	likely	that	your	business	will	be	built	to	last.	If	you’re	a	freewheeling
gambler,	your	startup	is	far	more	fragile.

Like	the	Warby	Parker	crew,	the	entrepreneurs	whose	companies	topped	Fast
Company’s	recent	most	innovative	lists	typically	stayed	in	their	day	jobs	even



after	they	launched.	Former	track	star	Phil	Knight	started	selling	running	shoes
out	of	the	trunk	of	his	car	in	1964,	yet	kept	working	as	an	accountant	until	1969.
After	inventing	the	original	Apple	I	computer,	Steve	Wozniak	started	the
company	with	Steve	Jobs	in	1976	but	continued	working	full	time	in	his
engineering	job	at	Hewlett-Packard	until	1977.	And	although	Google	founders
Larry	Page	and	Sergey	Brin	figured	out	how	to	dramatically	improve	internet
searches	in	1996,	they	didn’t	go	on	leave	from	their	graduate	studies	at	Stanford
until	1998.	“We	almost	didn’t	start	Google,”	Page	says,	because	we	“were	too
worried	about	dropping	out	of	our	Ph.D.	program.”	In	1997,	concerned	that	their
fledgling	search	engine	was	distracting	them	from	their	research,	they	tried	to
sell	Google	for	less	than	$2	million	in	cash	and	stock.	Luckily	for	them,	the
potential	buyer	rejected	the	offer.

This	habit	of	keeping	one’s	day	job	isn’t	limited	to	successful	entrepreneurs.
Many	influential	creative	minds	have	stayed	in	full-time	employment	or
education	even	after	earning	income	from	major	projects.	Selma	director	Ava
DuVernay	made	her	first	three	films	while	working	in	her	day	job	as	a	publicist,
only	pursuing	filmmaking	full	time	after	working	at	it	for	four	years	and	winning
multiple	awards.	Brian	May	was	in	the	middle	of	doctoral	studies	in	astrophysics
when	he	started	playing	guitar	in	a	new	band,	but	he	didn’t	drop	out	until	several
years	later	to	go	all	in	with	Queen.	Soon	thereafter	he	wrote	“We	Will	Rock
You.”	Grammy	winner	John	Legend	released	his	first	album	in	2000	but	kept
working	as	a	management	consultant	until	2002,	preparing	PowerPoint
presentations	by	day	while	performing	at	night.	Thriller	master	Stephen	King
worked	as	a	teacher,	janitor,	and	gas	station	attendant	for	seven	years	after
writing	his	first	story,	only	quitting	a	year	after	his	first	novel,	Carrie,	was
published.	Dilbert	author	Scott	Adams	worked	at	Pacific	Bell	for	seven	years
after	his	first	comic	strip	hit	newspapers.

Why	did	all	these	originals	play	it	safe	instead	of	risking	it	all?



Why	Risks	Are	Like	Stock	Portfolios

Half	a	century	ago,	University	of	Michigan	psychologist	Clyde	Coombs
developed	an	innovative	theory	of	risk.	In	the	stock	market,	if	you’re	going	to
make	a	risky	investment,	you	protect	yourself	by	playing	it	safe	in	other
investments.	Coombs	suggested	that	in	their	daily	lives,	successful	people	do	the
same	thing	with	risks,	balancing	them	out	in	a	portfolio.	When	we	embrace
danger	in	one	domain,	we	offset	our	overall	level	of	risk	by	exercising	caution	in
another	domain.	If	you’re	about	to	bet	aggressively	in	blackjack,	you	might	drive
below	the	speed	limit	on	your	way	to	the	casino.

Risk	portfolios	explain	why	people	often	become	original	in	one	part	of	their
lives	while	remaining	quite	conventional	in	others.	Baseball	owner	Branch
Rickey	opened	the	door	for	Jackie	Robinson	to	break	the	color	barrier,	but
refused	to	go	to	the	ballpark	on	Sundays,	use	profanity,	or	touch	a	drop	of
alcohol.	T.	S.	Eliot’s	landmark	work,	The	Waste	Land,	has	been	hailed	as	one	of
the	twentieth	century’s	most	significant	poems.	But	after	publishing	it	in	1922,
Eliot	kept	his	London	bank	job	until	1925,	rejecting	the	idea	of	embracing
professional	risk.	As	the	novelist	Aldous	Huxley	noted	after	paying	him	an
office	visit,	Eliot	was	“the	most	bank-clerky	of	all	bank	clerks.”	When	he	finally
did	leave	the	position,	Eliot	still	didn’t	strike	out	on	his	own.	He	spent	the	next
forty	years	working	for	a	publishing	house	to	provide	stability	in	his	life,	writing
poetry	on	the	side.	As	Polaroid	founder	Edwin	Land	remarked,	“No	person	could
possibly	be	original	in	one	area	unless	he	were	possessed	of	the	emotional	and
social	stability	that	comes	from	fixed	attitudes	in	all	areas	other	than	the	one	in
which	he	is	being	original.”

But	don’t	day	jobs	distract	us	from	doing	our	best	work?	Common	sense
suggests	that	creative	accomplishments	can’t	flourish	without	big	windows	of
time	and	energy,	and	companies	can’t	thrive	without	intensive	effort.	Those
assumptions	overlook	the	central	benefit	of	a	balanced	risk	portfolio:	Having	a
sense	of	security	in	one	realm	gives	us	the	freedom	to	be	original	in	another.	By
covering	our	bases	financially,	we	escape	the	pressure	to	publish	half-baked
books,	sell	shoddy	art,	or	launch	untested	businesses.	When	Pierre	Omidyar	built
eBay,	it	was	just	a	hobby;	he	kept	working	as	a	programmer	for	the	next	nine
months,	only	leaving	after	his	online	marketplace	was	netting	him	more	money



than	his	job.	“The	best	entrepreneurs	are	not	risk	maximizers,”	Endeavor
cofounder	and	CEO	Linda	Rottenberg	observes	based	on	decades	of	experience
training	many	of	the	world’s	great	entrepreneurs.	“They	take	the	risk	out	of	risk-
taking.”

Managing	a	balanced	risk	portfolio	doesn’t	mean	constantly	hovering	in	the
middle	of	the	spectrum	by	taking	moderate	risks.	Instead,	successful	originals
take	extreme	risks	in	one	arena	and	offset	them	with	extreme	caution	in	another.
At	age	twenty-seven,	Sara	Blakely	generated	the	novel	idea	of	creating	footless
pantyhose,	taking	a	big	risk	by	investing	her	entire	savings	of	$5,000.	To	balance
out	her	risk	portfolio,	she	stayed	in	her	full-time	position	selling	fax	machines
for	two	years,	spending	nights	and	weekends	building	the	prototype—and	saving
money	by	writing	her	own	patent	application	instead	of	hiring	lawyers	to	do	so.
After	she	finally	launched	Spanx,	she	became	the	world’s	youngest	self-made
billionaire.	A	century	earlier,	Henry	Ford	started	his	automotive	empire	while
employed	as	a	chief	engineer	for	Thomas	Edison,	which	gave	him	the	security
necessary	to	try	out	his	novel	inventions	for	a	car.	He	continued	working	under
Edison	for	two	years	after	building	a	carburetor	and	a	year	after	earning	a	patent
for	it.

And	what	about	Bill	Gates,	famous	for	dropping	out	of	Harvard	to	start
Microsoft?	When	Gates	sold	a	new	software	program	as	a	sophomore,	he	waited
an	entire	year	before	leaving	school.	Even	then	he	didn’t	drop	out,	but	balanced
his	risk	portfolio	by	applying	for	a	leave	of	absence	that	was	formally	approved
by	the	university—and	by	having	his	parents	bankroll	him.	“Far	from	being	one
of	the	world’s	great	risk	takers,”	entrepreneur	Rick	Smith	notes,	“Bill	Gates
might	more	accurately	be	thought	of	as	one	of	the	world’s	great	risk	mitigators.”

It	was	this	kind	of	risk	mitigation	that	was	responsible	for	Warby	Parker’s
breakthrough.	Two	of	the	cofounders,	Neil	Blumenthal	and	Dave	Gilboa,
became	the	company’s	co-CEOs.	They	rejected	advice	to	conform	to	the	norm
of	selecting	a	single	leader,	believing	it	was	safer	to	have	a	pair	at	the	helm—
indeed,	evidence	shows	that	having	co-CEOs	elicits	positive	market	reactions
and	increases	firm	valuation.	From	the	start,	their	number-one	priority	was
reducing	risk.	“Warby	Parker	wasn’t	the	basket	that	I	wanted	to	put	all	my	eggs
into,”	Dave	says.	After	starting	the	company	he	continued	exploring	other
business	opportunities	by	scouting	scientific	discoveries	on	campus	to	see	if	they
had	any	commercial	potential.	Having	backup	plans	gave	the	founders	the
courage	to	base	their	business	on	the	unproven	assumption	that	people	would	be
willing	to	buy	glasses	online.	Instead	of	just	acknowledging	that	uncertainty,



they	actively	worked	to	minimize	it.	“We	talked	constantly	about	de-risking	the
business,”	Neil	says.	“The	whole	journey	was	a	series	of	go/no-go	decisions.	At
every	step	of	the	way,	we	had	checks	and	balances.”

As	part	of	their	protection	against	risk,	the	four	friends	took	an
entrepreneurship	class	together	and	spent	months	honing	their	business	plan.	To
make	customers	more	comfortable	with	the	unfamiliar	concept	of	ordering
eyewear	over	the	internet,	they	decided	to	offer	free	returns.	But	in	surveys	and
focus	groups,	people	were	still	hesitant	to	buy	glasses	online.	“There	were	a	lot
of	people	who	just	wouldn’t	do	it.	That	really	made	us	question	the	whole
premise	of	the	business,”	Neil	recalls.	“It	was	a	moment	of	severe	self-doubt.
That	took	us	back	to	the	drawing	board.”

After	discussing	the	problem	at	length,	the	team	came	up	with	a	solution—a
free	home	try-on	program.	Customers	could	order	the	frames	alone	without	any
financial	commitment,	and	simply	send	them	back	if	they	didn’t	like	the	feel	or
look.	This	would	actually	be	less	costly	than	free	returns.	If	a	customer	bought
the	frames	with	lenses	and	then	returned	them,	Warby	Parker	would	lose	a	lot	of
money,	as	the	lenses	were	unique	to	the	customer.	But	if	customers	tried	on	only
the	frames	and	returned	them,	the	company	could	reuse	them.	By	now	Dave	was
confident	and	committed:	“By	the	time	we	were	ready	to	launch,	and	I	had	to
make	the	decision	this	was	something	we	were	ready	to	do	full	time,	it	didn’t
seem	risky.	It	didn’t	feel	like	I	was	taking	a	big	leap	of	faith.”	The	free	home	try-
on	program	was	so	popular	that	Warby	Parker	had	to	temporarily	suspend	it
within	forty-eight	hours	of	launch.

A	growing	body	of	evidence	suggests	that	entrepreneurs	don’t	like	risk	any
more	than	the	rest	of	us—and	it’s	the	rare	conclusion	on	which	many
economists,	sociologists,	and	psychologists	have	actually	come	to	agree.	In	one
representative	study	of	over	eight	hundred	Americans,	entrepreneurs	and
employed	adults	were	asked	to	choose	which	of	the	following	three	ventures
they	would	prefer	to	start:

(a)	One	that	made	$5	million	in	profit	with	a	20	percent	chance
of	success

(b)	One	that	made	$2	million	in	profit	with	a	50	percent	chance	of
success

(c)	One	that	made	$1.25	million	in	profit	with	an	80	percent
chance	of	success



The	entrepreneurs	were	significantly	more	likely	to	choose	the	last	option,
the	safest	one.	This	was	true	regardless	of	income,	wealth,	age,	gender,
entrepreneurial	experience,	marital	status,	education,	household	size,	and
expectations	of	how	well	other	businesses	would	perform.	“We	find	that
entrepreneurs	are	significantly	more	risk-averse	than	the	general	population,”	the
authors	conclude.

These	are	just	preferences	on	a	survey,	but	when	you	track	entrepreneurs’
real-world	behavior,	it’s	clear	that	they	avoid	dangerous	risks.	Economists	find
that	as	teenagers,	successful	entrepreneurs	were	nearly	three	times	as	likely	as
their	peers	to	break	rules	and	engage	in	illicit	activities.	Yet	when	you	take	a
closer	look	at	the	specific	behaviors	involved,	the	adolescents	who	went	on	to
start	productive	companies	were	only	taking	calculated	risks.	When
psychologists	studied	American	twins	and	Swedish	citizens,	they	found	the	same
results.

Across	all	three	studies,	the	people	who	become	successful	entrepreneurs
were	more	likely	to	have	teenage	histories	of	defying	their	parents,	staying	out
past	their	curfews,	skipping	school,	shoplifting,	gambling,	drinking	alcohol,	and
smoking	marijuana.	They	were	not,	however,	more	likely	to	engage	in	hazardous
activities	like	driving	drunk,	buying	illegal	drugs,	or	stealing	valuables.	And	that
was	true	regardless	of	their	parents’	socioeconomic	status	or	family	income.

Originals	do	vary	in	their	attitudes	toward	risk.	Some	are	skydiving	gamblers;
others	are	penny-pinching	germophobes.	To	become	original,	you	have	to	try
something	new,	which	means	accepting	some	measure	of	risk.	But	the	most
successful	originals	are	not	the	daredevils	who	leap	before	they	look.	They	are
the	ones	who	reluctantly	tiptoe	to	the	edge	of	a	cliff,	calculate	the	rate	of
descent,	triple-check	their	parachutes,	and	set	up	a	safety	net	at	the	bottom	just	in
case.	As	Malcolm	Gladwell	wrote	in	the	New	Yorker,	“Many	entrepreneurs	take
plenty	of	risks—but	those	are	generally	the	failed	entrepreneurs,	not	the	success
stories.”

A	disregard	for	social	approval	doesn’t	differentiate	people	who	take	original
paths,	either.	In	a	comprehensive	analysis	of	60	studies	covering	more	than
15,000	entrepreneurs,	people	who	had	little	concern	for	pleasing	others	weren’t
more	likely	to	become	entrepreneurs,	nor	did	their	firms	perform	any	better.	We
see	the	same	pattern	in	politics:	When	hundreds	of	historians,	psychologists,	and
political	scientists	evaluated	America’s	presidents,	they	determined	that	the	least
effective	leaders	were	those	who	followed	the	will	of	the	people	and	the
precedents	set	by	their	predecessors.	The	greatest	presidents	were	those	who



challenged	the	status	quo	and	brought	about	sweeping	changes	that	improved	the
lot	of	the	country.	But	these	behaviors	were	completely	unrelated	to	whether
they	cared	deeply	about	public	approval	and	social	harmony.

Abraham	Lincoln	is	usually	regarded	as	the	greatest	of	all	American
presidents.	When	experts	rated	the	presidents	on	the	desire	to	please	others	and
avoid	conflict,	Lincoln	scored	the	highest	of	them	all.	He	devoted	four	hours	a
day	to	holding	office	hours	with	citizens	and	pardoned	deserters	during	the	Civil
War.	Before	signing	the	Emancipation	Proclamation,	Lincoln	agonized	for	six
months	over	whether	he	should	free	the	slaves.	He	questioned	whether	he	had
the	constitutional	authority;	he	worried	that	the	decision	might	lose	him	the
support	of	the	border	states,	forfeit	the	war,	and	destroy	the	country.

Originality	is	not	a	fixed	trait.	It	is	a	free	choice.	Lincoln	wasn’t	born	with	an
original	personality.	Taking	on	controversy	wasn’t	programmed	into	his	DNA;	it
was	an	act	of	conscious	will.	As	the	great	thinker	W.	E.	B.	DuBois	wrote,	“He
was	one	of	you	and	yet	he	became	Abraham	Lincoln.”

Too	often	that	possibility	of	control	is	missing	from	our	work	and	our	lives.
A	few	years	ago,	Google	asked	a	brilliant	Yale	professor	named	Amy
Wrzesniewski	to	help	enrich	the	jobs	of	employees	in	sales	and	administrative
positions,	who	didn’t	have	the	same	perceived	freedom,	status,	or	moon-shot
projects	as	the	company’s	engineers.	I	joined	her	and	another	collaborator,	Justin
Berg,	on	a	trip	to	California,	New	York,	Dublin,	and	London	in	search	of	a
solution.

Many	employees	were	so	committed	to	Google	that	they	accepted	their	own
jobs	as	defaults.	Since	they	saw	their	tasks	and	interactions	as	set	like	plaster,
they	did	not	question	whether	they	could	adjust	them.

To	unlock	their	mindsets,	we	partnered	with	Jennifer	Kurkoski	and	Brian
Welle,	two	innovators	behind	Google’s	people	analytics	work.	We	designed	a
workshop	introducing	hundreds	of	employees	to	the	notion	that	jobs	are	not
static	sculptures,	but	flexible	building	blocks.	We	gave	them	examples	of	people
becoming	the	architects	of	their	own	jobs,	customizing	their	tasks	and
relationships	to	better	align	with	their	interests,	skills,	and	values—like	an
artistic	salesperson	volunteering	to	design	a	new	logo	and	an	outgoing	financial
analyst	communicating	with	clients	using	video	chat	instead	of	email.	Then,	they
looked	at	their	familiar	jobs	in	an	unfamiliar	way:	vuja	de.	They	set	out	to	create
a	new	vision	of	their	roles	that	was	more	ideal	but	still	realistic.

Managers	and	coworkers	rated	each	employee’s	happiness	and	performance
before	the	workshop	and	after	several	weeks	and	months	had	passed.	The	whole



experience	lasted	only	ninety	minutes,	so	we	weren’t	sure	that	it	would	be
enough	to	make	a	difference.	But	six	weeks	later,	Googlers	who	were	randomly
assigned	to	think	about	their	jobs	as	malleable	showed	a	spike	in	happiness	and
performance.	Having	considered	how	their	jobs	could	be	modified,	they	had
taken	action	to	improve	them.	Employees	in	a	control	group	who	didn’t	attend
the	same	workshop	didn’t	show	any	changes	in	happiness	or	performance.	When
we	added	a	feature	to	encourage	employees	to	see	both	their	skills	and	jobs	as
flexible,	the	gains	lasted	for	at	least	six	months.	Instead	of	using	only	their
existing	talents,	they	took	the	initiative	to	develop	new	capabilities	that	enabled
them	to	create	an	original,	personalized	job.	As	a	result,	they	were	70	percent
more	likely	than	their	peers	to	land	a	promotion	or	a	transition	to	a	coveted	role.
By	refusing	to	stick	with	their	default	jobs	and	default	skills,	they	became
happier	and	more	effective—and	qualified	themselves	for	roles	that	were	a	better
fit.	Many	of	their	limits,	they	came	to	realize,	were	of	their	own	making.

—
Having	revealed	that	successful	originals	often	begin	by	questioning	defaults	and
balancing	risk	portfolios,	the	rest	of	this	book	is	about	closing	the	gap	between
insight	and	action.	Once	you	have	a	new	idea,	how	do	you	champion	it
effectively?	As	an	organizational	psychologist	at	Wharton,	I’ve	spent	more	than
a	decade	studying	originality	in	a	wide	range	of	settings,	from	technology
companies	and	banks	to	schools,	hospitals,	and	governments.	I’ve	also	sought
out	some	of	the	most	prominent	originals	of	our	time,	and	I	want	to	share	their
wisdom	about	how	we	can	all	be	more	original	without	jeopardizing	our
relationships,	reputations,	and	careers.	I	hope	my	findings	will	help	people
develop	the	courage	and	strategies	to	pursue	originality,	and	give	leaders	the
knowledge	necessary	to	create	cultures	of	originality	in	their	teams	and
organizations.

Using	studies	and	stories	spanning	business,	politics,	sports,	and
entertainment,	I’ll	look	at	the	seeds	of	creative,	moral,	and	organizational	change
—and	the	barriers	that	hinder	progress.	The	first	section	of	this	book	focuses	on
managing	the	risks	involved	in	generating,	recognizing,	and	voicing	original
ideas.	By	definition,	new	ideas	are	fraught	with	uncertainty,	and	powerful
evidence	illuminates	how	we	can	hone	our	skills	in	separating	the	wheat	from
the	chaff,	to	avoid	the	risks	of	betting	on	bad	ideas	and	passing	on	good	ones.
After	you	spot	a	promising	idea,	the	next	step	is	to	communicate	it	effectively.



I’ll	share	some	best	practices	for	speaking	up,	shedding	light	on	how	to	select
the	messages	and	audiences	to	get	heard	more	and	punished	less.	Along	the	way,
you’ll	find	out	why	the	most	popular	television	show	of	all	time	narrowly
escaped	the	cutting-room	floor,	why	an	entrepreneur	pitches	his	startups	by
highlighting	the	reasons	not	to	invest	in	them,	how	a	CIA	analyst	convinced	the
intelligence	community	to	stop	being	so	secretive,	and	how	a	woman	at	Apple
challenged	Steve	Jobs	from	three	levels	below—and	won.

The	second	section	of	the	book	deals	with	the	choices	that	we	make	to	scale
originality.	I’ll	start	with	the	dilemma	of	timing:	It	turns	out	that	you	should	be
wary	of	being	the	first	mover,	because	it’s	often	riskier	to	act	early	than	late.
Unexpectedly,	some	of	the	greatest	creative	achievements	and	change	initiatives
in	history	have	their	roots	in	procrastination,	and	the	tendency	to	delay	and
postpone	can	help	entrepreneurs	build	companies	that	last,	leaders	guide
transformation	efforts,	and	innovators	maintain	their	originality.	I’ll	then	turn	to
the	challenges	of	coalition	building,	investigating	how	to	grow	support	for	an
original	idea	and	reduce	the	risks	of	rejection.	The	unsung	hero	of	the	women’s
suffrage	movement	will	illustrate	why	enemies	make	better	allies	than
frenemies,	and	shared	values	can	divide	rather	than	unite.	A	founder	who	hid	her
firm’s	mission	from	employees	and	a	Hollywood	director	who	shifted	Disney’s
direction	for	animated	films	will	demonstrate	how	to	recruit	collaborators	by
balancing	idealism	with	pragmatism	and	blending	the	familiar	with	the	new.

The	third	section	of	the	book	concerns	unleashing	and	sustaining	originality,
both	at	home	and	in	work.	I’ll	examine	how	to	nurture	originality	in	children,
explaining	how	parents,	siblings,	and	role	models	shape	our	tendencies	to	rebel.
You’ll	see	why	the	number	of	bases	that	professional	baseball	players	steal	can
be	traced	to	their	birth	order,	the	most	original	comedians	in	America	come	from
similar	family	backgrounds,	the	people	who	risked	their	lives	to	perform	heroic
rescues	during	the	Holocaust	received	a	particular	kind	of	discipline	from	their
parents,	and	the	innovation	and	economic	growth	rates	of	entire	countries	can	be
traced	to	the	books	we	read	to	our	children.	From	there,	I’ll	consider	why	some
cultures	become	cults,	and	how	leaders	can	encourage	dissenting	opinions	that
allow	originality	to	flourish.	You’ll	learn	from	a	billionaire	financial	wizard	who
fires	employees	for	failing	to	criticize	him,	an	inventor	who	struggled	to	spread
his	ingenuity,	and	an	expert	who	helped	change	the	norm	of	silence	at	NASA
after	the	space	shuttle	Columbia	exploded.

I’ll	close	with	reflections	on	the	emotions	that	hold	us	back	from	pursuing
originality.	You’ll	gain	insight	on	overcoming	fear	and	apathy	from	a	group	of



twentysomethings	who	toppled	a	tyrant	and	a	lawyer	who	fought	climate	change
by	swimming	the	North	Pole.	Their	examples	underscore	evidence	that	calming
down	isn’t	the	best	way	to	manage	anxiety,	that	venting	backfires	when	we’re
angry,	and	that	pessimism	is	sometimes	more	energizing	than	optimism.

Ultimately,	the	people	who	choose	to	champion	originality	are	the	ones	who
propel	us	forward.	After	spending	years	studying	them	and	interacting	with
them,	I	am	struck	that	their	inner	experiences	are	not	any	different	from	our	own.
They	feel	the	same	fear,	the	same	doubt,	as	the	rest	of	us.	What	sets	them	apart	is
that	they	take	action	anyway.	They	know	in	their	hearts	that	failing	would	yield
less	regret	than	failing	to	try.



A
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Blind	Inventors	and	One-Eyed	Investors

The	Art	and	Science	of	Recognizing	Original	Ideas

“Creativity	is	allowing	yourself	to	make	mistakes.	
Art	is	knowing	which	ones	to	keep.”

Scott	Adams

t	the	turn	of	the	century,	an	invention	took	Silicon	Valley	by	storm.	Steve
Jobs	called	it	the	most	amazing	piece	of	technology	since	the	personal

computer.	Enamored	with	the	prototype,	Jobs	offered	the	inventor	$63	million
for	10	percent	of	the	company.	When	the	inventor	turned	it	down,	Jobs	did
something	out	of	character:	he	offered	to	advise	the	inventor	for	the	next	six
months—for	free.	Amazon	founder	Jeff	Bezos	took	one	look	at	the	product	and
immediately	got	involved,	telling	the	inventor,	“You	have	a	product	so
revolutionary,	you’ll	have	no	problem	selling	it.”	John	Doerr,	the	legendary
investor	who	bet	successfully	on	Google	and	many	other	blue-chip	startups,
pumped	$80	million	into	the	business,	predicting	that	it	would	be	the	fastest
company	ever	to	reach	$1	billion	and	“would	become	more	important	than	the
internet.”

The	inventor	himself	was	described	as	a	modern	Thomas	Edison—he	already
had	a	track	record	of	remarkable	breakthroughs.	His	portable	dialysis	machine
had	been	named	the	medical	product	of	the	year,	his	portable	drug	infusion
pump	reduced	the	time	that	patients	were	stuck	in	hospitals,	and	his	vascular
stent	is	connected	to	Vice	President	Dick	Cheney’s	heart.	He	had	accumulated
hundreds	of	patents	and	received	America’s	highest	honor	for	invention,	the
National	Medal	of	Technology	and	Innovation,	from	President	Bill	Clinton.

The	inventor	projected	that	within	a	year,	sales	of	his	newest	product	would
reach	10,000	units	a	week.	But	six	years	later,	they	had	sold	only	about	30,000
units	in	total.	After	more	than	a	decade,	the	company	still	hadn’t	become



profitable.	It	was	supposed	to	transform	lives	and	cities,	but	today	it	is	used	only
in	niche	markets.

That	product	was	the	Segway,	the	self-balancing	personal	transporter.	Time
called	it	one	of	the	ten	biggest	technology	flops	of	the	decade.	“Segway	as	an
investment	was	a	failure,	no	question	about	it,”	Doerr	admitted	in	2013.	“I	made
some	pretty	bold	predictions	about	Segway	that	were	wrong.”	Why	did	such
savvy	business	minds	all	miss	the	mark?

Some	years	earlier,	two	entertainers	got	together	to	create	a	90-minute
television	special.	They	had	no	experience	writing	for	the	medium	and	quickly
ran	out	of	material,	so	they	shifted	their	concept	to	a	half-hour	weekly	show.
When	they	submitted	their	script,	most	of	the	network	executives	didn’t	like	it	or
didn’t	get	it.	One	of	the	actors	involved	in	the	program	described	it	as	a
“glorious	mess.”

After	filming	the	pilot,	it	was	time	for	an	audience	test.	The	one	hundred
viewers	who	were	assembled	in	Los	Angeles	to	discuss	the	strengths	and
weaknesses	of	the	show	dismissed	it	as	a	dismal	failure.	One	put	it	bluntly:
“He’s	just	a	loser,	who’d	want	to	watch	this	guy?”	After	about	six	hundred
additional	people	were	shown	the	pilot	in	four	different	cities,	the	summary
report	concluded:	“No	segment	of	the	audience	was	eager	to	watch	the	show
again.”	The	performance	was	rated	weak.

The	pilot	episode	squeaked	onto	the	airwaves,	and	as	expected,	it	wasn’t	a
hit.	Between	that	and	the	negative	audience	tests,	the	show	should	have	been
toast.	But	one	executive	campaigned	to	have	four	more	episodes	made.	They
didn’t	go	live	until	nearly	a	year	after	the	pilot,	and	again,	they	failed	to	gain	a
devoted	following.	With	the	clock	winding	down,	the	network	ordered	half	a
season	as	replacement	for	a	canceled	show,	but	by	then	one	of	the	writers	was
ready	to	walk	away:	he	didn’t	have	any	more	ideas.

It’s	a	good	thing	he	changed	his	mind.	Over	the	next	decade,	the	show
dominated	the	Nielsen	ratings	and	brought	in	over	$1	billion	in	revenues.	It
became	the	most	popular	TV	series	in	America,	and	TV	Guide	named	it	the
greatest	program	of	all	time.

If	you’ve	ever	complained	about	a	close	talker,	accused	a	partygoer	of
double-dipping	a	chip,	uttered	the	disclaimer	“Not	that	there’s	anything	wrong
with	that,”	or	rejected	someone	by	saying	“No	soup	for	you,”	you’re	using
phrases	coined	on	the	show.	Why	did	network	executives	have	so	little	faith	in
Seinfeld?



When	we	bemoan	the	lack	of	originality	in	the	world,	we	blame	it	on	the
absence	of	creativity.	If	only	people	could	generate	more	novel	ideas,	we’d	all
be	better	off.	But	in	reality,	the	biggest	barrier	to	originality	is	not	idea
generation—it’s	idea	selection.	In	one	analysis,	when	over	two	hundred	people
dreamed	up	more	than	a	thousand	ideas	for	new	ventures	and	products,	87
percent	were	completely	unique.	Our	companies,	communities,	and	countries
don’t	necessarily	suffer	from	a	shortage	of	novel	ideas.	They’re	constrained	by	a
shortage	of	people	who	excel	at	choosing	the	right	novel	ideas.	The	Segway	was
a	false	positive:	it	was	forecast	as	a	hit	but	turned	out	to	be	a	miss.	Seinfeld	was	a
false	negative:	it	was	expected	to	fail	but	ultimately	flourished.

This	chapter	is	about	the	hurdles	and	best	practices	in	idea	selection.	To
figure	out	how	we	can	make	fewer	bad	bets,	I	sought	out	skilled	forecasters	who
have	learned	to	avoid	the	risks	of	false	positives	and	false	negatives.	You’ll	meet
two	venture	capitalists	who	anticipated	the	failure	of	the	Segway,	and	the	NBC
executive	who	didn’t	even	work	in	comedy	but	was	so	enthusiastic	about	the
Seinfeld	pilot	that	he	went	out	on	a	limb	to	fund	it.	Their	methods	question
conventional	wisdom	about	the	relative	importance	of	intuition	and	analysis	in
assessing	ideas,	and	about	how	we	should	weigh	passion	in	evaluating	the
people	behind	those	ideas.	You’ll	see	why	it’s	so	difficult	for	managers	and	test
audiences	to	accurately	evaluate	new	ideas,	and	how	we	can	get	better	at
deciding	when	to	roll	the	dice.



A	Random	Walk	on	the	Creative	Tightrope

The	inventor	of	the	Segway	is	a	technological	whiz	named	Dean	Kamen,	whose
closet	is	stocked	with	one	outfit:	a	denim	shirt,	jeans,	and	work	boots.	When	I
asked	venture	capitalists	to	describe	Kamen,	the	most	common	response	was
“Batman.”	At	sixteen,	he	took	it	upon	himself	to	redesign	a	museum’s	lighting
system—and	only	then	sought	the	chairman’s	permission	to	implement	it.	In	the
1970s,	he	invented	the	drug	infusion	pump,	which	was	profitable	enough	that	he
bought	a	jet	and	a	helicopter	and	built	a	mansion	in	New	Hampshire,	complete
with	a	machine	shop,	an	electronics	lab,	and	a	baseball	field.	In	the	1980s,	his
portable	dialysis	machine	was	a	massive	success.

In	the	1990s,	Kamen	designed	the	iBOT,	a	wheelchair	that	could	climb	stairs.
Recognizing	broader	applications	for	the	technology,	he	brought	in	a	team	to
help	create	the	Segway.	The	goal	was	to	build	a	safe,	fuel-efficient	vehicle	that
would	prevent	pollution	and	help	individuals	navigate	congested	cities.	Because
it	was	small,	lightweight,	and	balanced	on	its	own,	it	would	be	a	natural	fit	for
mail	carriers,	police	officers,	and	golfers,	but	also	had	the	potential	to
fundamentally	alter	everyday	transportation.	The	Segway	was	the	most
extraordinary	technology	he	had	ever	created,	and	Kamen	predicted	that	it	would
“be	to	the	car	what	the	car	was	to	the	horse	and	buggy.”

But	can	creators	ever	be	objective	in	judging	their	own	ideas?	One	of	my
former	students,	Justin	Berg,	is	now	a	wunderkind	professor	at	Stanford	who	has
spent	years	investigating	this	question.	Berg	specializes	in	creative	forecasting,
the	art	of	predicting	the	success	of	novel	ideas.	In	one	study,	he	showed	different
groups	of	people	videos	of	circus	performances	and	asked	them	to	make
projections	about	how	well	each	would	do.	Circus	artists	from	Cirque	du	Soleil
and	other	organizations	submitted	predictions	about	how	popular	their	videos
would	be.	Circus	managers	watched	the	videos	and	registered	their	predictions,
too.

To	test	the	accuracy	of	their	forecasts,	Berg	then	measured	the	actual	success
of	each	performance	by	tracking	how	much	general	audience	members	liked,
shared,	and	funded	the	videos.	He	invited	over	thirteen	thousand	people	to	rate
the	videos;	they	also	had	a	chance	to	share	them	via	Facebook,	Twitter,



Google+,	and	email,	and	received	a	ten-cent	bonus	that	they	could	donate	to	the
performers.

The	creators	proved	to	be	terrible	at	judging	how	their	performances	would
do	with	the	test	audiences.	On	average,	when	ranking	their	videos	against	the
performances	of	nine	other	circus	artists,	they	put	their	own	work	two	slots	too
high.	The	managers	were	more	realistic:	they	had	some	distance	from	the
performances,	which	put	them	in	a	more	neutral	position.

Social	scientists	have	long	known	that	we	tend	to	be	overconfident	when	we
evaluate	ourselves.	Here	are	some	highlights	of	their	findings:

•	High	school	seniors:	70	percent	report	that	they	have	“above	average”
leadership	skills,	compared	with	2	percent	“below	average”;	in	the	ability	to	get
along	with	others,	25	percent	rate	themselves	in	the	top	1	percent,	and	60	percent
put	themselves	in	the	top	10	percent.

•	College	professors:	94	percent	rate	themselves	as	doing	above-average
work.

•	Engineers:	In	two	different	companies,	32	percent	and	42	percent	rated
themselves	among	the	top	5	percent	of	performers.

•	Entrepreneurs:	When	3,000	small-business	owners	rated	the	probability	that
different	companies	would	succeed,	on	average	they	rated	the	prospects	of	their
own	businesses	as	8.1	out	of	10	but	gave	similar	enterprises	odds	of	only	5.9	out
of	10.

—
Overconfidence	may	be	a	particularly	difficult	bias	to	overcome	in	the	creative
domain.	When	you’re	generating	a	new	idea,	by	definition	it’s	unique,	so	you
can	ignore	all	the	feedback	you’ve	received	in	the	past	about	earlier	inventions.
Even	if	your	previous	ideas	have	bombed,	this	one	is	different.

When	we’ve	developed	an	idea,	we’re	typically	too	close	to	our	own	tastes—
and	too	far	from	the	audience’s	taste—to	evaluate	it	accurately.	We’re	giddy
from	the	thrill	of	the	eureka	moment	or	the	triumph	of	overcoming	an	obstacle.
As	Brandon	Tartikoff,	NBC’s	longtime	entertainment	president,	frequently
reminded	his	producers,	“Nobody	walks	in	here	with	what	they	think	is	a	bad
idea.”	To	some	degree,	entrepreneurs	and	inventors	have	to	be	overconfident
about	the	odds	of	their	ideas	succeeding,	or	they	wouldn’t	have	the	motivational
fuel	to	pursue	them.	But	even	when	they	do	learn	about	their	audience’s



preferences,	it’s	too	easy	for	them	to	fall	victim	to	what	psychologists	call
confirmation	bias:	they	focus	on	the	strengths	of	their	ideas	while	ignoring	or
discounting	their	limitations.

After	spending	his	career	studying	creative	productivity,	psychologist	Dean
Simonton	has	found	that	even	geniuses	have	trouble	recognizing	when	they	have
a	hit	on	their	hands.	In	music,	Beethoven	was	known	as	a	perceptive	self-critic,
yet	as	Simonton	observes,	“Beethoven’s	own	favorites	among	his	symphonies,
sonatas,	and	quartets	are	not	those	most	frequently	performed	and	recorded	by
posterity.”	In	one	analysis,	psychologist	Aaron	Kozbelt	pored	over	letters	in
which	Beethoven	evaluated	seventy	of	his	compositions,	comparing	those
appraisals	to	expert	judgments	of	Beethoven’s	works.	In	that	set	of	seventy,
Beethoven	committed	fifteen	false	positives,	expecting	pieces	to	be	major	that
turned	out	to	be	minor,	and	only	eight	false	negatives,	criticizing	pieces	that
ended	up	becoming	highly	valued.	This	33	percent	error	rate	occurred	despite
the	fact	that	Beethoven	made	many	of	his	assessments	after	receiving	audience
feedback.

If	creators	knew	when	they	were	on	their	way	to	fashioning	a	masterpiece,
their	work	would	progress	only	forward:	they	would	halt	their	idea-generation
efforts	as	they	struck	gold.	But	time	and	again,	Simonton	finds	that	they
backtrack,	returning	to	iterations	that	they	had	earlier	discarded	as	inadequate.	In
Beethoven’s	most	celebrated	work,	the	Fifth	Symphony,	he	scrapped	the
conclusion	of	the	first	movement	because	it	felt	too	short,	only	to	come	back	to	it
later.	Had	Beethoven	been	able	to	distinguish	an	extraordinary	from	an	ordinary
work,	he	would	have	accepted	his	composition	immediately	as	a	hit.	When
Picasso	was	painting	his	famous	Guernica	in	protest	of	fascism,	he	produced
seventy-nine	different	drawings.	Many	of	the	images	in	the	painting	were	based
on	his	early	sketches,	not	the	later	variations.	“The	subsequent	sketches	proved
to	constitute	‘blind	alleys’	in	which	the	artist	did	not	know	in	advance	that	he
was	taking	the	wrong	track,”	Simonton	explains.	If	Picasso	could	judge	his
creations	as	he	produced	them,	he	would	get	consistently	“warmer”	and	use	the
later	drawings.	But	in	reality,	it	was	just	as	common	that	he	got	“colder.”



Kissing	Frogs

If	originals	aren’t	reliable	judges	of	the	quality	of	their	ideas,	how	do	they
maximize	their	odds	of	creating	a	masterpiece?	They	come	up	with	a	large
number	of	ideas.	Simonton	finds	that	on	average,	creative	geniuses	weren’t
qualitatively	better	in	their	fields	than	their	peers.	They	simply	produced	a
greater	volume	of	work,	which	gave	them	more	variation	and	a	higher	chance	of
originality.	“The	odds	of	producing	an	influential	or	successful	idea,”	Simonton
notes,	are	“a	positive	function	of	the	total	number	of	ideas	generated.”

Consider	Shakespeare:	we’re	most	familiar	with	a	small	number	of	his
classics,	forgetting	that	in	the	span	of	two	decades,	he	produced	37	plays	and
154	sonnets.	Simonton	tracked	the	popularity	of	Shakespeare’s	plays,	measuring
how	often	they’re	performed	and	how	widely	they’re	praised	by	experts	and
critics.	In	the	same	five-year	window	that	Shakespeare	produced	three	of	his	five
most	popular	works—Macbeth,	King	Lear,	and	Othello—he	also	churned	out	the
comparatively	average	Timon	of	Athens	and	All’s	Well	That	Ends	Well,	both	of
which	rank	among	the	worst	of	his	plays	and	have	been	consistently	slammed
for	unpolished	prose	and	incomplete	plot	and	character	development.

In	every	field,	even	the	most	eminent	creators	typically	produce	a	large
quantity	of	work	that’s	technically	sound	but	considered	unremarkable	by
experts	and	audiences.	When	the	London	Philharmonic	Orchestra	chose	the	50
greatest	pieces	of	classical	music,	the	list	included	six	pieces	by	Mozart,	five	by
Beethoven,	and	three	by	Bach.	To	generate	a	handful	of	masterworks,	Mozart
composed	more	than	600	pieces	before	his	death	at	thirty-five,	Beethoven
produced	650	in	his	lifetime,	and	Bach	wrote	over	a	thousand.	In	a	study	of	over
15,000	classical	music	compositions,	the	more	pieces	a	composer	produced	in	a
given	five-year	window,	the	greater	the	spike	in	the	odds	of	a	hit.

Picasso’s	oeuvre	includes	more	than	1,800	paintings,	1,200	sculptures,	2,800
ceramics,	and	12,000	drawings,	not	to	mention	prints,	rugs,	and	tapestries—only
a	fraction	of	which	have	garnered	acclaim.	In	poetry,	when	we	recite	Maya
Angelou’s	classic	poem	“Still	I	Rise,”	we	tend	to	forget	that	she	wrote	165
others;	we	remember	her	moving	memoir	I	Know	Why	the	Caged	Bird	Sings	and
pay	less	attention	to	her	other	6	autobiographies.	In	science,	Einstein	wrote
papers	on	general	and	special	relativity	that	transformed	physics,	but	many	of	his



248	publications	had	minimal	impact.	If	you	want	to	be	original,	“the	most
important	possible	thing	you	could	do,”	says	Ira	Glass,	the	producer	of	This
American	Life	and	the	podcast	Serial,	“is	do	a	lot	of	work.	Do	a	huge	volume	of
work.”

Across	fields,	Simonton	reports	that	the	most	prolific	people	not	only	have
the	highest	originality;	they	also	generate	their	most	original	output	during	the
periods	in	which	they	produce	the	largest	volume.*	Between	the	ages	of	thirty
and	thirty-five,	Edison	pioneered	the	lightbulb,	the	phonograph,	and	the	carbon
telephone.	But	during	that	period,	he	filed	well	over	one	hundred	patents	for
other	inventions	as	diverse	as	stencil	pens,	a	fruit	preservation	technique,	and	a
way	of	using	magnets	to	mine	iron	ore—and	designed	a	creepy	talking	doll.
“Those	periods	in	which	the	most	minor	products	appear	tend	to	be	the	same
periods	in	which	the	most	major	works	appear,”	Simonton	notes.	Edison’s
“1,093	patents	notwithstanding,	the	number	of	truly	superlative	creative
achievements	can	probably	be	counted	on	the	fingers	of	one	hand.”

It’s	widely	assumed	that	there’s	a	tradeoff	between	quantity	and	quality—if
you	want	to	do	better	work,	you	have	to	do	less	of	it—but	this	turns	out	to	be
false.	In	fact,	when	it	comes	to	idea	generation,	quantity	is	the	most	predictable
path	to	quality.	“Original	thinkers,”	Stanford	professor	Robert	Sutton	notes,
“will	come	up	with	many	ideas	that	are	strange	mutations,	dead	ends,	and	utter
failures.	The	cost	is	worthwhile	because	they	also	generate	a	larger	pool	of	ideas
—especially	novel	ideas.”

Many	people	fail	to	achieve	originality	because	they	generate	a	few	ideas	and
then	obsess	about	refining	them	to	perfection.	At	Upworthy,	the	company	that
makes	good	content	go	viral,	two	different	staff	members	wrote	headlines	for	a
video	of	monkeys	reacting	to	receiving	cucumbers	or	grapes	as	rewards.	Eight
thousand	people	watched	it	when	the	headline	was	“Remember	Planet	of	the
Apes?	It’s	Closer	to	Reality	than	You	Think.”	A	different	headline	led	to	fifty-
nine	times	more	views,	enticing	nearly	half	a	million	people	to	watch	the	same
video:	“2	Monkeys	Were	Paid	Unequally;	See	What	Happens	Next.”
Upworthy’s	rule	is	that	you	need	to	generate	at	least	twenty-five	headline	ideas
to	strike	gold.	Backtracking	studies	show	that	wizards	do	sometimes	come	up
with	novel	ideas	early	in	the	creative	process.	But	for	the	rest	of	us,	our	first
ideas	are	often	the	most	conventional—the	closest	to	the	default	that	already
exists.	It’s	only	after	we’ve	ruled	out	the	obvious	that	we	have	the	greatest
freedom	to	consider	the	more	remote	possibilities.	“Once	you	start	getting
desperate,	you	start	thinking	outside	the	box,”	the	Upworthy	team	writes.	“#24



will	suck.	Then	#25	will	be	a	gift	from	the	headline	gods	and	will	make	you	a
legend.”

While	working	on	the	Segway,	Dean	Kamen	was	aware	of	the	blind
variations	that	mark	the	creative	process.	With	more	than	440	patents	to	his
name,	he	had	plenty	of	misses	as	well	as	hits.	“You	gotta	kiss	a	lot	of	frogs,”	he
often	told	his	team,	“before	you	find	a	prince.”	In	fact,	frog	kissing	was	one	of
his	mantras:	he	encouraged	his	engineers	to	try	out	many	variations	to	increase
their	chances	of	stumbling	on	the	right	one.	But	he	settled	on	the	Segway	before
considering	other	ideas	for	solving	transportation	problems,	losing	sight	of	the
fact	that	inventors	will	necessarily	struggle	mightily	in	gauging	whether	their
creations	are	ultimately	frogs	or	princes.

The	best	way	to	get	better	at	judging	our	ideas	is	to	gather	feedback.	Put	a	lot
of	ideas	out	there	and	see	which	ones	are	praised	and	adopted	by	your	target
audience.	After	spending	decades	creating	comedy,	The	Daily	Show	cocreator
Lizz	Winstead	still	doesn’t	know	what	will	make	people	laugh.	She	recalls	that
she	was	“desperately	trying	to	figure	out	jokes,	writing	them	out,	and	trying
them	on	stage.”	Some	of	them	sizzled;	others	popped.	Now,	with	social	media,
she	has	a	more	rapid	feedback	mechanism.	When	she	thinks	of	a	joke,	she	tweets
it;	when	she	comes	up	with	a	longer	bit,	she	posts	it	on	Facebook.	When	she
receives	at	least	twenty-five	retweets	in	less	than	a	minute,	or	a	high	number	of
Facebook	shares,	she	saves	the	idea.	At	the	end	of	the	day,	she	develops	the
material	that	proved	most	popular	with	her	audience.	“Twitter	and	Facebook
have	tremendously	helped	me	decide	what	people	care	about,”	Winstead
explains.

When	developing	the	Segway,	Dean	Kamen	didn’t	open	the	door	to	this	kind
of	feedback.	Concerned	that	someone	would	steal	his	idea,	or	that	the
fundamental	concept	would	become	public	too	soon,	he	maintained	strict
secrecy	rules.	Many	of	his	own	employees	weren’t	allowed	access	to	the	area
where	the	Segway	was	being	developed;	only	an	elite	group	of	potential
investors	had	a	chance	to	try	it	out.	When	building	the	Segway,	his	team
generated	a	wide	number	of	ideas,	but	didn’t	have	enough	critical	input	from
customers	to	make	the	right	choices	for	the	final	product.	The	device	went
through	three	or	four	iterations	before	a	customer	ever	saw	it.*	Conviction	in	our
ideas	is	dangerous	not	only	because	it	leaves	us	vulnerable	to	false	positives,	but
also	because	it	stops	us	from	generating	the	requisite	variety	to	reach	our
creative	potential.



But	Kamen	and	his	team	weren’t	the	only	ones	who	were	too	bullish	on	the
Segway.	Where	did	virtuosos	like	Steve	Jobs,	Jeff	Bezos,	and	John	Doerr
misstep	in	their	judgments	about	the	device?	To	find	out,	let’s	first	take	a	look	at
why	many	executives	and	test	audiences	failed	to	see	the	potential	in	Seinfeld.



Prisoners	of	Prototypes	and	Parochial	Preferences

When	the	first	Seinfeld	script	was	submitted,	executives	didn’t	know	what	to	do
with	it.	It	was	“totally	unconventional,”	NBC	executive	Warren	Littlefield	said.
“It	didn’t	sound	like	anything	else	on	television.	There	was	no	historical
precedent.”

In	Justin	Berg’s	study	of	circus	performances,	although	circus	managers
made	more	accurate	forecasts	than	artists,	they	still	weren’t	very	good,
especially	regarding	the	most	novel	acts.	Managers	tend	to	be	too	risk	averse:
they	focus	on	the	costs	of	investing	in	bad	ideas	rather	than	the	benefits	of
piloting	good	ones,	which	leads	them	to	commit	a	large	number	of	false
negatives.	The	author	of	the	initial	report	on	the	Seinfeld	pilot	felt	it	was	on	the
border	between	“weak”	and	“moderate.”	He	was	leaning	toward	moderate,	but
his	boss	overruled	him	and	rated	it	weak.

These	types	of	false	negatives	are	common	in	the	entertainment	industry.
Studio	executives	passed	on	hits	ranging	from	Star	Wars	to	E.T.	to	Pulp	Fiction.
In	publishing,	managers	rejected	The	Chronicles	of	Narnia,	The	Diary	of	Anne
Frank,	Gone	with	the	Wind,	Lord	of	the	Flies,	and	Harry	Potter—as	of	2015,	J.
K.	Rowling’s	books	alone	had	brought	in	over	$25	billion	and	sold	more	copies
than	any	book	series,	ever.	The	annals	of	corporate	innovation	are	filled	with
tales	of	managers	ordering	employees	to	stop	working	on	projects	that	turned	out
to	be	big	hits,	from	Nichia’s	invention	of	LED	lighting	to	Pontiac’s	Fiero	car	to
HP’s	electrostatic	displays.	The	Xbox	was	almost	buried	at	Microsoft;	the	laser
printer	was	nearly	canceled	at	Xerox	for	being	expensive	and	impractical.

In	the	face	of	uncertainty,	our	first	instinct	is	often	to	reject	novelty,	looking
for	reasons	why	unfamiliar	concepts	might	fail.	When	managers	vet	novel	ideas,
they’re	in	an	evaluative	mindset.	To	protect	themselves	against	the	risks	of	a	bad
bet,	they	compare	the	new	notion	on	the	table	to	templates	of	ideas	that	have
succeeded	in	the	past.	When	publishing	executives	passed	on	Harry	Potter,	they
said	it	was	too	long	for	a	children’s	book;	when	Brandon	Tartikoff	saw	the
Seinfeld	pilot,	he	felt	it	was	“too	Jewish”	and	“too	New	York”	to	appeal	to	a
wide	audience.

Rice	professor	Erik	Dane	finds	that	the	more	expertise	and	experience	people
gain,	the	more	entrenched	they	become	in	a	particular	way	of	viewing	the	world.



He	points	to	studies	showing	that	expert	bridge	players	struggled	more	than
novices	to	adapt	when	the	rules	were	changed,	and	that	expert	accountants	were
worse	than	novices	at	applying	a	new	tax	law.	As	we	gain	knowledge	about	a
domain,	we	become	prisoners	of	our	prototypes.

In	principle,	audiences	should	be	more	open	to	novelty	than	managers.	They
don’t	have	the	blinders	associated	with	expertise,	and	they	have	little	to	lose	by
considering	a	fresh	format	and	expressing	enthusiasm	for	an	unusual	idea.	In
practice,	though,	Justin	Berg	finds	that	test	audiences	are	no	better	than
managers	at	predicting	the	success	of	new	ideas:	focus	groups	are	effectively	set
up	to	make	the	same	mistakes	as	managers.

When	you	watch	a	show	in	your	living	room,	you	get	absorbed	in	the	plot.	If
you	find	yourself	laughing	throughout,	you’ll	end	up	pronouncing	it	funny.
When	you	watch	it	in	a	focus	group,	however,	you	don’t	engage	with	the
program	in	the	same	way.	You’re	conscious	of	the	fact	that	you’re	there	to
evaluate	it,	not	experience	it,	so	you’re	judging	it	from	the	start.	Because	you’re
trying	to	figure	out	whether	people	will	watch	it,	you	naturally	assess	it	against
established	ideas	of	how	such	a	show	ought	to	work.	When	test	audiences
viewed	the	Seinfeld	pilot,	they	thought	it	lacked	the	community	of	Cheers,	the
family	dynamics	of	The	Cosby	Show,	and	the	relatability	of	ALF.	It	was	all	too
easy	to	find	flaws	in	a	show	that	was	ostensibly	about	nothing.

“The	truth	is,	most	pilots	don’t	test	well,”	Warren	Littlefield	observes,
because	“audiences	do	not	respond	well	to	things	that	are	new	or	different.”
Audiences	don’t	have	enough	experience:	they	simply	haven’t	seen	a	lot	of	the
novel	ideas	that	landed	on	the	cutting-room	floor.	“The	Seinfeld	testing	should
put	an	end	to	all	conversations	about	testing,	ever.	Please	don’t	tell	me	my	show
is	going	to	come	down	to	twenty	people	in	Sherman	Oaks,”	comedian	Paul
Reiser	says.	“I’ve	never	been	to	any	testing	that’s	any	good.”

So	neither	test	audiences	nor	managers	are	ideal	judges	of	creative	ideas.
They’re	too	prone	to	false	negatives;	they	focus	too	much	on	reasons	to	reject	an
idea	and	stick	too	closely	to	existing	prototypes.	And	we’ve	seen	that	creators
struggle	as	well,	because	they’re	too	positive	about	their	own	ideas.	But	there	is
one	group	of	forecasters	that	does	come	close	to	attaining	mastery:	fellow
creators	evaluating	one	another’s	ideas.	In	Berg’s	study	of	circus	acts,	the	most
accurate	predictors	of	whether	a	video	would	get	liked,	shared,	and	funded	were
peers	evaluating	one	another.

When	artists	assessed	one	another’s	performances,	they	were	about	twice	as
accurate	as	managers	and	test	audiences	in	predicting	how	often	the	videos



would	be	shared.	Compared	to	creators,	managers	and	test	audiences	were	56
percent	and	55	percent	more	prone	to	major	false	negatives,	undervaluing	a
strong,	novel	performance	by	five	ranks	or	more	in	the	set	of	ten	they	viewed.

We	often	speak	of	the	wisdom	of	crowds,	but	we	need	to	be	careful	about
which	crowds	we’re	considering.	On	average,	the	combined	forecasts	of	all	120
circus	managers	were	no	better	than	a	typical	single	creator’s	predictions.
Managers	and	test	audiences	tended	to	fixate	on	a	particular	category	of	favored
acts	and	reject	the	rest.	Creators	were	more	open	to	different	kinds	of
performances—they	saw	potential	in	peers	who	did	aerial	and	ground	acrobatics,
but	also	in	skilled	jugglers	and	mimes.*

Instead	of	attempting	to	assess	our	own	originality	or	seeking	feedback	from
managers,	we	ought	to	turn	more	often	to	our	colleagues.	They	lack	the	risk-
aversion	of	managers	and	test	audiences;	they’re	open	to	seeing	the	potential	in
unusual	possibilities,	which	guards	against	false	negatives.	At	the	same	time,
they	have	no	particular	investment	in	our	ideas,	which	gives	them	enough
distance	to	offer	an	honest	appraisal	and	protects	against	false	positives.

This	evidence	helps	to	explain	why	many	performers	enjoy	the	approval	of
audiences	but	covet	the	admiration	of	their	peers.	Comedians	often	say	that	the
highest	badge	of	honor	is	to	make	a	fellow	comic	laugh;	magicians	like	fooling
audiences	but	live	to	baffle	their	brethren.	The	usual	explanation	for	this
preference	is	status	striving:	we	crave	acceptance	by	our	peer	group,	those
similar	to	us.	But	Berg’s	research	suggests	that	we’re	also	drawn	to	peer
evaluations	because	they	provide	the	most	reliable	judgments.

When	we	evaluate	new	ideas,	we	can	become	better	at	avoiding	false
negatives	by	thinking	more	like	creators.	In	a	series	of	experiments,	Berg	asked
over	a	thousand	adults	to	make	forecasts	about	the	success	of	novel	products	in
the	marketplace.	Some	were	ideas	that	might	be	useful—a	3-D	image	projector,
a	flooring	system	that	simulates	natural	ground,	and	an	automatic	bed-maker.
Others	were	less	practical,	like	an	electrified	tablecloth	to	prevent	ants	from
ruining	a	picnic.	The	rest	were	conventional	ideas	that	varied	in	usefulness,	from
a	portable	container	for	steaming	food	in	a	microwave	to	a	hands-free	system	for
carrying	towels.

Berg	wanted	to	boost	the	chances	that	people	would	correctly	rank	a	novel,
useful	idea	first,	as	opposed	to	favoring	conventional	ideas.	He	randomly
assigned	half	of	the	participants	to	think	like	managers	by	spending	six	minutes
making	a	list	of	three	criteria	for	evaluating	the	success	of	new	products.	This
group	then	made	the	right	bet	on	a	novel,	useful	idea	51	percent	of	the	time.	But



the	other	group	of	participants	was	much	more	accurate,	choosing	the	most
promising	new	idea	over	77	percent	of	the	time.	All	it	took	was	having	them
spend	their	initial	six	minutes	a	little	differently:	instead	of	adopting	a
managerial	mindset	for	evaluating	ideas,	they	got	into	a	creative	mindset	by
generating	ideas	themselves.	Just	spending	six	minutes	developing	original	ideas
made	them	more	open	to	novelty,	improving	their	ability	to	see	the	potential	in
something	unusual.

From	these	findings	you	might	think	that	we	can	improve	idea	selection
simply	by	making	sure	that	managers	have	some	experience	as	creators.	But	in
Berg’s	circus	data,	former	artists	who	become	managers	aren’t	significantly
better	in	their	evaluations	than	regular	managers;	pure	artists	are	still	the	best
forecasters.	Once	you	take	on	a	managerial	role,	it’s	hard	to	avoid	letting	an
evaluative	mindset	creep	in	to	cause	false	negatives.	Berg	demonstrated	this	in
an	experiment	by	asking	people	to	generate	product	ideas	and	then	come	up	with
a	list	of	evaluation	criteria,	and	subsequently	measured	the	success	of	the	ideas
with	an	actual	audience.	Thinking	like	creators	and	then	donning	the	manager
hat	dropped	their	forecasting	accuracy	to	41	percent.

When	Berg	reversed	the	order,	so	that	they	made	a	list	of	evaluation	criteria
first	and	then	generated	ideas,	their	accuracy	climbed	to	65	percent.	If	we	want
to	increase	our	odds	of	betting	on	the	best	original	ideas,	we	have	to	generate	our
own	ideas	immediately	before	we	screen	others’	suggestions.	And	this,	it	turns
out,	helps	to	explain	why	Seinfeld	saw	the	light	of	day.



The	Double-Edged	Sword	of	Experience

When	the	test	audience	panned	the	Seinfeld	pilot,	“it	was	a	dagger	to	the	heart,”
Warren	Littlefield	reflected.	“We	were	afraid	to	go	forward	with	something	that
was	so	strongly	rejected	by	research.”	Although	the	ideal	people	to	give	the
show	a	chance	might	have	been	fellow	comedy	writers,	there	weren’t	any	pure
writers	in	positions	of	power.	But	Rick	Ludwin,	the	man	who	ultimately	made
the	show	happen,	was	the	next	best	thing.

Ludwin	would	later	make	his	mark	by	standing	up	for	Jay	Leno,	going	to	bat
for	Conan	O’Brien,	and	fighting	to	renew	a	show	that	didn’t	have	a	big	enough
following	early	on:	The	Office.	But	his	greatest	contribution	to	television	was
commissioning	the	pilot	for	Seinfeld.

At	that	point	in	his	career,	Rick	Ludwin	didn’t	even	work	in	the	comedy
department,	but	handled	variety	and	specials.	When	the	Seinfeld	pilot	didn’t	take
off,	he	went	on	a	mission	to	give	it	another	chance.	He	found	a	few	hours	in	his
lineup	that	hadn’t	been	assigned,	divided	them	into	half-hour	slots,	and	took	the
money	from	his	specials	budget	to	fund	more	episodes.	“As	far	as	we	know,	that
was	the	smallest	order	of	episodes	ever	for	a	television	show,”	Ludwin	says.
Jerry	Seinfeld	would	go	on	to	remark	that	an	order	of	six	episodes	“is	like	a	slap
in	the	face.”	NBC	ordered	just	four.

“If	you’re	gonna	make	connections	which	are	innovative,”	Steve	Jobs	said
back	in	1982,	“you	have	to	not	have	the	same	bag	of	experience	as	everyone	else
does.”	Working	outside	the	sitcom	department	may	have	been	Rick	Ludwin’s
greatest	advantage.	“Larry	[David]	and	Jerry	had	never	written	a	sitcom,	and	my
department	had	never	developed	one,”	Ludwin	recalls.	“We	were	a	good	match,
because	we	didn’t	know	what	rules	we	weren’t	supposed	to	break.”	His	outsider
status	gave	him	enough	detachment	from	the	standard	format	of	sitcoms	to
consider	something	different.	Most	sitcoms	shot	a	few	continuous	scenes	in	a
tidy	22-minute	episode;	Seinfeld	often	left	conflicts	unresolved	and	had	as	many
as	twenty	different	scenes	packed	in.	This	was	bothersome	if	you	lived
exclusively	in	the	sitcom	world,	but	perfectly	comfortable	for	a	guy	who	used	a
different	arrangement	in	every	special.

At	the	same	time,	Ludwin	did	have	the	requisite	experience	in	creating
comedy.	While	working	as	a	producer	in	the	1970s,	he	wrote	jokes	and	sold



them	to	Bob	Hope,	and	then	produced	segments	for	a	daytime	variety	show	that
featured	comedy	sketches.	“Being	around	comedy	writers	is	like	going	to	a
baseball	fantasy	camp.	You	think	you’re	really	good,	until	you	get	up	to	bat,”	he
reminisces.	“Not	only	can’t	you	hit	the	ball;	you	can’t	even	see	the	ball.	I	knew	I
was	not	in	their	league,	but	I	at	least	spoke	the	same	language.”

It	is	when	people	have	moderate	expertise	in	a	particular	domain	that	they’re
the	most	open	to	radically	creative	ideas.	Ludwin’s	deep	experience	in	comedy
gave	him	the	necessary	expertise	in	humor;	his	broad	experience	outside	sitcoms
prevented	him	from	getting	blinded	to	alternative	ways	of	delivering	it.	Instead
of	narrowly	scrutinizing	what	made	a	sitcom	a	hit,	he	had	cast	a	wider	net	in
studying	what	made	comedy	in	general	succeed:

You	never	know	where	the	next	big	hit	is	coming	from.	It	can
come	from	left	field.	If	you	think,	“That	can’t	possibly	work
because	that	producer	doesn’t	have	enough	experience,	or	no
idea	like	that	has	ever	worked”—if	you	have	those	kinds	of
roadblocks	in	your	head,	you’re	going	to	miss	something.	One	of
the	best	things	that	I	had	going	for	me	was	the	fact	that	I	had
never	developed	a	primetime	situation	comedy,	but	I	was
accustomed	to	offbeat,	off-kilter	ideas.	I	could	see	what	worked,
and	what	didn’t	work.	The	time	I	spent	reading	Saturday	Night
Live	scripts	made	me	more	open	to	the	offbeat	storylines	that
are	now	legendary	on	Seinfeld.

This	unique	combination	of	broad	and	deep	experience	is	critical	for
creativity.	In	a	recent	study	comparing	every	Nobel	Prize–winning	scientist	from
1901	to	2005	with	typical	scientists	of	the	same	era,	both	groups	attained	deep
expertise	in	their	respective	fields	of	study.	But	the	Nobel	Prize	winners	were
dramatically	more	likely	to	be	involved	in	the	arts	than	less	accomplished
scientists.	Here’s	what	a	team	of	fifteen	researchers	at	Michigan	State	University
found	about	engagement	in	the	arts	among	Nobel	Prize	winners	relative	to
ordinary	scientists:

Artistic	hobby Odds	for	Nobel	Prize	winners	relative	to	typical
scientists

Music:	playing	an	instrument,	composing,	conducting 2x	greater

Arts:	drawing,	painting,	printmaking,	sculpting 7x	greater



Crafts:	woodworking,	mechanics,	electronics,	glassblowing 7.5x	greater

Writing:	poetry,	plays,	novels,	short	stories,	essays,	popular
books

12x	greater

Performing:	amateur	actor,	dancer,	magician 22x	greater

A	representative	study	of	thousands	of	Americans	showed	similar	results	for
entrepreneurs	and	inventors.	People	who	started	businesses	and	contributed	to
patent	applications	were	more	likely	than	their	peers	to	have	leisure	time	hobbies
that	involved	drawing,	painting,	architecture,	sculpture,	and	literature.

Interest	in	the	arts	among	entrepreneurs,	inventors,	and	eminent	scientists
obviously	reflects	their	curiosity	and	aptitude.	People	who	are	open	to	new	ways
of	looking	at	science	and	business	also	tend	to	be	fascinated	by	the	expression	of
ideas	and	emotions	through	images,	sounds,	and	words.*	But	it’s	not	just	that	a
certain	kind	of	original	person	seeks	out	exposure	to	the	arts.	The	arts	also	serve
in	turn	as	a	powerful	source	of	creative	insight.

When	Galileo	made	his	astonishing	discovery	of	mountains	on	the	moon,	his
telescope	didn’t	actually	have	enough	magnifying	power	to	support	that	finding.
Instead,	he	recognized	the	zigzag	pattern	separating	the	light	and	dark	areas	of
the	moon.	Other	astronomers	were	looking	through	similar	telescopes,	but	only
Galileo	“was	able	to	appreciate	the	implications	of	the	dark	and	light	regions,”
Simonton	notes.	He	had	the	necessary	depth	of	experience	in	physics	and
astronomy,	but	also	breadth	of	experience	in	painting	and	drawing.	Thanks	to
artistic	training	in	a	technique	called	chiaroscuro,	which	focuses	on
representations	of	light	and	shade,	Galileo	was	able	to	detect	mountains	where
others	did	not.

Just	as	scientists,	entrepreneurs,	and	inventors	often	discover	novel	ideas
through	broadening	their	knowledge	to	include	the	arts,	we	can	likewise	gain
breadth	by	widening	our	cultural	repertoires.	Research	on	highly	creative	adults
shows	that	they	tended	to	move	to	new	cities	much	more	frequently	than	their
peers	in	childhood,	which	gave	them	exposure	to	different	cultures	and	values,
and	encouraged	flexibility	and	adaptability.	In	a	recent	study,	a	team	of
researchers	led	by	strategy	professor	Frédéric	Godart	explored	whether	creativity
might	be	influenced	by	time	spent	abroad.	They	focused	on	the	fashion	industry,
tracking	ratings	from	buyers	and	fashion	critics	of	the	creativity	of	collections
produced	by	hundreds	of	fashion	houses	over	the	course	of	twenty-one	seasons.
The	researchers	studied	the	creative	directors’	biographies,	tracking	the
international	experiences	of	industry	icons	like	Giorgio	Armani,	Donna	Karan,
Karl	Lagerfeld,	Donatella	Versace,	and	Vera	Wang.



The	most	creative	fashion	collections	came	from	houses	where	directors	had
the	greatest	experience	abroad,	but	there	were	three	twists.	First,	time	living
abroad	didn’t	matter:	it	was	time	working	abroad,	being	actively	engaged	in
design	in	a	foreign	country,	that	predicted	whether	their	new	collections	were
hits.	The	most	original	collections	came	from	directors	who	had	worked	in	two
or	three	different	countries.

Second,	the	more	the	foreign	culture	differed	from	that	of	their	native	land,
the	more	that	experience	contributed	to	the	directors’	creativity.	An	American
gained	little	from	working	in	Canada,	compared	to	the	originality	dividends	of	a
project	in	Korea	or	Japan.

But	working	in	multiple	countries	with	different	cultures	wasn’t	enough.	The
third	and	most	important	factor	was	depth—the	amount	of	time	spent	working
abroad.	A	short	stint	did	little	good,	because	directors	weren’t	there	long	enough
to	internalize	the	new	ideas	from	the	foreign	culture	and	synthesize	them	with
their	old	perspectives.	The	highest	originality	occurred	when	directors	had	spent
thirty-five	years	working	abroad.

Rick	Ludwin’s	experience	lines	up	with	this	model.	He	had	depth	from
spending	well	over	a	decade	working	on	different	comedy	sketches.	He	had
breadth	from	living	in	the	television	equivalents	of	several	very	different	foreign
countries:	variety	and	specials,	and	daytime	and	late-night	talk	shows.	Having
become	fluent	in	multiple	television	languages,	he	saw	promise	where	others	had
doubts.	Once	he	got	Seinfeld	approved,	Ludwin	continued	to	oversee	the	show
for	the	entire	series,	and	he	bet	on	writers	who	had	the	same	insider-outsider
status	that	he	did.	Almost	all	came	from	late	night,	and	most	had	never	worked
on	a	sitcom	before	Seinfeld,	which	meant	“there	was	never	a	problem	with
offbeat	ideas.”*



The	Hazards	of	Intuition:	Where	Steve	Jobs	Went	Wrong

The	first	time	Steve	Jobs	stepped	on	a	Segway,	he	refused	to	climb	off.	When
Dean	Kamen	gave	other	potential	investors	a	turn,	Jobs	begrudgingly	handed	it
over,	but	soon	cut	in.	Jobs	invited	Kamen	over	for	dinner,	and	as	journalist	Steve
Kemper	tells	it,	Jobs	“thought	the	machine	was	as	original	and	enthralling	as	the
PC,	and	felt	he	had	to	be	involved.”

Steve	Jobs	was	famous	for	making	big	bets	based	on	intuition	rather	than
systematic	analysis.	Why	was	he	right	so	often	in	software	and	hardware,	but
wrong	this	time?	Three	major	forces	left	him	overconfident	about	the	Segway’s
potential:	domain	inexperience,	hubris,	and	enthusiasm.

Let’s	start	with	experience.	Whereas	many	NBC	executives	were	too
experienced	in	traditional	sitcoms	to	appreciate	the	unorthodox	genius	of
Seinfeld,	the	Segway’s	early	investors	had	the	opposite	problem:	they	didn’t
know	enough	about	transportation.	Jobs	specialized	in	the	digital	world,	Jeff
Bezos	was	the	king	of	internet	retail,	and	John	Doerr	had	made	his	fortune
investing	in	software	and	internet	companies	like	Sun	Microsystems,	Netscape,
Amazon,	and	Google.	They	had	all	been	originals	in	their	respective	arenas,	but
being	a	creator	in	one	particular	area	doesn’t	make	you	a	great	forecaster	in
others.	To	accurately	predict	the	success	of	a	novel	idea,	it’s	best	to	be	a	creator
in	the	domain	you’re	judging.

New	research	led	by	Erik	Dane	shows	us	why:	our	intuitions	are	only
accurate	in	domains	where	we	have	a	lot	of	experience.	In	one	experiment,
people	looked	at	ten	designer	handbags	and	judged	whether	they	were	real	or
fake.	Half	the	participants	had	only	five	seconds	to	guess,	which	forced	them	to
rely	on	their	gut	feelings.	The	other	half	had	thirty	seconds,	which	allowed	them
to	inspect	and	analyze	the	features.	Dane’s	team	also	measured	their	handbag
experience—some	had	a	lot,	owning	more	than	three	handbags	made	by	Coach
or	Louis	Vuitton,	whereas	others	had	never	touched	a	designer	bag.

If	you’re	the	proud	owner	of	several	designer	handbags,	the	less	time	you
have	to	inspect	them,	the	more	accurate	your	judgments.	Experienced	handbag
owners	were	22	percent	more	accurate	when	they	had	just	five	seconds	than
when	they	had	thirty	seconds.	When	you’ve	spent	years	studying	handbags,
intuition	can	beat	analysis,	because	your	unconscious	mind	excels	at	pattern



recognition.	If	you	stop	and	take	the	time	to	think,	it’s	easy	to	lose	the	forest	in
the	trees.

If	you	don’t	know	anything	about	handbags,	however,	your	intuition	isn’t
going	to	help	you.	In	dealing	with	unfamiliar	products,	you	need	to	take	a	step
back	and	assess	them.	Non-experts	make	sounder	judgments	when	they	conduct
a	thorough	analysis.	When	Steve	Jobs	had	a	gut	feeling	that	the	Segway	would
change	the	world,	he	was	seduced	by	an	impulsive	attraction	to	its	novelty	rather
than	a	careful	examination	of	its	usefulness.	Harvard	psychologist	Teresa
Amabile,	one	of	the	world’s	foremost	authorities	on	creativity,	reminds	us	that	to
be	successfully	original,	an	invention	needs	to	be	new—but	it	also	has	to	be
practical.	In	a	digital	world	dominated	by	invisible	bits	and	bytes,	Jobs	was
enamored	with	the	possibility	that	the	next	breakthrough	innovation	would	be	in
transportation.	The	Segway	was	an	engineering	marvel,	and	riding	it	was	a	thrill.
“It	was	like	a	magic	carpet.	It	was	transformational	as	a	product,”	says	Bill
Sahlman,	the	Harvard	entrepreneurship	professor	who	introduced	Kamen	to
Doerr.	“But	products	don’t	create	value.	Customers	do.”

For	a	group	of	people	with	no	transportation	experience,	a	lot	of	homework
was	required	to	figure	out	whether	the	Segway	was	actually	practical.	One	of	the
few	investors	to	raise	concerns	in	that	area	was	Aileen	Lee,	then	an	associate
partner	working	for	Doerr	at	Kleiner	Perkins.	In	board	meetings,	Lee	asked
questions	about	how	the	Segway	would	be	used.	How	would	you	lock	it?	Where
would	you	store	groceries?	She	had	another	big	practical	concern:	the	price	tag,
since	“five	or	eight	thousand	dollars	is	a	lot	of	money	for	a	normal	person.”
Looking	back,	she	says,	“I	should	have	stood	up	more	and	said,	‘We	aren’t
getting	this	right.’”

Another	early	skeptic	was	Randy	Komisar,	who	had	been	an	entrepreneur,
senior	counsel	at	Apple,	CEO	at	LucasArts	Entertainment,	and	a	founding	board
member	at	TiVo.	“I	think	about	it	as	if	I	was	in	that	seat	with	the	entrepreneur.	I
don’t	think	I’m	smarter	than	those	guys,	but	I	saw	something	differently	than
they	did.	I	think	they	saw	a	brilliant	technology	in	an	application	that	seemed
extremely	novel.	When	we	got	on	the	machines	that	day,	it	was	a	magical
experience	to	be	on	two	wheels,	self-balancing,	moving	around,”	Komisar
recalls.	“That	first	impression	was	a	‘wow’	experience.	Now,	why	did	I	not	get
convinced	by	that?”

When	Komisar	scrutinized	the	market,	he	saw	that	the	Segway	wasn’t	likely
to	replace	the	car	but	would	be	a	substitute	for	walking	or	riding	a	bike.	He
didn’t	view	it	as	a	product	for	ordinary	consumers.	“It’s	a	huge	change	of



behavior	at	a	very	high	expense	with	limited	value	beyond	the	wow	factor	for
anybody	with	two	feet,”	he	explains.	Even	if	it	was	approved	for	use	on
sidewalks	(which	was	still	an	open	question),	and	the	price	point	became
affordable,	it	would	take	years	to	get	people	on	board.	He	suggested	instead
focusing	on	the	device’s	usefulness	for	golf	courses,	postal	services,	police
departments,	and	Disney	parks.	“You	could	see	that	there	was	a	cost-value
tradeoff	in	those	applications,	where	this	might	have	some	advantages.”	But
Komisar	continued	to	have	serious	reservations:

I	still	looked	at	it	as	a	very	significant	change	of	behavior	at	a
very	significant	cost.	It	wasn’t	clear	to	me	that	this	would
improve	a	mail	carrier’s	productivity,	or	that	that	was	the	goal
for	the	postal	service,	which	was	pretty	much	hamstrung	by
labor-union	contracts.	On	the	golf	course,	people	drive	electric
carts	around	all	day	long.	Why	will	they	use	this	instead?

Jobs,	meanwhile,	stuck	to	his	intuition	about	novelty:	“If	enough	people	see
the	machine,	you	won’t	have	to	convince	them	to	architect	cities	around	it.
People	are	smart,	and	it’ll	happen.”

As	Nobel	Prize–winning	psychologist	Daniel	Kahneman	and	decision	expert
Gary	Klein	explain,	intuitions	are	only	trustworthy	when	people	build	up
experience	making	judgments	in	a	predictable	environment.	If	you’re
confronting	a	patient’s	symptoms	as	a	doctor	or	entering	a	burning	building	as	a
firefighter,	experience	will	make	your	intuitions	more	accurate.	There’s	a	stable,
robust	relationship	between	the	patterns	you’ve	seen	before	and	what	you
encounter	today.	But	if	you’re	a	stockbroker	or	political	forecaster,	the	events	of
the	past	don’t	have	reliable	implications	for	the	present.	Kahneman	and	Klein
review	evidence	that	experience	helps	physicists,	accountants,	insurance
analysts,	and	chess	masters—they	all	work	in	fields	where	cause-and-effect
relationships	are	fairly	consistent.	But	admissions	officers,	court	judges,
intelligence	analysts,	psychiatrists,	and	stockbrokers	didn’t	benefit	much	from
experience.	In	a	rapidly	changing	world,	the	lessons	of	experience	can	easily
point	us	in	the	wrong	direction.	And	because	the	pace	of	change	is	accelerating,
our	environments	are	becoming	ever	more	unpredictable.	This	makes	intuition
less	reliable	as	a	source	of	insight	about	new	ideas	and	places	a	growing
premium	on	analysis.



Given	that	Jobs	hadn’t	accumulated	the	relevant	experience	in	transportation,
why	was	he	so	trusting	of	his	intuition?	This	brings	us	to	the	second	factor:
“There’s	a	hubris	that	comes	with	success,”	Komisar	explains.	Had	he	pushed
back	harder	about	his	concerns,	“Steve	Jobs	would’ve	probably	said,	‘You	just
don’t	get	it.’”	Research	in	the	transportation	and	airline	industries	backs	Komisar
up.	The	more	successful	people	have	been	in	the	past,	the	worse	they	perform
when	they	enter	a	new	environment.	They	become	overconfident,	and	they’re
less	likely	to	seek	critical	feedback	even	though	the	context	is	radically	different.
Jobs	was	in	one	of	these	success	traps:	with	his	track	record	and	his	history	of
proving	naysayers	wrong,	he	didn’t	bother	to	check	his	intuition	by	gathering
input	from	enough	creators	with	relevant	domain	knowledge.	And	his	intuition
led	him	further	astray	when	he	encountered	Dean	Kamen’s	presentation	style.



The	Perils	of	Passion

When	Kamen	pitched	the	Segway,	he	spoke	passionately	about	how	developing
nations	like	China	and	India	were	building	cities	the	size	of	New	York	every
year.	These	urban	centers	were	going	to	become	clogged	with	cars,	which	are
bad	for	our	environment;	the	Segway	could	solve	this	problem.	“He’s	a	force	of
nature,”	Aileen	Lee	remembers.	“He’s	technical,	experienced,	and
superpassionate	about	these	issues,	so	he	is	transfixing.”

In	a	study	led	by	Northeastern	University	entrepreneurship	professor	Cheryl
Mitteness,	more	than	five	dozen	angel	investors	made	over	3,500	evaluations	of
entrepreneurs’	pitches	and	decided	whether	or	not	to	fund	them.	The	investors
filled	out	a	survey	about	whether	their	own	styles	were	more	intuitive	or
analytical,	rated	each	entrepreneur’s	passion	and	enthusiasm,	and	then	evaluated
the	funding	potential	of	each	startup.	The	results	showed	that	the	more	intuitive
investors	were,	the	greater	their	odds	of	being	swayed	by	an	entrepreneur’s
passion.

As	Daniel	Kahneman	explains	in	Thinking,	Fast	and	Slow,	intuition	operates
rapidly,	based	on	hot	emotions,	whereas	reason	is	a	slower,	cooler	process.
Intuitive	investors	are	susceptible	to	getting	caught	up	in	an	entrepreneur’s
enthusiasm;	analytical	investors	are	more	likely	to	focus	on	the	facts	and	make
cold	judgments	about	the	viability	of	the	business.	Jobs’s	intuitive	style
predisposed	him	to	get	swept	away	by	Kamen’s	passion	and	the	inherent	novelty
of	the	technology.	And	his	hubris	and	inexperience	with	transportation	left	him
vulnerable	to	trusting	what	would	eventually	be	revealed	as	a	false	positive.

When	assessing	the	prospects	of	a	novel	idea,	it’s	all	too	easy	to	be	seduced
by	the	enthusiasm	of	the	people	behind	it.	In	the	words	of	Google	executives
Eric	Schmidt	and	Jonathan	Rosenberg,	“Passionate	people	don’t	wear	their
passion	on	their	sleeves;	they	have	it	in	their	hearts.”	The	passion	to	see	an	idea
to	fruition	isn’t	visible	in	the	emotion	people	express.	The	enthusiasm	we	inject
into	our	words,	tone	of	voice,	and	body	language	isn’t	a	clue	to	the	internal
passion	we	experience,	but	merely	a	reflection	of	our	presentation	skills	and	our
personalities.	For	example,	research	shows	that	extraverts	tend	to	be	more
expressive	than	introverts,	which	means	that	they	display	more	passion.	But
whether	we	tend	to	be	more	extraverted	or	introverted	has	essentially	no	bearing



on	whether	we’ll	succeed	as	entrepreneurs.	You	can	love	an	idea	and	be
determined	to	succeed,	but	still	communicate	it	in	a	reserved	manner.

This	isn’t	to	say	that	passion	is	irrelevant	to	entrepreneurial	success.	There’s
plenty	of	evidence	that	passionate	entrepreneurs	are	able	to	grow	their	ventures
faster	and	more	successfully.	For	his	part,	Kamen	was	lacking	the	element	of
passion	that	helps	ideas	grow	from	invention	to	impact.	Instead	of	being	enticed
by	his	passion	for	creating	the	Segway,	the	early	investors	should	have	assessed
his	passion	for	building	a	company	and	bringing	the	product	successfully	to
market.	And	to	do	that,	they	shouldn’t	have	only	paid	attention	to	what	he	said.
They	should	have	also	examined	what	he	did.

After	studying	his	history,	Randy	Komisar	concluded	that	Kamen	was	a	more
impressive	inventor	than	entrepreneur.	In	the	past,	Kamen’s	most	successful
inventions	were	a	response	to	customers	coming	to	him	with	a	problem	to	solve.
In	the	1970s,	he	came	up	with	the	idea	for	the	portable	drug	infusion	pump	when
his	brother,	a	doctor,	lamented	that	nurses	were	constantly	delivering
medications	by	hand	that	should	be	automated,	and	many	patients	were	stuck	in
hospitals	when	they	could	be	receiving	medication	at	home.	In	the	1980s,
Kamen	developed	the	portable	dialysis	machine	after	Baxter	Healthcare	hired	his
company	to	refine	its	kidney	dialysis	for	diabetic	patients.	He	excelled	at
creating	brilliant	solutions	to	problems	identified	by	others,	not	in	finding	the
right	problems	to	solve.	In	the	case	of	the	Segway,	he	started	with	a	solution	and
then	went	hunting	for	a	problem.	Rather	than	responding	to	market	pull,	he	made
the	mistake	of	initiating	a	technology	push.

Although	Kamen	was	passionate	about	the	Segway,	he	wasn’t	prepared	to
execute	it	successfully.	If	we	want	to	improve	our	idea	selection	skills,	we
shouldn’t	look	at	whether	people	have	been	successful.	We	need	to	track	how
they’ve	been	successful.	“When	we	looked	at	Dean,	we	saw	a	credible	founder
who	had	a	history	of	inventing	successful	medical	devices,	and	the	people	he’d
partnered	with	to	make	those	products	were	still	with	him,”	Aileen	Lee	says.
“But	when	it	came	down	to	actually	making	the	product,	the	day-to-day
execution	and	making	the	product	cost-effective	was	important.”	Kamen	didn’t
have	that	experience.	Bill	Sahlman	adds:	“It’s	never	the	idea;	it’s	always	the
execution.”

If	we	want	to	forecast	whether	the	originators	of	a	novel	idea	will	make	it
successful,	we	need	to	look	beyond	the	enthusiasm	they	express	about	their	ideas
and	focus	on	the	enthusiasm	for	execution	that	they	reveal	through	their	actions.
Rick	Ludwin	didn’t	bet	on	Jerry	Seinfeld	and	Larry	David	because	they	looked



or	sounded	passionate	when	they	pitched	their	script—or	even	because	they
were	genuinely	excited	about	their	concept	for	a	show.	He	gave	them	a	chance
because	he	watched	them	revise	their	concept	and	observed	their	ability	to	get
the	execution	right.	“They	were	the	kinds	of	guys	who	would	be	in	the	writer’s
room	trying	to	figure	out	how	to	fix	the	second	act	at	midnight.	You	saw	how
meticulous	Jerry	was	in	his	work.	That’s	the	passion	you’re	looking	for.”



Corrective	Lenses	for	Idea	Selection

My	personal	failure	to	invest	in	Warby	Parker	was	a	major	false	negative.	After
reading	the	research	on	idea	selection,	I	recognized	one	of	my	limitations:	I
wasn’t	a	fellow	creator	in	the	domain,	nor	was	I	a	customer.	At	first,	I	blamed
my	poor	creative	forecasting	on	my	20/20	vision.	When	you’ve	never	owned	a
pair	of	glasses,	it’s	awfully	hard	to	gauge	the	preferences	of	people	who	do.	But
upon	reflection,	I	realized	that	what	I	truly	lacked	was	breadth.	I	had	spent	two
years	doing	research	and	consulting	for	an	eye-care	company	whose	primary
source	of	revenue	was	selling	glasses	in-store	after	optometrists	provided
prescriptions	and	customers	tried	them	on.	I	was	stuck	in	the	default	mindset	of
how	glasses	were	traditionally	bought	and	sold.	Had	I	spent	time	generating
ideas	before	hearing	the	pitch,	or	reading	up	on	how	other	clothing	and
accessory	products	were	sold	online,	I	might	have	been	more	open	to	the	idea.

The	four	founders	weren’t	hindered	by	these	blinders:	they	had	the	right
depth	and	breadth	of	experience.	Three	of	them	wore	glasses	and	brought
combined	experience	in	bioengineering,	health	care,	consulting,	and	banking.
One	of	them,	Dave,	had	lost	his	glasses	while	spending	several	months	traveling
abroad	with	no	phone.	When	he	came	back	to	the	United	States,	the	need	to	buy
a	phone	and	glasses	at	the	same	time	gave	him	a	fresh	perspective.	Neil
Blumenthal	didn’t	wear	glasses,	but	he	had	spent	the	past	five	years	working	at	a
nonprofit	that	trained	women	to	start	businesses	in	Asia,	Africa,	and	Latin
America.	The	product	that	he	taught	women	to	sell	was	eyeglasses.	That	gave
him	the	necessary	depth	of	knowledge	in	the	optical	industry:	he	knew	that
glasses	could	be	manufactured,	designed,	and	sold	at	a	lower	cost.	And	having
spent	time	outside	the	conventional	eyeglass	channels,	he	had	the	breadth	to
adopt	a	fresh	approach.	“It’s	rare	that	originality	comes	from	insiders,”	Neil	tells
me,	“especially	when	they’re	as	entrenched	and	comfortable	as	the	optical
industry.”

Because	of	the	diversity	of	their	experience,	the	Warby	Parker	entrepreneurs
weren’t	hampered	by	existing	prototypes	or	limited	by	evaluative	mindsets.
Instead	of	assuming	that	their	idea	would	work	and	going	into	full-on
enthusiastic	sales	mode	like	Kamen	did,	they	first	sought	extensive	feedback
from	fellow	creators	and	potential	customers.	By	cutting	out	the	middleman	of



the	retailer,	they	had	determined	that	they	could	sell	pairs	of	glasses	that
normally	cost	$500	for	$45.	After	a	marketing	expert	warned	them	that	their
costs	would	increase—and	that	price	was	viewed	as	a	sign	of	quality—they
created	a	survey	with	mock	product	pages,	randomly	assigning	customers	to
different	price	points.	They	found	that	the	likelihood	of	purchase	increased	up	to
prices	around	$100,	then	plateaued	and	dropped	in	higher	ranges.	They	tested
different	website	designs	with	friends	to	see	what	would	generate	not	only	the
most	clicks,	but	also	the	strongest	trust.

Since	other	companies	could	sell	glasses	online,	the	founders	realized	that
branding	would	be	critical	to	their	success.	To	name	the	company,	they	spent	six
months	generating	ideas,	building	a	spreadsheet	with	more	than	two	thousand
potential	names.	They	tested	their	favorites	in	surveys	and	focus	groups,	finding
that	the	Kerouac-inspired	name	of	Warby	Parker	sounded	sophisticated	and
unique,	and	evoked	no	negative	associations.	Then	they	brought	passion	for
execution	in	spades.

Much	of	Warby	Parker’s	recent	success	is	due	to	the	way	they	involved	peers
in	evaluating	ideas.	In	2014,	they	created	a	program	called	Warbles,	inviting
everyone	in	the	company	to	submit	suggestions	and	requests	for	new	technology
features	at	any	time.	Before	Warbles	was	introduced,	they	had	received	ten	to
twenty	idea	submissions	per	quarter.	With	the	new	program,	the	number	of
submissions	jumped	to	nearly	four	hundred	as	employees	trusted	that	the	idea
selection	process	was	meritocratic.	One	of	the	suggestions	led	to	the	company’s
overhauling	how	they	conducted	retail	sales;	another	led	to	a	new	booking
system	for	appointments.	“Neil	and	Dave	are	really	brilliant,”	says	Warby
Parker’s	chief	technology	officer,	Lon	Binder,	“but	there’s	no	way	they	can	be
as	brilliant	as	two	hundred	people	combined.”

Instead	of	limiting	access	to	the	ideas	and	leaving	it	up	to	managers	to	decide
which	ones	to	pursue	and	implement,	Warby	Parker	made	the	suggestions
completely	transparent	in	a	Google	document.	Everyone	in	the	company	could
read	them,	comment	on	them	online,	and	discuss	them	in	a	biweekly	meeting.
This	means	that,	just	as	Justin	Berg	recommends,	the	ideas	are	evaluated	not
only	by	managers,	but	also	by	fellow	creators—who	tend	to	be	more	open	to
radically	novel	ideas.	The	time	employees	spend	generating	ideas	makes	them
better	at	discerning	which	suggestions	from	their	colleagues	are	worthwhile.

The	technology	teams	have	full	discretion	to	sort	through	the	requests	and
start	working	on	the	ones	that	interest	them.	It	sounds	like	a	democracy,	but
there’s	one	twist:	to	give	employees	some	guidance	on	which	suggestions



represent	strategic	priorities	for	the	company,	managers	vote	the	promising	ones
up	and	the	bad	ones	down.	To	avoid	false	positives	and	false	negatives,	the	votes
aren’t	binding.	Technology	teams	can	overrule	managers	by	selecting	a	request
that	didn’t	receive	a	lot	of	votes	and	work	to	prove	its	value.	“They	don’t	wait
for	permission	to	start	building	something,”	says	applied	psychology	expert	Reb
Rebele,	who	has	worked	on	a	study	at	Warby	Parker.	“But	they	gather	feedback
from	peers	before	rolling	things	out	to	customers.	They	start	fast	and	then	slow
down.”

Had	the	Segway	been	submitted	to	the	Warbles	process,	a	lot	more	critical
feedback	might	have	rolled	in	to	prevent	it	from	being	made—or	to	generate	a
more	useful	design.	Before	it	was	too	late,	Dean	Kamen	would	have	learned	to
make	it	practical	or	licensed	the	technology	to	someone	who	could.

The	Segway	may	have	failed,	but	Kamen	is	still	a	brilliant	inventor,	Jeff
Bezos	is	still	a	visionary	entrepreneur,	and	John	Doerr	is	still	a	shrewd	investor.
Whether	you’re	generating	or	evaluating	new	ideas,	the	best	you	can	do	is
measure	success	on	the	kind	of	yardstick	that	batters	use	in	baseball.	As	Randy
Komisar	puts	it,	“If	I’m	hitting	.300,	I’m	a	genius.	That’s	because	the	future
cannot	be	predicted.	The	sooner	you	learn	it,	the	sooner	you	can	be	good	at	it.”

Dean	Kamen	has	moved	on	to	unveil	a	series	of	new	inventions,	back	in	the
health-care	space	where	he	made	his	original	mark.	There’s	a	prosthetic	arm
with	advanced	robotics	technology	that	makes	it	possible	for	a	soldier	or
amputee	to	pick	up	a	grape	and	operate	a	hand	drill—nicknamed	“Luke”	after	a
Star	Wars	scene	in	which	Skywalker	gets	a	bionic	arm.	There’s	a	new	Stirling
engine,	a	quiet,	fuel-efficient	machine	for	generating	power	and	heating	water.
That	engine	powers	the	Slingshot	water	purifier,	which	can	distill	drinking	water
from	any	source,	needs	no	filter,	and	can	run	on	cow	dung	as	a	source	of	fuel.
Kamen	came	full	circle	when	he	pitched	the	Slingshot	to	Komisar.	Once	again,
though,	Komisar	is	skeptical.	Having	traipsed	around	the	developing	world	with
a	backpack	himself,	he	thinks	the	machinery	is	too	complicated	for	off-the-grid
installations;	when	it	stops	working,	it	will	wind	up	in	a	garbage	heap.	Whether
this	is	an	accurate	forecast	or	a	false	negative	remains	to	be	seen.

As	an	inventor,	Kamen’s	best	bet	is	to	blindly	generate	novel	ideas	and
gather	more	feedback	from	fellow	creators	to	hone	his	vision	about	which	ones
might	prove	useful.	As	an	investor,	you’ll	be	able	to	see	more	clearly,	but	you’ll
still	be	making	one-eyed	gambles.	Instead	of	banking	on	a	single	idea,	your
wisest	move	might	be	to	bet	on	a	whole	portfolio	of	Kamen’s	creations.



In	2013	alone,	over	three	hundred	thousand	patents	were	granted	in	the
United	States.	The	chances	that	any	one	of	these	inventions	will	change	the
world	are	tiny.	Individual	creators	have	far	better	odds	over	a	lifetime	of	ideas.
When	we	judge	their	greatness,	we	focus	not	on	their	averages,	but	on	their
peaks.
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Out	on	a	Limb

Speaking	Truth	to	Power

“Great	spirits	have	always	encountered	opposition	from	mediocre	minds.”

Albert	Einstein

n	the	early	1990s,	a	high-flying	CIA	analyst	named	Carmen	Medina	went	to
Western	Europe	on	a	three-year	assignment.	When	she	returned	to	the	United

States,	she	found	that	leaving	the	country	had	set	her	career	back.	After	getting
stuck	with	one	job	after	another	that	didn’t	fit	her	skills	and	aspirations,	she
searched	for	another	way	to	contribute.	She	began	attending	working	groups
about	the	future	of	intelligence.

During	the	course	of	her	career	at	the	CIA,	Medina	recognized	a	fundamental
problem	with	communication	in	the	intelligence	community.	The	default	system
for	sharing	information	was	through	“finished	intelligence	reports,”	which	were
released	once	a	day	and	difficult	to	coordinate	across	agencies.	Analysts	had	no
way	of	sharing	insights	as	they	emerged.	Since	knowledge	was	evolving
constantly,	it	took	too	long	for	critical	information	to	land	in	the	right	hands.
With	lives	at	stake	and	national	security	on	the	line,	every	second	mattered.	Each
agency	was	effectively	producing	its	own	daily	newspaper,	and	Medina	saw	a
need	for	a	dramatically	different	system	that	would	allow	for	real-time	updates
to	be	shared	between	agencies.	To	break	down	the	silos	and	speed	up
communication,	she	proposed	something	wildly	countercultural:	instead	of
printing	reports	on	sheets	of	paper,	intelligence	agencies	ought	to	begin
publishing	their	findings	instantaneously	and	transmitting	them	over	Intelink,	the
intelligence	community’s	classified	internet.

Her	colleagues	quickly	shot	down	her	suggestion.	Nothing	like	Medina’s
plan	had	ever	been	attempted	before.	The	internet,	they	argued,	was	a	threat	to



national	security.	Intelligence	was	a	clandestine	service	for	good	reason.	Under
the	current	system	they	could	ensure	that	printed	documents	reached	the
designated	recipient	with	the	need	to	know;	electronic	communications	didn’t
seem	secure	in	that	way.	If	knowledge	landed	in	the	wrong	hands,	we	would	all
be	in	jeopardy.

Medina	refused	to	back	down.	If	the	whole	point	of	these	groups	was	to
explore	the	future,	and	she	couldn’t	speak	truth	to	power	there,	where	could	she?
Having	witnessed	how	the	fax	machine	enabled	more	efficient	information
sharing,	she	was	convinced	that	the	digital	revolution	would	ultimately	shake	up
the	intelligence	world.	She	continued	advocating	for	an	internet	platform	that
would	allow	the	CIA	to	transmit	intelligence	back	and	forth	with	other	agencies
like	the	FBI	and	NSA.

Medina	kept	voicing	her	opinions,	but	no	one	listened.	A	senior	colleague
warned	her:	“Be	careful	what	you’re	saying	in	these	groups.	If	you’re	too	honest,
and	say	what	you	really	think,	it	will	ruin	your	career.”	Soon,	even	her	good
friends	started	isolating	themselves	from	her.	Finally,	fed	up	with	the	lack	of
respect	she	was	receiving,	Medina	blew	up	and	got	into	a	shouting	match	that
forced	her	to	take	three	sick	days	and	then	start	hunting	for	a	new	job.

When	she	couldn’t	find	outside	work,	she	ended	up	in	a	staff	position	that
took	her	away	from	the	action—pretty	much	the	only	CIA	job	she	could	get.	She
stayed	quiet	for	a	while,	but	three	years	after	her	flameout,	she	decided	to	speak
up	again	in	support	of	an	online	system	for	real-time,	continuous	reporting
across	agencies.

Less	than	a	decade	later,	Carmen	Medina	played	an	indispensable	role	in
creating	a	platform	called	Intellipedia,	an	internal	Wikipedia	for	intelligence
agencies	to	access	one	another’s	knowledge.	It	was	so	radically	at	odds	with	CIA
norms	that,	in	the	words	of	one	observer,	“it	was	like	being	asked	to	promote
vegetarianism	in	Texas.”

By	2008,	Intellipedia	was	a	key	resource	that	intelligence	agencies	used	for
such	wide-ranging	challenges	as	protecting	the	Beijing	Olympics	and	identifying
the	terrorists	behind	the	Mumbai	attacks.	Within	a	few	years,	the	site	accrued
over	half	a	million	registered	users	in	the	intelligence	community,	over	a	million
pages,	and	630	million	page	views—and	won	the	Service	to	America	Homeland
Security	Medal.	“It’s	hard	to	overstate	what	they	did,”	said	one	senior	leader.
“They	made	a	major	transformation	almost	overnight	with	no	money	after	other
programs	failed	to	achieve	these	results	with	millions	of	dollars	in	funding.”



Why	did	Medina	fail	in	her	first	efforts	at	speaking	up,	and	what	enabled	her
to	be	heard	the	second	time?	In	between,	the	world	changed:	the	internet	gained
widespread	acceptance	and	the	September	11	terrorist	attacks	sounded	an	alarm
for	better	coordination	between	intelligence	agencies.	But	there	was	no	online
solution	until	Medina	rose	to	become	the	deputy	director	of	intelligence	at	the
CIA,	which	gave	her	the	authority	to	back	Intellipedia.	To	land	that	position,	she
needed	to	learn	to	communicate	differently—to	speak	up	in	ways	that	won
credibility	instead	of	losing	it.

At	some	point,	we’ve	all	considered	voicing	a	minority	opinion,	protesting	a
policy	that	doesn’t	make	sense,	championing	a	novel	way	of	doing	things,	or
standing	up	for	a	disadvantaged	group	of	people.	This	chapter	is	about	when	to
speak	up	and	how	to	do	it	effectively	without	jeopardizing	our	careers	and
relationships.	What	are	the	right	times	to	raise	our	voices,	and	what	steps	can	we
take	to	get	heard?	Along	with	unpacking	Carmen	Medina’s	discoveries,	you’ll
learn	from	an	entrepreneur	who	pitches	his	companies	upside	down	and	a
manager	who	took	on	Steve	Jobs.	You’ll	see	why	the	most	supportive	managers
sometimes	provide	the	least	support,	how	gender	and	race	influence	voice,	and
why	the	photos	we	like	of	ourselves	are	the	opposite	of	the	ones	we	prefer	of	our
friends.	The	goal	is	to	explain	how	we	can	all	reduce	the	risks	of	speaking	up—
and	gain	the	potential	benefits	of	doing	so.



Power	Without	Status

Leaders	and	managers	appreciate	it	when	employees	take	the	initiative	to	offer
help,	build	networks,	gather	new	knowledge,	and	seek	feedback.	But	there’s	one
form	of	initiative	that	gets	penalized:	speaking	up	with	suggestions.	In	one	study
across	manufacturing,	service,	retail,	and	nonprofit	settings,	the	more	frequently
employees	voiced	ideas	and	concerns	upward,	the	less	likely	they	were	to
receive	raises	and	promotions	over	a	two-year	period.	And	in	an	experiment,
when	individuals	voiced	their	objections	to	racism,	they	were	criticized	as	self-
righteous	by	those	who	failed	to	speak	out	against	it.	When	we	climb	up	the
moral	ladder,	it	can	be	rather	lonely	at	the	top.

To	understand	the	barriers	that	Carmen	Medina	encountered,	we	need	to
tease	apart	two	major	dimensions	of	social	hierarchy	that	are	often	lumped
together:	power	and	status.	Power	involves	exercising	control	or	authority	over
others;	status	is	being	respected	and	admired.	In	an	experiment	led	by	University
of	North	Carolina	professor	Alison	Fragale,	people	were	punished	for	trying	to
exercise	power	without	status.	When	people	sought	to	exert	influence	but	lacked
respect,	others	perceived	them	as	difficult,	coercive,	and	self-serving.	Since	they
haven’t	earned	our	admiration,	we	don’t	feel	they	have	the	right	to	tell	us	what	to
do,	and	we	push	back.	This	is	what	happened	to	Carmen	Medina;	her	years
overseas	left	her	with	little	status.	She	hadn’t	had	the	opportunity	to	prove	her
worth	to	her	colleagues,	so	they	didn’t	give	her	ideas	any	credence.	As	people
dismissed	her	concerns,	she	felt	her	frustration	mounting.

When	we’re	trying	to	influence	others	and	we	discover	that	they	don’t	respect
us,	it	fuels	a	vicious	cycle	of	resentment.	In	an	effort	to	assert	our	own	authority,
we	respond	by	resorting	to	increasingly	disrespectful	behaviors.	The	most
shocking	demonstration	of	this	vicious	cycle	occurred	when	researchers	asked
people	to	work	on	a	task	in	pairs,	and	gave	one	person	power	over	what	tasks	the
other	would	have	to	carry	out	to	earn	a	shot	at	a	$50	bonus.	When	the	power
holders	were	randomly	assigned	to	learn	that	their	peers	admired	and	respected
them,	they	chose	mostly	reasonable	assignments:	for	the	$50	bonus,	their	peers
would	have	to	tell	a	funny	joke	or	write	about	their	experiences	the	previous	day.
But	when	power	holders	learned	that	their	peers	looked	down	on	them,	they
retaliated	by	setting	up	some	humiliating	tasks,	such	as	telling	their	partners	to



bark	like	a	dog	three	times,	say	“I	am	filthy”	five	times,	or	count	backward	from
five	hundred	in	increments	of	seven.	Just	being	told	that	they	weren’t	respected
nearly	doubled	their	chances	of	using	their	power	in	ways	that	degraded	others.

Carmen	Medina	didn’t	go	nearly	that	far.	But	as	she	continued	speaking	up,
her	effort	to	exercise	power	without	status	elicited	increasingly	negative
reactions.	Status	cannot	be	claimed;	it	has	to	be	earned	or	granted.

During	her	second	effort	years	later,	Medina	didn’t	put	her	career	on	the	line
by	attempting	to	attack	the	system	from	below.	Instead,	she	aimed	to	earn	status
by	becoming	part	of	the	system	and	then	changing	it	from	within.	As	iconic
filmmaker	Francis	Ford	Coppola	observed,	“The	way	to	come	to	power	is	not
always	to	merely	challenge	the	Establishment,	but	first	make	a	place	in	it	and
then	challenge	and	double-cross	the	Establishment.”	When	Medina	made	the
risky	choice	to	present	her	idea	again,	she	stabilized	her	risk	portfolio	by
applying	for	a	job	that	focused	on	information	security.	Her	primary	role	was	to
keep	knowledge	safe.	“That’s	not	something	I	would	have	normally	gone	for—it
was	a	very	conservative	thing,”	she	remembers.

The	other	things	I	had	to	do	with	the	security	of	our	publications
didn’t	excite	me.	But	I	could	eventually	use	this	in	a	smaller	way
to	do	the	things	I	wanted	to	get	done.	Way	down	at	the	bottom	of
the	list	of	responsibilities	was	to	begin	to	explore	digital
publication	options	for	the	things	that	we	were	trying	to	keep
secure.	I	had	this	very	conservative	top	cover.	It	was	a	balanced
risk	portfolio.

Earlier,	her	case	for	sharing	information	over	the	internet	sounded	like	a
security	threat.	Now,	she	was	able	to	frame	it	as	part	of	her	mission	to	protect
security.	“People	saw	that	I	stood	for	something,	not	just	against	the	status	quo.	I
thought	that	if	I	proved	myself	in	that	position,	I	would	get	a	chance	to	start
planting	the	seeds	for	even	bigger	change.”

As	Medina	gained	respect	for	these	efforts,	she	accumulated	what
psychologist	Edwin	Hollander	called	idiosyncrasy	credits—the	latitude	to
deviate	from	the	group’s	expectations.	Idiosyncrasy	credits	accrue	through
respect,	not	rank:	they’re	based	on	contributions.	We	squash	a	low-status
member	who	tries	to	challenge	the	status	quo,	but	tolerate	and	sometimes	even
applaud	the	originality	of	a	high-status	star.



In	a	recent	experiment	led	by	Silvia	Bellezza,	people	rated	male	professors	at
top	universities	as	having	14	percent	more	status	and	competence	when	they
donned	a	T-shirt	and	a	beard	than	when	they	wore	a	tie	and	were	clean	shaven.
Most	professors	dress	formally,	and	refusing	to	follow	the	norm	usually	carries	a
cost.	Those	who	successfully	buck	convention	signal	that	they’ve	earned	the
idiosyncrasy	credits	to	do	as	they	please.

After	Carmen	Medina	took	the	job	in	security,	she	spent	the	next	few	years
making	major	progress	in	the	digital	arena.	By	doing	work	that	advanced	the
CIA’s	mission,	she	earned	the	idiosyncrasy	credits	to	champion	her	vision	for
knowledge	sharing.	She	was	promoted	to	the	executive	level.	In	2005,	Sean
Dennehy	and	Don	Burke,	two	CIA	analysts	from	different	parts	of	the	agency,
joined	forces	to	help	create	Intellipedia,	a	classified	variation	on	Wikipedia	that
would	be	accessible	across	the	intelligence	community.	Many	managers	were
skeptical	of	the	value	of	a	wiki	for	cross-agency	information	sharing.	“Trying	to
implement	these	tools	in	the	intelligence	community	is	basically	like	telling
people	their	parents	raised	them	wrong,”	Dennehy	admitted.	They	were	turned
down	at	every	stage	until	they	found	Carmen	Medina,	who	had	quietly	been
building	a	network	of	rebels	within	the	CIA.	She	provided	the	senior-level
support	that	their	fledgling	effort	needed,	securing	a	space	for	them	to	introduce
the	concept	of	open	source	to	a	culture	built	upon	secrecy.

Since	Medina	had	power,	she	no	longer	had	to	worry	as	much	about	how	she
voiced	her	ideas.	But	along	the	way,	to	earn	the	status	that	eventually	gave	her
power,	she	did	have	to	alter	the	way	she	spoke.	Her	shift	in	strategy	shares
something	with	the	most	bizarre	startup	pitch	you	might	ever	encounter.



Putting	Your	Worst	Foot	Forward:	The	Sarick	Effect

After	having	their	first	child,	Rufus	Griscom	and	Alisa	Volkman	were	appalled
by	the	amount	of	false	advertising	and	bad	advice	being	offered	about	parenting.
They	started	an	online	magazine	and	blog	network	called	Babble	to	challenge
the	dominant	parenting	clichés	and	tackle	the	cold,	hard	truth	with	humor.	In
2009,	when	Griscom	pitched	Babble	to	venture	capitalists,	he	did	the	exact
opposite	of	what	every	entrepreneur	has	been	taught	to	do:	he	presented	a	slide
listing	the	top	five	reasons	not	to	invest	in	his	business.

This	should	have	killed	his	pitch.	Investors	are	looking	for	reasons	to	say	yes,
and	here	he	was,	hand	delivering	a	list	of	reasons	to	say	no.	Entrepreneurs	are
supposed	to	talk	about	the	upsides	of	their	companies,	not	the	downsides.	But	his
counterintuitive	approach	worked:	that	year,	Babble	brought	in	$3.3	million	in
funding.

Two	years	later,	Griscom	made	a	sales	visit	to	Disney	to	see	if	they	might	be
interested	in	acquiring	Babble.	For	this	pitch,	it	would	logically	have	been
unthinkable	to	lead	with	the	downsides.	It’s	one	thing	to	admit	that	your	startup
has	problems;	you	can	promise	to	fix	the	flaws.	But	when	you’re	selling	an
established	company,	you	have	every	incentive	to	emphasize	the	silver	linings—
and	you’re	not	going	to	stick	around	long	enough	to	do	anything	about	the
clouds.

Strangely,	though,	Griscom	did	it	again.	One	of	his	slides	read:	“Here’s	Why
You	Should	Not	Buy	Babble.”

Presenting	to	the	family	division	of	digital	at	Disney,	he	explained	that	user
engagement,	at	less	than	three	page	views	per	visit,	was	lower	than	expected.
Babble	was	supposed	to	be	a	parenting	website,	but	40	percent	of	the	posts	were
about	celebrities.	And	the	back	end	of	the	website	was	in	sore	need	of	retooling.

Disney	ended	up	buying	the	company	for	$40	million.
This	is	called	the	Sarick	Effect,	named	after	the	social	scientist	Leslie	Sarick.
In	both	situations,	Griscom	was	presenting	ideas	to	people	who	had	more

power	than	he	had,	and	trying	to	convince	them	to	commit	their	resources.	Most
of	us	assume	that	to	be	persuasive,	we	ought	to	emphasize	our	strengths	and
minimize	our	weaknesses.	That	kind	of	powerful	communication	makes	sense	if
the	audience	is	supportive.



But	when	you’re	pitching	a	novel	idea	or	speaking	up	with	a	suggestion	for
change,	your	audience	is	likely	to	be	skeptical.	Investors	are	looking	to	poke
holes	in	your	arguments;	managers	are	hunting	for	reasons	why	your	suggestion
won’t	work.	Under	those	circumstances,	for	at	least	four	reasons,	it’s	actually
more	effective	to	adopt	Griscom’s	form	of	powerless	communication	by
accentuating	the	flaws	in	your	idea.

The	first	advantage	is	that	leading	with	weaknesses	disarms	the	audience.
Marketing	professors	Marian	Friestad	and	Peter	Wright	find	that	when	we’re
aware	that	someone	is	trying	to	persuade	us,	we	naturally	raise	our	mental
shields.	Rampant	confidence	is	a	red	flag—a	signal	that	we	need	to	defend
ourselves	against	weapons	of	influence.	In	the	early	days	of	Babble,	when
Griscom	presented	at	the	first	two	board	meetings,	he	talked	about	everything
that	was	going	right	with	the	business,	hoping	to	excite	the	board	about	the
company’s	momentum	and	potential.	“Every	time	I	would	say	something
emphasizing	the	upside,	I	would	get	skeptical	responses,”	he	recalls.	“Unbridled
optimism	comes	across	as	salesmanship;	it	seems	dishonest	somehow,	and	as	a
consequence	it’s	met	with	skepticism.	Everyone	is	allergic	to	the	feeling,	or
suspicious	of	being	sold.”

At	the	third	meeting	of	the	board,	Griscom	reversed	his	approach,	opening
with	a	candid	discussion	of	everything	that	was	going	wrong	with	the	company
and	what	was	keeping	him	up	at	night.	Although	this	tactic	might	be	familiar	in	a
debate,	it	was	highly	unconventional	for	an	entrepreneur.	Board	members,
though,	responded	much	more	favorably	than	they	had	in	previous	meetings,
shifting	their	attention	away	from	self-defense	and	toward	problem	solving.
Griscom	decided	to	try	the	same	approach	with	investors,	and	noticed	a	similar
reaction:	they	let	their	guard	down.	“When	I	put	up	a	slide	that	says	‘Here’s	why
you	shouldn’t	buy	this	company,’	the	first	response	was	laughter.	Then	you
could	see	them	physically	relax.	It’s	sincere;	it	doesn’t	smell,	feel,	or	look
anything	like	sales.	They’re	no	longer	being	sold.”

In	her	first	attempts	at	speaking	up,	Carmen	Medina	failed	to	acknowledge
the	limitations	of	her	ideas.	She	stated	it	as	a	fact	that	the	intelligence
community	needed	to	share	information	more	openly,	making	a	dangerous
argument	that	solely	stressed	the	benefits	of	transparency.	One	friend	confided,
“Carmen,	you	talk	as	if	you	won’t	be	happy	until	everyone	accepts	what	you	say
as	the	truth.”	In	the	second	round	of	speaking	up	a	few	years	later,	she	became
much	more	balanced	in	her	presentations,	aiming	to	express	“that	little	bit	of
doubt	by	saying,	‘Maybe	I’m	wrong.’”



After	Medina	advanced	to	a	leadership	position,	she	found	herself	on	the
receiving	end	of	pitches.	When	people	only	touted	the	pluses	of	their	ideas,	she
quickly	concluded	that	“this	idea	is	full	of	holes;	they	really	haven’t	thought	it
through,	and	they’ve	constructed	their	slide	deck	to	keep	me	from	figuring	it	out.
When	people	presented	drawbacks	or	disadvantages,	I	would	become	an	ally.
Instead	of	selling	me,	they’ve	given	me	a	problem	to	solve.”

Along	with	changing	the	frame	of	the	interaction,	being	forthright	about
faults	alters	how	audiences	evaluate	us.	In	a	fascinating	experiment,	Teresa
Amabile	asked	people	to	gauge	the	intelligence	and	expertise	of	book	reviewers.
She	wondered	whether	adjusting	the	tone	of	reviews	would	change	people’s
judgments	of	the	critics.	She	took	actual	book	reviews	from	the	New	York	Times
and	edited	them	so	the	content	was	identical,	but	the	evaluations	were	either
flattering	or	scathing.	Half	of	the	participants	were	randomly	assigned	to	read	a
positive	review:

In	128	inspired	pages,	Alvin	Harter,	with	his	first	work	of
fiction,	shows	himself	to	be	an	extremely	capable	young
American	author.	A	Longer	Dawn	is	a	novella—a	prose	poem,	if
you	will—of	tremendous	impact.	It	deals	with	elemental	things:
life,	love,	and	death,	and	does	so	with	such	great	intensity	that	it
achieves	new	heights	of	superior	writing	on	every	page.

The	other	half	read	a	harsh	version	of	the	same	review,	in	which	Amabile	left
the	language	intact	but	substituted	some	adjectives	that	were	critical	rather	than
complimentary:

In	128	uninspired	pages,	Alvin	Harter,	with	his	first	work	of
fiction,	shows	himself	to	be	an	extremely	incapable	young
American	author.	A	Longer	Dawn	is	a	novella—a	prose	poem,	if
you	will—of	negligible	impact.	It	deals	with	elemental	things:
life,	love,	and	death,	but	does	so	with	such	little	intensity	that	it
achieves	new	depths	of	inferior	writing	on	every	page.

Which	version	makes	the	reviewer	sound	smarter?	They	should	be	equal.	The
quality	of	the	reviewer’s	prose	hasn’t	changed.	The	vocabulary	is	comparable,
and	so	is	the	grammatical	structure.	It	took	the	same	level	of	ability	to	write	both



versions.	But	people	rated	the	critical	reviewer	as	14	percent	more	intelligent,
and	having	16	percent	greater	literary	expertise,	than	the	complimentary
reviewer.

People	think	an	amateur	can	appreciate	art,	but	it	takes	a	professional	to
critique	it.	Merely	changing	a	handful	of	words	from	positive	to	negative
—inspired	to	uninspired,	capable	to	incapable,	tremendous	impact	to	negligible
impact,	great	intensity	to	little	intensity,	and	heights	of	superior	writing	to	depths
of	inferior	writing—was	sufficient	to	make	the	critical	reviewer	sound	smarter.
“Prophets	of	doom	and	gloom	appear	wise	and	insightful,”	Amabile	writes,
“while	positive	statements	are	seen	as	having	a	naïve	‘Pollyanna’	quality.”

This	is	the	second	benefit	of	leading	with	the	limitations	of	an	idea:	it	makes
you	look	smart.*	Rufus	Griscom	first	discovered	this	early	in	his	career,	which
started	in	publishing.	“There’s	nothing	more	shameful	than	writing	a	review
that’s	too	positive,”	he	learned.	Even	if	reviewers	loved	a	book,	they	felt	an
obligation	to	add	a	paragraph	at	the	end	noting	where	it	fell	short.	According	to
Griscom,	it’s	their	way	of	saying,	“I’m	not	a	chump;	I	was	not	totally	snowed	by
this	author.	I	am	discerning.”	When	he	told	investors	about	the	problems	with
Babble,	he	demonstrated	that	he	wasn’t	snowed	by	his	own	ideas	or	trying	to
snow	them;	he	was	a	shrewd	judge	of	his	shortcomings.	He	was	smart	enough	to
do	his	homework	and	anticipate	some	of	the	problems	that	they	would	spot.

The	third	advantage	of	being	up	front	about	the	downsides	of	your	ideas	is
that	it	makes	you	more	trustworthy.	When	Griscom	described	the	hurdles	he
faced	in	his	own	business,	he	came	across	not	only	as	knowledgeable,	but	also	as
honest	and	modest.	Of	course,	highlighting	weaknesses	can	backfire	if	the
audience	doesn’t	already	recognize	them;	it	can	give	them	ammunition	to	shoot
down	your	idea.	But	Griscom’s	audiences	were	already	skeptical,	and	they	were
going	to	find	out	about	many	of	the	problems	anyway	during	due	diligence.	“The
job	of	the	investor	is	to	figure	out	what’s	wrong	with	the	company.	By	telling
them	what’s	wrong	with	the	business	model,	I’m	doing	some	of	the	work	for
them.	It	established	trust,”	Griscom	explains.	And	speaking	frankly	about	the
weaknesses	of	the	business	in	turn	made	him	more	credible	when	he	talked
about	the	strengths.	“You	need	confidence	to	be	humble,	to	front-run	your
weaknesses,”	Griscom	says.	“If	I’m	willing	to	tell	them	what’s	wrong	with	my
business,	investors	think,	‘There	must	be	an	awful	lot	that’s	right	with	it.’”
Disney	came	to	trust	Griscom	so	much	that	after	they	bought	Babble,	they
brought	him	on	board	to	run	the	business	unit	for	two	years	as	vice	president	and



general	manager,	where	he	played	a	key	role	in	developing	Disney	Interactive’s
digital	strategy.	The	Sarick	Effect	strikes	again.

A	fourth	advantage	of	this	approach	is	that	it	leaves	audiences	with	a	more
favorable	assessment	of	the	idea	itself,	due	to	a	bias	in	how	we	process
information.	To	illustrate	this	bias,	I	often	ask	executives	to	judge	how	happy
they	are	after	thinking	about	the	positive	features	of	their	lives.	One	group	is
tasked	with	writing	three	good	things	about	their	lives;	another	group	has	to	list
twelve	good	things.	Everyone	expects	the	twelve	group	to	be	happier:	the	more
blessings	you	count,	the	better	you	should	feel	about	your	circumstances.	But
most	of	the	time,	the	opposite	is	true.	We’re	happier	after	we	list	three	good
things	than	twelve.	Why	would	this	be?

Psychologist	Norbert	Schwarz	has	shown	that	the	easier	it	is	to	think	of
something,	the	more	common	and	important	we	assume	it	is.	We	use	ease	of
retrieval	as	information.	It’s	a	cinch	for	executives	to	come	up	with	three	good
things	about	their	lives.	They	immediately	list	their	love	of	their	children,	their
spouses,	and	their	jobs.	Since	it	was	a	breeze	to	generate	a	few	positives,	they
infer	that	their	lives	are	pretty	darn	good.	It’s	noticeably	harder	to	name	twelve
good	things	about	their	lives.	After	covering	family	and	work,	executives	often
mention	their	friends	and	then	ask	if	they	can	count	each	one	separately.	Having
struggled	to	come	up	with	a	dozen	good	things,	they	draw	the	conclusion	that
their	lives	aren’t	quite	so	good	after	all.*

This	is	what	happened	to	investors	when	Rufus	Griscom	cited	Babble’s
weaknesses.	By	acknowledging	its	most	serious	problems,	he	made	it	harder	for
investors	to	generate	their	own	ideas	about	what	was	wrong	with	the	company.
And	as	they	found	themselves	thinking	hard	to	identify	other	concerns,	they
decided	Babble’s	problems	weren’t	actually	that	severe.	Griscom	saw	this
happen	in	the	early	Babble	board	meeting	when	he	first	tested	his	upside-down
pitch.	“When	I	led	with	the	factors	that	could	kill	the	company,	the	response
from	the	board	was	the	exact	opposite:	oh,	these	things	aren’t	so	bad.	Newton’s
third	law	can	be	true	in	human	dynamics	as	well:	every	action	has	an	equal	and
opposite	reaction.”

Just	as	presenting	negatives	can	ironically	make	it	more	difficult	for
audiences	to	think	of	them,	speaking	up	effectively	depends	on	making	the
positive	features	easier	to	process.



Unfamiliarity	Breeds	Contempt

Take	a	look	at	this	list	of	familiar	songs.	Pick	one	of	them	and	tap	the	rhythm	to
it	on	a	table:

“Happy	Birthday”
“Mary	Had	a	Little	Lamb”
“Jingle	Bells”
“Rock	Around	the	Clock”
“Twinkle,	Twinkle	Little	Star”
“Row,	Row,	Row	Your	Boat”
“The	Star-Spangled	Banner”

Now,	what	do	you	think	the	odds	are	that	one	of	your	friends	would
recognize	the	song	you’re	tapping?

I’ve	been	running	this	exercise	for	years	with	leaders	and	students,	and	it’s	as
fun	at	a	dinner	party	as	it	is	educational.	What	was	your	estimate?	If	you	said
zero,	you’re	either	questioning	your	own	tapping	skills	or	seriously	doubting	the
ear	of	your	friend.	In	the	original	study	at	Stanford,	after	tapping	a	song,	people
thought	it	would	be	easy	for	a	listener	to	guess	it:	they	predicted	that	their	peers
had	a	50	percent	chance	of	naming	it	accurately.	But	when	they	went	ahead	and
tapped	the	songs,	only	2.5	percent	actually	guessed	correctly.	Of	the	120	songs
tapped	in	total,	people	expected	60	of	them	to	be	recognized.	In	reality,	only
three	were	recognized.	I’ve	found	the	same	results	at	numerous	organizations.	At
a	senior	leadership	event	at	JPMorgan	Chase,	CEO	Jamie	Dimon	predicted	that
the	executive	sitting	next	to	him	would	have	a	100	percent	chance	of	guessing	it.
He	turned	out	to	be	right—but	most	of	the	time,	we’re	overconfident	in	our
predictions.	Why?

It’s	humanly	impossible	to	tap	out	the	rhythm	of	a	song	without	hearing	the
tune	in	your	head.	That	makes	it	impossible	to	imagine	what	your	disjointed
knocks	sound	like	to	an	audience	that	is	not	hearing	the	accompanying	tune.	As
Chip	and	Dan	Heath	write	in	Made	to	Stick,	“The	listeners	can’t	hear	that	tune—
all	they	can	hear	is	a	bunch	of	disconnected	taps,	like	a	kind	of	bizarre	Morse
Code.”



This	is	the	core	challenge	of	speaking	up	with	an	original	idea.	When	you
present	a	new	suggestion,	you’re	not	only	hearing	the	tune	in	your	head.
You	wrote	the	song.
You’ve	spent	hours,	days,	weeks,	months,	or	maybe	even	years	thinking

about	the	idea.	You’ve	contemplated	the	problem,	formulated	the	solution,	and
rehearsed	the	vision.	You	know	the	lyrics	and	the	melody	of	your	idea	by	heart.
By	that	point,	it’s	no	longer	possible	to	imagine	what	it	sounds	like	to	an
audience	that’s	listening	to	it	for	the	first	time.

This	explains	why	we	often	undercommunicate	our	ideas.	They’re	already	so
familiar	to	us	that	we	underestimate	how	much	exposure	an	audience	needs	to
comprehend	and	buy	into	them.	When	Harvard	professor	John	Kotter	studied
change	agents	years	ago,	he	found	that	they	typically	undercommunicated	their
visions	by	a	factor	of	ten.	On	average,	they	spoke	about	the	direction	of	the
change	ten	times	less	often	than	their	stakeholders	needed	to	hear	it.	In	one
three-month	period,	employees	might	be	exposed	to	2.3	million	words	and
numbers.	On	average	during	that	period,	the	vision	for	change	was	expressed	in
only	13,400	words	and	numbers:	a	30-minute	speech,	an	hour-long	meeting,	a
briefing,	and	a	memo.	Since	more	than	99	percent	of	the	communication	that
employees	encounter	during	those	three	months	does	not	concern	the	vision,
how	can	they	be	expected	to	understand	it,	let	alone	internalize	it?	The	change
agents	don’t	realize	this,	because	they’re	up	to	their	ears	in	information	about
their	vision.

If	we	want	people	to	accept	our	original	ideas,	we	need	to	speak	up	about
them,	then	rinse	and	repeat.	To	illustrate,	which	of	these	two	words	do	you	like
better?

iktitaf							sarick

If	you’re	like	most	people,	you’ll	choose	sarick	over	iktitaf.	But	it	has
nothing	to	do	with	the	word	itself.

Eminent	psychologist	Robert	Zajonc	called	it	the	mere	exposure	effect:	the
more	often	we	encounter	something,	the	more	we	like	it.	When	he	showed
people	the	nonsense	words	iktitaf	and	sarick	for	the	first	time,	the	two	words
tested	as	equally	appealing.	But	when	Zajonc	presented	either	one	of	those
words	twice	before	the	comparative	test,	people	developed	a	preference	for	it—
and	liking	increased	further	after	five,	ten,	and	twenty-five	views.



To	enhance	your	liking	of	sarick,	I	embedded	it	five	times	in	the	previous
section	about	Rufus	Griscom.

There	is	no	such	thing	as	the	Sarick	Effect,	and	there	was	no	social	scientist
named	Leslie	Sarick.	I	made	them	up	to	demonstrate	the	mere	exposure	effect.
(For	the	record,	Rufus	Griscom	is	a	real	person,	as	is	every	other	person	in	this
book.)

The	mere	exposure	effect	has	been	replicated	many	times—the	more	familiar
a	face,	letter,	number,	sound,	flavor,	brand,	or	Chinese	character	becomes,	the
more	we	like	it.	It’s	true	across	different	cultures	and	species;	even	baby
chickens	prefer	the	familiar.	My	favorite	test	was	when	people	looked	at
photographs	of	themselves	and	their	friends	that	were	either	regular	or	inverted,
as	if	seen	in	a	mirror.	We	prefer	the	regular	photos	of	our	friends,	because	that’s
how	we’re	used	to	seeing	them,	but	we	like	the	inverted	photos	of	ourselves,
because	that’s	how	we	see	ourselves	when	we	look	in	the	mirror.	“Familiarity
doesn’t	breed	contempt,”	says	serial	entrepreneur	Howard	Tullman.	“It	breeds
comfort.”

One	explanation	for	this	effect	is	that	exposure	increases	the	ease	of
processing.	An	unfamiliar	idea	requires	more	effort	to	understand.	The	more	we
see,	hear,	and	touch	it,	the	more	comfortable	we	become	with	it,	and	the	less
threatening	it	is.

Just	as	film	is	ruined	when	it’s	overexposed,	and	songs	we	hear	too	often
become	irritatingly	stuck	in	our	heads,	too	much	familiarity	with	an	idea	can
lead	to	boredom.	But	in	the	context	of	speaking	up,	people	rarely	oversaturate
their	audiences.	Overall,	the	evidence	suggests	that	liking	continues	to	increase
as	people	are	exposed	to	an	idea	between	ten	and	twenty	times,	with	additional
exposure	still	useful	for	more	complex	ideas.	Interestingly,	exposures	are	more
effective	when	they’re	short	and	mixed	in	with	other	ideas,	to	help	maintain	the
audience’s	curiosity.	It’s	also	best	to	introduce	a	delay	between	the	presentation
of	the	idea	and	the	evaluation	of	it,	which	provides	time	for	it	to	sink	in.	If
you’re	making	a	suggestion	to	a	boss,	you	might	start	with	a	30-second	elevator
pitch	during	a	conversation	on	Tuesday,	revisit	it	briefly	the	following	Monday,
and	then	ask	for	feedback	at	the	end	of	the	week.

When	Carmen	Medina	became	the	deputy	director	of	intelligence	at	the	CIA,
she	knew	that	if	she	wanted	intelligence	analysts	to	share	information	more
openly,	she	would	have	to	give	them	regular	exposure	to	the	idea.	So	she	started
a	blog	on	the	classified	intranet	in	an	effort	to	model	the	transparency	she	was
advocating.	Twice	a	week,	she	wrote	short	commentaries,	expressing	her	views



about	the	need	for	less	secrecy	and	for	sharing	news,	and	suggesting	that	this
would	be	the	wave	of	the	future.	At	first,	many	leaders	reflexively	dismissed	the
concept.	But	just	as	exposure	research	would	suggest,	the	brief	presentations
interspersed	between	other	communications—and	the	delays	between	them—
caused	leaders	to	warm	up	to	Medina’s	ideas.	Soon,	the	CIA’s	technology
experts	developed	a	platform	on	the	intranet	that	allowed	individual	employees
to	set	up	their	own	blogs,	and	familiarity	spread	further.	People	began	crediting
Medina	for	their	courage	to	blog.*	Due	in	no	small	part	to	her	efforts,	the
intelligence	community	gained	a	vibrant	blogging	scene	where	analysts	across
different	agencies	informally	share	knowledge.



Quitting	Before	Leaving

When	I	learned	about	Carmen	Medina’s	story,	I	was	puzzled	about	why	she
chose	to	continue	speaking	up	after	it	sank	her	career.	Building	on	a	classic	book
by	economist	Albert	Hirschman,	there	are	four	different	options	for	handling	a
dissatisfying	situation.	Whether	you’re	unhappy	with	your	job,	your	marriage,	or
your	government,	decades	of	research	show	that	you	have	a	choice	between	exit,
voice,	persistence,	and	neglect.	Exit	means	removing	yourself	from	the	situation
altogether:	quitting	a	miserable	job,	ending	an	abusive	marriage,	or	leaving	an
oppressive	country.	Voice	involves	actively	trying	to	improve	the	situation:
approaching	your	boss	with	ideas	for	enriching	your	job,	encouraging	your
spouse	to	seek	counseling,	or	becoming	a	political	activist	to	elect	a	less	corrupt
government.	Persistence	is	gritting	your	teeth	and	bearing	it:	working	hard	even
though	your	job	is	stifling,	sticking	by	your	spouse,	or	supporting	your
government	even	though	you	disagree	with	it.	Neglect	entails	staying	in	the
current	situation	but	reducing	your	effort:	doing	just	enough	at	work	not	to	get
fired,	choosing	new	hobbies	that	keep	you	away	from	your	spouse,	or	refusing	to
vote.

Fundamentally,	these	choices	are	based	on	feelings	of	control	and
commitment.	Do	you	believe	you	can	effect	change,	and	do	you	care	enough	to
try?	If	you	believe	you’re	stuck	with	the	status	quo,	you’ll	choose	neglect	when
you’re	not	committed,	and	persistence	when	you	are.	If	you	do	feel	you	can



make	a	difference,	but	you	aren’t	committed	to	the	person,	country,	or
organization,	you’ll	leave.	Only	when	you	believe	your	actions	matter	and	care
deeply	will	you	consider	speaking	up.

After	Carmen	Medina	was	silenced	in	her	early	attempts	to	voice	her	ideas,
she	no	longer	believed	she	could	make	a	difference.	She	wasn’t	the	kind	of
person	to	shirk	her	responsibilities,	but	some	of	her	commitment	had	been
shattered:	“I	was	like	a	refugee	on	a	boat,	somewhere	in	between	neglect	and
loyalty.”	Even	after	a	few	years,	she	couldn’t	shake	the	feeling	that	speaking	up
had	torpedoed	her	career.	“I	was	very	hesitant	to	go	back	in	there.	I	wasn’t	sure
enough	time	had	passed,”	she	recalls,	mulling	it	over.	“You	know	why	I	was
crazy	enough	to	do	it	again?	Because	I	was	working	for	Mike,	my	favorite	boss
that	I’ve	had	in	my	career.”

At	work,	our	sense	of	commitment	and	control	depends	more	on	our	direct
boss	than	on	anyone	else.	When	we	have	a	supportive	boss,	our	bond	with	the
organization	strengthens	and	we	feel	a	greater	span	of	influence.	As	I	envisioned
the	boss	who	gave	Medina	the	confidence	to	speak	up	again,	I	pictured	someone
agreeable—warm,	trusting,	and	cooperative—so	I	was	surprised	when	Medina
described	Mike	as	“prone	to	cynicism	and	mercurial.”	Her	portrait	of	him	fit	the
profile	of	a	more	disagreeable	manager,	one	with	a	critical,	skeptical	stance
toward	others.	Disagreeable	managers	are	typically	the	last	people	we	seek	when
we’re	going	to	go	out	on	a	limb,	but	they	are	sometimes	our	best	advocates.

As	much	as	agreeable	people	may	love	us,	they	often	hate	conflict	even
more.	Their	desire	to	please	others	and	preserve	harmony	makes	them	prone	to
backing	down	instead	of	sticking	up	for	us.	“Because	agreeable	people	value
cooperation	and	conform	to	norms,	they	should	not	be	inclined	to	make	waves
and	upset	interpersonal	relationships,”	management	researchers	Jeff	LePine	and
Linn	Van	Dyne	wrote	after	studying	voice.	It	is	often	the	prickly	people	who	are
more	comfortable	taking	a	stand	against	others	and	against	convention.	As	a
Google	employee	put	it,	disagreeable	managers	may	have	a	bad	user	interface
but	a	great	operating	system.

In	one	study	led	by	psychologist	Stéphane	Côté,	adults	filled	out	a
personality	survey	measuring	their	tendencies	toward	agreeableness	and
disagreeableness.	For	the	next	three	weeks,	six	times	a	day,	they	reported	what
they	were	doing	and	how	they	were	feeling.	Agreeable	people	were	happiest	in
the	moments	when	they	doled	out	compliments	and	praise,	smiled	and	laughed
with	others,	expressed	affection,	reassured	others,	and	compromised	or	made



concessions	to	please	others.	Disagreeable	people,	in	contrast,	experienced	the
greatest	joy	when	they	were	criticizing,	confronting,	or	challenging	others.

In	the	decision	to	speak	up,	whom	we	choose	as	our	audience	matters	as
much	as	how	we	deliver	our	message.	When	we	speak	up	to	agreeable
audiences,	their	instinct	is	to	nod	and	smile.	In	their	effort	to	be	accommodating
and	avoid	conflict,	they	often	shy	away	from	offering	critical	feedback.
Disagreeable	managers	are	more	inclined	to	challenge	us,	improving	our	ability
to	speak	up	effectively.	“A	lot	can	be	said	for	cynicism,	as	long	as	it	doesn’t	go
too	far,”	Medina	notes.	“I	don’t	think	Mike	ever	fully	believed	this	was	the	way
the	organization	had	to	go,	but	he	had	respect	for	diversity	of	thought.	Even
though	he	didn’t	necessarily	agree—and	we	often	did	disagree	on	things—I	felt	I
could	be	honest	with	him,	and	he	would	give	me	enough	rope,	but	he	would
actually	stop	me	before	I	hung	myself.”

Instead	of	speaking	up	to	audiences	who	are	highly	agreeable,	we’re	better
off	targeting	suggestions	to	people	with	a	history	of	originality.	Research	shows
that	when	managers	have	a	track	record	of	challenging	the	status	quo,	they	tend
to	be	more	open	to	new	ideas	and	less	threatened	by	contributions	from	others.
They	care	more	about	making	the	organization	better	than	about	defending	it	as
it	stands.	They’re	motivated	to	advance	the	organization’s	mission,	which	means
they’re	not	so	loyal	that	they	turn	a	blind	eye	to	its	shortcomings.	“Mike	loved
the	agency,	but	he	was	willing	to	be	critical	of	it.	He	would	get	tears	in	his	eyes
talking	about	the	mission,”	Medina	says.	“He	had	a	much	higher	tolerance	for
misfits,	for	eccentrics,	than	a	lot	of	managers	in	the	agency	did.”

With	the	support	of	a	tough	boss	whose	top	priority	was	to	strengthen	the
CIA,	Medina	regained	her	sense	of	control	and	commitment.	Knowing	that	her
boss	had	her	back,	she	was	ready	to	resume	her	effort	to	promote	more	open
information	sharing.

As	she	climbed	up	the	CIA	ladder,	Medina	noticed	that	her	colleagues
became	more	receptive	to	her	suggestions,	though	it	was	mostly	middle
managers	who	dismissed	them.	Social	scientists	have	long	demonstrated	this
middle-status	conformity	effect.	If	you’re	perched	at	the	top,	you’re	expected	to
be	different	and	therefore	have	the	license	to	deviate.	Likewise,	if	you’re	still	at
the	bottom	of	a	status	hierarchy,	you	have	little	to	lose	and	everything	to	gain	by
being	original.	But	the	middle	segment	of	that	hierarchy—where	the	majority	of
people	in	an	organization	are	found—is	dominated	by	insecurity.	Now	that	you
have	a	bit	of	respect,	you	value	your	standing	in	the	group	and	don’t	want	to
jeopardize	it.	To	maintain	and	then	gain	status,	you	play	a	game	of	follow-the-



leader,	conforming	to	prove	your	worth	as	a	group	member.	As	sociologist
George	Homans	observed,	“Middle-status	conservatism	reflects	the	anxiety
experienced	by	one	who	aspires	to	a	social	station	but	fears	disenfranchisement.”
The	fall	from	low	to	lower	hardly	hurts;	the	fall	from	middle	to	low	is
devastating.

Not	long	ago,	I	was	asked	to	interview	Google	CEO	Larry	Page	on	stage.	At
dinner	the	night	before	the	event,	I	asked	him	why	he	and	Sergey	Brin	had	been
so	hesitant	to	drop	out	of	Stanford	and	make	a	full-time	commitment	to	Google
early	in	the	company’s	history.	His	answer	focused	on	their	career	stage.	Had
they	already	established	themselves	as	academic	superstars,	they	could	have
devoted	themselves	to	Google	without	the	risk	of	sacrificing	anything
professionally.	Earlier	in	their	careers,	when	they	had	no	status,	they	were
perfectly	content	to	take	risks:	Page	kept	himself	busy	in	college	working	on
solar	cars	and	building	a	printer	out	of	Legos.	But	once	they	had	made
significant	progress	toward	their	doctorates,	they	had	more	to	lose	by	quitting.

Middle-status	conformity	leads	us	to	choose	the	safety	of	the	tried-and-true
over	the	danger	of	the	original.	Sociologists	Damon	Phillips	of	Columbia	and
Ezra	Zuckerman	of	MIT	found	that	security	analysts	were	significantly	less
likely	to	issue	negative	stock	ratings	when	they	or	the	banks	that	employed	them
had	middle	status.	Making	a	recommendation	to	sell	a	stock	can	anger	corporate
executives	and	investors	who	value	the	stock.	Analysts	with	poor	track	records
at	minor	banks	have	nowhere	to	fall	by	taking	this	risk,	and	star	analysts	at	elite
banks	have	a	safety	net.	But	for	moderately	successful	analysts	at	average	banks
who	are	trying	to	advance	themselves,	a	negative	recommendation	could	be	a
career-limiting	move.*

As	Carmen	Medina	moved	up	the	ranks,	she	learned	that	it	was	more
effective	to	voice	ideas	upward	and	downward,	and	spent	less	time	attempting	to
make	suggestions	to	middle	managers.	Senior	leaders	saw	her	as	one	of	the	rare
employees	who	believed	there	were	things	wrong	with	the	agency,	and	also
believed	it	could	change.	Her	credibility	was	further	bolstered	by	a	growing
following	of	junior	colleagues.	As	she	shared	her	views	with	rising	stars	in	the
CIA,	they	grew	excited	about	her	vision	and	granted	her	status.	“Younger
employees	appreciated	her	fresh	ideas	and	looked	to	her	as	a	real	role	model,
which	made	it	more	difficult	for	others	not	to	listen,”	Medina’s	colleague	Susan
Benjamin	notes.	“It	cemented	her	reputation	and	helped	her	get	heard.”



Speaking	While	Female,	and	the	Double	Jeopardy	of	Double	Minorities

Speaking	up	to	an	audience	of	risk-averse	middle	managers	is	challenging	for
anyone,	but	it	was	especially	so	for	Carmen	Medina	as	a	woman	in	a	male-
dominated	organization.	When	I	first	heard	her	story,	I	naively	assumed	that	the
days	when	women	were	undervalued	in	professional	settings	were	long	gone,
and	she	would	ultimately	be	evaluated	on	the	quality	of	her	ideas	rather	than	her
gender.	But	when	I	looked	at	the	evidence,	I	was	dismayed	to	discover	that	even
today,	speaking	while	female	remains	notoriously	difficult.	Across	cultures,
there’s	a	rich	body	of	evidence	showing	that	people	continue	to	hold	strong
gender-role	stereotypes,	expecting	men	to	be	assertive	and	women	to	be
communal.	When	women	speak	up,	they	run	the	risk	of	violating	that	gender
stereotype,	which	leads	audiences	to	judge	them	as	aggressive.	Voice	is	an	act	of
leadership,	and	as	Sheryl	Sandberg	writes	in	Lean	In,	“When	a	girl	tries	to	lead,
she	is	often	labeled	bossy.”

When	I	analyzed	my	own	data,	the	results	were	deeply	disconcerting.	In	an
international	bank	and	a	health-care	company,	I	found	that	voicing	new	revenue-
generating	ideas	led	to	higher	performance	evaluations	for	men,	but	not	for
women.	Other	studies	show	that	male	executives	who	talk	more	than	their	peers
are	rewarded,	but	female	executives	who	engage	in	the	same	behavior	are
devalued	by	both	men	and	women.	Similarly,	when	women	offer	suggestions	for
improvement,	managers	judge	them	as	less	loyal	than	men	and	are	less	likely	to
implement	their	proposals.	Especially	in	male-dominated	organizations,	women
pay	a	price	for	exercising	voice.*

During	her	first	attempt	to	speak	up,	Carmen	Medina	paid	a	price	for
speaking	out.	“The	range	of	acceptable	behavior	for	women	was	narrower	than
for	men,”	she	says.	During	her	second	tour,	she	had	a	different	experience.
Because	it	was	part	of	her	job	to	put	information	online,	she	no	longer	needed	to
worry	about	appearing	too	aggressive	as	she	voiced	her	ideas	for	transparency.
“In	the	early	nineties	when	it	all	blew	up,	my	commitment	to	this	change	was
confused	with	my	personal	frustration	at	not	advancing	in	my	career.	It	was
always	me-focused,”	Medina	tells	me.	“The	whole	second	chapter	of	this
journey	was	really	very	different	from	the	first	chapter.	I	was	mission	focused.”



Extensive	research	shows	that	when	women	speak	up	on	behalf	of	others,	they
avoid	backlash,	because	they’re	being	communal.

There’s	little	doubt	that	the	road	was	bumpier	for	Medina	because	she	was	a
woman	in	a	male-dominated	CIA.	But	as	a	Puerto	Rican	woman,	she	belonged
to	not	one	but	two	minority	groups.	New	research	suggests	that	her	double
minority	status	may	have	amplified	the	costs	and	the	benefits	of	speaking	up.
Management	researcher	Ashleigh	Rosette,	who	is	African	American,	noticed
that	she	was	treated	differently	when	she	led	assertively	than	were	both	white
women	and	black	men.	Working	with	colleagues,	she	found	that	double	minority
group	members	faced	double	jeopardy.	When	black	women	failed,	they	were
evaluated	much	more	harshly	than	black	men	and	white	leaders	of	both	sexes.
They	didn’t	fit	the	stereotype	of	leaders	as	black	or	as	female,	and	they
shouldered	an	unfair	share	of	the	blame	for	mistakes.	For	double	minorities,
Rosette’s	team	pointed	out,	failure	is	not	an	option.

Interestingly,	though,	Rosette	and	her	colleagues	found	that	when	black
women	acted	dominantly,	they	didn’t	face	the	same	penalties	as	white	women
and	black	men.	As	double	minorities,	black	women	defy	categories.	Because
people	don’t	know	which	stereotypes	to	apply	to	them,	they	have	greater
flexibility	to	act	“black”	or	“female”	without	violating	stereotypes.

But	this	only	holds	true	when	there’s	clear	evidence	of	their	competence.	For
minority-group	members,	it’s	particularly	important	to	earn	status	before
exercising	power.	By	quietly	advancing	the	agenda	of	putting	intelligence	online
as	part	of	her	job,	Carmen	Medina	was	able	to	build	up	successes	without
attracting	too	much	attention.	“I	was	able	to	fly	under	the	radar,”	she	says.
“Nobody	really	noticed	what	I	was	doing,	and	I	was	making	headway	by
iterating	to	make	us	more	of	a	publish-when-ready	organization.	It	was	almost
like	a	backyard	experiment.	I	pretty	much	proceeded	unfettered.”

Once	Medina	had	accumulated	enough	wins,	she	started	speaking	up	again—
and	this	time,	people	were	ready	to	listen.	Rosette	has	discovered	that	when
women	climb	to	the	top	and	it’s	clear	that	they’re	in	the	driver’s	seat,	people
recognize	that	since	they’ve	overcome	prejudice	and	double	standards,	they	must
be	unusually	motivated	and	talented.	But	what	happens	when	voice	falls	on	deaf
ears?



The	Road	Not	Taken

Donna	Dubinsky	was	just	shy	of	thirty,	and	it	was	the	most	hectic	time	of	her
life.	As	Apple’s	distribution	and	sales	manager	in	1985,	she	was	working
virtually	nonstop	from	morning	until	bedtime,	maniacally	focused	on	shipping
computers	to	keep	up	with	explosive	demand.	Suddenly,	Steve	Jobs	proposed
eliminating	all	six	U.S.	warehouses,	dropping	their	inventory,	and	moving	to	a
just-in-time	production	system	in	which	computers	would	be	assembled	upon
order	and	overnighted	by	FedEx.

Dubinsky	thought	this	was	a	colossal	mistake,	one	that	could	put	the
company’s	entire	future	in	jeopardy.	“In	my	mind,	Apple	being	successful
depended	on	distribution	being	successful,”	she	says.	For	a	while,	she	ignored
the	issue,	thinking	it	would	go	away.	When	it	didn’t,	she	started	making	her
case.	Distribution	was	working	just	fine,	she	insisted:	her	team	was	coming	off	a
record	quarter,	and	complaints	were	virtually	nonexistent.

Even	though	she	was	the	master	of	the	distribution	domain,	her	objections
were	overruled.	Eventually,	she	was	assigned	to	a	task	force	that	spent	several
months	reviewing	Jobs’s	proposal.	At	the	final	task-force	meeting,	her	boss’s
boss	asked	if	everyone	agreed	to	the	just-in-time	system.	Jobs	had	the	power	and
the	majority	following;	Dubinsky	was	in	the	minority.	Should	she	speak	up	and
challenge	the	famously	mercurial	founder	and	chairman	of	the	board,	or	should
she	stay	quiet	and	keep	Jobs	happy?

Although	Dubinsky	was	one	of	the	few	women	in	a	management	position	at
Apple	in	the	1980s,	“it	never	crossed	my	mind	that	gender	was	an	issue	for	me.”
She	was	committed—she	had	put	her	heart	and	soul	into	the	company.	She	had
control—she	was	in	charge	of	part	of	the	distribution	division.	She	decided	to
stand	her	ground	and	restated	her	objection	to	Jobs’s	proposal.	Knowing	that	she
needed	more	time	to	prove	her	case,	she	met	with	her	boss’s	boss	and	delivered
an	ultimatum:	if	she	didn’t	get	thirty	days	to	create	her	own	counterproposal,	she
would	leave	Apple.

Drawing	such	a	stark	line	in	the	sand	was	a	precarious	move,	but	her	request
was	granted.	Dubinsky	developed	a	novel	proposal	for	consolidating	customer
service	centers	rather	than	moving	to	just-in-time	production,	which	would	gain
some	of	the	desired	benefits	without	the	risks.	Her	proposal	was	accepted.



“What	got	me	heard,”	Dubinsky	explains,	“was	output	and	impact.	People
saw	me	as	somebody	who	could	make	things	happen.	If	you	become	known	as
someone	who	delivers,	you	do	your	job	and	do	it	well,	you	build	respect.”	She
had	earned	status	before	exercising	power,	so	she	had	idiosyncrasy	credits	to
cash	in.

From	the	outside,	the	prospect	of	speaking	up	against	Steve	Jobs	might	seem
a	losing	battle.	But	given	his	disagreeable	tendencies,	Jobs	was	exactly	the	kind
of	person	who	could	be	confronted.	Dubinsky	knew	that	Jobs	respected	those
who	stood	up	to	him	and	was	open	to	new	ways	of	doing	things.	And	she	wasn’t
speaking	up	for	herself;	she	was	advocating	for	Apple.

By	virtue	of	her	willingness	to	challenge	an	idea	she	viewed	as	wrong,
Dubinsky	landed	a	promotion.	She	was	not	alone.	Starting	in	1981,	the
Macintosh	team	had	begun	granting	an	annual	award	to	one	person	who
challenged	Jobs—and	Jobs	promoted	every	one	of	them	to	run	a	major	division
of	Apple.

Comparing	Carmen	Medina’s	and	Donna	Dubinsky’s	experiences	raises
fundamental	questions	about	the	best	way	to	handle	dissatisfaction.	In	the	quest
for	originality,	neglect	isn’t	an	option.	Persistence	is	a	temporary	route	to
earning	the	right	to	speak	up.	But	in	the	long	run,	like	neglect,	persistence
maintains	the	status	quo	and	falls	short	of	resolving	your	dissatisfaction.	To
change	the	situation,	exit	and	voice	are	the	only	viable	alternatives.

Years	ago,	Hirschman	alerted	us	to	a	major	drawback	of	exit.	Although	it	has
the	advantage	of	altering	your	own	circumstances,	it	doesn’t	make	them	better
for	anyone	else,	as	it	enables	the	status	quo	to	endure.	“Voice	feeds,”	Hirschman
argued,	“on	the	lack	of	opportunity	for	exit.”

In	recent	years,	the	world	has	changed	in	ways	that	make	exit	dramatically
easier	than	it	was	when	Carmen	Medina	couldn’t	find	an	outside	position	after
her	blowup	in	1995	at	the	CIA.	Spending	your	career	in	one	organization	is	a
thing	of	the	past:	the	dynamic	labor	market	has	made	it	possible	for	many	people
to	land	new	positions	with	other	employers.	Thanks	to	globalization,	social
media,	and	rapid	transportation	and	communication	technologies,	we	have	more
mobility	than	ever	before.	Given	these	advantages,	if	you’re	unhappy	in	your	job
and	it’s	easy	to	move,	why	pay	the	price	of	speaking	up?

In	Hirschman’s	view,	exit	is	bad	for	originality.	But	Donna	Dubinsky’s
experience	casts	exit	in	a	different	light.	After	winning	the	distribution	battle	at
Apple,	she	landed	a	senior	position	in	international	sales	and	marketing	at	Claris,
one	of	Apple’s	software	subsidiaries.	Within	a	few	years,	her	group	accounted



for	half	of	all	of	Claris’s	sales.	When	Apple	refused	to	spin	Claris	off	as	an
independent	company	in	1991,	Dubinsky	was	so	frustrated	with	the	lack	of
opportunity	for	impact	that	she	quit.	She	jetted	to	Paris	for	a	yearlong	sabbatical
and	took	up	painting,	contemplating	ways	to	contribute	to	a	bigger	mission.
When	she	met	an	entrepreneur	named	Jeff	Hawkins,	she	decided	that	his	startup,
Palm	Computing,	was	the	next	big	wave	of	technology,	and	accepted	a	position
as	CEO.

Under	Dubinsky’s	leadership,	the	startup	developed	the	PalmPilot,	the	first
runaway	success	in	the	fledgling	market	for	personal	digital	devices.	The
PalmPilot	was	released	in	1996	and,	within	a	year	and	a	half,	sold	over	a	million
units.	But	in	1997,	when	Palm	was	acquired	by	3Com,	Dubinsky	did	not	agree
with	some	strategic	decisions.	For	example,	when	the	finance	group	wanted	to
require	all	departments	to	cut	budgets	by	10	percent,	Dubinsky	spoke	up	in
protest,	urging	the	company	to	invest	in	areas	that	were	succeeding	and	apply
cuts	to	those	that	weren’t.	In	response,	she	was	told,	“You	are	not	a	very	good
corporate	citizen.	You	need	to	go	back	and	do	your	share.”

Frustrated,	Dubinsky	and	Hawkins	left	Palm	to	found	a	new	company,
Handspring,	in	1998.	After	merely	a	year,	Handspring	launched	the	Visor
handheld	computer,	rapidly	capturing	a	quarter	of	its	market.	After	the
development	of	the	successful	Treo	smartphone,	Handspring	merged	with	Palm
in	2003.	And	a	few	years	later,	Steve	Jobs	launched	the	iPhone.

Years	earlier,	Dubinsky	remembers	“sitting	in	a	room	with	Steve	Jobs.	He
said,	‘There’s	no	way	I’m	ever	building	a	phone.’	Would	he	admit	that	he	was
influenced	by	us—that	we	made	a	great	phone,	and	he	changed	his	mind?	No.
He	would	never	admit	it.	But	despite	his	stubbornness,	he	evolved.”

It	was	the	impossibility	of	exit	that	led	Carmen	Medina	to	move	national
security	forward;	it	was	the	possibility	of	exit	that	enabled	Donna	Dubinsky	to
pioneer	the	smartphone	revolution.	The	lesson	here	is	that	voice	isn’t	inherently
superior	to	exit.	In	some	circumstances,	leaving	a	stifling	organization	can	be	a
better	path	to	originality.	The	best	we	can	do	is	voice	our	opinions	and	secure
our	risk	portfolios,	preparing	for	exit	if	necessary.	If	our	bosses	evolve,	as	Jobs
did,	there’s	a	case	to	be	made	for	sticking	around	and	speaking	up.	But	if	they
don’t,	and	our	audiences	lack	the	openness	to	consider	a	shift	in	direction,	we
may	find	better	opportunities	elsewhere.

Questions	may	linger	about	what	might	have	been.	Had	Medina	left	the	CIA,
would	she	have	been	able	to	champion	transparency	from	the	outside?	Had



Dubinsky	stayed	at	Apple,	would	the	company	have	developed	the	iPhone	or
spawned	a	different	set	of	innovations?

We’ll	never	have	answers	to	these	counterfactual	scenarios,	but	we	can	learn
something	from	the	decisions	that	Medina	and	Dubinsky	made.	Although	one
ultimately	chose	voice	and	the	other	opted	to	exit,	there’s	one	way	in	which	their
choices	were	the	same:	they	chose	to	speak	up	rather	than	stay	silent.	And	in	the
long	run,	research	shows	that	the	mistakes	we	regret	are	not	errors	of
commission,	but	errors	of	omission.	If	we	could	do	things	over,	most	of	us
would	censor	ourselves	less	and	express	our	ideas	more.	That’s	exactly	what
Carmen	Medina	and	Donna	Dubinsky	did,	and	it	left	them	with	few	regrets.
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Fools	Rush	In

Timing,	Strategic	Procrastination,	and	the	First-Mover	Disadvantage

“Never	put	off	till	tomorrow	what	you	can	do	the	day	after	tomorrow.”

Mark	Twain

ate	at	night	in	his	hotel	room,	a	young	man	stared	at	a	blank	piece	of	paper
on	the	desk.	Dripping	with	anxiety,	he	reached	for	the	telephone	and

pitched	some	ideas	to	an	adviser	in	a	room	several	floors	below,	who	then	raced
up	the	stairs	to	discuss	a	speech	that	would	change	history.	At	3:00	A.M.,	the	man
was	still	working	feverishly,	“bone	weary,	almost	in	collapse	from	exhaustion.”
It	was	August	1963,	and	though	the	March	on	Washington	for	Jobs	and	Freedom
was	scheduled	for	the	following	morning,	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	had	not	yet
prepared	his	closing	speech.

“He	worked	on	it	all	night,	not	sleeping	a	wink,”	King’s	wife,	Coretta,
recalled.	“He	was	to	be	the	final	speaker,	and	his	words	would	be	carried	on
television	and	radio	to	millions	of	people	in	America	and	throughout	the	world,
so	it	was	vitally	important	that	his	speech	be	both	inspiring	and	wise.”

The	march	had	been	announced	to	the	press	two	months	earlier;	King	knew	it
would	be	a	monumental	event.	Along	with	the	media	coverage,	a	crowd	of	at
least	a	hundred	thousand	was	expected,	and	King	had	a	hand	in	recruiting	a
number	of	famous	figures	to	attend	in	support.	The	audience	included	civil	rights
pioneers	Rosa	Parks	and	Jackie	Robinson,	actors	Marlon	Brando	and	Sidney
Poitier,	and	singers	Harry	Belafonte	and	Bob	Dylan.

With	relatively	little	time	to	prepare	for	his	closing	speech,	it	would	have
been	natural	for	King	to	begin	drafting	it	immediately.	Since	each	speaker	was
initially	given	a	time	limit	of	five	minutes,	he	needed	to	be	particularly	careful	in
choosing	his	words.	Great	thinkers	throughout	history—from	Benjamin	Franklin



to	Henry	David	Thoreau	to	King’s	namesake	Martin	Luther—have	observed	that
it	takes	longer	to	write	a	short	speech	than	a	long	one.	“If	it	is	a	ten-minute
speech	it	takes	me	all	of	two	weeks	to	prepare	it,”	said	President	Woodrow
Wilson;	“if	I	can	talk	as	long	as	I	want	to	it	requires	no	preparation	at	all.”	But
King	did	not	begin	writing	out	his	speech	until	after	10:00	P.M.	the	night	before
the	march.

Parents	and	teachers	are	constantly	imploring	children	to	begin	their
assignments	earlier	instead	of	waiting	until	the	last	minute.	In	the	self-help
world,	an	entire	cottage	industry	of	resources	is	devoted	to	fighting
procrastination.	But	what	if	the	very	act	of	procrastinating	was	the	reason	that
King	gave	the	best	speech	of	his	life?

In	work	and	in	life,	we	are	constantly	taught	that	acting	early	is	the	key	to
success,	because	“he	who	hesitates	is	lost.”	When	we	have	a	meaningful	task,
we’re	advised	to	get	it	done	well	ahead	of	schedule.	When	we	have	an	original
idea	to	invent	a	product	or	start	a	company,	we’re	encouraged	to	be	the	first
mover.	There	are,	of	course,	clear	advantages	to	speed:	we	can	be	sure	to	finish
what	we	start	and	beat	competitors	to	market.	But	surprisingly,	as	I’ve	studied
originals,	I’ve	learned	that	the	advantages	of	acting	quickly	and	being	first	are
often	outweighed	by	the	disadvantages.	It’s	true	that	the	early	bird	gets	the
worm,	but	we	can’t	forget	that	the	early	worm	gets	caught.

This	chapter	considers	the	question	of	when	to	take	original	action.	When
you’re	preparing	to	row	against	the	tide,	you	have	choices	about	whether	to	start
at	the	crack	of	dawn,	wait	until	midday,	or	hold	off	until	twilight.	My	goal	here
is	to	overturn	common	assumptions	about	timing	by	examining	the	unexpected
benefits	of	delaying	when	we	start	and	finish	a	task,	as	well	as	when	we	unleash
our	ideas	into	the	world.	I’ll	discuss	why	procrastination	can	be	as	much	of	a
virtue	as	a	vice,	how	first-mover	entrepreneurs	frequently	face	an	uphill	battle,
why	older	innovators	sometimes	outdo	younger	ones,	and	why	the	leaders	who
drive	change	effectively	are	those	who	wait	patiently	for	the	right	moment.
Although	it	can	be	risky	to	delay,	you’ll	see	that	waiting	can	also	reduce	risk	by
preventing	you	from	putting	all	your	eggs	in	one	basket.	You	don’t	have	to	be
first	to	be	an	original,	and	the	most	successful	originals	don’t	always	arrive	on
schedule.	They	are	fashionably	late	to	the	party.



The	Other	da	Vinci	Code

Recently,	an	unusually	creative	doctoral	student	named	Jihae	Shin	approached
me	with	a	counterintuitive	idea:	procrastination	might	be	conducive	to
originality.	When	you	procrastinate,	you’re	intentionally	delaying	work	that
needs	to	be	done.	You	might	be	thinking	about	the	task,	but	you	postpone
making	real	progress	on	it	or	finishing	it	to	do	something	less	productive.	Shin
proposed	that	when	you	put	off	a	task,	you	buy	yourself	time	to	engage	in
divergent	thinking	rather	than	foreclosing	on	one	particular	idea.	As	a	result,	you
consider	a	wider	range	of	original	concepts	and	ultimately	choose	a	more	novel
direction.	I	challenged	her	to	test	it.

Shin	asked	college	students	to	write	proposals	for	a	business	on	a	university
campus	to	fill	a	lot	vacated	by	a	convenience	store.	When	they	started	the	task
immediately,	they	tended	to	propose	conventional	ideas—like	another
convenience	store.	When	Shin	randomly	assigned	some	of	the	participants	to
procrastinate,	putting	off	the	task	to	play	computer	games	like	Minesweeper,
FreeCell,	and	Solitaire,	they	produced	more	novel	business	ideas,	like	a	tutoring
center	and	a	storage	facility.	Independent	raters	evaluated	the	final	proposals,
without	knowing	who	procrastinated	and	who	started	immediately.	The
proposals	from	the	procrastinators	were	28	percent	more	creative.

Although	we	were	excited	by	these	results,	we	were	concerned	that
procrastination	wasn’t	the	real	cause	of	creativity.	Perhaps	it	was	playing	the
games	that	provided	mental	stimulation,	giving	people	the	energy	to	think	more
creatively—or	that	simply	gave	them	a	break	away	from	the	task	to	think.	But
the	experiment	showed	that	neither	playing	games	nor	taking	a	break	boosted
creativity.	When	people	played	the	games	first,	before	learning	about	the	task,
they	didn’t	submit	more	novel	proposals.	To	do	that,	they	needed	to	actually	be
procrastinating	while	playing	the	games,	keeping	the	business	proposal	task	in
the	back	of	their	minds.	And	when	they	started	the	task	immediately	and	then
took	a	break	before	returning	to	it,	they	had	already	made	too	much	progress	to
start	over	afresh.	It	was	only	when	they	began	thinking	about	the	task	and	then
deliberately	procrastinated	that	they	considered	more	remote	possibilities	and
generated	more	creative	ideas.	Delaying	progress	enabled	them	to	spend	more



time	considering	different	ways	to	accomplish	it,	rather	than	“seizing	and
freezing”	on	one	particular	strategy.

Would	Shin’s	findings	hold	true	in	the	real	world?	To	find	out,	she	gathered
data	from	a	Korean	furniture	company.	Employees	who	procrastinated	regularly
spent	more	time	engaging	in	divergent	thinking	and	were	rated	as	significantly
more	creative	by	their	supervisors.	Procrastination	didn’t	always	fuel	creativity:
if	the	employees	weren’t	intrinsically	motivated	to	solve	a	major	problem,
stalling	just	set	them	behind.	But	when	they	were	passionate	about	coming	up
with	new	ideas,	putting	off	the	task	led	them	to	more	creative	solutions.

Procrastination	may	be	the	enemy	of	productivity,	but	it	can	be	a	resource	for
creativity.	Long	before	the	modern	obsession	with	efficiency	precipitated	by	the
Industrial	Revolution	and	the	Protestant	work	ethic,	civilizations	recognized	the
benefits	of	procrastination.	In	ancient	Egypt,	there	were	two	different	verbs	for
procrastination:	one	denoted	laziness;	the	other	meant	waiting	for	the	right	time.

It	may	not	be	a	coincidence	that	some	of	the	most	original	thinkers	and
inventors	in	history	have	been	procrastinators.	A	prime	example	is	Leonardo	da
Vinci,	whose	original	accomplishments	spanned	painting	and	sculpting,
architecture	and	music,	math	and	engineering,	geology	and	cartography,	and
anatomy	and	botany.	Scholars	estimate	that	da	Vinci	painted	the	Mona	Lisa	on
and	off	for	a	few	years	starting	in	1503,	left	it	unfinished,	and	didn’t	complete	it
until	close	to	his	death	in	1519.	His	critics	believed	he	was	wasting	his	time
dabbling	with	optical	experiments	and	other	distractions	that	kept	him	from
completing	his	paintings.	These	distractions,	though,	turned	out	to	be	vital	to	his
originality.	As	historian	William	Pannapacker	explains:

Leonardo’s	studies	of	how	light	strikes	a	sphere,	for	example,
enable	the	continuous	modeling	of	the	“Mona	Lisa”	and	“St.
John	the	Baptist.”	His	work	in	optics	might	have	delayed	a
project,	but	his	final	achievements	in	painting	depended	on	the
experiments.	.	.	.	Far	from	being	a	distraction—like	many	of	his
contemporaries	thought—they	represent	a	lifetime	of	productive
brainstorming,	a	private	working	out	of	the	ideas	on	which	his
more	public	work	depended.	.	.	.	If	creative	procrastination,
selectively	applied,	prevented	Leonardo	from	finishing	a	few
commissions—of	minor	importance	when	one	is	struggling	with
the	inner	workings	of	the	cosmos—then	only	someone	who	is	a
complete	captive	of	the	modern	cult	of	productive	mediocrity	.	.	.



could	fault	him	for	it.	Productive	mediocrity	requires	discipline
of	an	ordinary	kind.	It	is	safe	and	threatens	no	one.	Nothing	will
be	changed	by	mediocrity.	.	.	.	But	genius	is	uncontrolled	and
uncontrollable.	You	cannot	produce	a	work	of	genius	according
to	a	schedule	or	an	outline.

Da	Vinci	spent	about	fifteen	years	developing	the	ideas	for	The	Last	Supper
while	working	on	a	variety	of	other	projects.	The	painting	began	as	a	sketch	of
figures	sitting	on	a	bench.	A	dozen	years	later,	it	became	the	foundation	of	the
novel	horizontal	arrangement	of	thirteen	seated	at	a	table	in	the	famous	painting.
Although	he	was	often	exasperated	by	his	procrastination,	da	Vinci	realized	that
originality	could	not	be	rushed.	He	noted	that	people	of	“genius	sometimes
accomplish	most	when	they	work	the	least,	for	they	are	thinking	out	inventions
and	forming	in	their	minds	the	perfect	idea.”*



The	Discipline	to	Delay

Procrastination	turns	out	to	be	a	common	habit	of	creative	thinkers	and	great
problem	solvers.	Consider	winners	of	the	Science	Talent	Search,	which	is	known
as	the	“Super	Bowl	of	Science”	for	high	school	seniors	in	the	United	States.	A
team	led	by	psychologist	Rena	Subotnik	interviewed	these	elite	performers	more
than	a	decade	after	their	victories,	when	they	were	in	their	early	thirties,	asking
whether	they	procrastinated	on	routine	and	creative	tasks,	as	well	as	in	social	life
and	health	behavior.	More	than	68	percent	admitted	procrastinating	in	at	least
two	of	the	four	domains.	Procrastination	proved	especially	fruitful	for	creative
work.	The	science	stars	“used	procrastination	as	a	form	of	incubation	to	stave	off
a	premature	choice	of	a	scientific	problem	or	solution.”	As	one	explained:
“Often	when	I	am	procrastinating,	I	really	have	something	on	the	back	burner
and	I	need	the	time	to	work	it	through.”	Another	said:	“In	scientific	work,	ideas
need	time	to	mature,”	and	procrastination	is	one	way	to	“restrain	that	urge	to
respond	prematurely.”	After	poring	over	the	interviews	with	these	precocious
thinkers	and	doers,	Subotnik’s	team	drew	a	curious	conclusion.	“Paradoxically,”
they	wrote,	those	with	“the	most	and	least	at	stake	.	.	.	were	the	most	likely	to
procrastinate	in	the	creative	domain.”

In	American	history,	there	may	be	just	one	speech	as	famous	as	King’s:
Abraham	Lincoln’s	Gettysburg	Address.	In	just	272	words,	Lincoln	reframed	the
Civil	War	as	a	quest	for	the	freedom	and	equality	promised	in	the	Declaration	of
Independence.	The	formal	invitation	to	deliver	the	speech	reached	Lincoln	about
two	weeks	in	advance.	By	the	day	before	his	departure	for	Gettysburg,	the
president	had	only	composed	about	half	of	the	address.	His	secretary,	John
Nicolay,	wrote	that	Lincoln	“probably	followed	his	usual	habit	in	such	matters,
using	great	deliberation	in	arranging	his	thoughts,	and	molding	his	phrases
mentally,	waiting	to	reduce	them	to	writing	until	they	had	taken	satisfactory
form.”	Lincoln	ultimately	didn’t	write	the	closing	paragraph	until	the	night
before	the	speech,	and	it	was	the	morning	of	the	speech	before	he	finalized	it.	He
waited	because	he	wanted	to	develop	the	most	compelling	theme.

Early	in	the	summer	before	the	“I	have	a	dream”	speech,	King	sought	advice
from	three	close	advisers	about	the	appropriate	content	and	tone.	Then	King	had
an	extended	dialogue	about	the	address	with	Clarence	Jones,	his	lawyer	and



speechwriter.	King	later	asked	Jones	and	another	activist	to	start	working	on	a
draft.

In	the	subsequent	weeks,	King	resisted	the	temptation	to	foreclose	on	a	theme
or	direction.	He	waited	until	four	days	before	the	march	to	actively	begin
working	on	the	address.	The	night	before,	he	gathered	a	group	of	advisers	to	go
back	to	the	drawing	board.	As	Jones	recalls,	King	“said	that	this	was	such	‘an
important	milestone	in	our	civil	rights	struggle,’	we	should	make	every	effort	to
get	the	best	ideas”	from	key	players	in	the	movement.	King	opened	the	meeting
by	explaining	that	he	“wanted	to	review	the	ideas	again	and	get	the	best
approaches.”

By	delaying	the	task	of	fleshing	out	and	firming	up	the	speech,	King	allowed
Jones	to	benefit	from	the	Zeigarnik	effect.	In	1927,	Russian	psychologist	Bluma
Zeigarnik	demonstrated	that	people	have	a	better	memory	for	incomplete	than
complete	tasks.	Once	a	task	is	finished,	we	stop	thinking	about	it.	But	when	it	is
interrupted	and	left	undone,	it	stays	active	in	our	minds.	As	Jones	was
comparing	his	early	draft	to	the	topic	of	that	evening’s	discussion,	“something
worked	its	way	up	from	the	depths	of	my	subconscious.”*

Four	months	earlier,	Jones	had	met	with	Governor	Nelson	Rockefeller,	a
noted	philanthropist	whose	family	was	supportive	of	civil	rights,	seeking	funds
to	bail	King	out	of	the	Birmingham	jail.	Rockefeller	opened	a	bank	on	a
Saturday	and	gave	Jones	a	briefcase	with	$100,000.	Banking	regulations
required	Jones	to	sign	a	promissory	note;	Rockefeller	paid	for	the	note.
Reminiscing	about	that	experience	the	night	before	King’s	speech,	Jones
realized	that	the	promissory	note	could	be	a	powerful	metaphor.	The	next	day,
King	used	it	early	in	the	speech:	“When	the	architects	of	our	republic	wrote	the
magnificent	words	of	the	Constitution	and	the	Declaration	of	Independence,	they
were	signing	a	promissory	note.	.	.	.	It	is	obvious	today	that	America	has
defaulted	on	this	promissory	note,	insofar	as	her	citizens	of	color	are	concerned.”

When	King	finally	sent	Jones	to	create	a	complete	draft,	it	was	with	the
broadest	set	of	ideas	at	his	disposal.	But	that	wasn’t	the	only	upside	of
procrastinating.



On	a	Wing	and	a	Prayer

Half	a	century	after	King	delivered	his	momentous	speech,	four	words	are
etched	into	the	stone	tablets	of	our	collective	memory:	“I	have	a	dream.”	It
remains	one	of	the	most	recognizable	phrases	in	the	history	of	human	rhetoric,	as
it	painted	a	vivid	portrait	of	a	better	future.	But	I	was	stunned	to	find	that	the
“dream”	idea	was	not	written	into	the	speech	at	all.	It	didn’t	appear	in	the	draft
by	Jones,	nor	did	King	include	it	in	his	script.

During	the	address,	King’s	favorite	gospel	singer,	Mahalia	Jackson,	shouted
from	behind	him,	“Tell	’em	about	the	dream,	Martin!”	He	continued	with	his
script,	and	she	encouraged	him	again.	Before	a	live	crowd	of	250,000,	and
millions	more	watching	on	TV,	King	improvised,	pushing	his	notes	aside	and
launching	into	his	inspiring	vision	of	the	future.	“In	front	of	all	those	people,
cameras,	and	microphones,”	Clarence	Jones	reflects,	“Martin	winged	it.”

Along	with	providing	time	to	generate	novel	ideas,	procrastination	has
another	benefit:	it	keeps	us	open	to	improvisation.	When	we	plan	well	in
advance,	we	often	stick	to	the	structure	we’ve	created,	closing	the	door	to
creative	possibilities	that	might	spring	into	our	fields	of	vision.	Years	ago,
Berkeley	psychologist	Donald	MacKinnon	discovered	that	the	most	creative
architects	in	America	tended	to	be	more	spontaneous	than	their	technically
skilled	but	unoriginal	peers,	who	rated	themselves	higher	in	self-control	and
conscientiousness.	In	a	study	of	pizza	chains	that	I	conducted	with	Francesca
Gino	and	David	Hofmann,	the	most	profitable	stores	were	run	by	leaders	who
rated	themselves	as	the	least	efficient	and	prompt.	Similarly,	when	strategy
researchers	Sucheta	Nadkarni	and	Pol	Herrmann	studied	nearly	two	hundred
companies	in	India,	the	firms	with	the	highest	financial	returns	were	the	ones
whose	CEOs	rated	themselves	the	lowest	on	efficiency	and	promptness.

In	both	cases,	the	most	successful	organizations	were	run	by	executives	who
admitted	that	they	often	wasted	time	before	settling	down	to	work	and
sometimes	failed	to	pace	themselves	to	get	things	done	on	time.	Although	these
habits	could	impede	progress	on	tasks,	they	opened	leaders	up	to	being	more
strategically	flexible.	In	the	Indian	companies,	multiple	members	of	each
company’s	top	management	teams	rated	their	CEOs	on	strategic	flexibility.	The
CEOs	who	planned	carefully,	acted	early,	and	worked	diligently	scored	as	more



rigid:	once	they	formulated	a	strategy,	they	stuck	to	it.	The	CEOs	who	tended	to
delay	work	were	more	flexible	and	versatile—they	were	able	to	change	their
strategies	to	capitalize	on	new	opportunities	and	defend	against	threats.*

As	King	walked	to	the	podium	to	deliver	his	speech,	even	as	he	approached
the	microphone,	he	was	still	revising	it.	“Just	before	King	spoke,”	politician
Drew	Hansen	writes	in	The	Dream,	he	was	“crossing	out	lines	and	scribbling
new	ones	as	he	awaited	his	turn,”	and	“it	looked	like	King	was	still	editing	the
speech	until	he	walked	to	the	podium	to	deliver	it.”	In	the	Pulitzer	Prize–winning
book	Bearing	the	Cross,	historian	David	Garrow	observes	that	King	improvised
“like	some	sort	of	jazz	musician.”	King	acted	spontaneously,	beginning	with
small	ad-libs.	One	of	the	early	portions	of	the	written	speech	called	the
Constitution	and	the	Declaration	of	Independence	“a	promise	that	all	men	would
be	guaranteed	the	unalienable	rights	of	life,	liberty,	and	the	pursuit	of
happiness.”	At	the	podium,	King	expanded	the	line	to	emphasize	racial	equality:
“a	promise	that	all	men—yes,	black	men	as	well	as	white	men—would	be
guaranteed	the	unalienable	rights.”

It	was	eleven	minutes	into	the	speech	that	Mahalia	Jackson	called	for	King	to
share	his	dream.	It	is	unclear	whether	he	heard	her,	but	“just	all	of	a	sudden,	I
decided,”	King	recalled.	He	followed	the	emotion	of	the	moment	and	unfolded
his	dream.	By	the	time	the	speech	was	done,	Hansen	notes,	“King	added	so
much	new	material	to	his	prepared	speech	that	the	length	of	his	address	nearly
doubled.”

Great	originals	are	great	procrastinators,	but	they	don’t	skip	planning
altogether.	They	procrastinate	strategically,	making	gradual	progress	by	testing
and	refining	different	possibilities.	Although	the	memorable	lines	about	the
dream	were	improvised,	King	had	rehearsed	variations	of	them	in	earlier
speeches.	He	had	spoken	of	his	dream	nearly	a	year	earlier,	in	November	1962	in
Albany,	and	in	the	ensuing	months	he	referred	to	it	frequently,	from	Birmingham
to	Detroit.	During	the	year	of	his	“dream”	speech	alone,	it	is	estimated	that	he
traveled	over	275,000	miles	and	delivered	over	350	speeches.

While	King	may	have	deferred	writing	the	“dream”	speech,	he	had	a	wealth
of	material	at	his	disposal	that	he	could	draw	upon	extemporaneously,	which
made	his	delivery	more	authentic.	“King	had	collected	a	repertoire	of	oratorical
fragments—successful	passages	from	his	own	sermons,	sections	from	other
preachers’	work,	anecdotes,	Bible	verses,	lines	from	favorite	poets,”	Hansen
explains.	“King	did	not	so	much	write	his	speeches	as	assemble	them,	by
rearranging	and	adapting	material	he	had	used	many	times	before.	.	.	.	It	gave



King	the	flexibility	to	alter	his	addresses	as	he	was	speaking.	.	.	.	Had	King	not
decided	to	leave	his	written	text,	it	is	doubtful	that	his	speech	at	the	march	would
be	remembered	at	all.”



Pioneers	and	Settlers

After	being	involved	in	starting	over	one	hundred	companies,	Idealab	founder
Bill	Gross	ran	an	analysis	to	figure	out	what	drove	success	versus	failure.	The
most	important	factor	was	not	the	uniqueness	of	the	idea,	the	capabilities	and
execution	of	the	team,	the	quality	of	the	business	model,	or	the	availability	of
funding.	“The	number	one	thing	was	timing,”	Gross	reveals.	“Timing	accounted
for	forty-two	percent	of	the	difference	between	success	and	failure.”

Research	shows	that	in	American	culture,	people	believe	strongly	in	a	first-
mover	advantage.	We	want	to	be	leaders,	not	followers.	Scientists	rush	to	make
discoveries	ahead	of	their	rivals;	inventors	hurry	to	apply	for	patents	before	their
adversaries;	entrepreneurs	aspire	to	launch	before	their	competitors.	If	you’re	the
first	out	of	the	gate	with	a	new	product,	service,	or	technology,	you	can	move	up
the	learning	curve	earlier,	gobble	up	prime	space,	and	monopolize	customers.
These	edges	create	barriers	to	entry	for	your	competitors:	their	own	efforts	to
innovate	will	be	stifled	by	your	patents	and	superior	capabilities,	and	their
growth	will	be	stymied	by	the	fact	that	it’s	expensive	to	convince	customers	to
make	a	switch.

In	a	classic	study,	marketing	researchers	Peter	Golder	and	Gerard	Tellis
compared	the	success	of	companies	that	were	either	pioneers	or	settlers.	The
pioneers	were	first	movers:	the	initial	company	to	develop	or	sell	a	product.	The
settlers	were	slower	to	launch,	waiting	until	the	pioneers	had	created	a	market
before	entering	it.	When	Golder	and	Tellis	analyzed	hundreds	of	brands	in	three
dozen	different	product	categories,	they	found	a	staggering	difference	in	failure
rates:	47	percent	for	pioneers,	compared	with	just	8	percent	for	settlers.	Pioneers
were	about	six	times	more	likely	to	fail	than	settlers.	Even	when	the	pioneers	did
survive,	they	only	captured	an	average	of	10	percent	of	the	market,	compared
with	28	percent	for	settlers.

Surprisingly,	the	downsides	of	being	the	first	mover	are	frequently	bigger
than	the	upsides.	On	balance,	studies	suggest	that	pioneers	may	sometimes
capture	greater	market	share,	but	end	up	not	only	with	lower	chances	of	survival
but	lower	profits	as	well.	As	marketing	researcher	Lisa	Bolton	summarizes,
“Although	first	movers	face	some	advantages	in	particular	industries,	the



academic	research	remains	mixed	and	does	not	support	an	overall	first-mover
advantage.”

If	you’re	someone	who’s	tempted	to	rush	into	a	new	domain,	this	knowledge
should	stop	you	cold	and	leave	you	thinking	carefully	about	the	ideal	timing.	But
Bolton	finds	something	frightening:	even	when	people	learn	that	evidence
doesn’t	support	the	first-mover	advantage,	they	still	believe	in	it.	It’s	easier	to
think	of	pioneers	that	succeeded;	the	failed	ones	are	long	forgotten,	so	we
assume	they’re	rare.	The	best	way	to	shatter	the	myth	of	the	first-mover
advantage	is	to	ask	people	to	generate	reasons	for	first-mover	disadvantage.	In
your	experience,	what	are	the	four	biggest	drawbacks	of	being	a	pioneer?

Settlers	are	often	branded	as	copycats,	but	this	stereotype	misses	the	mark.
Instead	of	conforming	to	the	existing	demand,	they	bide	their	time	until	they’re
ready	to	introduce	something	new.	They’re	often	slow	to	enter	because	they’re
working	on	revolutionary	products,	services,	or	technologies	within	the	category.
In	home	video-game	consoles,	the	pioneer	was	Magnavox	Odyssey	in	1972,
which	mostly	featured	rudimentary	sports	games.	A	settler,	Nintendo,	acquired
the	Odyssey’s	distribution	rights	for	Japan	in	1975,	and	then	blew	Magnavox	out
of	the	water	in	the	following	decade	by	creating	an	original	Nintendo
Entertainment	System	that	featured	games	like	Super	Mario	Bros.	and	The
Legend	of	Zelda.	Nintendo	transformed	gaming	with	a	user-friendly	controller,
sophisticated	characters,	and	interactive	role-playing.	Being	original	doesn’t
require	being	first.	It	just	means	being	different	and	better.

When	originals	rush	to	be	pioneers,	they’re	prone	to	overstep;	that’s	the	first
disadvantage.	Before	the	internet	bubble	burst,	a	young	Goldman	Sachs	banker
named	Joseph	Park	was	sitting	in	his	apartment,	frustrated	at	the	effort	required
to	get	access	to	entertainment.	Why	should	he	trek	all	the	way	to	Blockbuster	to
rent	a	movie?	He	should	just	be	able	to	open	a	website,	pick	out	a	movie,	and
have	it	delivered	to	his	door.

Despite	raising	around	$250	million,	Kozmo,	the	company	Park	founded,
went	bankrupt	in	2001.	His	biggest	mistake	was	making	a	brash	promise	for	one-
hour	delivery	of	virtually	anything,	and	investing	in	building	national	operations
to	support	growth	that	never	happened.	One	study	of	over	three	thousand
startups	indicates	that	roughly	three	out	of	every	four	fail	because	of	premature
scaling—making	investments	that	the	market	isn’t	yet	ready	to	support.

Had	Park	proceeded	more	slowly,	he	might	have	noticed	that	with	the	current
technology	available,	one-hour	delivery	was	an	impractical	and	low-margin
business.	There	was,	however,	a	tremendous	demand	for	online	movie	rentals.



Netflix	was	just	then	getting	off	the	ground,	and	Kozmo	might	have	been	able	to
compete	in	the	area	of	mail-order	rentals	and	then	online	movie	streaming.	Later,
he	might	have	been	able	to	capitalize	on	technological	changes	that	made	it
possible	for	Instacart	to	build	a	logistics	operation	that	made	one-hour	grocery
delivery	scalable	and	profitable.	Since	the	market	is	more	defined	when	settlers
enter,	they	can	focus	on	providing	superior	quality	instead	of	deliberating	about
what	to	offer	in	the	first	place.	“Wouldn’t	you	rather	be	second	or	third	and	see
how	the	guy	in	first	did,	and	then	.	.	.	improve	it?”	Malcolm	Gladwell	asked	in
an	interview.	“When	ideas	get	really	complicated,	and	when	the	world	gets
complicated,	it’s	foolish	to	think	the	person	who’s	first	can	work	it	all	out,”
Gladwell	remarked.	“Most	good	things,	it	takes	a	long	time	to	figure	them	out.”*

Second,	there’s	reason	to	believe	that	the	kinds	of	people	who	choose	to	be
late	movers	may	be	better	suited	to	succeed.	Risk	seekers	are	drawn	to	being
first,	and	they’re	prone	to	making	impulsive	decisions.	Meanwhile,	more	risk-
averse	entrepreneurs	watch	from	the	sidelines,	waiting	for	the	right	opportunity
and	balancing	their	risk	portfolios	before	entering.	In	a	study	of	software
startups,	strategy	researchers	Elizabeth	Pontikes	and	William	Barnett	find	that
when	entrepreneurs	rush	to	follow	the	crowd	into	hyped	markets,	their	startups
are	less	likely	to	survive	and	grow.	When	entrepreneurs	wait	for	the	market	to
cool	down,	they	have	higher	odds	of	success:	“Nonconformists	.	.	.	that	buck	the
trend	are	most	likely	to	stay	in	the	market,	receive	funding,	and	ultimately	go
public.”

Third,	along	with	being	less	recklessly	ambitious,	settlers	can	improve	upon
competitors’	technology	to	make	products	better.	When	you’re	the	first	to
market,	you	have	to	make	all	the	mistakes	yourself.	Meanwhile,	settlers	can
watch	and	learn	from	your	errors.	“Moving	first	is	a	tactic,	not	a	goal,”	Peter
Thiel	writes	in	Zero	to	One;	“being	the	first	mover	doesn’t	do	you	any	good	if
someone	else	comes	along	and	unseats	you.”

Fourth,	whereas	pioneers	tend	to	get	stuck	in	their	early	offerings,	settlers	can
observe	market	changes	and	shifting	consumer	tastes	and	adjust	accordingly.	In
a	study	of	the	U.S.	automobile	industry	over	nearly	a	century,	pioneers	had
lower	survival	rates	because	they	struggled	to	establish	legitimacy,	developed
routines	that	didn’t	fit	the	market,	and	became	obsolete	as	consumer	needs
clarified.	Settlers	also	have	the	luxury	of	waiting	for	the	market	to	be	ready.
When	Warby	Parker	launched,	e-commerce	companies	had	been	thriving	for
more	than	a	decade,	though	other	companies	had	tried	selling	glasses	online	with
little	success.	“There’s	no	way	it	would	have	worked	before,”	Neil	Blumenthal



tells	me.	“We	had	to	wait	for	Amazon,	Zappos,	and	Blue	Nile	to	get	people
comfortable	buying	products	they	typically	wouldn’t	order	online.”

This	holds	true	beyond	the	world	of	business,	where	many	original	people,
ideas,	and	movements	have	failed	because	they	were	ahead	of	their	time.	At	the
CIA	in	the	early	1990s,	when	Carmen	Medina	initially	voiced	her	idea	to	share
digital	information	online	more	rapidly,	the	agency	wasn’t	ready	to	consider	the
concept.	As	electronic	communication	became	more	secure	and	more	familiar,
people	became	more	receptive	to	the	idea.	After	the	terrorist	attacks	of
September	11	and	the	misidentification	of	weapons	of	mass	destruction	in	Iraq,
it	became	increasingly	clear	that	the	costs	of	failing	to	share	information	among
agencies	effectively	were	too	consequential	to	bear.	“Timing	is	everything,”
Medina’s	colleague	Susan	Benjamin	notes.	“In	that	intervening	period,	it	became
obvious	to	even	people	who	were	real	Luddites	that	we	had	to	do	things
differently;	the	times	called	for	it.	It	became	difficult	for	anyone	who	had	half	a
brain	in	their	head	not	to	listen	to	her,	and	agree	that	that	was	the	direction	in
which	to	move.”

In	the	1840s,	when	Hungarian	physician	Ignaz	Semmelweis	discovered	that
having	medical	students	wash	their	hands	dramatically	reduced	death	rates
during	childbirth,	he	was	scorned	by	his	colleagues	and	ended	up	in	an	asylum.
It	would	be	two	decades	before	his	ideas	gained	scientific	legitimacy	as	Louis
Pasteur	and	Robert	Koch	laid	the	foundations	of	germ	theory.	As	physicist	Max
Planck	once	observed,	“A	new	scientific	truth	does	not	triumph	by	convincing
its	opponents	and	making	them	see	the	light,	but	rather	because	its	opponents
eventually	die.”

I	don’t	mean	to	imply	that	it’s	never	wise	to	be	first.	If	we	all	wait	for	others
to	act,	nothing	original	will	ever	be	created.	Someone	has	to	be	the	pioneer,	and
sometimes	that	will	pay	off.	First-mover	advantages	tend	to	prevail	when
patented	technology	is	involved,	or	when	there	are	strong	network	effects	(the
product	or	service	becomes	more	valuable	when	there	are	a	greater	number	of
users,	as	with	telephones	or	social	media).	But	in	the	majority	of	circumstances,
your	odds	of	success	aren’t	higher	if	you	go	first.	And	when	the	market	is
uncertain,	unknown,	or	underdeveloped,	being	a	pioneer	has	pronounced
disadvantages.	The	key	lesson	here	is	that	if	you	have	an	original	idea,	it’s	a
mistake	to	rush	with	the	sole	purpose	of	beating	your	competitors	to	the	finish
line.	Just	as	procrastinating	can	give	us	flexibility	on	a	task,	delaying	market
entry	can	open	us	up	to	learning	and	adaptability,	reducing	the	risks	associated
with	originality.



But	what	happens	when	we	broaden	the	lens	beyond	task	timetables	and
product	life	cycles?	Over	the	course	of	a	person’s	lifetime,	is	there	a	risk	of
waiting	too	long	to	act?



The	Two	Life	Cycles	of	Creativity:	Young	Geniuses	and	Old	Masters

It’s	commonly	believed	that	originality	flows	from	the	fountain	of	youth.	In	the
words	of	famed	venture	capitalist	Vinod	Khosla,	“People	under	35	are	the
people	who	make	change	happen.	People	over	45	basically	die	in	terms	of	new
ideas.”	After	publishing	his	first	revolutionary	paper	on	relativity	in	his
midtwenties,	Albert	Einstein	made	a	similar	observation:	“A	person	who	has	not
made	his	great	contribution	to	science	before	the	age	of	30	will	never	do	so.”
Tragically,	innovators	often	do	lose	their	originality	over	time.	After	Einstein
transformed	physics	with	two	papers	on	relativity,	he	opposed	quantum
mechanics,	which	became	the	next	major	revolution	in	the	field.	“To	punish	me
for	my	contempt	for	authority,	fate	made	me	an	authority	myself,”	Einstein
lamented.

But	this	decline	isn’t	inevitable.	When	companies	run	suggestion	boxes,	there
is	evidence	that	older	employees	tend	to	submit	more	ideas	and	higher-quality
ideas	than	their	younger	colleagues,	with	the	most	valuable	suggestions	coming
from	employees	older	than	fifty-five.	And	in	technology	startups	that	have	raised
venture	capital	funding,	the	average	founder	is	thirty-eight.

In	the	arts	and	sciences,	Chicago	economist	David	Galenson	shows	that
although	we’re	quick	to	remember	the	young	geniuses	who	peak	early,	there	are
plenty	of	old	masters	who	soar	much	later.	In	medicine,	for	every	James	Watson,
who	helped	to	discover	the	double	helix	structure	of	DNA	at	age	twenty-five,
there	is	a	Roger	Sperry,	who	identified	different	specializations	between	the
right	and	left	hemispheres	of	the	brain	at	age	forty-nine.	In	film,	for	every	Orson
Welles,	whose	masterpiece	Citizen	Kane	was	his	very	first	feature	film	at	age
twenty-five,	there	is	an	Alfred	Hitchcock,	who	made	his	three	most	popular
films	three	decades	into	his	career,	at	ages	fifty-nine	(Vertigo),	sixty	(North	by
Northwest),	and	sixty-one	(Psycho).	In	poetry,	for	every	E.	E.	Cummings,	who
penned	his	first	influential	poem	at	twenty-two	and	more	than	half	of	his	best
work	before	turning	forty,	there	is	a	Robert	Frost,	who	wrote	92	percent	of	his
most	reprinted	poems	after	forty.	What	explains	these	dramatically	different	life
cycles	of	creativity?	Why	do	some	peak	early	and	others	bloom	late?

The	time	at	which	we	reach	our	heights	of	originality,	and	how	long	they	last,
depends	on	our	styles	of	thinking.	When	Galenson	studied	creators,	he



discovered	two	radically	different	styles	of	innovation:	conceptual	and
experimental.	Conceptual	innovators	formulate	a	big	idea	and	set	out	to	execute
it.	Experimental	innovators	solve	problems	through	trial	and	error,	learning	and
evolving	as	they	go	along.	They	are	at	work	on	a	particular	problem,	but	they
don’t	have	a	specific	solution	in	mind	at	the	outset.	Instead	of	planning	in
advance,	they	figure	it	out	as	they	go.	To	paraphrase	writer	E.	M.	Forster,	how
can	I	know	what	I	think	until	I	see	what	I	say?

According	to	Galenson,	conceptual	innovators	are	sprinters,	and	experimental
innovators	are	marathoners.	When	he	studied	economists	who	won	the	Nobel
Prize,	on	average	the	conceptual	innovators	did	their	most	influential	work	at
forty-three,	whereas	the	experimental	innovators	did	theirs	at	sixty-one.	When	he
analyzed	the	most	often	reproduced	poems	by	famous	poets,	conceptual
innovators	authored	their	best	works	at	twenty-eight,	compared	with	age	thirty-
nine	for	experimental	innovators.	And	in	an	independent	study	of	every	physicist
who	has	ever	won	the	Nobel	Prize,	of	the	young	geniuses	under	thirty,	exactly
half	were	conceptual	innovators	who	did	theoretical	work.	Among	the	old
masters	forty-five	and	above,	92	percent	did	experimental	work.

These	fundamental	differences	between	conceptual	and	experimental
innovators	explain	why	some	originals	peak	early	and	others	bloom	late.
Conceptual	innovation	can	be	done	quickly,	because	it	doesn’t	require	years	of
methodical	investigation.	When	Watson	and	Crick	discovered	the	double	helix
structure	of	DNA,	they	didn’t	need	to	wait	for	data	to	amass.	They	had	built	a
three-dimensional	theoretical	model	and	examined	X-ray	images	provided	by
Rosalind	Franklin.	In	addition,	conceptual	breakthroughs	tend	to	occur	early,
because	it	is	easiest	to	come	up	with	a	strikingly	original	insight	when	we
approach	a	problem	with	a	fresh	perspective.	“Conceptual	innovators	normally
make	their	most	important	contributions	to	a	discipline	not	long	after	their	first
exposure	to	it,”	Galenson	finds.	For	this	reason,	conceptual	innovators	become
less	original	once	they’re	entrenched	in	conventional	ways	of	approaching
problems.	As	Galenson	explains:

The	inability	of	.	.	.	aging	conceptual	innovators	to	match	the
brilliant	achievements	of	their	youth	is	not	a	product	of	their
depletion	of	a	stock	of	some	magical	elixir	of	artistry.	Instead,	it
is	caused	by	the	impact	of	accumulating	experience.	.	.	.	The	real
enemies	of	conceptual	innovators	are	the	establishment	of	fixed



habits	of	thought.	.	.	.	Conceptual	innovators	may	become	the
captives	of	an	important	early	achievement.

As	a	conceptual	innovator,	this	was	Einstein’s	problem.	When	he	developed
his	theory	of	special	relativity,	he	wasn’t	conducting	scientific	studies,	but
thought	experiments:	he	was	imagining	himself	chasing	a	beam	of	light.	His
major	contributions	to	science	were	ideas	and	theories	that	explained	the	results
of	other	people’s	experiments.	Once	Einstein	had	internalized	his	principles	of
relativity,	he	struggled	to	accommodate	the	departures	from	those	principles	that
quantum	physics	demanded.	In	poetry,	Galenson	points	out	that	E.	E.	Cummings
faced	a	similar	hurdle.	After	imagining	his	own	rules	of	language,	grammar,	and
punctuation	in	his	early	twenties,	by	age	fifty,	as	one	critic	remarked,
“Cummings	is	still	the	experimentalist	of	one	experiment.	The	fascinating	thing
about	Cummings	is	that	he	is	always	talking	about	growth,	and	always	remains
the	same.”	Later,	when	Cummings	was	sixty-five,	another	reviewer	commented
that	“Cummings	is	a	daringly	original	poet,”	but	“his	books	are	all	exactly
alike.”	As	psychologist	Abraham	Maslow	noted,	when	you	have	a	hammer,
everything	looks	like	a	nail.

Conversely,	while	experimental	innovation	can	require	years	or	decades	to
accumulate	the	requisite	knowledge	and	skill,	it	becomes	a	more	sustainable
source	of	originality.	It	took	Roger	Sperry	years	to	conduct	experiments	with
split-brain	cats	and	human	patients	to	determine	how	the	brain	hemispheres
worked.	Robert	Frost	wrote	none	of	his	most	reproduced	poems	in	his	twenties
and	just	8	percent	in	his	thirties,	finally	blossoming	in	his	forties	and	again	in	his
sixties.	“Step	by	step,”	poet	Robert	Lowell	observed,	Frost	“tested	his
observation	of	places	and	people	until	his	best	poems	had	the	.	.	.	richness	of
great	novels.”	Like	an	explorer,	Frost	gathered	material	by	venturing	out	into	the
world,	listening	carefully	to	real	conversations.	“I	would	never	use	a	word	or
combination	of	words	that	I	hadn’t	heard	used	in	running	speech,”	Frost
acknowledged.	Each	poem	was	an	experiment	in	mixing	different	elements:	“No
surprise	for	the	writer,	no	surprise	for	the	reader,”	he	was	fond	of	saying.	“When
I	begin	a	poem	I	don’t	know—I	don’t	want	a	poem	that	I	can	tell	was	written
toward	a	good	ending.	.	.	.	You’ve	got	to	be	the	happy	discoverer	of	your	ends.”

Conceptual	innovators	tend	to	generate	original	ideas	early	but	risk	copying
themselves.	The	experimental	approach	takes	longer,	but	proves	more
renewable:	instead	of	reproducing	our	past	ideas,	experiments	enable	us	to
continue	discovering	new	ones.	Mark	Twain	published	Adventures	of



Huckleberry	Finn	at	age	forty-nine	using	a	“trial-and-error	method,”	scholars
note,	and	“discovered	his	pliable	plot	as	he	went	along,	writing	without	a
definite	resolution	or	plan	in	mind.”	Twain	himself	commented,	“As	the	short
tale	grows	into	the	long	tale,	the	original	intention	(or	motif)	is	apt	to	get
abolished	and	find	itself	superseded	by	a	quite	different	one.”

To	sustain	our	originality	as	we	age	and	accumulate	expertise,	our	best	bet	is
to	adopt	an	experimental	approach.	We	can	make	fewer	plans	in	advance	for
what	we	want	to	create,	and	start	testing	out	different	kinds	of	tentative	ideas	and
solutions.	Eventually,	if	we’re	patient	enough,	we	may	stumble	onto	something
that’s	novel	and	useful.	The	experimental	approach	served	Leonardo	da	Vinci
well:	he	was	forty-six	when	he	finished	painting	The	Last	Supper	and	in	his	early
fifties	when	he	started	working	on	the	Mona	Lisa.	“Only	by	drawing	did	he	truly
come	to	understand,	was	his	vision	clarified,”	one	scholar	wrote;	another
observed	that	“Leonardo	works	like	a	sculptor	modelling	in	clay	who	never
accepts	any	form	as	final	but	goes	on	creating,	even	at	the	risk	of	obscuring	his
original	intentions.”

Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	too,	was	an	experimental	innovator.	Despite	being
just	thirty-four	when	he	gave	his	“dream”	speech,	it	was	his	twentieth	year	of
speaking	publicly	about	civil	rights.	At	fifteen,	he	made	the	state	finals	for
delivering	an	original	speech	on	civil	rights.	He	spent	the	intervening	decades
testing	out	a	range	of	possible	lyrics	to	articulate	his	vision.	In	the	thousands	of
speeches	that	he	delivered,	he	was	constantly	rehearsing	different	melodies	and
refrains.	Having	gained	the	experience	of	an	old	master,	he	achieved	originality,
as	management	scholar	Karl	Weick	describes	it,	by	“putting	old	things	in	new
combinations	and	new	things	in	old	combinations.”

Good	things	come	to	those	who	wait,	and	for	experimentalists,	it’s	never	too
late	to	become	original.	After	Frank	Lloyd	Wright	received	the	contract	for
Fallingwater,	his	most	celebrated	architectural	work,	he	procrastinated	for	nearly
a	year	while	making	sporadic	drawings	before	finally	completing	the	design	at
age	sixty-eight.	Raymond	Davis	shared	the	Nobel	Prize	in	physics	for	research
that	he	started	at	fifty-one	and	finished	at	the	tender	age	of	eighty.	The	more
experiments	you	run,	the	less	constrained	you	become	by	your	ideas	from	the
past.	You	learn	from	what	you	discover	in	your	audience,	on	the	canvas,	or	in
the	data.	Instead	of	getting	mired	in	the	tunnel	vision	of	your	imagination,	by
looking	out	into	the	world	you	improve	the	acuity	of	your	peripheral	vision.

Sprinting	is	a	fine	strategy	for	a	young	genius,	but	becoming	an	old	master
requires	the	patience	of	experimentation	to	run	a	marathon.	Both	are	paths	to



creativity.	Yet	for	those	of	us	who	aren’t	struck	by	a	bolt	of	insight,	slow	and
steady	experimentation	can	light	the	way	to	a	longer	stretch	of	originality.	“Of
course,	not	every	unaccomplished	65-year-old	is	some	undiscovered
experimental	innovator,”	author	Daniel	Pink	reflects.	“But	it	might	bolster	the
resolve	of	the	relentlessly	curious,	the	constantly	tinkering,	the	dedicated
tortoises	undaunted	by	the	blur	of	the	hares.”



M

5

Goldilocks	and	the	Trojan	Horse

Creating	and	Maintaining	Coalitions

“Now,	the	Star-Belly	Sneetches
Had	bellies	with	stars.

The	Plain-Belly	Sneetches
Had	none	upon	thars.

Those	stars	weren’t	so	big.	They	were	really	so	small
You	might	think	such	a	thing	wouldn’t	matter	at	all.

But,	because	they	had	stars,	all	the	Star-Belly	Sneetches
Would	brag,	‘We’re	the	best	kind	of	Sneetch	on	the	beaches.’
With	their	snoots	in	the	air,	they	would	sniff	and	they’d	snort

‘We’ll	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	Plain-Belly	sort!’”

Dr.	Seuss

emories	of	her	greatness	have	faded,	but	no	one	did	more	for	women’s
suffrage	in	America	than	Lucy	Stone.	In	1855,	she	took	a	stand	for

women’s	rights	that	moved	thousands	to	follow	in	her	footsteps,	calling
themselves	Lucy	Stoners	in	homage.	Over	the	next	century,	the	Lucy	Stone
League	included	aviator	Amelia	Earhart,	poet	Edna	St.	Vincent	Millay,	and	artist
Georgia	O’Keeffe.	Among	today’s	women	who	qualify	as	Lucy	Stoners	are
Beyoncé,	Sheryl	Sandberg,	Sarah	Jessica	Parker,	and	Spanx	founder	Sara
Blakely.

Lucy	Stone	was	the	first	woman	in	America	to	keep	her	own	name	after
getting	married.	It	was	one	of	her	many	firsts:	she	was	the	first	woman	from
Massachusetts	to	earn	a	bachelor’s	degree.	She	was	the	first	American	to
become	a	full-time	lecturer	for	women’s	rights,	mobilizing	countless	supporters
and	converting	numerous	adversaries	to	join	the	movement.	She	became	one	of
only	a	handful	of	women	who	spoke	in	public	at	all,	let	alone	on	women’s	rights.
She	led	national	conventions,	and	she	launched	the	country’s	foremost	women’s
newspaper,	the	Woman’s	Journal,	which	ran	for	half	a	century.	In	the	words	of



Carrie	Chapman	Catt,	the	suffragist	who	campaigned	successfully	for	the
Nineteenth	Amendment,	which	gave	women	the	right	to	vote:	“The	suffrage
success	of	today	is	not	conceivable	without	the	Woman’s	Journal’s	part	in	it.”

In	1851,	Stone	organized	a	women’s	rights	convention,	but	didn’t	take	the
podium	until	she	was	coaxed	into	speaking	on	the	last	day.	“We	want	to	be
something	more	than	the	appendages	of	society,”	Stone	pronounced,	calling	for
women	to	petition	state	legislatures	for	the	rights	to	vote	and	hold	property.	Her
remarks	became	known	as	the	speech	that	set	the	women’s	rights	movement	on
fire.	Her	words	made	their	way	across	the	Atlantic	Ocean,	where	they	inspired
British	philosophers	John	Stuart	Mill	and	Harriet	Taylor	Mill	to	publish	a
famous	essay	on	the	enfranchisement	of	women,	which	helped	to	mobilize
women’s	suffrage	activists	in	England.

In	America,	perhaps	the	most	significant	effect	was	on	a	Rochester	teacher
named	Susan	B.	Anthony—Stone’s	speech	inspired	her	to	join	the	suffrage
movement.	Two	years	later,	the	other	great	suffragist	of	the	era,	Elizabeth	Cady
Stanton,	wrote	a	glowing	note	to	Anthony	about	Stone:	“We	have	no	woman
who	compares	with	her.”

For	the	next	decade	and	a	half,	Stone,	Anthony,	and	Stanton	collaborated	as
the	renowned	leaders	of	the	women’s	suffrage	crusade.	But	long	before	they
could	realize	their	shared	goal	of	equal	voting	rights	for	women,	their	coalition
crumbled.

In	1869,	Anthony	and	Stanton	severed	their	collaboration	with	Stone,
splitting	off	to	form	their	own	women’s	suffrage	organization.	The	former	allies
fought	bitterly	as	rivals,	publishing	their	own	newspapers,	petitioning	and	fund-
raising	separately,	and	lobbying	legislatures	independently.	“The	division,”
historian	Jean	Baker	laments,	“led	to	a	duplication	of	energies	in	a	movement
that	was	numerically	small	and	organizationally	limited.”	It	also	reinforced
stereotypes	that	women	were	unfit	for	political	life,	encouraging	newspapers	to
focus	on	the	“hens	at	war”	story	rather	than	on	that	of	the	great	cause	itself.
Anthony	masterminded	a	plot	to	poach	leaders	from	Stone’s	organization,	and
the	animosity	that	Anthony	and	Stanton	harbored	toward	Stone	was	so	intense
that	they	wrote	her	organization	out	of	their	history	of	the	suffrage	movement.
This	act	appalled	even	Stanton’s	own	daughter,	who	rectified	the	omission	by
writing	a	chapter	on	Stone’s	efforts	herself.	Since	the	three	leaders	shared	a	deep
commitment	to	the	same	cause,	why	did	they	end	up	in	such	a	heated,
destructive	conflict?



This	chapter	examines	how	originals	form	alliances	to	advance	their	goals,
and	how	to	overcome	the	barriers	that	prevent	coalitions	from	succeeding.	By
definition,	most	efforts	to	change	the	status	quo	involve	a	movement	by	a
minority	group	to	challenge	a	majority.	Coalitions	are	powerful,	but	they	are	also
inherently	unstable—they	depend	heavily	on	the	relationships	among	individual
members.	Lucy	Stone’s	conflict	with	Susan	B.	Anthony	and	Elizabeth	Cady
Stanton	shattered	the	most	important	alliance	in	the	suffrage	movement,	nearly
causing	its	demise.	Through	an	analysis	of	their	challenges—along	with	a
talented	entrepreneur’s	struggle	to	convince	people	to	give	her	idea	a	chance,	a
hit	Disney	movie	that	almost	didn’t	get	made,	and	the	collapse	of	the	Occupy
Wall	Street	movement—you’ll	see	how	building	effective	coalitions	involves
striking	a	delicate	balance	between	venerable	virtues	and	pragmatic	policies.	In
doing	so,	you’ll	find	out	why	singing	“O	Canada”	can	help	us	form	alliances,
why	common	tactics	can	be	more	influential	than	common	values,	why	Western
states	won	suffrage	sooner	than	states	in	the	East	and	the	South,	and	why	it’s
often	wiser	to	partner	with	enemies	than	frenemies.

The	key	insight	is	a	Goldilocks	theory	of	coalition	formation.	The	originals
who	start	a	movement	will	often	be	its	most	radical	members,	whose	ideas	and
ideals	will	prove	too	hot	for	those	who	follow	their	lead.	To	form	alliances	with
opposing	groups,	it’s	best	to	temper	the	cause,	cooling	it	as	much	as	possible.
Yet	to	draw	allies	into	joining	the	cause	itself,	what’s	needed	is	a	moderately
tempered	message	that	is	neither	too	hot	nor	too	cold,	but	just	right.



The	Narcissism	of	Small	Differences

We	assume	that	common	goals	bind	groups	together,	but	the	reality	is	that	they
often	drive	groups	apart.	According	to	Dartmouth	psychologist	Judith	White,	a
lens	for	understanding	these	fractures	is	the	concept	of	horizontal	hostility.	Even
though	they	share	a	fundamental	objective,	radical	groups	often	disparage	more
mainstream	groups	as	impostors	and	sellouts.	As	Sigmund	Freud	wrote	a	century
ago,	“It	is	precisely	the	minor	differences	in	people	who	are	otherwise	alike	that
form	the	basis	of	feelings	of	strangeness	and	hostility	between	them.”

White	noticed	horizontal	hostility	everywhere.	When	a	deaf	woman	won	the
Miss	America	crown,	instead	of	cheering	her	on	as	a	trailblazer,	deaf	activists
protested.	Since	she	spoke	orally	rather	than	using	sign	language,	she	wasn’t
“deaf	enough.”	When	a	light-skinned	black	woman	was	appointed	as	a	law
professor	at	one	university,	its	Black	Students	Association	objected	on	the
grounds	that	she	wasn’t	black	enough.	A	radical	environmental	activist
dismissed	the	more	mainstream	Greenpeace	as	a	“mindless	monster	motivated
by	eco-buck	profits”	and	“a	dynamic	threat	to	the	integrity	of	the	green
movement.”	To	explain	why	this	kind	of	animosity	happened,	White	led
fascinating	research	on	horizontal	hostility	in	different	movements	and	minority
groups.

In	one	study,	vegans	and	vegetarians	evaluated	members	of	their	own	groups
and	one	another’s	groups,	relative	to	members	of	the	general	public.	Vegans
showed	nearly	three	times	as	much	prejudice	toward	vegetarians	as	vegetarians
did	toward	vegans.	In	the	eyes	of	the	more	extreme	vegans,	the	mainstream
vegetarians	were	wannabes:	if	they	really	cared	about	the	cause,	they	wouldn’t
eat	animal	products	like	eggs.	In	another	study	in	Greece,	members	of	the	most
conservative	party	judged	the	most	similar	party	more	unfavorably	than	they	did
a	progressive	party,	and	members	of	the	most	liberal	party	were	much	harsher
toward	the	progressive	party	than	toward	even	the	most	conservative	party.
Orthodox	Jews	evaluated	conservative	Jewish	women	more	negatively	than
Jewish	women	who	didn’t	practice	or	observe	religious	holidays	at	all.	The
message	was	clear:	if	you	were	a	true	believer,	you’d	be	all	in.	The	more
strongly	you	identify	with	an	extreme	group,	the	harder	you	seek	to	differentiate
yourself	from	more	moderate	groups	that	threaten	your	values.



It	was	this	kind	of	horizontal	hostility	that	caused	Susan	B.	Anthony	and
Elizabeth	Cady	Stanton	to	split	off	from	Lucy	Stone.	Anthony	and	Stanton	were
relatively	radical;	Stone	was	more	mainstream.	The	earth	between	them	cracked
in	1866,	when	Anthony	and	Stanton	partnered	with	a	known	racist,	George
Francis	Train,	who	supported	women’s	suffrage	because	he	believed	women
could	help	to	curtail	the	political	influence	of	African	Americans.	Stone	was
outraged	to	see	them	campaigning	with	Train	and	allowing	him	to	bankroll	their
efforts.

The	fault	line	only	grew	wider	when	Anthony	and	Stanton	opposed	the
Fifteenth	Amendment	proposal	to	grant	African-American	men	the	right	to	vote.
They	drew	a	hard	line:	if	women	weren’t	given	the	right	to	vote,	other	minority
groups	shouldn’t	be	allowed	it,	either.	Their	position	was	radical	not	only
because	it	was	inflexible,	but	also	because	they	were	trying	to	reach	liberal
constituents	who	favored	the	amendment.	Stone	was	more	sympathetic	to	the
abolitionist	cause.	At	an	equal	rights	convention,	she	attempted	to	build	a	bridge
between	black	activists	and	Anthony	and	Stanton,	announcing	her	support	for	a
continued	alliance:

Both	are	perhaps	right.	.	.	.	Woman	has	an	ocean	of	wrongs	too
deep	for	any	plummet,	and	the	negro	too	has	an	ocean	of
wrongs	that	cannot	be	fathomed.	.	.	.	I	thank	God	for	the
Fifteenth	Amendment,	and	hope	that	it	will	be	adopted	in	every
state.	I	will	be	thankful	in	my	soul	if	any	body	can	get	out	of	that
terrible	pit.

Anthony	and	Stanton	viewed	Stone’s	support	of	voting	rights	for	black	men
as	a	betrayal	of	the	women’s	cause.	They	reneged	on	their	commitment	to	a	joint
organization	and	announced	the	formation	of	their	own	national	women’s
suffrage	organization	the	following	week,	in	May	1869.	Stone	and	a	group	of
colleagues	published	a	letter	calling	for	a	more	comprehensive	organization,	but
it	was	to	no	avail.	By	the	fall,	they	had	little	choice	but	to	form	their	own	group.
For	more	than	two	decades,	they	maintained	their	distance,	working
independently	in	some	cases	and	at	cross-purposes	in	others.

With	the	women’s	suffrage	movement	splintered,	Lucy	Stone	needed	new
allies,	as	did	Anthony	and	Stanton.	They	all	found	support	in	an	unexpected
place—the	Woman’s	Christian	Temperance	Union	(WCTU),	which	had	been
formed	to	fight	alcohol	abuse,	as	drunken	men	often	abused	their	wives	and	left



their	families	in	poverty.	In	contrast	to	the	suffrage	groups,	the	WCTU	was
heavily	conservative.	Its	members	tended	to	be	middle-	and	upper-class	women
with	strong	religious	beliefs	and	traditional	values.	Yet	somehow,	coalitions
between	the	WCTU	and	suffragists	sprang	up	in	almost	every	state	in	the	nation.
The	reasons	for	suffragists	to	partner	with	the	WCTU	were	clear:	the	suffrage
movement	had	stalled	in	influencing	legislation,	a	surge	of	antisuffrage
organizations	was	forming	to	work	against	them,	and	suffrage	membership	was
dwindling.	By	the	early	1880s,	Stanton	and	Anthony’s	organization	was	down	to
just	a	hundred	members.	The	WCTU,	meanwhile,	was	experiencing	a
membership	explosion,	growing	from	a	few	thousand	in	1874	to	thirteen
thousand	in	1876	and	well	over	a	hundred	thousand	by	1890.	With	the	support	of
the	country’s	largest	women’s	organization,	suffragists	could	make	meaningful
progress.	The	puzzle	is	why	the	WCTU	agreed	to	partner	with	suffragists.

In	a	clever	experiment,	Stanford	researchers	Scott	Wiltermuth	and	Chip
Heath	randomly	assigned	people	in	groups	of	three	to	listen	to	the	national
anthem	“O	Canada”	under	different	conditions	of	synchrony.	In	the	control
condition,	participants	read	the	words	silently	while	the	song	played.	In	the
synchronous	condition,	they	sang	the	song	out	loud	together.	In	the
asynchronous	condition,	they	all	sang,	but	not	in	unison:	each	person	heard	the
song	at	a	different	tempo.

The	participants	thought	they	were	being	tested	on	their	singing.	But	there
was	a	twist:	after	singing,	they	moved	into	what	was	supposedly	a	different
study,	where	they	had	a	chance	to	keep	money	for	themselves	or	cooperate	by
sharing	it	with	the	group.	The	few	minutes	they	spent	singing	shouldn’t	have
affected	their	behavior,	but	it	did.	The	group	that	sang	together	shared
significantly	more.	They	reported	feeling	more	similar	to	each	other	and	more
like	a	team	than	participants	in	the	other	conditions.*

In	seeking	alliances	with	groups	that	share	our	values,	we	overlook	the
importance	of	sharing	our	strategic	tactics.	Recently,	sociologists	Wooseok	Jung
and	Brayden	King	of	Northwestern	University	and	Sarah	Soule	of	Stanford
University	tracked	the	emergence	of	unusual	alliances	between	social
movements—like	coalitions	between	environmental	and	gay-rights	activists,	the
women’s	movement	and	the	peace	movement,	and	a	marine	base	and	a	Native
American	tribe.	They	found	that	shared	tactics	were	an	important	predictor	of
alliances.	Even	if	they	care	about	different	causes,	groups	find	affinity	when	they
use	the	same	methods	of	engagement.	If	you’ve	spent	the	past	decade	taking	part



in	protests	and	marches,	it’s	easy	to	feel	a	sense	of	shared	identity	and
community	with	another	organization	that	operates	the	same	way.

Lucy	Stone	recognized	that	common	goals	weren’t	sufficient	for	a	coalition
to	prosper,	noting,	“People	will	differ	as	to	what	they	consider	the	best	methods
&	means.”	Stanton,	for	her	part,	“pointed	to	the	difference	in	methods	as	the
‘essential	issue’	dividing	the	two	associations.”	Stone	was	committed	to
campaigning	at	the	state	level;	Anthony	and	Stanton	wanted	a	federal
constitutional	amendment.	Stone	involved	men	in	her	organization;	Anthony	and
Stanton	favored	an	exclusively	female	membership.	Stone	sought	to	inspire
change	through	speaking	and	meetings;	Anthony	and	Stanton	were	more
confrontational,	with	Anthony	voting	illegally	and	encouraging	other	women	to
follow	suit.

The	suffragists	who	formed	alliances	with	the	temperance	activists	were
more	moderate	in	their	methods,	which	helped	the	two	groups	find	common
ground.	At	the	same	time	that	women	were	organizing	local	WCTU	clubs,	Lucy
Stone	introduced	suffrage	clubs.	Both	groups	had	extensive	histories	with
lobbying	and	publishing.	They	began	to	work	together	to	lobby	and	speak	in
front	of	state	legislatures,	publish	articles	and	distribute	literature,	and	hold
public	suffrage	meetings,	rallies,	and	debates.*	Together,	suffragists	and
temperance	activists	persuaded	several	states	to	allow	women	to	vote.	And	in
doing	so,	the	suffragists	discovered	a	profound	principle	about	gaining	allies.
That	principle	is	best	illuminated	by	a	young,	visionary	entrepreneur	who	found
a	surprising	way	to	get	naysayers	to	give	her	idea	a	chance.



Tempered	Radicals

In	2011,	a	college	senior	named	Meredith	Perry	noticed	that	something	very
basic	was	wrong	with	technology.	She	didn’t	need	a	cord	to	make	phone	calls	or
connect	to	the	internet.	Everything	that	used	to	be	wired	was	now	wireless	.	.	.
except	for	one	thing.	Sitting	in	her	dorm	room,	she	was	still	tethered	to	the	wall
by	the	most	ancient	component	of	her	devices:	the	power	that	charged	them.	To
use	her	phone	and	her	computer,	she	had	to	plug	them	in.	She	wanted	wireless
power.

She	started	thinking	of	things	that	could	beam	energy	through	the	air.	The
signal	in	a	TV	remote	was	too	weak,	radio	waves	were	too	inefficient,	and	X-
rays	were	too	dangerous.	Then	she	came	across	a	device	that	could	convert
physical	vibration	into	energy.	If	you	put	it	under	a	train,	for	example,	you	could
collect	the	energy	the	train	generated.	Although	it	wasn’t	practical	to	have
people	gathering	near	trains	to	capture	their	energy,	she	realized	that	sound
travels	through	the	air	by	vibration.	What	if	she	could	use	ultrasound,	which	is
invisible	and	silent,	to	generate	air	vibrations	and	convert	them	into	wireless
power?

Her	physics	professors	said	it	was	impossible.	Ultrasonic	engineers	agreed;	it
couldn’t	be	done.	Some	of	the	world’s	most	respected	scientists	told	her	she	was
wasting	her	time	on	the	effort.	But	then	she	won	an	invention	competition,	and	a
journalist	challenged	her	to	demo	the	technology	at	a	digital	conference	just	four
weeks	later.	With	a	proof	of	concept,	but	no	working	prototype,	she	had	a
chicken-and-egg	problem:	she	needed	funding	to	build	a	prototype,	but	her	idea
was	so	radical	that	investors	wanted	to	see	a	prototype	first.	As	the	solo	founder
of	a	technology	startup,	with	no	engineering	background,	she	needed	allies	to
move	forward.

Three	years	later,	I	met	Perry	at	a	Google	event.	After	landing	$750,000	in
seed	money	from	Mark	Cuban,	Marissa	Mayer,	and	Peter	Thiel’s	Founders
Fund,	her	team	had	just	finished	its	first	functional	prototype.	It	could	power
devices	faster	than	a	wire,	at	longer	distances,	and	would	be	ready	for	consumers
in	two	years.	By	the	end	of	2014,	her	company,	uBeam,	had	accumulated
eighteen	patents	and	$10	million	in	venture	funding.



Perry	took	her	place	onstage	in	a	lineup	that	included	Snoop	Dogg,	a	Nobel
Prize	winner,	and	former	President	Bill	Clinton.	She	was	the	only	one	to	get	a
standing	ovation.	Debate	continued	about	how	well	the	product	would	work,	but
she	had	overcome	the	fundamental	barrier	to	proving	the	viability	of	the
technology.	“Every	single	person	that	is	now	working	for	the	company	didn’t
think	it	was	possible	or	was	extremely	skeptical,”	Perry	said.

Perry	faced	an	extreme	version	of	every	original’s	struggle	in	challenging	the
status	quo:	overcoming	the	skepticism	of	potential	key	stakeholders.	Her	initial
efforts	fell	flat.	She	reached	out	to	scores	of	technical	experts,	who	were	so
quick	to	point	out	the	flaws	in	the	math	and	physics	that	they	wouldn’t	even
consider	working	with	her.	It	probably	didn’t	help	that	she	was	offering	to	hire
them	as	contractors	on	deferred	payment—they	might	never	see	a	check.

Finally,	Perry	made	a	move	that	flew	in	the	face	of	every	piece	of	wisdom
she	had	heard	about	influence;	she	simply	stopped	telling	experts	what	it	was	she
was	trying	to	create.	Instead	of	explaining	her	plan	to	generate	wireless	power,
she	merely	provided	the	specifications	of	the	technology	she	wanted.	Her	old
message	had	been:	“I’m	trying	to	build	a	transducer	to	send	power	over	the	air.”
Her	new	pitch	disguised	the	purpose:	“I’m	looking	for	someone	to	design	a
transducer	with	these	parameters.	Can	you	make	this	part?”

The	approach	worked.	She	persuaded	two	acoustics	experts	to	design	a
transmitter,	another	to	design	a	receiver,	and	an	electrical	engineer	to	construct
the	electronics.	“In	my	head	it	all	came	together.	Worst	comes	to	worst,
somebody	would	sue	me,”	Perry	admits.	“There	was	no	other	way,	given	my
knowledge	and	skill	set.”	Soon	she	had	collaborators	on	board	with	doctorates
from	Oxford	and	Stanford,	with	math	and	simulations	confirming	the	idea	was
viable	in	theory.	It	was	enough	to	attract	a	first	round	of	funding	and	a	talented
chief	technology	officer	who	had	initially	been	highly	skeptical.	“Once	I	showed
him	all	the	patents,	he	said,	‘Oh	sh*t,	this	actually	can	work.’”

In	a	popular	TED	talk	and	book,	Simon	Sinek	argues	that	if	we	want	to
inspire	people,	we	should	start	with	why.	If	we	communicate	the	vision	behind
our	ideas,	the	purpose	guiding	our	products,	people	will	flock	to	us.	This	is
excellent	advice—unless	you’re	doing	something	original	that	challenges	the
status	quo.	When	people	championing	moral	change	explain	their	why,	it	runs
the	risk	of	clashing	with	deep-seated	convictions.	When	creative	non-
conformists	explain	their	why,	it	may	violate	common	notions	of	what’s
possible.



Researchers	Debra	Meyerson	and	Maureen	Scully	have	found	that	to
succeed,	originals	must	often	become	tempered	radicals.	They	believe	in	values
that	depart	from	traditions	and	ideas	that	go	against	the	grain,	yet	they	learn	to
tone	down	their	radicalism	by	presenting	their	beliefs	and	ideas	in	ways	that	are
less	shocking	and	more	appealing	to	mainstream	audiences.	Meredith	Perry	is	a
tempered	radical:	she	made	an	implausible	idea	plausible	by	obscuring	its	most
extreme	feature.	When	she	couldn’t	persuade	technical	experts	to	take	a	leap
with	her,	she	convinced	them	to	take	a	few	steps	by	masking	her	purpose.

Shifting	the	focus	from	why	to	how	can	help	people	become	less	radical.	In	a
series	of	experiments,	when	people	with	extreme	political	views	were	asked	to
explain	the	reasons	behind	their	policy	preferences,	they	stuck	to	their	guns.
Explaining	why	gave	them	a	chance	to	affirm	their	convictions.	But	when	asked
to	explain	how	their	preferred	policies	work,	they	became	more	moderate.
Considering	how	led	them	to	confront	the	gaps	in	their	knowledge	and	realize
that	some	of	their	extreme	views	were	impractical.

To	form	alliances,	originals	can	temper	their	radicalism	by	smuggling	their
real	vision	inside	a	Trojan	horse.	U.S.	Navy	lieutenant	Josh	Steinman	had	a
grand	vision	to	open	the	military	up	to	outside	technology	by	creating	a	Silicon
Valley	hub.	Steinman	knew	he	would	face	resistance	if	he	presented	a	radical,
sweeping	proposal	for	rethinking	the	navy’s	entire	approach	to	innovation,	so	he
led	with	a	more	tempered	pitch.	He	presented	some	new	technology	for	doing
real-time	updates	in	the	air	to	Admiral	Jonathan	Greenert,	the	chief	of	naval
operations.	Intrigued,	Admiral	Greenert	asked	what	would	come	next,	and	Rear
Admiral	Scott	Stearney	threw	a	softball	question	at	Steinman,	inquiring	about
how	the	military	should	think	about	the	technical	future.	“That’s	when	we	threw
the	strike,”	Steinman	recalls.	“Sir,	the	future	is	going	to	be	about	software,	not
hardware,	and	we	need	an	entity	of	the	U.S.	Navy	in	Silicon	Valley.”

A	few	months	later,	after	other	junior	officers	made	similar	cases	about	the
importance	of	software,	the	CNO	gave	a	speech	advocating	for	the	idea,	which
also	circulated	around	the	Pentagon.	Not	long	afterward,	the	secretary	of	defense
announced	an	embassy	in	Silicon	Valley.	Steinman	leveraged	what	psychologist
Robert	Cialdini	calls	the	foot-in-the-door	technique,	where	you	lead	with	a	small
request	to	secure	an	initial	commitment	before	revealing	the	larger	one.	By
opening	with	a	moderate	ask	instead	of	a	radical	one,	Steinman	gained	allies.

Coalitions	often	fall	apart	when	people	refuse	to	moderate	their	radicalism.
That	was	one	of	the	major	failures	of	the	Occupy	Wall	Street	movement,	a
protest	against	economic	and	social	inequality	that	began	in	2011.	That	year,



polls	showed	that	the	majority	of	Americans	supported	the	movement,	but	it
soon	fell	apart.	Activist	Srdja	Popovic	marvels	that	its	extreme	positioning
alienated	most	of	its	potential	allies.	Its	fatal	error,	he	argues,	was	naming	the
movement	after	the	radical	tactic	of	camping	out,	which	few	people	find
attractive.	He	believes	that	had	the	group	simply	relabeled	itself	“The	99
Percent,”	it	might	still	exist.	The	Occupy	name	“implied	that	the	only	way	you
could	belong	was	if	you	dropped	everything	you	were	doing	and	started
occupying	something,”	Popovic	writes.	“Occupying	is	still	just	a	single	weapon
in	the	enormous	arsenal	of	peaceful	protest—and,	more	to	the	point,	one	that
tends	to	invite	only	a	certain	type	of	dedicated	person.	.	.	.	Movements,	which
are	always	fighting	uphill	battles,	need	to	draw	in	more	casual	participants	if
they	are	to	succeed.”	“The	99	Percent”	is	inclusive:	it	invites	everyone	to	get
involved	and	to	use	their	own	preferred	tactics.	By	tempering	the	brand	of	the
movement	and	broadening	its	methods,	it	might	have	been	possible	to	gain	the
support	of	more	mainstream	citizens.

In	the	women’s	suffrage	movement,	this	is	where	the	narcissism	of	small
differences	reared	its	ugly	head.	When	Anthony	and	Stanton	partnered	with	the
racist	George	Francis	Train	in	1867,	Stone	wrote	that	Train’s	support	of	suffrage
was	“enough	to	condemn	it	in	the	minds	of	all	persons	not	already	convinced,”
and	her	husband	warned	Anthony	that	the	alliance	would	mean	“irreparable
harm	to	the	cause	of	votes	for	women	and	blacks.”*

But	Anthony	would	not	budge	from	her	radical	conviction	that	if	women
couldn’t	gain	the	right	to	vote,	blacks	shouldn’t,	either.	She	campaigned	with
Train	throughout	Kansas	and	accepted	his	funding	to	create	a	suffrage
newspaper.	When	Stone	confronted	her	about	tarnishing	the	reputation	of	their
equal	rights	association	by	linking	it	to	Train,	Anthony	became	defensive:	“I
know	what	is	the	matter	with	you.	It	is	envy,	and	spleen,	and	hate,	because	I
have	a	paper	and	you	have	not.”	Stanton	sided	with	Anthony,	endorsing	her
decision	to	partner	with	Train:	“It	would	be	right	and	wise	to	accept	aid	from	the
devil	himself,”	she	said,	“provided	that	he	did	not	tempt	us	to	lower	our
standard.”

The	alliance	proved	costly:	Kansas	had	a	chance	to	become	the	first	state	to
adopt	suffrage,	but	ended	up	losing	the	vote—and	the	black	suffrage	proposal
lost	as	well.	Many	insiders	held	the	alliance	with	Train	accountable	for	both
defeats.	A	couple	years	later,	when	Stanton	and	Anthony	had	formed	their	own
association,	instead	of	learning	from	the	mistakes	of	the	past,	they	refused	to
moderate	their	extreme	stance	that	anyone	who	supported	suffrage	was	a	friend.



Forming	another	alliance	that	cast	a	dark	cloud	over	the	movement,	Stanton
joined	forces	with	Victoria	Woodhull,	an	activist	who	became	the	first	woman	to
run	for	the	American	presidency,	but	undermined	the	suffrage	movement	with	a
radical	agenda.	Woodhull,	whose	past	included	time	as	a	prostitute	and	a
charlatan	healer,	advocated	for	sexual	freedom,	proclaiming	that	she	had	an
“inalienable,	constitutional,	and	natural	right	to	love	whom	I	may,	to	love	as
long	or	as	short	a	period	as	I	can,	to	change	that	love	every	day	if	I	please.”

Suffrage	opponents	used	Woodhull’s	position	as	evidence	that	the	movement
was	really	about	sexual	promiscuity	rather	than	voting	rights.	Members
withdrew	in	large	numbers	from	Anthony	and	Stanton’s	organization,	to	the
point	that	they	couldn’t	even	gather	sufficient	attendance	for	a	convention.	Even
supportive	legislators	advised	suffragists	to	put	their	quest	for	the	vote	aside.
Suffragists	remarked	that	Woodhull’s	campaign	“is	the	most	efficient	agent
employed	to	frighten	people	from	our	ranks”	and	“set	the	cause	back	twenty
years.”	The	alliance	“precipitated	a	storm	of	criticism”	so	severe,	Anthony’s
biographer	would	later	write,	that	it	made	the	prior	attacks	look	like	“a	summer
shower	to	a	Missouri	cyclone.”

In	maintaining	the	alliance	with	Woodhull,	Stanton	failed	to	recognize	the
value	of	tempered	radicalism.	She	drove	Stone	and	many	other	past	and	potential
allies	away	by	overlooking	the	dramatic	differences	in	how	insiders	and
outsiders	judge	coalitions.	Her	error	is	illuminated	in	a	new	study	by
management	researchers	Blake	Ashforth	and	Peter	Reingen,	who	find	that
insiders	and	outsiders	have	distinct	ideas	about	who	represents	a	coalition.	For
insiders,	the	key	representative	is	the	person	who	is	most	central	and	connected
in	the	group.	For	the	suffragists,	that	was	clearly	Stanton	and	Anthony.	But	for
outsiders,	the	person	who	represents	the	group	is	the	one	with	the	most	extreme
views.	That	was	Woodhull:	her	personal	scandal	overshadowed	the	suffrage
cause	and	alienated	many	who	were	open	to	the	relatively	moderate	idea	of
voting	rights	but	not	the	more	radical	ideas	of	sexual	independence	for	women.
As	outsiders	judged	the	suffrage	movement	by	the	extreme	company	Anthony
and	Stanton	kept,	Stone	had	little	choice	but	to	distance	her	organization	further
from	their	efforts.



Enemies	Make	Better	Allies	Than	Frenemies

In	The	Godfather:	Part	II,	Michael	Corleone	advises,	“Keep	your	friends	close,
but	your	enemies	closer.”	But	what	should	we	do	about	people	who	don’t	fall
neatly	into	either	category?

Typically,	we	view	our	relationships	on	a	continuum	from	positive	to
negative.	Our	closest	friends	have	our	backs;	our	greatest	enemies	are	actively
working	against	us.	But	research	shows	that	we	need	to	draw	two	independent
axes:	one	for	how	positive	a	relationship	is	and	a	separate	one	for	how	negative
the	relationship	is.	Along	with	purely	positive	and	wholly	negative	relationships,
we	can	have	connections	that	are	both	positive	and	negative.	Psychologists	call
them	ambivalent	relationships.	You	might	know	them	as	frenemies—people	who
sometimes	support	you	and	sometimes	undermine	you.

Stone’s	relationships	with	both	Stanton	and	Anthony	were	deeply	ambivalent
—they	had	been	both	allies	and	adversaries.	On	the	one	hand,	she	admired
Stanton’s	wit	and	Anthony’s	industriousness,	and	they	had	a	proven	record	of
productive	collaboration.	On	the	other	hand,	Stone	objected	to	their	“lunatic
friends”	and	“wild	alliances,”	which	threatened	the	respectability	of	the
women’s	suffrage	movement.	And	Anthony	and	Stanton	had	a	pattern	of



duplicity.	They	signed	Stone’s	name	to	an	ad	complimenting	their	racist
benefactor	without	her	permission.	More	recently,	Stone	had	written	to	Stanton
in	the	fall	of	1869,	proposing	the	“hearty	active	cooperation	of	all	the	friends	of
the	cause,	better	than	either	could	do	alone,”	and	assuring	her	that	Stone’s
organization	“shall	never	be	an	enemy	or	antagonist	of	yours.”	Yet	at	the
convention	launching	Stone’s	group,	Anthony	attempted	an	ill-fated	coup	to
elect	Stanton	as	president.	Stone	invited	her	to	the	podium,	and	Anthony
concluded	by	accusing	Stone	of	attempting	to	“nullify	and	crush	out”	her
organization.

In	1872,	Stanton	reached	out	to	Stone	with	a	proposal	for	reconciliation,
urging	her	to	“let	bygones	be	bygones.	Let	all	personalities	be	buried	in	the	work
that	is	before	us.”	Stone	took	some	conciliatory	steps,	sharing	Stanton’s	articles
and	speeches	in	her	newspaper.	Then	came	a	letter	from	Anthony,	proposing	to
“cooperate	and	make	a	systematic	campaign,”	inviting	Stone	to	Rochester	to
“settle	the	question	that	we	are	all	together	as	one	grand	woman.”	Stone
declined.

With	the	benefit	of	hindsight,	it’s	easy	to	judge	Stone’s	refusal	as	a	stubborn
mistake.	Had	she	accepted,	the	organizations	might	have	won	the	right	to	vote
years	earlier.	But	if	you	examine	how	ambivalent	relationships	affect	our	stress
levels,	you	will	find	some	wisdom	in	Stone’s	resistance.

To	discover	the	most	effective	way	to	handle	ambivalent	relationships,
Michelle	Duffy,	a	management	professor	at	the	University	of	Minnesota,	led	a
study	surveying	police	officers	on	how	often	they	were	undermined	and
supported	by	their	closest	coworker,	as	well	as	their	levels	of	stress	and	absence
from	work.	Not	surprisingly,	negative	relationships	were	stressful.	When	officers
felt	undermined	by	their	closest	coworker,	they	were	less	committed,	took	more
unauthorized	breaks,	and	were	absent	from	work	more	often.

What	happened	when	the	undermining	colleague	was	also	supportive	at
times?	Things	didn’t	get	better;	they	got	worse.	Being	undermined	and	supported
by	the	same	person	meant	even	lower	commitment	and	more	work	missed.*
Negative	relationships	are	unpleasant,	but	they’re	predictable:	if	a	colleague
consistently	undermines	you,	you	can	keep	your	distance	and	expect	the	worst.
But	when	you’re	dealing	with	an	ambivalent	relationship,	you’re	constantly	on
guard,	grappling	with	questions	about	when	that	person	can	actually	be	trusted.
As	Duffy’s	team	explains,	“It	takes	more	emotional	energy	and	coping	resources
to	deal	with	individuals	who	are	inconsistent.”



In	a	series	of	groundbreaking	studies,	psychologist	Bert	Uchino	found	that
ambivalent	relationships	are	literally	unhealthier	than	negative	relationships.	In
one	study,	having	more	ambivalent	relationships	predicted	higher	rates	of	stress,
depression,	and	dissatisfaction	with	life.	In	another,	older	adults	rated	their
relationships	with	the	ten	most	important	people	in	their	lives,	and	completed
two	anxiety-provoking	tasks:	delivering	a	speech	with	little	preparation	and
taking	a	rapid-fire	math	test.	The	more	ambivalent	relationships	the	participants
had,	the	more	their	heart	rates	spiked	on	both	tasks.

Lucy	Stone	understood	the	risks	of	forming	alliances	with	ambivalent	ties.	In
1871,	she	wrote	that	it	was	best	“not	to	strike	hands	with	those	people.	.	.	.	They
were	our	late	enemies.	We	don’t	know	that	they	are	our	friends.”	American
studies	expert	and	biographer	Andrea	Moore	Kerr	notes	that	Stone	was	“unable
to	predict	or	control	the	behavior	of	either	Stanton	or	Anthony.”	In	response,
according	to	Baker,	Stone	“sought	to	keep	her	organization	free	from	infection
by	‘the	dreaded	incubus’	of	the	Stanton-Anthony	forces.”

Our	instinct	is	to	sever	our	bad	relationships	and	salvage	the	ambivalent	ones.
But	the	evidence	suggests	we	ought	to	do	the	opposite:	cut	our	frenemies	and
attempt	to	convert	our	enemies.

In	efforts	to	challenge	the	status	quo,	originals	often	ignore	their	opponents.
If	someone	is	already	resisting	a	change,	the	logic	goes,	there’s	no	point	in
wasting	your	time	on	him.	Instead,	focus	on	strengthening	your	ties	with	people
who	already	support	you.

But	our	best	allies	aren’t	the	people	who	have	supported	us	all	along.	They’re
the	ones	who	started	out	against	us	and	then	came	around	to	our	side.

Half	a	century	ago,	eminent	psychologist	Elliot	Aronson	conducted	a	series
of	experiments	suggesting	that	we’re	often	more	sensitive	to	gains	and	losses	in
esteem	than	the	level	of	esteem	itself.	When	someone	always	supports	us,	we
take	it	for	granted—and	can	discount	it.	But	we	regard	someone	who	began	as	a
rival	and	then	became	an	enthusiastic	supporter	as	an	authentic	advocate.	“A
person	whose	liking	for	us	increases	over	time	will	be	liked	better	than	one	who
has	always	liked	us,”	Aronson	explains.	“We	find	it	more	rewarding	when
someone’s	initially	negative	feelings	toward	us	gradually	become	positive	than	if
that	person’s	feelings	for	us	were	entirely	positive	all	along.”

While	we’ll	have	an	especially	strong	affinity	toward	our	converted	rivals,
will	they	feel	the	same	way	toward	us?	Yes—this	is	the	second	advantage	of
converting	resisters.	To	like	us,	they	have	to	work	especially	hard	to	overcome
their	initial	negative	impressions,	telling	themselves,	I	must	have	been	wrong



about	that	person.	Moving	forward,	to	avoid	the	cognitive	dissonance	of
changing	their	minds	yet	again,	they’ll	be	especially	motivated	to	maintain	a
positive	relationship.

Third,	and	most	important,	it	is	our	former	adversaries	who	are	the	most
effective	at	persuading	others	to	join	our	movements.	They	can	marshal	better
arguments	on	our	behalf,	because	they	understand	the	doubts	and	misgivings	of
resisters	and	fence-sitters.	And	they’re	a	more	credible	source,	because	they
haven’t	just	been	Pollyanna	followers	or	“yes	men”	all	along.	In	one	of
Aronson’s	studies,	people	were	most	persuaded	to	change	their	opinions	by
those	who	had	started	out	negative	and	then	become	more	positive.	And	more
recently,	corporate	executives	were	subtly	influenced	by	board	members	who
argued	with	them	initially	and	then	conformed—which	signals	that	their
“opinion	appears	to	stand	up	to	critical	scrutiny.”*

Instead	of	avoiding	her	enemies,	Lucy	Stone	sought	them	out	and	actively
engaged	with	them.	She	helped	convert	Julia	Ward	Howe,	a	prominent	poet	who
wrote	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic.”	Howe	had	been	invited	to	attend	a
suffrage	meeting	and	came	only	reluctantly,	“with	a	rebellious	heart,”	regarding
Stone	as	one	of	her	“dislikes.”	But	after	listening	to	Stone’s	speech,	Howe
became	a	close	ally	and	one	of	the	great	leaders	of	the	movement.

In	1855,	a	heckler	disrupted	a	convention	by	describing	suffragists	as	unfit
for	marriage,	disparaging	the	movement	as	“a	few	disappointed	women.”	Instead
of	ignoring	him,	Lucy	Stone	addressed	him	directly	in	her	speech,	and	the
audience	roared	with	applause:

The	last	speaker	alluded	to	this	movement	as	being	that	of	a	few
disappointed	women.	From	the	first	years	to	which	my	memory
stretches,	I	have	been	a	disappointed	woman.	.	.	.	I	was
disappointed	when	I	came	to	seek	a	profession	.	.	.	every
employment	was	closed	to	me,	except	those	of	the	teacher,	the
seamstress	and	the	housekeeper.	In	education,	in	marriage,	in
religion,	in	everything,	disappointment	is	the	lot	of	women.	It
shall	be	the	business	of	my	life	to	deepen	this	disappointment	in
every	woman’s	heart	until	she	bows	down	to	it	no	longer.

When	Stone	walked	around	hanging	up	posters	announcing	abolition
speeches,	young	men	often	followed	her	and	ripped	them	down.	Stone	asked
them	if	they	loved	their	mothers.	Absolutely.	Did	they	love	their	sisters?	Of



course.	She	explained	that	in	the	South,	men	their	own	age	were	sold	as	slaves,
and	would	never	see	their	families	again.	As	Kerr	explains,	“She	then	invited
them	to	attend	the	evening’s	lectures	as	her	‘special	guests.’	Such	street	recruits
proved	useful	allies,	able	to	defuse	other	troublemakers.”

In	1859,	a	college	student	named	Frances	Willard	wrote	in	her	journal	that
Lucy	Stone	was	in	town,	and	noted,	“I	don’t	like	her	views.”	Given	her	own
conservative	opinions,	Willard	joined	the	temperance	movement,	but	years	later
became	one	of	the	most	influential	suffrage	leaders.	She	reflected	that	Stone	was
a	force	behind	her	change	of	heart:

I	remember	when	I	was	dreadfully	afraid	of	Susan,	and	of	Lucy
too.	But	now	I	love	and	honor	these	women,	and	I	can	not	put
into	words	my	sense	of	what	it	means	to	have	the	blessings	of
these	women	who	have	made	it	possible	for	more	timid	ones	like
myself	to	come	along	and	take	our	places	in	the	world’s	work.	If
they	had	not	blazed	the	trees	and	pioneered	the	way	we	should
not	have	dared	to	come.

In	1876,	Willard	led	the	effort	to	align	suffragists	with	temperance	workers.
Research	would	later	show	that	over	the	next	two	decades,	every	time	Willard
visited	a	state,	the	odds	of	a	suffrage-temperance	alliance	spiked.	How	did	she
convince	the	conservative	WCTU	members	to	partner	with	the	liberal
suffragists?	A	clue	to	her	success	can	be	found	in	Hollywood,	where	movies	live
and	die	based	on	how	well	writers	can	persuade	executives	to	buy	into	their
visions.



Familiar	Makes	the	Heart	Grow	Fonder

In	the	early	1990s,	a	group	of	screenwriters	proposed	something	that	had	never
been	done	at	Disney:	they	wanted	to	make	an	animated	movie	based	on	an
original	concept.	Departing	from	a	half	century	of	hits	with	time-honored	tales
like	Cinderella	and	Snow	White,	they	set	out	to	write	a	fresh	story	from	scratch.
Studio	chief	Jeffrey	Katzenberg	was	skeptical,	telling	colleagues	it	was	an
experiment.	“No	one	had	any	confidence	in	it,”	director	Rob	Minkoff	recalls.	“It
was	seen	as	the	B	movie	at	Disney.”

The	script	eventually	became	The	Lion	King,	which	was	the	highest-grossing
film	of	1994,	winning	two	Oscars	and	a	Golden	Globe.	Katzenberg	had	said	he
would	get	down	on	his	knees	in	appreciation	if	it	brought	in	$50	million.	By
2014,	it	had	earned	over	$1	billion.

Like	many	original	ideas,	the	movie	almost	never	got	off	the	ground.	It	was
conceived	as	“Bambi	in	Africa	with	lions”	(instead	of	deer	as	the	protagonists).
But	after	the	first	script	failed,	five	of	the	writers	gathered	to	rethink	it.	They	sat
together	for	two	days,	batting	around	ideas	and	weaving	an	epic	tale	about	the
succession	of	kings,	and	then	pitched	the	story	to	a	group	of	Disney	executives.
The	first	to	respond	was	CEO	Michael	Eisner,	who	wasn’t	getting	it.	Grasping
for	a	hook,	he	asked,	“Could	you	make	this	into	King	Lear?”

Coincidentally,	Minkoff	had	reread	that	Shakespeare	play	a	few	weeks
earlier,	and	he	explained	why	the	concept	didn’t	fit.	Then,	from	the	back	of	the
room,	a	producer	named	Maureen	Donley	raised	another	Shakespearean
suggestion:	“No,	this	is	Hamlet.”

Suddenly,	everyone	got	it.	“There	was	a	collective	sigh	of	recognition,”
Minkoff	says.	“Of	course	it	was	Hamlet—	The	uncle	kills	the	father,	and	the	son
has	to	avenge	his	father’s	death.	So	then	we	decided	it	was	going	to	be	Hamlet
with	lions.”	In	that	pivotal	moment,	the	film	got	the	green	light.

To	understand	what	saved	the	movie	from	the	cutting-room	floor,	I	turned	to
Justin	Berg,	the	creativity	expert	at	Stanford.	The	writers	had	to	begin	with	lions,
Berg	explains.	Had	they	started	with	Hamlet,	they	would	have	ended	up	with	an
animated	knockoff	of	Shakespeare.	Beginning	with	a	novel	template	was	the	key
to	originality,	but	it	also	posed	a	challenge.



In	an	experiment,	Berg	asked	people	to	design	a	new	product	to	help	college
students	succeed	in	job	interviews.	He	instructed	them	to	start	with	the	familiar
concept	of	a	three-ring	binder,	and	then	come	up	with	something	novel.
Bookstore	managers	and	customers	rated	the	resulting	ideas	as	utterly
conventional.

According	to	Berg,	the	starting	point	in	generating	ideas	is	like	the	first
brushstroke	that	a	painter	lays	down	on	a	canvas:	it	shapes	the	path	for	the	rest	of
the	painting,	constraining	what	we	imagine.	Beginning	with	a	three-ring	binder
led	Berg’s	participants	down	the	path	of	proposing	obvious	products	like	a	folder
with	pockets	for	résumés	and	business	cards—hardly	a	game-changing	idea.	To
come	up	with	something	original,	we	need	to	begin	from	a	more	unfamiliar
place.

Instead	of	the	three-ring	binder,	Berg	gave	some	participants	a	more	novel
starting	point:	an	in-line	skate	for	roller	blading.	They	were	no	longer	captives	of
the	conventional:	they	generated	ideas	that	scored	37	percent	higher	in
originality.	One	participant	observed	that	during	job	interviews,	it’s	often
difficult	to	know	how	much	time	has	passed,	and	you	don’t	want	to	appear	rude
by	looking	at	your	watch,	breaking	eye	contact	with	the	interviewer.	The
proposed	solution	was	to	build	a	watch	that	tracks	time	by	touch,	with	physical
elements	like	the	wheels	on	roller	skates	that	change	shape	or	texture	as	time
passes.

Although	a	novel	starting	point	does	help	foster	the	originality	of	our	ideas,	it
doesn’t	necessarily	make	them	palatable	and	practical	to	our	audiences.	While
the	Rollerblade	led	to	a	creative	idea	for	subtly	tracking	time,	squeezing	your
watch	is	an	odd	behavior.	To	solve	this	problem,	Berg	gave	people	the	novel
starting	point	of	the	in-line	skate,	but	added	a	twist:	after	they	developed	their
ideas,	he	showed	them	a	picture	of	products	that	people	typically	use	in	job
interviews,	then	asked	them	to	spend	a	few	additional	minutes	refining	their
concepts.	For	the	person	who	wanted	a	polite	method	of	timekeeping,	this	made
all	the	difference.	Instead	of	a	watch	that	tells	time	by	touch,	after	taking	a	look
at	the	kinds	of	products	that	were	familiar	in	job	interviews,	the	same	inventor
designed	a	pen	that	tells	time	by	touch:

The	most	promising	ideas	begin	from	novelty	and	then	add	familiarity,	which
capitalizes	on	the	mere	exposure	effect	we	covered	earlier.	On	average,	a	novel
starting	point	followed	by	a	familiarity	infusion	led	to	ideas	that	were	judged	as
14	percent	more	practical,	without	sacrificing	any	originality.	As	Berg	points
out,	if	you	started	the	experiment	with	a	pen	rather	than	an	in-line	skate,	you’d



probably	end	up	with	something	a	lot	like	a	conventional	pen.	But	by	starting
with	something	unexpected	in	the	context	of	job	interviews,	like	an	in-line	skate,
and	then	incorporating	the	familiarity	of	a	pen,	you	can	develop	an	idea	that	is
both	novel	and	useful.

In	the	case	of	The	Lion	King,	that	is	what	happened	when	Maureen	Donley
suggested	that	the	script	could	be	like	Hamlet.	The	dose	of	familiarity	helped	the
executives	connect	the	novel	savannah	script	to	a	classic	tale.	“It	gives	a	large
group	of	people	a	single	point	of	reference,”	Minkoff	explains.	“With	absolute
originality,	you	can	lose	people.	Executives	have	to	sell	it,	so	they’re	looking	for
those	handles.	It	gives	them	something	to	hang	on	to.”	The	Lion	King	team	went
on	to	take	a	cue	from	Hamlet.	Realizing	that	they	needed	a	“to	be	or	not	to	be”
moment,	they	added	a	scene	in	which	the	baboon,	Rafiki,	delivers	a	lesson	to
Simba	about	the	importance	of	remembering	who	he	is.

In	the	women’s	suffrage	movement,	temperance	workers	didn’t	come	on
board	until	an	emerging	leader	offered	a	familiarity	infusion.	Vanderbilt
sociologist	Holly	McCammon	identified	two	main	arguments	that	suffragists
used	in	their	quest	to	earn	the	right	to	vote:	justice	and	societal	reform.	The
justice	argument	focused	on	fairness,	emphasizing	that	women	had	the
unalienable	right	to	vote.	The	societal	reform	argument	focused	on	social	good,
highlighting	how	women’s	nurturing,	domestic,	and	moral	qualities	would



improve	the	country.	At	the	time,	the	justice	argument	was	considered	the
radical	one,	as	it	violated	traditional	gender-role	stereotypes	by	proposing	that
women	and	men	were	equals	in	all	domains.	The	societal	reform	argument	was
more	moderate,	as	it	affirmed	gender-role	stereotypes	in	suggesting	that	the
unique	qualities	conservatives	already	valued	in	private	life	could	also	contribute
to	public	life.	In	a	form	of	“public	motherhood,”	enfranchised	women	could
benefit	society	by	promoting	education,	limiting	government	corruption,	and
helping	the	poor.

When	McCammon	and	colleagues	coded	suffrage	speeches,	newspaper
columns,	banners,	and	leaflets	that	were	produced	over	the	course	of	a	quarter
century,	the	justice	argument	appeared	earliest	and	most	frequently.	Overall,
suffragists	wielded	the	justice	case	30	percent	of	the	time,	compared	with	barely
more	than	half	that	often	for	the	societal	reform	argument.	But	justice	arguments
fell	on	deaf	ears	with	the	WCTU	members,	who	clung	to	traditional	gender	roles
and	rejected	the	notion	that	women	were	the	equals	of	men.	The	societal	reform
argument	also	failed	to	resonate	with	familiar	values:	conservative	temperance
workers	were	aiming	for	stability,	not	change.	It	was	Frances	Willard,	now	an
emerging	WCTU	leader,	who	ingeniously	reframed	the	pitch	and	made	it	widely
acceptable.



How	the	West	Was	Won

Frances	Willard	didn’t	use	the	justice	argument	or	the	societal	reform	argument.
She	didn’t	even	present	the	issue	as	a	suffrage	ballot.

Instead,	she	called	it	a	“home	protection	ballot.”
Willard	saw	suffrage	as	“a	weapon	of	protection	.	.	.	from	the	tyranny	of

drink.”	Likening	the	ballot	to	“a	powerful	sunglass,”	she	promised	to	use	it	to
“burn	and	blaze	on	the	saloon,	till	it	shrivels	up	and	in	lurid	vapors	curls	away
like	mist.”	Protecting	the	home	was	a	familiar	goal	for	the	WCTU	members.
Now,	suffrage	could	be	used	as	a	means	to	a	desirable	end:	if	temperance
advocates	wanted	to	fight	alcohol	abuse,	they	needed	to	vote.	As	Baker	writes:

It	was	an	indirect	approach	to	suffrage	made	on	the	religious
grounds	of	protecting	the	home,	but	it	linked	the	two	most
powerful	women’s	reform	movements	in	the	United	States.
Suffrage,	a	universal	entitlement	required	in	the	minds	of
Anthony	and	Stanton	on	the	grounds	of	natural	rights,	was	a
tool	for	Willard	.	.	.	a	tactical	appeal	to	domestic	women.

When	McCammon	led	a	study	of	four	decades	of	alliances	between	the
WCTU	and	suffragists,	the	data	showed	that	after	suffragists	made	the	justice
argument	in	a	particular	state,	there	was	no	increase	in	the	likelihood	of	an
alliance	with	the	WCTU	in	that	state	the	following	year—in	fact,	an	alliance
became	slightly	less	likely.	But	once	suffragists	presented	the	home	protection
framing,	the	odds	of	joining	forces	with	the	WCTU	in	that	state	increased
significantly,	as	did	the	odds	that	a	state	would	eventually	pass	suffrage.*
Ultimately,	Willard’s	leadership	enabled	women	to	gain	full	voting	rights	in
several	states	and	school	board	election	voting	rights	in	nineteen	states.	This
argument	was	particularly	effective	in	the	West.	Before	the	Nineteenth
Amendment	to	the	Constitution	gave	women	full	voting	rights,	81	percent	of	the
Western	states	and	territories	passed	suffrage	laws,	compared	with	only	two	in
the	East	and	zero	in	the	South.

It’s	highly	unlikely	that	Frances	Willard	would	have	started	the	women’s
suffrage	movement.	Justin	Berg’s	research	suggests	that	if	women	had	begun



with	the	familiar	goal	of	protecting	their	homes,	they	might	never	have
considered	the	vote.	Radical	thinking	is	often	necessary	to	put	an	original	stake
in	the	ground.	But	once	the	radical	idea	of	voting	was	planted,	the	original
suffragists	needed	a	more	tempered	mediator	to	reach	a	wider	audience.	Frances
Willard	had	unique	credibility	with	the	temperance	activists	because	she	drew
upon	comfortably	familiar	ideas	in	her	speeches.	She	made	heavy	use	of
religious	rhetoric,	quoting	regularly	from	the	Bible.

Frances	Willard	was	the	quintessential	tempered	radical.	“Under	Willard,
nothing	seemed	radical,”	writes	Baker,	even	“as	she	was	moving	toward	more
progressive	causes.”	Her	actions	offer	two	lessons	about	persuading	potential
partners	to	join	forces.	First,	we	need	to	think	differently	about	values.	Instead	of
assuming	that	others	share	our	principles,	or	trying	to	convince	them	to	adopt
ours,	we	ought	to	present	our	values	as	a	means	of	pursuing	theirs.	It’s	hard	to
change	other	people’s	ideals.	It’s	much	easier	to	link	our	agendas	to	familiar
values	that	people	already	hold.

Second,	just	as	we	saw	in	the	case	of	Meredith	Perry’s	disguising	her	real
objective	of	creating	wireless	power,	transparency	isn’t	always	the	best	policy.
As	much	as	they	want	to	be	straightforward	with	potential	partners,	originals
occasionally	need	to	reframe	their	ideas	to	appeal	to	their	audience.	Willard
smuggled	the	vote	inside	the	Trojan	horse	of	fighting	alcohol	abuse.

But	that	argument	didn’t	work	with	every	group	she	addressed.	The	justice
argument	attracted	the	most	radical	women	to	the	cause,	as	they	favored	equal
gender	roles.	With	the	highly	conservative	temperance	activists,	the	most
tempered	argument	for	home	protection	cemented	coalitions.	But	for	converting
other	allies	to	actually	join	the	suffrage	movement,	the	home	protection
argument	was	too	tempered.	McCammon’s	research	shows	that	to	convert	more
women	to	believe	in	suffrage	as	an	end,	not	simply	as	a	means	to	other	ends,	a
Goldilocks	pitch	was	necessary:	the	moderate	societal	reform	argument.	For
movement	leaders	to	“succeed	in	organizing	potential	recruits,	they	must	strike
the	appropriate	balance	between	resonating	with	the	existing	cultural	repertoire
and	challenging	the	status	quo.”	Membership	in	state	suffrage	organizations
didn’t	change	after	suffragists	framed	their	issue	in	terms	of	justice	or	home
protection,	but	it	spiked	after	they	accentuated	how	women	could	improve
society—and	so	did	the	passage	of	suffrage	laws.	“Originality	is	what	everybody
wants,	but	there’s	a	sweet	spot,”	Rob	Minkoff	explains.	“If	it’s	not	original
enough,	it’s	boring	or	trite.	If	it’s	too	original,	it	may	be	hard	for	the	audience	to
understand.	The	goal	is	to	push	the	envelope,	not	tear	the	envelope.”



Throughout	her	life,	Lucy	Stone	continued	to	reference	justice	and	equality
when	speaking	to	women	who	were	already	involved	in	the	suffrage	movement.
But	when	addressing	audiences	of	outsiders,	she	was	more	careful	to	incorporate
the	societal	reform	argument	and	respect	traditional	gender	roles.	In	1853,	when
an	unruly	audience	interrupted	the	proceedings	of	a	women’s	rights	convention,
Stone	took	the	platform.	Instead	of	leading	with	justice,	she	affirmed	the
contributions	of	women	in	the	domestic	sphere:	“I	think	that	any	woman	who
stands	on	the	throne	of	her	own	house,	dispensing	there	the	virtues	of	love,
charity,	and	peace,	and	sends	out	of	it	into	the	world	good	men,	who	may	help	to
make	the	world	better,	occupies	a	higher	position	than	any	crowned	head.”	She
suggested	that	women	could	contribute	more,	and	described	how	they	were
entering	professions,	taking	care	not	to	compare	them	to	men.	When	she
mentioned	a	woman	who	became	a	minister,	the	audience	hissed,	and	Stone
again	reminded	the	audience	that	she	supported	women’s	domestic	roles:	“Some
men	hiss	who	had	no	mothers	to	teach	them	better.”



United	We	Stand:	Creating	Coalitions	Across	Conflict	Lines

After	two	decades	of	conflict,	the	two	suffrage	organizations	finally	began	to
converge	in	philosophy	and	tactics.	Elizabeth	Cady	Stanton	and	Susan	B.
Anthony	had	avoided	radical	alliances	for	more	than	a	decade,	and	they	were
now	investing	their	energy	in	educating	the	public.	Stanton	led	the	writing	of	a
history	of	the	movement;	Anthony	traveled	around	the	country	to	lecture	and
lobby,	and	saw	eye	to	eye	with	Lucy	Stone	on	the	value	of	an	alliance	with
temperance	workers	and	a	more	moderate	campaign	focusing	solely	on	suffrage
rather	than	other	women’s	issues.

Years	ago,	when	studying	the	conflict	between	Israel	and	Palestine,	Harvard
psychologist	Herbert	Kelman	observed	that	conflicts	between	two	groups	are
often	caused	and	intensified	by	conflicts	within	the	groups.	Although	Stone’s
organization	was	aligned	on	the	benefits	of	reuniting,	there	was	strife	within
Anthony	and	Stanton’s	organization.	Stanton	objected	to	the	alliances	with
temperance	workers	and	the	limited	focus	on	suffrage;	various	members
questioned	whether	suffrage	should	be	enacted	at	the	state	or	federal	levels,	and
whether	it	should	be	full	or	partial.

As	effective	as	Stone	was	in	converting	allies,	she	was	the	wrong	person	to
negotiate	with	Anthony.	When	distrust	runs	as	deep	as	it	did	between	these	two
women,	coalitions	depend	on	the	warring	individuals	serving	not	as	leaders,	but
as	lightning	rods.	As	Blake	Ashforth	and	Peter	Reingen	write,	this	could	have
allowed	members	of	each	organization	to	“blame	the	divisiveness	of
competition”	on	Stanton’s	radical	stance,	so	that	“each	side	could	blame	conflict
more	on	the	other	side’s	firebrands,”	while	setting	the	stage	for	them	to
“cooperate	with	other	members	of	the	rival	group.”	To	build	coalitions	across
conflict	lines,	Kelman	finds	that	it’s	rarely	effective	to	send	hawks	to	negotiate.
You	need	the	doves	in	each	group	to	sit	down,	listen	to	each	other’s
perspectives,	identify	their	common	goals	and	methods,	and	engage	in	joint
problem	solving.*

Stone	and	Anthony	recognized	the	value	of	removing	the	hawks	from	the
discussion,	deciding	to	each	designate	seven	members	of	their	organizations	to	a
joint	committee	that	would	negotiate	the	terms	of	a	unification	agreement.	But
the	principles	laid	out	by	Stone	and	Anthony	were	not	sufficient	to	create	a



foundation	for	consensus,	as	the	committee	from	Anthony’s	organization
experienced	such	discord	that	they	had	to	appoint	a	separate	eight-member
committee	to	help	them.	When	they	finally	reached	consensus,	their	proposal	fell
so	far	outside	the	scope	of	the	agreed-upon	principles	that	Stone’s	committee
lacked	the	authority	to	decide	on	it.

In	1890,	three	years	into	the	effort	to	reunite,	Stone	recognized	the	challenges
of	solidarity	and	the	value	of	passing	the	torch:	“The	younger	ones	want	to	unite
and	the	old	ones	who	remember	the	causes	of	division	will	soon	be	gone.”	Her
daughter	and	husband	successfully	negotiated	the	terms	of	an	alliance	with
Anthony’s	committee,	and	their	organizations	merged.	For	her	part,	Anthony
came	to	understand	the	value	of	tempered	radicalism,	to	the	point	that	Stanton
complained,	“Lucy	and	Susan	alike	see	suffrage	only.	They	do	not	see	religious
and	social	bondage.	Neither	do	the	young	women	in	either	association,	hence
they	may	as	well	combine	for	they	have	only	one	mind	and	one	purpose.”

Although	Anthony	and	Stanton	never	mended	fences	with	Stone,	when	Stone
passed	away,	the	sheer	force	of	her	contributions	compelled	them	to	speak
glowingly	of	her.	“There	is	none	more	winning	than	Lucy	Stone,”	Anthony
declared.	“We	have	never	had	a	woman	in	our	whole	fifty	years	of	this
movement	who	could	go	before	an	audience	and	melt	the	heart	of	every	one	in	it
like	that	woman.	She	stood	alone.”

In	Stanton’s	eyes,	“The	death	of	no	woman	in	America	had	ever	called	out	so
general	a	tribute	of	public	respect	and	esteem.”	Stone	was	the	“first	who	really
stirred	the	nation’s	heart	on	the	subject	of	women’s	wrongs,”	and	their
disagreement	many	years	earlier	was	because	Stone	“felt	the	slaves’	wrongs
more	deeply	than	her	own—my	philosophy	was	more	egotistical.”

“Those	who	cannot	remember	the	past	are	condemned	to	repeat	it,”
philosopher	George	Santayana	wrote.	That	would	prove	to	hold	true	for	the
American	women’s	suffrage	movement,	on	at	least	two	occasions.	In	1890,	two
members	of	Anthony’s	organization,	furious	at	her	scheming	to	create	a	national
organization	and	the	move	toward	tempered	radicalism,	split	off	to	form	a	rival
group	that	attacked	the	efforts	to	unify.	Anthony	and	Stanton	quashed	it,	but	they
were	not	around	to	warn	their	successors	against	the	narcissism	of	small
differences.	At	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century,	in	the	twilight	of	their	lives,
they	handed	the	leadership	of	the	national	suffrage	organization	on	to	Carrie
Chapman	Catt,	then	a	temperance	activist	and	WCTU	member.

But	a	more	radical	woman	named	Alice	Paul,	not	content	to	pursue	suffrage
with	tempered	tactics	like	lecturing,	writing,	and	lobbying,	favored	bolder



actions.	She	embarked	on	a	hunger	strike,	and	rejected	Catt’s	nonpartisan
position,	blaming	the	Democratic	Party	for	the	failure	to	grant	suffrage.	Paul’s
actions	were	so	radical	that	she	was	expelled	from	the	national	suffrage
organization,	and	she	formed	her	own	in	1916.	As	of	1918,	the	national
organization	boasted	over	a	million	members;	Paul’s	had	only	ten	thousand,	and
like	her	predecessors,	she	avoided	alliances	with	African	Americans.	Her	group
picketed	the	White	House	and	ridiculed	President	Woodrow	Wilson,	which
might	have	helped	to	move	the	needle.	“But	it	was	Catt’s	leadership—
progressive	but	not	radical—that	finally	led	Wilson	to	throw	his	support	behind
the	amendment,”	one	onlooker	wrote.

In	her	dying	breath	in	1893,	Lucy	Stone	whispered	four	words	to	her
daughter:	“Make	the	world	better.”	It	would	be	twenty-seven	more	years	before
the	Nineteenth	Amendment	passed.	But	when	women	gained	full	voting	rights
nationwide,	Stone’s	footprint	of	tempered	radicalism	was	powerful	and	visible.
As	Kerr	sums	it	up:	“The	organizational	model	Stone	provided	would	be	adopted
by	Carrie	Chapman	Catt	in	the	final,	successful	march	to	an	amendment	in
1920.”
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Rebel	with	a	Cause

How	Siblings,	Parents,	and	Mentors	Nurture	Originality

“We	are	not	our	brother’s	keeper	.	.	.	in	countless	large	and	small	ways	we	are	our
brother’s	maker.”

Harry	and	Bonaro	Overstreet

moment	ago,	he	was	standing	calmly	on	third	base,	adjusting	his	hat.	Now,
his	feet	are	darting	side	to	side,	dancing	away	from	the	bag.	He	is	poised	for	a
head	start	toward	home	plate.

He	is	one	of	the	greatest	men	ever	to	set	foot	on	a	baseball	diamond,	and	he
has	been	in	this	position	before.	Four	previous	times	he	has	led	his	team	to	the
World	Series,	and	all	four	times	they	have	lost	to	the	Yankees.	This	time,	he
hopes,	will	be	different.	It’s	the	opening	game	of	his	fifth	championship	battle
against	the	Yankees,	and	his	team	is	down	6–4	in	the	eighth	inning.	With	two
outs,	he	has	a	dilemma:	Should	he	count	on	his	teammate	to	drive	him	in,	or	go
for	broke	and	try	to	steal	home?

Stealing	a	base	is	one	of	the	riskiest	moves	in	baseball.	It	increases	your
team’s	odds	of	scoring	by	less	than	3	percent,	and	to	do	it	successfully	you
usually	need	to	slide	into	the	base,	which	can	mean	a	painful	physical	collision
with	a	fielder.	Stealing	home	is	even	riskier:	instead	of	having	his	back	to	you,
as	would	be	the	case	if	you	were	trying	to	steal	second	or	third	base,	the	pitcher
is	already	facing	the	plate,	allowing	for	an	easy	throw.	The	pitcher	has	to	hurl
the	ball	only	60	feet	through	the	air;	you	have	to	travel	90	feet	by	foot.	In
essence,	you	have	to	outrun	the	ball.	And	even	if	you	think	you	can	make	it,
your	odds	of	getting	injured	are	quadrupled	at	home	plate	compared	to	collisions
at	other	bases.

In	the	entire	2012	season,	only	three	players	attempted	to	steal	home.
Although	baseball’s	all-time	steals	leader,	Rickey	Henderson,	stole	more	than



1,400	bases	in	his	career,	only	one	was	a	pure	steal	of	home	plate.	In	second
place	all-time	for	career	steals	is	Lou	Brock,	whose	938	successful	attempts
include	a	grand	total	of	zero	times	stealing	home.

This	man,	though,	is	different.	He	holds	the	record	for	stealing	home	plate
more	than	any	player	in	the	modern	era—nineteen	times.	Over	nearly	a	century,
there	are	just	two	other	players	who	have	even	reached	double	digits.

He	has	led	the	league	in	stolen	bases	twice,	but	if	you	believe	his	decision	to
steal	home	is	about	speed,	think	again.	At	thirty-six,	he	is	well	past	his	prime.	He
has	missed	a	third	of	the	regular	season	due	to	injuries.	Six	years	earlier	he	stole
thirty-seven	bases	in	a	season;	in	the	past	two	seasons	combined,	he	has	barely
stolen	half	that	many.	His	hair	is	silver,	and	he	has	put	on	weight;	sportswriters
are	calling	him	the	“old	gray	fat	man.”	In	the	past,	he	has	batted	fourth,	the
coveted	cleanup	spot.	Now,	he	is	down	to	seventh	in	the	batting	order.	He	will
retire	the	following	year.

The	man’s	speed	is	a	relic	of	the	past,	but	he	has	spent	his	whole	life	taking
action	where	others	stood	still,	and	he	is	not	about	to	stop	now.	He	waits	for	the
right	opportunity	and	then	charges	ahead.	Just	as	he	slides	into	home	plate,	the
catcher	reaches	out	to	tag	him.	There’s	nothing	certain	about	the	decision.	But
when	the	umpire	makes	the	call,	he’s	safe.

Ultimately,	it’s	too	little,	too	late.	His	team	loses	the	first	game	to	the
Yankees.	But	his	effort	serves	a	symbolic	purpose.	In	the	words	of	one	sports
historian,	stealing	home	gives	his	team	“a	huge	psychological	lift.”	The	man
himself	notices	it,	too:	“Whether	it	was	because	of	my	stealing	home	or	not,	the
team	had	new	fire.”	They	go	on	to	win	the	series,	landing	the	coveted
championship.

Years	later,	reflecting	on	the	player’s	legacy,	one	journalist	wrote	that	his
attempts	to	steal	home	plate	“certainly	were,	collectively,	the	second-boldest
thing	he	ever	did	in	baseball.”

The	first	was	breaking	the	color	barrier.
To	become	original,	we	have	to	be	willing	to	take	some	risks.	When	we	go

against	the	grain	to	upend	time-honored	traditions,	we	can	never	be	certain	that
we’ll	succeed.	As	journalist	Robert	Quillen	wrote,	“Progress	always	involves
risk.	You	can’t	steal	second	and	keep	one	foot	on	first	base.”

From	the	day	that	Jackie	Robinson	became	Major	League	Baseball’s	first
black	player	in	1947,	he	braved	racist	peers	who	refused	to	play	with	or	against
him,	opponents	who	deliberately	cut	him	with	their	spiked	cleats,	and	hate	mail
and	death	threats.	He	went	on	to	become	the	first	black	vice	president	of	a	major



American	company	and	the	country’s	first	black	baseball	announcer.	What	gave
him	the	courage	to	rebel	against	social	norms	and	stay	resolute	in	the	face	of
emotional,	social,	and	physical	risks?

We	can	observe	some	clues	in	an	unlikely	place,	by	examining	the	family
backgrounds	of	ballplayers	who	have	shared	his	penchant	for	stealing	bases.	In
the	modern	era	of	baseball,	since	the	162-game	season	was	introduced,	only	ten
players	have	stolen	at	least	70	bases	in	two	different	seasons.	Take	a	look	at	the
list	below.	Do	you	see	a	pattern?





Aiming	to	determine	why	some	baseball	players	steal	more	bases	than	others,
historian	of	science	Frank	Sulloway	and	psychologist	Richard	Zweigenhaft	did
something	clever.	They	identified	more	than	four	hundred	brothers	who	played
professional	baseball,	which	enabled	them	to	compare	individuals	from	the	same
families,	who	shared	half	their	DNA	and	had	similar	upbringings.	Their	results
revealed	a	striking	fact:	birth	order	predicted	which	brother	tried	to	steal	more
bases.

Younger	brothers	were	10.6	times	more	likely	than	their	older	siblings	to
attempt	to	steal	a	base.

The	younger	brothers	weren’t	necessarily	better	players	overall.	They	had	no
advantage	when	it	came	to	batting	average,	for	example.	And	comparing
brothers	who	were	pitchers,	the	older	siblings	actually	had	a	slight	edge	in	ball
control;	they	tended	to	have	more	strikeouts	and	fewer	walks.	The	key	difference
was	the	propensity	to	take	risks.	Along	with	attempting	more	steals,	younger
brothers	were	4.7	times	more	likely	to	get	hit	by	a	pitch,	probably	because	they
dared	more	often	to	crowd	the	plate.	But	they	didn’t	just	take	bolder	action;	they
also	succeeded	more	often	than	their	older	siblings.	Younger	brothers	were	3.2
times	more	likely	to	steal	a	base	safely.

In	fact,	their	appetite	for	risk	makes	younger	siblings	less	likely	even	to	play
baseball.	Across	twenty-four	different	studies	of	more	than	eight	thousand
people,	laterborns	were	1.48	times	more	likely	to	participate	in	sports	with	high
injury	rates,	such	as	football,	rugby,	boxing,	ice	hockey,	gymnastics,	scuba
diving,	downhill	skiing	and	ski	jumping,	bobsledding,	and	auto	racing.
Firstborns	preferred	safer	sports:	baseball,	golf,	tennis,	track,	cycling,	and	crew.

When	laterborns	do	opt	to	play	professional	baseball,	they	tend	to	tear	up	the
base	path.	Look	at	the	three	players	who	tower	over	their	peers	as	the	reigning
home	plate	thieves	of	the	modern	era:	all	had	at	least	three	older	siblings.	Jackie
Robinson,	who	has	been	called	the	“father	of	modern	base	stealing,”	was	the
youngest	of	five	children.	The	second-highest	tally	for	stealing	home	in	the
modern	era	belongs	to	Rod	Carew,	the	fourth	of	five	children.	Beyond	having	an
acute	sense	of	timing,	“it	also	takes	a	certain	amount	of	nerve,”	Carew	noted.	To
steal	home,	he	explained,	“I	could	not	have	any	fear	within	myself	of	getting
hurt.	And	I	didn’t,	because	I	felt	in	control.”	The	third	ranked,	Paul	Molitor,
called	stealing	home	“a	courage	play”;	he’s	the	fourth	child	of	eight.

A	similar	pattern	emerges	in	the	base-stealing	rankings	listed	above.	Of	the
only	ten	players	ever	to	steal	at	least	70	bases	in	two	different	seasons,	half	have
at	least	four	older	siblings,	and	seven	have	at	least	two	older	siblings.	These



seven	stealing	champs	are,	on	average,	child	number	6.9	in	their	families,	and	71
percent	of	their	siblings	are	older	than	them.

Laterborns	aren’t	just	more	likely	to	take	risks	in	baseball—the	difference
also	shows	up	in	politics	and	science,	with	serious	implications	for	social	and
intellectual	progress.	In	a	landmark	study,	Sulloway	analyzed	more	than	two
dozen	major	scientific	revolutions	and	breakthroughs,	from	Copernican
astronomy	to	Darwinian	evolution	and	from	Newton’s	mechanics	to	Einstein’s
relativity.	He	enlisted	over	a	hundred	historians	of	science	to	evaluate	the
stances	of	nearly	four	thousand	scientists	on	a	spectrum	from	extreme	support	of
prevailing	views	to	extreme	advocacy	of	new	ideas.	Then,	he	tracked	the	role	of
birth	order	in	predicting	whether	the	scientists	would	defend	the	status	quo	or
champion	a	revolutionary	new	theory.	In	each	case,	he	controlled	for	the	fact
that	there	are	more	laterborns	than	firstborns	in	the	population,	as	well	as	for
social	class,	family	size,	and	other	factors	that	might	influence	the	results.

Compared	to	firstborns,	laterborn	scientists	had	more	than	triple	the	odds	of
endorsing	Newton’s	laws	of	gravity	and	motion	and	Einstein’s	theory	of	special
relativity	when	these	ideas	were	considered	radical.	During	the	half	century	after
Copernicus	published	his	model	of	the	earth	revolving	around	the	sun,	laterborn
scientists	were	5.4	times	more	likely	to	endorse	the	Copernican	model	than
firstborns.	After	Galileo	invented	the	telescope	and	published	his	discoveries
supporting	the	model,	the	ratio	dropped	to	1:1.	Since	the	theory	was	no	longer
radical,	firstborns	accepted	it	at	equal	rates.

The	most	telling	evidence	that	later	children	may	be	born	to	rebel	comes
from	Sulloway’s	analysis	of	reactions	to	the	theory	of	evolution.	He	assessed
how	hundreds	of	scientists	responded	to	the	notion	of	evolution	from	1700	to
1859,	before	Darwin	released	his	famous	findings.	Prior	to	Darwin,	56	of	117
laterborns	believed	in	evolution,	compared	with	only	9	of	103	firstborns.	In	the
sixteen	years	after	Darwin	published	his	discoveries,	the	laterborn	odds	of
supporting	evolution	dropped	from	9.7	times	to	4.6	times	greater	than	firstborns.
As	the	ideas	gained	scientific	acceptance,	firstborns	were	more	comfortable
advocating	for	them.

We	assume	that	younger	scientists	will	be	more	receptive	to	rebellious	ideas
than	older	scientists,	who	become	conservative	and	entrenched	in	their	beliefs
with	age.	But	remarkably,	birth	order	was	more	consequential	than	age.	“An	80-
year-old	laterborn	was	as	open	to	evolutionary	theory	as	a	25-year-old	firstborn,”
Sulloway	writes,	arguing	that	evolutionary	theory	“only	became	a	historical



reality	because	laterborns	outnumbered	firstborns	2.6	to	1	in	the	general
population.”

Overall,	laterborns	were	twice	as	likely	as	firstborns	to	champion	major
scientific	upheavals.	“The	likelihood	of	this	difference	arising	by	chance	is
substantially	less	than	one	in	a	billion,”	Sulloway	observes.	“Laterborns	have
typically	been	half	a	century	ahead	of	firstborns	in	their	willingness	to	endorse
radical	innovations.”	Similar	results	emerged	when	he	studied	thirty-one
political	revolutions:	laterborns	were	twice	as	likely	as	firstborns	to	support
radical	changes.

As	a	card-carrying	firstborn,	I	was	initially	dismayed	by	these	results.	But	as
I	learned	about	birth-order	research,	I	realized	that	none	of	these	patterns	are	set
in	stone.	We	don’t	need	to	cede	originality	to	laterborn	children.	By	adopting	the
parenting	practices	that	are	typically	applied	primarily	to	younger	children,	we
can	raise	any	child	to	become	more	original.

This	chapter	examines	the	family	roots	of	originality.	What’s	unique	about
being	a	younger	child,	how	does	family	size	figure	in,	and	what	are	the
implications	for	nurture?	And	how	can	we	account	for	the	cases	that	don’t	fit
these	patterns—the	three	only	children	on	the	base-stealing	list,	the	firstborns
who	rebel,	and	the	latterborn	who	conform?	I’ll	use	birth	order	as	a	launching
pad	for	examining	the	impact	of	siblings,	parents,	and	role	models	on	our
tendencies	to	take	risks.	To	see	why	siblings	aren’t	as	alike	as	we	expect	them	to
be,	I’ll	look	at	the	upbringing	of	Jackie	Robinson	and	the	families	of	the	most
original	comedians	in	America.	You’ll	find	out	what	determines	whether
children	rebel	in	a	constructive	or	destructive	direction,	why	it’s	a	mistake	to	tell
children	not	to	cheat,	how	we	praise	them	ineffectively	and	read	them	the	wrong
books,	and	what	we	can	learn	from	the	parents	of	individuals	who	risked	their
lives	to	rescue	Jews	during	the	Holocaust.



Born	to	Rebel

In	1944,	more	than	a	decade	before	Rosa	Parks	made	her	heroic	stand	on	a
Montgomery	bus,	Jackie	Robinson,	then	an	army	lieutenant,	was	court-martialed
for	refusing	to	sit	at	the	back	of	a	bus.	The	driver	“shouted	that	if	I	didn’t	move
to	the	rear	of	the	bus	he	would	cause	me	plenty	of	trouble,”	Robinson	recounted.
“I	told	him	hotly	that	I	couldn’t	care	less	about	his	causing	me	trouble.”	He	gave
a	similar	account	for	his	mad	dash	toward	home	plate	in	the	World	Series
opener.	“I	suddenly	decided	to	shake	things	up,”	Robinson	explained.	“It	was
not	the	best	baseball	strategy	to	steal	home	with	our	team	two	runs	behind,	but	I
just	took	off	and	did	it.	I	really	didn’t	care	whether	I	made	it	or	not.”

“I	couldn’t	care	less”	and	“I	really	didn’t	care”	reveal	something	fundamental
about	how	Jackie	Robinson	learned	to	approach	risk.	According	to	eminent
Stanford	professor	James	March,	when	many	of	us	make	decisions,	we	follow	a
logic	of	consequence:	Which	course	of	action	will	produce	the	best	result?	If
you’re	like	Robinson,	and	you	consistently	challenge	the	status	quo,	you	operate
differently,	using	instead	a	logic	of	appropriateness:	What	does	a	person	like	me
do	in	a	situation	like	this?	Rather	than	looking	outward	in	an	attempt	to	predict
the	outcome,	you	turn	inward	to	your	identity.	You	base	the	decision	on	who	you
are—or	who	you	want	to	be.

When	we	use	the	logic	of	consequence,	we	can	always	find	reasons	not	to
take	risks.	The	logic	of	appropriateness	frees	us	up.	We	think	less	about	what
will	guarantee	the	outcome	we	want,	and	act	more	on	a	visceral	sense	of	what
someone	like	us	ought	to	do.	And	this	tendency	can	be	influenced	by	birth	order.

For	years,	experts	have	touted	the	advantages	of	being	firstborn.	The	eldest
child	in	the	family	is	typically	set	up	for	success,	benefiting	from	the	undivided
attention,	time,	and	energy	of	fawning	parents.	Evidence	shows	that	firstborns
are	more	likely	to	win	the	Nobel	Prize	in	science,	become	U.S.	congressmen,
and	win	local	and	national	elections	in	the	Netherlands.	It	also	appears	that
they’re	most	likely	to	rise	to	the	top	of	corporations:	one	analysis	of	more	than
1,500	CEOs	revealed	that	43	percent	were	firstborn.

In	a	recent	study,	economists	Marco	Bertoni	and	Giorgio	Brunello	decided	to
take	a	closer	look	at	the	impact	of	birth	order	on	career	success.	Tracking	more
than	four	thousand	people	over	multiple	decades	in	nearly	a	dozen	European



countries,	they	found	that	when	entering	the	labor	market,	firstborns	enjoy	14
percent	higher	starting	salaries	than	laterborns.	Firstborns	benefit	from	greater
education,	which	enables	them	to	command	these	higher	wages.

Yet	this	initial	career	advantage	vanishes	by	age	thirty.	Laterborns	have	faster
salary	growth,	because	they	are	willing	to	switch	to	better-paying	jobs	sooner
and	more	often.	“Firstborns	are	more	risk	averse	than	laterborns,”	the
economists	write,	noting	that	the	laterborns	were	also	more	prone	to	bad
drinking	and	smoking	habits,	and	were	less	likely	to	buy	retirement	accounts	and
life	insurance	packages.	Psychologist	Dean	Simonton	explains:	“It	is	not	inferior
ability	that	inclines	later-borns	to	perform	poorly	on	standardized	tests,	to
achieve	less	in	school,	and	to	disfavor	prestigious	occupations.	Rather,	later-
borns	may	find	these	first-born	preoccupations	to	represent	distasteful	quests	for
authority	and	conformity.”

Although	it	is	beginning	to	gain	some	legitimacy,	the	science	of	birth	order
has	a	checkered	past	and	remains	controversial	today.	Birth	order	doesn’t
determine	who	you	are;	it	only	affects	the	probability	that	you’ll	develop	in	a
particular	way.	There	are	many	other	contributing	factors,	both	in	your	biology
and	your	life	experience.	To	isolate	the	impact	of	birth	order,	the	research	is
inherently	messy:	you	can’t	conduct	randomized,	controlled	experiments,	many
studies	stop	at	comparing	siblings	in	different	families	when	the	more	rigorous
comparison	would	be	within	families,	and	there’s	little	consensus	about	how	to
handle	subjects	like	half	siblings,	stepsiblings,	adopted	siblings,	deceased
siblings,	and	cousins	who	share	a	household.	Birth-order	experts	continue	to
fundamentally	disagree	on	many	of	the	conclusions.	As	a	social	scientist,	I	felt	it
was	my	responsibility	to	review	the	evidence	and	share	my	observations	about
what	seems	most	likely	to	be	true.	When	I	examined	the	data,	birth	order	was	a
better	predictor	of	personality	and	behavior	than	I	had	expected.

In	one	study,	people	ranked	their	siblings	and	themselves	on	school
achievement	and	rebellion.	High	academic	achievers	were	2.3	times	as	likely	to
be	firstborn	as	lastborn.	Rebels	were	twice	as	likely	to	be	lastborn	as	firstborn.
And	when	asked	to	write	about	the	few	most	rebellious	or	unconventional	things
they	had	ever	done	in	their	lives,	laterborns	had	longer	responses	and	described
more	unconventional	behaviors.	Hundreds	of	studies	point	to	the	same
conclusion:	although	firstborns	tend	to	be	more	dominant,	conscientious,	and
ambitious,	laterborns	are	more	open	to	taking	risks	and	embracing	original	ideas.
Firstborns	tend	to	defend	the	status	quo;	laterborns	are	inclined	to	challenge	it.*



There	are	two	dominant	explanations	for	the	laterborn	tendency	to	take	risks.
One	concerns	how	children	themselves	handle	sibling	rivalry;	the	other,	how
parents	raise	younger	children	differently.	Although	we	can’t	control	birth	order,
we	can	influence	how	it	plays	out.



Niche	Picking:	Competing	by	Not	Competing

Look	at	lots	of	siblings,	and	you’ll	notice	a	baffling	fact:	the	big	differences	in
personality	don’t	exist	between	families,	but	within	them.	When	identical	twins
grow	up	in	the	same	family,	they’re	no	more	similar	to	each	other	than	identical
twins	who	are	separated	at	birth	and	raised	by	different	families.	“The	same	is
true	of	non-twin	siblings—they	are	no	more	similar	when	reared	together	than
when	reared	apart,”	Harvard	psychologist	Steven	Pinker	summarizes.	“And
adopted	siblings	are	no	more	similar	than	two	people	plucked	off	the	street	at
random.”	This	holds	for	originality.	In	adulthood,	adopted	siblings	don’t
resemble	each	other	at	all	in	tendencies	toward	non-conformity	or	risk	taking,
despite	having	been	raised	by	the	same	parents.

Niche	picking	might	help	to	make	sense	of	this	mystery.	This	concept	has	its
roots	in	the	work	of	the	physician	and	psychotherapist	Alfred	Adler,	who	came
to	believe	that	Sigmund	Freud’s	emphasis	on	parenting	failed	to	account	for	the
critical	influence	of	siblings	on	personality	development.	Adler	argued	that
because	firstborn	children	start	life	as	only	children,	they	initially	identify	with
their	parents.	When	a	younger	sibling	arrives,	firstborns	risk	being	“dethroned”
and	often	respond	by	emulating	their	parents:	they	enforce	rules	and	assert	their
authority	over	the	younger	sibling,	which	sets	the	stage	for	the	younger	child	to
rebel.

Faced	with	the	intellectual	and	physical	challenges	of	competing	directly
with	an	older	sibling,	the	younger	chooses	a	different	way	to	stand	out.	“The
niche	of	the	responsible	achiever	is	particularly	likely	to	be	open	for	an	eldest
child,”	Sulloway	writes.	“Once	this	niche	is	taken,	it	is	difficult	for	a	younger
sibling	to	compete	effectively	for	the	same	niche.”*	This	depends,	of	course,	on
the	age	distance	between	siblings.	If	two	children	are	only	a	year	apart,	the
younger	sibling	may	be	smart	enough	or	strong	enough	to	hold	her	own;	if
they’re	seven	years	apart	in	age,	the	niche	is	open	again	for	the	younger	sibling
to	participate	without	having	to	compete	directly.	In	baseball,	brothers	who	were
two	to	five	years	apart	in	age	were	significantly	more	likely	to	play	different
positions	than	brothers	who	were	less	than	two	years	apart	or	more	than	five
years	apart.	Jackie	Robinson	ran	track	in	college,	but	couldn’t	beat	his	older
brother	Mack,	who	was	five	years	his	senior	and	won	an	Olympic	silver	medal



in	the	200-meter	dash.	Robinson	ended	up	differentiating	himself	by	winning	the
NCAA	broad	jump	championship—and	lettering	at	UCLA	in	basketball	and
football,	along	with	track	and	baseball.

Curious	about	whether	niche	picking	could	be	observed	in	other	families,	I
turned	to	the	world	of	comedy.	At	its	core,	comedy	is	an	act	of	rebellion.
Evidence	shows	that	compared	to	the	norms	in	the	population,	comedians	tend	to
be	more	original	and	rebellious—and	the	higher	they	score	on	these	dimensions,
the	more	professional	success	they	attain.	After	all,	people	laugh	when	a	joke
deviates	from	expectations	or	violates	a	sacred	principle	in	a	harmless	way,
making	the	unacceptable	acceptable.	To	challenge	expectations	and	question
core	values,	comedians	must	take	calculated	risks;	to	do	it	without	offending	the
audience	to	the	point	that	they	tune	out,	comedians	need	creativity.	The	very
choice	to	become	a	comedian	means	abandoning	the	prospect	of	a	stable,
predictable	career.	Jim	Carrey’s	father	considered	comedy,	but	chose	accounting
because	it	was	a	safer	bet.	As	Jerry	Seinfeld	quipped,	“I	never	had	a	job.”

Based	on	what	we	know	about	niche	picking,	I	suspected	that	laterborn
children	would	be	more	likely	to	become	great	comedians.	More	conventional
careers	would	already	have	been	taken	by	older	siblings,	so	instead	of	struggling
to	be	smarter	or	stronger	than	them,	the	younger	children	could	be	funnier.
Unlike	other	talents,	the	ability	to	make	people	laugh	isn’t	dependent	on	age	or
maturity.	The	bigger	your	family	is,	the	fewer	options	you	have	to	distinguish
yourself,	and	the	more	likely	you’ll	be	to	choose	humor	as	your	niche.

Are	great	comedians	more	likely	to	be	born	last	than	first?	To	find	out,	I
analyzed	Comedy	Central’s	2004	list	of	the	100	greatest	stand-up	comics	of	all
time.	That	tally	is	a	who’s	who	of	original	comedians	known	for	rebellious
material	that	challenges	social	norms	and	political	ideologies,	and	includes
figures	ranging	from	George	Carlin	and	Chris	Rock	to	Joan	Rivers	and	Jon
Stewart.

Statistically,	there	should	be	an	equal	number	of	firstborns	and	lastborns.
When	I	tracked	the	birth	order	of	these	hundred	original	comedians,	though,
forty-four	of	them	were	the	lastborn,	compared	with	only	twenty	firstborn.	They
came	from	families	with	an	average	of	3.5	children,	yet	nearly	half	of	them	were
the	baby	of	their	families.	On	average,	they	were	born	48	percent	later	in	the
sibling	order	than	they	should	have	been	by	chance.	Comedians	with	siblings
were	83	percent	more	likely	to	be	born	last	than	chance	would	predict.	The	odds
of	that	many	great	comedians	being	lastborn	by	chance	are	two	in	a	million.



When	I	turned	to	specific	lastborn	comedians,	I	found	that	their	older	siblings
usually	filled	more	conventional	achievement	niches.	Stephen	Colbert	is	the
youngest	of	eleven;	his	older	siblings	include	an	intellectual	property	attorney,	a
congressional	candidate,	and	a	government	lawyer.	Chelsea	Handler’s	five	older
siblings	are	a	mechanical	engineer,	a	chef,	an	accountant,	a	lawyer,	and	a	nurse
—all	careers	where	it’s	possible	to	obtain	education	certifications	and	stable
salaries.	Louis	C.K.’s	three	older	sisters	are	a	doctor,	a	teacher,	and	a	software
engineer.	All	five	of	Jim	Gaffigan’s	older	siblings	are	managers:	three	bank
executives,	a	department	store	GM,	and	an	operations	manager.	Mel	Brooks’s
three	older	brothers	were	a	chemist,	a	bookstore	owner,	and	a	government
official.

Niche	picking	helps	to	solve	the	mystery	of	why	siblings	aren’t	terribly
similar;	laterborn	children	actively	seek	to	be	different.	But	there’s	more	to	this
story	than	children’s	attempting	to	stand	out.	As	hard	as	they	may	try	to	be
consistent,	parents	treat	children	differently	based	on	birth	order,	which	wedges
their	personalities	even	further	apart.*



The	Slippery	Slope	of	Strict	Parenting

Psychologist	Robert	Zajonc	observed	that	firstborns	grow	up	in	a	world	of
adults,	while	the	more	older	siblings	you	have,	the	more	time	you	spend	learning
from	other	children.	Had	Jackie	Robinson	been	the	first	child,	he	would	have
been	raised	primarily	by	his	mother.	But	with	five	children	to	feed,	Mallie
Robinson	needed	to	work.	As	a	result,	Robinson’s	older	sister,	Willa	Mae,
reflected,	“I	was	the	little	mother.”	She	bathed	him,	dressed	him,	and	fed	him.
When	she	went	to	kindergarten,	she	convinced	her	mother	to	let	her	bring	her
baby	brother	to	school	with	her.	A	three-year-old	Jackie	Robinson	played	in	the
sandbox	all	day	for	a	year,	with	Willa	Mae	poking	her	head	out	the	window
periodically	to	make	sure	he	was	okay.	Meanwhile,	Robinson’s	older	brother
Frank	was	ready	to	defend	him	in	fights.

When	older	siblings	serve	as	surrogate	parents	and	role	models,	you	don’t
face	as	many	rules	or	punishments,	and	you	enjoy	the	security	of	their
protection.	You	also	end	up	taking	risks	earlier:	instead	of	emulating	the
measured,	carefully	considered	choices	of	adults,	you	follow	the	lead	of	other
children.

Even	when	the	parenting	role	isn’t	delegated	to	children,	parents	tend	to	start
out	as	strict	disciplinarians	with	firstborns	and	become	increasingly	flexible	with
laterborns.	Parents	often	relax	as	they	gain	experience,	and	there	simply	aren’t	as
many	chores	for	the	lastborn	children	to	do,	because	their	older	siblings	handle
them.	When	Robinson	joined	a	neighborhood	gang,	he	got	caught	stealing	and
shoplifting	on	a	regular	basis.	On	more	than	one	occasion,	instead	of	enforcing
punishment,	Robinson’s	mother	marched	to	the	police	station	and	told	the
captain	he	was	being	too	harsh	on	her	son.	“He	could	get	away	with	these
antics,”	writes	biographer	Mary	Kay	Linge,	“because	he	had	always	.	.	.	been
coddled	.	.	.	after	all,	Jackie	was	the	baby	of	the	family,	and	he	never	had	the
same	responsibilities	that	his	siblings	had.”*

We	can	see	this	shift	in	parenting	patterns	in	the	experience	of	Lizz
Winstead,	who	cocreated	The	Daily	Show.	It	was	the	first	news	program	to	use
comedy	to	challenge	the	established	media’s	presentation	of	current	events—
looking	like	the	news	but	parodying	it	at	the	same	time.	“We	were	going	to	make



fun	of	them	by	becoming	them,”	Winstead	writes.	“It	simply	had	never	been
done	before.”

Growing	up	in	Minnesota	as	the	youngest	of	five	children	of	extremely
conservative	parents,	Winstead	was	given	far	more	freedom	than	her	siblings.	“I
walked	all	over	my	parents,	because	they	were	old.	I	had	a	lot	of	leeway.	I
stopped	asking	for	permission	to	do	things.	I	took	public	buses	alone.	I	stayed
out	all	night.	They	went	on	vacations	and	left	me	alone	in	high	school.	They
were	just	more	exhausted.	They	forgot	to	say	‘You	can’t	do	that.’”	When	she
was	a	child,	despite	the	fact	that	she	didn’t	know	how	to	swim,	her	mother	didn’t
warn	her	what	would	happen	if	she	fell	out	of	an	inner	tube	in	the	middle	of	a
lake.	“I	didn’t	know	I	was	supposed	to	be	scared.	And	in	a	nutshell,	that	is	why	I
dove	into	everything	headfirst,”	Winstead	explains.	“Then	as	now,	I	looked	at
life’s	challenges	as	dares	rather	than	uphill	battles,	and	consequently	the	results
of	this	glaring	parental	oversight	led	to	a	lifetime	of	me	torturing	them	with	my
chronic	pluckiness.”

From	her	earliest	days,	Winstead	had	to	stand	out	to	get	noticed:	as	her
brother	Gene,	now	a	mayor,	recalls,	“The	whole	family	would	pipe	up	all	the
time,	so	she	being	the	runt	would	have	to	pipe	up	that	much	louder.”	At	ten,
Winstead	questioned	her	Catholic	teacher	on	why	dogs	and	Jews	don’t	go	to
heaven.	At	twelve,	when	a	priest	told	her	she	couldn’t	be	an	altar	boy,	she
challenged	him	by	proposing	to	become	an	altar	girl—and	wrote	a	letter
championing	the	idea	to	the	bishop,	a	notion	her	parents	didn’t	discourage.	Even
when	they	did	object	to	her	values,	her	parents	continued	to	support	her.	Years
later,	when	she	spoke	out	in	favor	of	abortion,	she	overheard	her	father	say,	“At
least	my	daughter	says	what	she	thinks	and	doesn’t	hide	who	she	is.”

The	larger	the	family,	the	more	laterborns	face	lax	rules	and	get	away	with
things	that	their	elder	siblings	wouldn’t	have.	“I’m	from	a	very	large	family—
nine	parents,”	comedian	Jim	Gaffigan	jokes.	“When	you’re	the	youngest	of	a	big
family,	by	the	time	you’re	a	teenager,	your	parents	are	insane.”

While	we	can	explain	the	risk	taking	of	many	originals	by	virtue	of	the
unusual	autonomy	and	protection	that	they	received	as	the	babies	of	their
families,	these	parenting	behaviors	can	nurture	rebellion	among	children	at	any
position	in	the	birth	order;	they	may	just	be	most	common	with	the	youngest
child.	Interestingly,	Sulloway	finds	that	predicting	personality	is	more
challenging	with	only	children	than	with	children	who	have	siblings.	Like
firstborns,	only	children	grow	up	in	a	world	of	adults	and	identify	with	parents.



Like	lastborns,	they	are	protected	fiercely,	which	leaves	them	“freer	to	become
radicals	themselves.”

The	evidence	on	birth	order	highlights	the	importance	of	giving	children
freedom	to	be	original.	But	one	of	the	dangers	of	doing	so	is	that	they	might	use
that	freedom	to	rebel	in	ways	that	put	themselves	or	others	at	risk.	Once	a	child
of	any	birth	order	is	motivated	to	be	original,	what	determines	the	direction	in
which	she	will	channel	that	originality?	I	wanted	to	learn	why	Jackie	Robinson
abandoned	gang	life	and	became	a	civil	rights	activist—and	what	factors	shape
whether	children	use	their	freedom	to	become	honorable	or	antisocial,	proactive
or	passive,	creative	or	destructive.

Answering	this	question	has	been	the	life’s	work	of	Samuel	and	Pearl	Oliner,
a	sociologist	and	an	education	researcher.	They	conducted	a	pioneering	study	of
non-Jews	who	risked	their	lives	to	save	Jews	during	the	Holocaust,	comparing
these	heroic	individuals	with	a	group	of	neighbors	who	lived	in	the	same	towns
but	did	not	extend	help	to	Jews.	The	rescuers	had	much	in	common	with	the
bystanders:	similar	educational	backgrounds,	occupations,	homes,
neighborhoods,	and	political	and	religious	beliefs.	They	were	also	equally
rebellious	in	their	childhoods—the	rescuers	were	just	as	likely	as	the	bystanders
to	be	disciplined	by	their	parents	for	disobeying,	stealing,	lying,	cheating,
aggressing,	and	failing	to	do	what	they	were	told.	What	differentiated	the
rescuers	was	how	their	parents	disciplined	bad	behavior	and	praised	good
behavior.



Great	Explanations

Years	ago,	researchers	found	that	from	ages	two	to	ten,	children	are	urged	by
their	parents	to	change	their	behavior	once	every	six	to	nine	minutes.	As
developmental	psychologist	Martin	Hoffman	sums	it	up,	this	“translates	roughly
into	50	discipline	encounters	a	day	or	over	15,000	a	year!”

When	the	Holocaust	rescuers	recalled	their	childhoods,	they	had	received	a
unique	form	of	discipline	from	their	parents.	“Explained	is	the	word	most
rescuers	favored,”	the	Oliners	discovered:

It	is	in	their	reliance	on	reasoning,	explanations,	suggestions	of
ways	to	remedy	the	harm	done,	persuasion,	and	advice	that	the
parents	of	rescuers	differed	most.	.	.	.	Reasoning	communicates
a	message	of	respect.	.	.	.	It	implies	that	had	children	but	known
better	or	understood	more,	they	would	not	have	acted	in	an
inappropriate	way.	It	is	a	mark	of	esteem	for	the	listener;	an
indication	of	faith	in	his	or	her	ability	to	comprehend,	develop,
and	improve.

While	reasoning	accounted	for	only	6	percent	of	the	disciplinary	techniques
that	the	bystanders’	parents	used,	it	accounted	for	a	full	21	percent	of	how	the
rescuers’	parents	disciplined	their	children.	One	rescuer	said	her	mother	“told	me
when	I	did	something	wrong.	She	never	did	any	punishing	or	scolding—she
tried	to	make	me	understand	with	my	mind	what	I’d	done	wrong.”

This	rational	approach	to	discipline	also	characterizes	the	parents	of
teenagers	who	don’t	engage	in	criminal	deviance	and	originals	who	challenge
the	orthodoxies	of	their	professions.	In	one	study,	parents	of	ordinary	children
had	an	average	of	six	rules,	like	specific	schedules	for	homework	and	bedtime.
Parents	of	highly	creative	children	had	an	average	of	less	than	one	rule	and
tended	to	“place	emphasis	on	moral	values,	rather	than	on	specific	rules,”
psychologist	Teresa	Amabile	reports.

If	parents	do	believe	in	enforcing	a	lot	of	regulations,	the	way	they	explain
them	matters	a	great	deal.	New	research	shows	that	teenagers	defy	rules	when
they’re	enforced	in	a	controlling	manner,	by	yelling	or	threatening	punishment.



When	mothers	enforce	many	rules	but	offer	a	clear	rationale	for	why	they’re
important,	teenagers	are	substantially	less	likely	to	break	them,	because	they
internalize	them.	In	Donald	MacKinnon’s	study	comparing	America’s	most
creative	architects	with	a	group	of	highly	skilled	but	unoriginal	peers,	a	factor
that	distinguished	the	creative	group	was	that	their	parents	exercised	discipline
with	explanations.	They	outlined	their	standards	of	conduct	and	explained	their
grounding	in	a	set	of	principles	about	right	and	wrong,	referencing	values	like
morality,	integrity,	respect,	curiosity,	and	perseverance.	But	“emphasis	was
placed	upon	the	development	of	one’s	ethical	code,”	MacKinnon	wrote.	Above
all,	the	parents	who	raised	highly	creative	architects	granted	their	children	the
autonomy	to	choose	their	own	values.

Reasoning	does	create	a	paradox:	it	leads	both	to	more	rule	following	and
more	rebelliousness.	By	explaining	moral	principles,	parents	encourage	their
children	to	comply	voluntarily	with	rules	that	align	with	important	values	and	to
question	rules	that	don’t.	Good	explanations	enable	children	to	develop	a	code	of
ethics	that	often	coincides	with	societal	expectations;	when	they	don’t	square	up,
children	rely	on	the	internal	compass	of	values	rather	than	the	external	compass
of	rules.

There’s	a	particular	kind	of	explanation	that	works	especially	well	in
enforcing	discipline.	When	the	Oliners	examined	the	guidance	of	the	Holocaust
rescuers’	parents,	they	found	that	they	tended	to	give	“explanations	of	why
behaviors	are	inappropriate,	often	with	reference	to	their	consequences	for
others.”	While	the	bystanders’	parents	focused	on	enforcing	compliance	with
rules	for	their	own	sake,	the	rescuers’	parents	encouraged	their	children	to
consider	the	impact	of	their	actions	on	others.*

Highlighting	consequences	for	others	directs	attention	to	the	distress	of	the
person	who	may	be	harmed	by	an	individual’s	behavior,	fueling	empathy	for	her.
It	also	helps	children	understand	the	role	that	their	own	actions	played	in	causing
the	harm,	resulting	in	guilt.	As	Erma	Bombeck	put	it,	“Guilt	is	the	gift	that	keeps
on	giving.”	The	dual	moral	emotions	of	empathy	and	guilt	activate	the	desire	to
right	wrongs	of	the	past	and	behave	better	in	the	future.

Emphasizing	consequences	for	others	can	motivate	adults,	too.	In	hospitals,
to	encourage	doctors	and	nurses	to	wash	their	hands	more	often,	my	colleague
David	Hofmann	and	I	posted	two	different	signs	near	soap	and	gel	dispensers:



Over	the	next	two	weeks,	a	member	of	each	hospital	unit	covertly	counted
the	number	of	times	that	medical	professionals	washed	their	hands	before	and
after	each	patient	contact,	while	an	independent	team	measured	the	amount	of
soap	and	gel	used	from	each	dispenser.

The	sign	on	the	left	had	no	effect	whatsoever.	The	sign	on	the	right	made	a
significant	difference:	merely	mentioning	patients	instead	of	you	led	medical
professionals	to	wash	their	hands	10	percent	more	often	and	use	45	percent	more
soap	and	gel.

Thinking	about	oneself	invokes	the	logic	of	consequence:	Will	I	get	sick?
Doctors	and	nurses	can	answer	swiftly	with	a	no:	I	spend	a	lot	of	time	in	a
hospital,	I	don’t	always	wash,	and	I	rarely	get	sick,	so	this	probably	won’t	affect
me.	In	general,	we	tend	to	be	overconfident	about	our	own	invulnerability	to
harm.	But	thinking	about	patients	prompts	a	logic	of	appropriateness:	What
should	a	person	like	me	do	in	a	situation	like	this?	It	changes	the	calculation
from	a	cost-benefit	equation	to	a	contemplation	of	values,	of	right	and	wrong:	I
have	a	professional	and	moral	obligation	to	care	for	patients.

An	explanation	of	how	his	behavior	affected	others	represented	the	first
major	turning	point	in	Jackie	Robinson’s	life.	As	a	leader	in	the	neighborhood
gang,	Robinson	was	hurling	dirt	at	cars	and	rocks	through	windows,	stealing	golf
balls	and	selling	them	back	to	players,	and	pilfering	food	and	supplies	from	local
stores.	After	one	offense,	the	sheriff	took	him	to	jail	at	gunpoint.	Seeing	the	gang



in	action,	a	mechanic	named	Carl	Anderson	took	Robinson	aside.	“He	made	me
see	that	if	I	continued	with	the	gang	it	would	hurt	my	mother,”	Robinson	wrote.
“He	said	it	didn’t	take	guts	to	follow	the	crowd,	that	courage	and	intelligence	lay
in	being	willing	to	be	different.	I	was	too	ashamed	to	tell	Carl	how	right	he	was,
but	what	he	said	got	to	me.”	Once	he	considered	how	his	behavior	would	affect
his	mother,	Robinson	didn’t	want	to	let	her	down,	and	he	left	the	gang.*



Persona	Noun	Grata,	or	Why	Nouns	Are	Better	Than	Verbs

Assuming	that	parents	decide	to	give	children	the	freedom	to	be	original,	what
does	it	take	to	foster	a	sense	of	right	and	wrong?	Values	aren’t	formed	only	by
how	parents	react	when	children	misstep.	In	the	study	of	Holocaust	rescuers	and
bystanders,	when	the	Oliners	asked	about	the	values	they	learned	from	their
parents,	the	rescuers	were	three	times	more	likely	than	the	bystanders	to
reference	moral	values	that	applied	to	all	people.	The	rescuers	emphasized	that
their	parents	“taught	me	to	respect	all	human	beings.”	While	bystanders	also
held	moral	values,	they	attached	them	to	specific	behaviors	and	in-group
members—pay	attention	in	school,	don’t	get	in	fights	with	your	peers,	be	polite
to	your	neighbors,	be	honest	with	your	friends	and	loyal	to	your	families.

Moral	standards	are	forged	in	part	by	what	parents	say	after	children	do	the
right	thing.	The	last	time	you	saw	a	child	engage	in	good	behavior,	how	did	you
respond?	My	guess	is	that	you	praised	the	action,	not	the	child.	“That	was	really
nice.	That	was	so	sweet.”	By	complimenting	the	behavior	you	reinforce	it,	so	the
child	will	learn	to	repeat	it.

Not	so	fast,	says	an	experiment	led	by	psychologist	Joan	Grusec.	After
children	shared	some	marbles	with	their	peers,	a	number	of	them	were	randomly
assigned	to	have	their	behavior	praised:	“It	was	good	that	you	gave	some	of	your
marbles	to	those	poor	children.	Yes,	that	was	a	nice	and	helpful	thing	to	do.”
Others	received	character	praise:	“I	guess	you’re	the	kind	of	person	who	likes	to
help	others	whenever	you	can.	Yes,	you	are	a	very	nice	and	helpful	person.”

Children	who	received	character	praise	were	subsequently	more	generous.	Of
the	children	who	were	complimented	for	being	helpful	people,	45	percent	gave
craft	materials	to	cheer	up	kids	at	a	hospital	two	weeks	later,	compared	with	only
10	percent	of	the	children	who	were	commended	for	engaging	in	helpful
behavior.	When	our	character	is	praised,	we	internalize	it	as	part	of	our
identities.	Instead	of	seeing	ourselves	as	engaging	in	isolated	moral	acts,	we	start
to	develop	a	more	unified	self-concept	as	a	moral	person.

Affirming	character	appears	to	have	the	strongest	effect	in	the	critical	periods
when	children	are	beginning	to	formulate	strong	identities.	In	one	study,	for
example,	praising	character	boosted	the	moral	actions	of	eight-year-olds	but	not
five-year-olds	or	ten-year-olds.	The	ten-year-olds	may	already	have	crystallized



self-concepts	to	the	degree	that	a	single	comment	didn’t	affect	them,	and	the
five-year-olds	may	have	been	too	young	for	an	isolated	compliment	to	have	a
real	impact.	Character	praise	leaves	a	lasting	imprint	when	identities	are
forming.*

But	even	among	very	young	children,	an	appeal	to	character	can	have	an
influence	in	the	moment.	In	an	ingenious	series	of	experiments	led	by
psychologist	Christopher	Bryan,	children	between	ages	three	and	six	were	22
percent	to	29	percent	more	likely	to	clean	up	blocks,	toys,	and	crayons	when
they	were	asked	to	be	helpers	instead	of	to	help.	Even	though	their	character	was
far	from	gelled,	they	wanted	to	earn	the	identity.

Bryan	finds	that	appeals	to	character	are	effective	for	adults	as	well.	His	team
was	able	to	cut	cheating	in	half	with	the	same	turn	of	phrase:	instead	of	“Please
don’t	cheat,”	they	changed	the	appeal	to	“Please	don’t	be	a	cheater.”	When
you’re	urged	not	to	cheat,	you	can	do	it	and	still	see	an	ethical	person	in	the
mirror.	But	when	you’re	told	not	to	be	a	cheater,	the	act	casts	a	shadow;
immorality	is	tied	to	your	identity,	making	the	behavior	much	less	attractive.
Cheating	is	an	isolated	action	that	gets	evaluated	with	the	logic	of	consequence:
Can	I	get	away	with	it?	Being	a	cheater	evokes	a	sense	of	self,	triggering	the
logic	of	appropriateness:	What	kind	of	person	am	I,	and	who	do	I	want	to	be?

In	light	of	this	evidence,	Bryan	suggests	that	we	should	embrace	nouns	more
thoughtfully.	“Don’t	Drink	and	Drive”	could	be	rephrased	as:	“Don’t	Be	a
Drunk	Driver.”	The	same	thinking	can	be	applied	to	originality.	When	a	child
draws	a	picture,	instead	of	calling	the	artwork	creative,	we	can	say	“You	are
creative.”	After	a	teenager	resists	the	temptation	to	follow	the	crowd,	we	can
commend	her	for	being	a	non-conformist.

When	we	shift	our	emphasis	from	behavior	to	character,	people	evaluate
choices	differently.	Instead	of	asking	whether	this	behavior	will	achieve	the
results	they	want,	they	take	action	because	it	is	the	right	thing	to	do.	In	the
poignant	words	of	one	Holocaust	rescuer,	“It’s	like	saving	somebody	who	is
drowning.	You	don’t	ask	them	what	God	they	pray	to.	You	just	go	and	save
them.”



Why	Parents	Aren’t	the	Best	Role	Models

We	can	afford	to	give	children	a	great	deal	of	freedom	if	we	explain	the
consequences	of	their	actions	on	others	and	emphasize	how	the	right	moral
choices	demonstrate	good	character.	This	increases	the	odds	that	they	will
develop	the	instinct	to	express	their	original	impulses	in	the	form	of	moral	or
creative	actions,	as	opposed	to	deviant	ones.	But	as	they	grow	up,	they	often
don’t	aim	high	enough.

When	psychologists	Penelope	Lockwood	and	Ziva	Kunda	asked	college
students	to	list	what	they	hoped	to	achieve	over	the	following	decade,	they	came
up	with	perfectly	ordinary	objectives.	Another	group	of	students	was	instructed
to	read	a	newspaper	article	about	an	outstanding	peer	and	then	list	their	goals;
they	aimed	much	higher.	Having	a	role	model	elevated	their	aspirations.

Role	models	have	a	foundational	impact	on	how	children	grow	up	to	express
their	originality.	When	hundreds	of	women	who	graduated	from	Radcliffe
College	were	asked	in	their	early	thirties	to	name	the	people	who	had	the
greatest	influence	on	their	lives,	the	vast	majority	mentioned	parents	and
mentors.	Seventeen	years	later,	psychologists	Bill	Peterson	and	Abigail	Stewart
measured	the	women’s	commitments	to	changing	things	for	the	better	for	future
generations.	Naming	a	parent	as	a	major	influence	accounted	for	less	than	one
percent	of	the	women’s	motivations	to	drive	meaningful	change.	The	women
who	were	pursuing	originality	had	been	influenced	a	decade	and	a	half	earlier
not	by	their	parents,	but	by	their	mentors:	Mentioning	a	mentor	accounted	for	14
percent	of	differences	in	women’s	desires	to	improve	the	world.

The	paradox	of	encouraging	children	to	develop	strong	values	is	that	parents
effectively	limit	their	own	influence.	Parents	can	nurture	the	impulse	to	be
original,	but	at	some	point,	people	need	to	find	their	own	role	models	for
originality	in	their	chosen	fields.	In	comedy,	Lizz	Winstead	drew	inspiration
from	comedian	Roseanne	Barr—both	for	her	talents	on	stage	and	her	support	of
women	off	it.	When	Winstead	went	public	with	her	rebellious	political	views,
her	father	quipped,	“I	screwed	up.	I	raised	you	to	have	an	opinion,	and	I	forgot
to	tell	you	it	was	supposed	to	be	mine.”

If	we	want	to	encourage	originality,	the	best	step	we	can	take	is	to	raise	our
children’s	aspirations	by	introducing	them	to	different	kinds	of	role	models.	“I



might	have	become	a	full-fledged	juvenile	delinquent,”	Jackie	Robinson
acknowledged,	“if	it	had	not	been	for	the	influence	of	two	men.”	One	was	the
mechanic	who	explained	how	his	gang	behavior	was	hurting	his	mother.	The
other	was	a	young	minister,	Karl	Downs.	Noticing	that	adolescents	were	being
forced	by	their	parents	to	attend	church	and	many	were	dropping	out,	Downs
instituted	some	unconventional	changes,	holding	dances	at	the	church	and
building	a	badminton	court.	Many	of	the	members	protested,	clinging	to	the
traditions	of	the	past,	but	Downs	persisted.	Inspired	by	a	man	who	was	willing	to
challenge	orthodoxy	in	order	to	engage	children,	Robinson	volunteered	to
become	a	Sunday	school	teacher,	and	became	determined	to	open	doors	for
others	as	Downs	had	done	for	him.

In	baseball,	Robinson	found	another	original	mentor	in	Branch	Rickey,	the
Dodgers	owner	who	recruited	him	to	break	the	color	barrier.	Robinson	was
already	twenty-six	when	Rickey	summoned	him	to	his	office.	Rickey	had	been
scouting	black	players	who	could	run,	throw,	and	hit,	and	once	he	had	a	group	of
candidates	with	similarly	extraordinary	ability,	he	started	evaluating	their
character,	inviting	them	to	meet	in	the	guise	of	starting	a	new	Negro	League.
Once	he	chose	Robinson,	Rickey	encouraged	him	to	take	some	risks	on	the	base
path—“run	wild,	to	steal	the	pants	off	them”—but	urged	him	to	be	more
cautious	outside	the	lines.	“I	want	a	ballplayer	with	guts	enough	not	to	fight
back.”

Finding	the	right	mentor	is	not	always	easy.	But	we	can	locate	role	models	in
a	more	accessible	place:	the	stories	of	great	originals	throughout	history.	Human
rights	advocate	Malala	Yousafzai	was	moved	by	reading	biographies	of	Meena,
an	activist	for	equality	in	Afghanistan,	and	of	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	King	was
inspired	by	Gandhi,	as	was	Nelson	Mandela.

In	some	cases,	fictional	characters	may	be	even	better	role	models.	Growing
up,	many	originals	find	their	first	heroes	in	their	most	beloved	novels,	where
protagonists	exercise	their	creativity	in	pursuit	of	unique	accomplishments.
When	asked	to	name	their	favorite	books,	Elon	Musk	and	Peter	Thiel	each	chose
Lord	of	the	Rings,,	the	epic	tale	of	a	hobbit’s	adventures	to	destroy	a	dangerous
ring	of	power.	Sheryl	Sandberg	and	Jeff	Bezos	both	pointed	to	A	Wrinkle	in
Time,,	in	which	a	young	girl	learns	to	bend	the	laws	of	physics	and	travel
through	time.	Mark	Zuckerberg	was	partial	to	Ender’s	Game,	where	it’s	up	to	a
group	of	kids	to	save	the	planet	from	an	alien	attack.	Jack	Ma	named	his	favorite
childhood	book	as	Ali	Baba	and	the	Forty	Thieves,	about	a	woodcutter	who
takes	the	initiative	to	change	his	own	fate.



It’s	likely	that	they	were	all	highly	original	children,	which	accounts	for	why
they	were	drawn	to	these	tales	in	the	first	place.	But	it’s	also	possible	that	these
stories	helped	elevate	their	aspirations.	Remarkably,	there	are	studies	showing
that	when	children’s	stories	emphasize	original	achievements,	the	next
generation	innovates	more.	In	one	study,	psychologists	tracked	unique
accomplishments	in	American	children’s	stories	from	1800	to	1950.	After
original	achievement	themes	in	American	children’s	books	rose	by	66	percent
from	1810	to	1850,	the	patent	rate	shot	up	sevenfold	from	1850	to	1890.
Children’s	books	reflected	the	values	popular	at	the	time,	but	also	helped	to
nurture	those	values:	When	stories	emphasized	original	achievement,	patent
rates	typically	soared	twenty	to	forty	years	later.	As	Dean	Simonton	summarizes,
“It	took	time	for	the	children	exposed	to	the	achievement	imagery	in	school	to
grow	up	and	contribute	to	the	creation	of	new	inventions.”

Unlike	biographies,	in	fictional	stories	characters	can	perform	actions	that
have	never	been	accomplished	before,	making	the	impossible	seem	possible.	The
inventors	of	the	modern	submarine	and	helicopter	were	transfixed	by	Jules
Verne’s	visions	in	Twenty	Thousand	Leagues	Under	the	Sea	and	The	Clipper	of
the	Clouds.	One	of	the	earliest	rockets	was	built	by	a	scientist	who	drew	his
motivation	from	an	H.	G.	Wells	novel.	Some	of	the	earliest	mobile	phones,
tablets,	GPS	navigators,	portable	digital	storage	disks,	and	multimedia	players
were	designed	by	people	who	watched	Star	Trek	characters	using	similar
devices.	As	we	encounter	these	images	of	originality	in	history	and	fiction,	the
logic	of	consequence	fades	away.	We	no	longer	worry	as	much	about	what	will
happen	if	we	fail.

Undoubtedly,	the	next	generation	of	originals	will	draw	inspiration	from	the
Harry	Potter	series,	which	is	brimming	with	references	to	original
accomplishment:	Harry	Potter	is	the	only	wizard	who	can	defeat	Voldemort.
With	his	friends	Hermione	and	Ron,	he	learns	unique	spells	and	invents	new
ways	of	defending	against	the	dark	arts.	We	see	the	children’s	spirits	rise	when
they	succeed,	and	they	are	crestfallen	when	they	fail.	Along	with	giving	a
generation	of	children	role	models	for	originality,	J.	K.	Rowling	embedded	a
moral	message	in	her	novels.	Recent	experiments	show	that	reading	Harry
Potter	can	improve	children’s	attitudes	toward	marginalized	groups.	As	they	see
Harry	and	Hermione	face	discrimination	for	not	having	pure	wizard	blood,	they
empathize	and	become	less	prejudiced	toward	minority	groups	in	their	own
lives.



When	children	identify	strongly	enough	with	heroes	who	exemplify
originality,	it	might	even	change	the	way	that	niche	picking	unfolds.	Among
siblings,	laterborns	often	become	original	after	their	siblings	fill	conventional
niches.	But	wherever	we	fall	in	the	birth	order,	when	we	have	compelling	role
models	for	originality,	they	expand	our	awareness	of	niches	that	we	had	never
considered.	Instead	of	causing	us	to	rebel	because	traditional	avenues	are	closed,
the	protagonists	in	our	favorite	stories	may	inspire	originality	by	opening	our
minds	to	unconventional	paths.
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Rethinking	Groupthink

The	Myths	of	Strong	Cultures,	Cults,	and	Devil’s	Advocates

“In	fact,	the	only	sin	which	we	never	forgive	in	each	other	is	difference	of	opinion.”

Ralph	Waldo	Emerson

tanding	on	stage	in	front	of	a	captive	audience,	a	technology	icon	pulled	a
new	device	out	of	his	pocket.	It	was	so	much	smaller	than	competing

products	that	no	one	in	the	room	could	believe	his	eyes.	The	founder’s	flair	for
theatrical	product	launches	wasn’t	the	only	source	of	his	fame.	He	was	known
for	his	singular	creative	vision,	a	passion	for	blending	science	and	art,	an
obsession	with	design	and	quality,	and	a	deep	disdain	for	market	research.	“We
give	people	products	they	do	not	even	know	they	want,”	he	remarked	after
introducing	a	revolutionary	gadget	that	helped	to	popularize	the	selfie.

The	man	urged	people	to	think	different.	He	led	his	company	to	greatness	and
redefined	multiple	industries,	only	to	be	unceremoniously	forced	out	by	his	own
board	of	directors,	and	then	watch	the	empire	he	created	start	to	crumble	before
his	eyes.

As	much	as	this	story	seems	to	describe	Steve	Jobs,	the	visionary	was
actually	one	of	Jobs’s	heroes:	Edwin	Land,	the	founder	of	Polaroid.	Today,	Land
is	best	remembered	for	inventing	the	instant	camera,	which	gave	rise	to	an	entire
generation	of	amateur	photographers—and	enabled	Ansel	Adams	to	take	his
famous	landscape	photographs,	Andy	Warhol	to	make	his	celebrity	portraits,	and
NASA	astronauts	to	capture	the	sun.	But	Land	was	responsible	for	something
bigger:	the	polarizing	light	filter	that’s	still	used	in	billions	of	products,	from
sunglasses	and	digital	watches	to	pocket	calculators	and	3-D	movie	glasses.	He
also	played	a	vital	role	in	conceiving	and	designing	the	U-2	spy	plane	for
President	Dwight	Eisenhower,	which	changed	the	course	of	the	Cold	War.	In



total,	Land	amassed	535	patents,	more	than	any	American	before	him	other	than
Thomas	Edison.	In	1985,	just	a	few	months	before	getting	kicked	out	of	Apple,
Steve	Jobs	shared	his	admiration	for	Land,	“one	of	the	great	inventors	of	our
time.	.	.	.	The	man	is	a	national	treasure.”

Land	may	have	been	a	great	original,	but	he	failed	to	instill	those	attributes	in
his	company’s	culture.	In	an	ironic	twist,	Polaroid	was	one	of	the	companies	that
pioneered	the	digital	camera,	yet	ultimately	went	bankrupt	because	of	it.	As
early	as	1981,	the	company	was	making	major	strides	in	electronic	imaging.	By
the	end	of	the	decade,	Polaroid’s	digital	sensors	could	capture	quadruple	the
resolution	of	competitors’	products.	A	high-quality	prototype	of	a	digital	camera
was	ready	in	1992,	but	the	electronic-imaging	team	could	not	convince	their
colleagues	to	launch	it	until	1996.	Despite	earning	awards	for	technical
excellence,	Polaroid’s	product	floundered,	as	by	then	more	than	forty
competitors	had	released	their	own	digital	cameras.

Polaroid	fell	due	to	a	faulty	assumption.	Within	the	company,	there	was
widespread	agreement	that	customers	would	always	want	hard	copies	of
pictures,	and	key	decision	makers	failed	to	question	this	assumption.	It	was	a
classic	case	of	groupthink—the	tendency	to	seek	consensus	instead	of	fostering
dissent.	Groupthink	is	the	enemy	of	originality;	people	feel	pressured	to	conform
to	the	dominant,	default	views	instead	of	championing	diversity	of	thought.

In	a	famous	analysis,	Yale	psychologist	Irving	Janis	identified	groupthink	as
the	culprit	behind	numerous	American	foreign-policy	disasters,	including	the
Bay	of	Pigs	invasion	and	the	Vietnam	War.	According	to	Janis,	groupthink
occurs	when	people	“are	deeply	involved	in	a	cohesive	in-group,”	and	their
“strivings	for	unanimity	override	their	motivation	to	realistically	appraise
alternative	courses	of	action.”

Before	the	Bay	of	Pigs	fiasco,	Undersecretary	of	State	Chester	Bowles	wrote
a	memo	opposing	the	idea	of	sending	Cuban	exiles	to	overthrow	Fidel	Castro,
but	was	dismissed	for	being	fatalistic.	A	number	of	President	John	F.	Kennedy’s
advisers,	in	fact,	had	reservations	about	the	invasion:	Some	were	silenced	by
group	members,	and	others	chose	not	to	speak	up.	In	the	meeting	on	the	final
decision,	only	a	lone	rebel	voiced	opposition.	The	president	called	for	a	straw
poll,	a	majority	voted	in	favor	of	the	proposal,	and	the	conversation	quickly
shifted	to	tactical	decisions	about	its	execution.

Janis	argued	that	members	of	the	Kennedy	administration	were	concerned
about	“being	too	harsh”	and	destroying	the	“cozy,	‘we-feeling’	atmosphere.”
Insiders	who	were	present	at	the	discussions	shared	the	view	that	it	was	this	sort



of	cohesion	that	promoted	groupthink.	As	Bill	Moyers,	who	handled
correspondence	between	Kennedy	and	Lyndon	Johnson,	recalls:

Men	who	handled	national	security	affairs	became	too	close,	too
personally	fond	of	each	other.	They	tended	to	conduct	the	affairs
of	state	as	if	they	were	a	gentlemen’s	club.	.	.	.	If	you	are	very
close	.	.	.	you	are	less	inclined,	in	a	debating	sense,	to	drive	your
opponent	to	the	wall	and	you	very	often	permit	a	viewpoint	to	be
expressed	and	to	go	unchallenged	except	in	a	peripheral	way.

When	a	group	becomes	that	cohesive,	it	develops	a	strong	culture—people
share	the	same	values	and	norms,	and	believe	in	them	intensely.	And	there’s	a
fine	line	between	having	a	strong	culture	and	operating	like	a	cult.

For	nearly	half	a	century,	leaders,	policymakers,	and	journalists	have
accepted	the	Janis	theory	of	groupthink:	Cohesion	is	dangerous,	and	strong
cultures	are	deadly.	To	solve	problems	and	make	wise	decisions,	groups	need
original	ideas	and	dissenting	views,	so	we	need	to	make	sure	that	their	members
don’t	get	too	chummy.	Had	Kennedy’s	advisers	not	been	so	tight-knit,	they
could	have	welcomed	minority	opinions,	prevented	groupthink,	and	avoided	the
Bay	of	Pigs	disaster	altogether.

There’s	just	one	tiny	problem	with	the	cohesion	theory:	It	isn’t	true.
When	Janis	completed	his	analysis	in	1973,	it	was	too	early	for	him	to	have

access	to	classified	documents	and	memoirs	concerning	the	Bay	of	Pigs	incident.
These	critical	sources	of	information	reveal	that	the	key	decision	was	not	made
by	one	small,	cohesive	group.	Richard	Neustadt,	a	political	scientist	and
presidential	adviser,	explained	that	Kennedy	held	“a	series	of	ad	hoc	meetings
with	a	small	but	shifting	set	of	top	advisers.”	Subsequent	studies	have	also
demonstrated	that	cohesion	takes	time	to	develop:	A	group	without	stable
membership	has	no	opportunity	to	form	a	sense	of	closeness	and	camaraderie.
University	of	Toronto	researcher	Glen	Whyte	points	out	that	in	the	year	after	the
Bay	of	Pigs,	Kennedy	led	a	cohesive	group	of	mostly	the	same	advisers	to	an
effective	resolution	of	the	Cuban	missile	crisis.	We	now	know	that	the	consensus
to	launch	the	Cuban	invasion	“was	not	the	result	of	a	desire	to	maintain	the
group’s	cohesiveness	or	esprit	de	corps,”	explains	Stanford	psychologist
Roderick	Kramer.

Cohesion	doesn’t	cause	groupthink	anywhere	else,	either.	There	was	another
fatal	flaw	in	Janis’s	analysis:	He	studied	mostly	cohesive	groups	making	bad



choices.	How	do	we	know	that	it	was	actually	cohesion—and	not	the	fact	that
they	all	ate	cereal	for	breakfast	or	wore	shoes	with	laces—that	drove
dysfunctional	decisions?	To	draw	an	accurate	conclusion	about	cohesion,	he
needed	to	compare	bad	and	good	decisions,	and	then	determine	whether
cohesive	groups	were	more	likely	to	fall	victim	to	groupthink.

When	researchers	examined	successful	and	failed	strategic	decisions	in	top
management	teams	at	seven	Fortune	500	companies,	they	discovered	that
cohesive	groups	weren’t	more	likely	to	seek	agreement	and	dismiss	divergent
opinions.	In	fact,	in	many	cases,	cohesive	groups	tended	to	make	better	business
decisions.	The	same	was	true	in	politics.	In	a	comprehensive	review,	researchers
Sally	Riggs	Fuller	and	Ray	Aldag	write,	“There	is	no	empirical	support.	.	.	.
Cohesiveness,	supposedly	the	critical	trigger	in	the	groupthink	phenomenon,	has
simply	not	been	found	to	play	a	consistent	role.”	They	observe	that	“the	benefits
of	group	cohesion”	include	“enhanced	communication,”	and	members	of
cohesive	groups	“are	likely	to	be	secure	enough	in	their	roles	to	challenge	one
another.”	After	carefully	combing	through	the	data,	Whyte	concludes	that
“cohesiveness	should	be	deleted	from	the	groupthink	model.”

In	this	chapter,	I	want	to	examine	what	really	causes	groupthink	and	what	we
can	do	to	prevent	it.	Why	are	some	cohesive	groups	vulnerable	to	bad	decisions
while	others	do	just	fine?	What	does	it	take	to	maintain	a	strong	culture	without
spawning	a	cult?	To	figure	out	how	to	fight	groupthink	and	promote	the
expression	of	original	opinions,	I’ll	analyze	Polaroid’s	errors	and	take	a	deep
dive	into	an	organization	whose	billionaire	founder	has	a	radical	approach	to
preventing	conformity	pressures.	You’ll	learn	why	dissenting	opinions	often	fall
on	deaf	ears,	why	most	groups	use	devil’s	advocates	ineffectively,	why	it’s
sometimes	better	to	encourage	people	to	complain	about	problems	than	to	solve
them,	and	why	having	people	share	their	preferences	can	reduce	the	odds	that
minority	opinions	prevail.	Ultimately,	you’ll	see	what	ordinary	people	and
organizations	can	do	to	foster	a	climate	that	breeds	originality	early	on—and
embraces	it	over	time.



A	Bolt	from	the	Blueprint

In	the	mid-1990s,	a	group	of	experts	became	curious	about	how	founders	shape
the	destinies	of	their	companies.	Led	by	sociologist	James	Baron,	they
interviewed	the	founders	of	nearly	two	hundred	high-tech	startups	in	Silicon
Valley,	spanning	computer	hardware	and	software	to	telecommunications	and
networking,	medical	devices	and	biotech	to	research,	and	manufacturing	to
semiconductors.	Baron	and	his	colleagues	asked	the	founders	about	their	original
blueprints:	What	organizational	models	did	they	have	in	mind	when	they	started
their	companies?

Across	industries,	there	were	three	dominant	templates:	professional,	star,
and	commitment.	The	professional	blueprint	emphasized	hiring	candidates	with
specific	skills:	Founders	looked	for	engineers	who	could	code	in	JavaScript	or
C++,	or	scientists	who	had	deep	knowledge	about	synthesizing	proteins.	In	the
star	blueprint,	the	focus	shifted	from	current	skills	to	future	potential,	placing	a
premium	on	choosing	or	poaching	the	brightest	hires.	The	individuals	in
question	might	have	less	current	expertise	in	a	particular	area,	but	they	had	the
raw	brainpower	to	acquire	it.

Founders	with	a	commitment	blueprint	went	about	hiring	differently.	Skills
and	potential	were	fine,	but	cultural	fit	was	a	must.	The	top	priority	was	to
employ	people	who	matched	the	company’s	values	and	norms.	The	commitment
blueprint	involved	a	unique	approach	to	motivation,	too.	Whereas	founders	with
professional	and	star	blueprints	gave	employees	autonomy	and	challenging
tasks,	those	with	commitment	blueprints	worked	to	build	strong	emotional	bonds
among	employees	and	to	the	organization.	They	often	used	words	like	family
and	love	to	describe	the	companionship	in	the	organization,	and	employees
tended	to	be	intensely	passionate	about	the	mission.

Baron’s	team	wanted	to	see	which	founder	blueprint	predicted	the	greatest
success.	When	they	tracked	the	firms	through	the	internet	boom	of	the	late	1990s
and	after	the	bubble	burst	in	2000,	one	blueprint	was	far	superior	to	the	others:
commitment.

When	founders	had	a	commitment	blueprint,	the	failure	rate	of	their	firms
was	zero—not	a	single	one	of	them	went	out	of	business.	The	future	wasn’t
nearly	as	bright	when	founders	used	other	models:	Failure	rates	were	substantial



for	the	star	blueprint	and	more	than	three	times	worse	for	the	professional
blueprint.	The	commitment	blueprint	also	meant	a	better	chance	of	making	it	to
the	stock	market,	with	odds	of	an	initial	public	offering	more	than	triple	those	of
the	star	model	and	more	than	quadruple	those	of	the	professional	model.*

Since	many	of	the	startups	replaced	their	founder	with	a	new	CEO,	Baron
and	colleagues	interviewed	the	CEOs	about	their	own	blueprints	as	well.	The
founders’	blueprints	mattered	even	after	controlling	for	the	CEOs’	blueprints—
and	they	were	at	least	as	consequential,	if	not	more	so.	Founders	cast	a	long
shadow.	Skills	and	stars	are	fleeting;	commitment	lasts.

We	can	see	the	benefits	of	a	commitment	blueprint	in	the	early	days	of
Polaroid’s	culture,	which	revolved	around	the	core	values	of	intensity,
originality,	and	quality.	When	Edwin	Land	was	developing	the	instant	camera,
he	once	worked	for	eighteen	days	in	a	row	without	even	bothering	to	change	his
clothes.	“Every	concept	in	it	is	new,”	he	said	of	the	final	product,	“the	kind	of
photography,	the	kind	of	image	making,	the	kind	of	photographic	system,	the
way	of	developing,	the	way	of	taking	it.”

While	Kodak	hired	men	with	advanced	science	degrees,	Land	sought	a	more
diverse	workforce,	employing	women	with	artistic	backgrounds	and	men	straight
out	of	the	navy.	Just	like	the	Silicon	Valley	founders	with	commitment
blueprints,	he	didn’t	worry	about	the	specific	skills	or	star	qualities	of	the	people
he	took	on;	his	focus	was	rather	on	whether	they	would	value	generating	novel
ideas	and	dedicate	themselves	to	the	mission.	Surrounded	by	others	who	shared
the	same	passions	and	goals,	his	employees	felt	a	strong	sense	of	belonging	and
cohesiveness.	When	you’re	bonded	that	strongly	with	your	colleagues	and	your
organization,	it’s	hard	to	imagine	working	anywhere	else.

After	the	instant	camera	itself,	two	of	the	key	inventions	that	contributed	to
Polaroid’s	early	success	were	advances	in	film	technology.	The	first	was
Polaroid’s	debut	with	sepia	film,	as	black-and-white	instant	photos	were	prone	to
fading.	The	lab	leader	who	proved	indispensable	in	solving	the	problem	was	a
woman	named	Meroë	Morse,	an	art	history	major	who	had	taken	no	physics	or
chemistry	courses	in	college,	and	who	later	paved	the	way	for	a	groundbreaking
insight	on	color	vision.	She	was	so	dedicated	that	her	lab	ran	twenty-four	hours	a
day,	with	technicians	working	in	three	different	shifts.	The	second	breakthrough
was	instant	color	photography—Howard	Rogers,	an	automobile	mechanic	with
no	formal	education	in	the	field,	toiled	for	fifteen	years	to	crack	the	color	code.



Growing	Pains:	The	Dark	Side	of	Commitment	Cultures

As	fruitful	as	commitment	cultures	are	in	the	early	stages	of	an	organization’s
life,	over	time,	they	tend	to	falter.	In	the	Silicon	Valley	study,	although
founders’	commitment	blueprints	gave	startups	a	better	chance	of	surviving	and
going	public,	once	they	did	so,	they	suffered	from	slower	growth	rates	in	stock-
market	value.	Firms	with	commitment	blueprints	grew	their	stock	values	140
percent	slower	than	star	blueprints	and	25	percent	slower	than	professional
blueprints;	even	the	bureaucratic	blueprint	performed	better.	It	seems,	as
executive	coach	Marshall	Goldsmith	says,	that	what	got	you	here	won’t	get	you
there.	When	organizations	mature,	what	goes	wrong	in	commitment	cultures?

“Commitment	firms	have	greater	difficulty	attracting,	retaining,	or
integrating	a	diverse	workforce,”	Baron	and	his	colleagues	suggest.	There’s	data
to	back	it	up:	Psychologist	Benjamin	Schneider	finds	that	organizations	tend	to
become	more	homogeneous	over	time.	As	they	attract,	select,	socialize,	and
retain	similar	people,	they	effectively	weed	out	diversity	in	thoughts	and	values.
This	is	especially	likely	in	established	firms	with	strong	commitment	cultures,
where	similarity	is	the	basis	for	hiring,	and	employees	face	intense	pressure	to	fit
in	or	get	out.

Stanford	sociologist	Jesper	Sørensen	finds	that	in	stable	industries,	large
companies	with	strong	cultures	of	this	type	have	more	reliable	financial
performance	than	their	peers.	When	employees	are	committed	to	a	shared	set	of
goals	and	values,	they	can	execute	effectively	in	predictable	environments.	But
in	volatile	settings	like	the	computer,	aerospace,	and	airline	industries,	the
benefits	of	strong	cultures	disappear.	Once	a	market	becomes	dynamic,	big
companies	with	strong	cultures	are	too	insular:	They	have	a	harder	time
recognizing	the	need	for	change,	and	they’re	more	likely	to	resist	the	insights	of
those	who	think	differently.	As	a	result,	they	don’t	learn	and	adapt,	and	don’t
have	better	or	more	reliable	financial	results	than	their	competitors.

These	findings	map	directly	onto	the	rise	and	fall	of	Polaroid.	After	Land
invented	the	instant	camera	in	1948,	the	company	took	off,	its	revenues	jumping
from	under	$7	million	in	1950	to	nearly	$100	million	in	1960	and	$950	million
by	1976.	Throughout	that	period,	the	photography	industry	remained	stable:
Customers	loved	high-quality	cameras	that	printed	instant	pictures.	But	as	the



digital	revolution	began,	the	market	became	volatile,	and	Polaroid’s	once-
dominant	culture	was	left	in	the	dust.

In	1980,	Land	was	approached	by	Sony	founder	Akio	Morita,	who	confided
that	the	chemical	processing	of	film	might	not	be	the	wave	of	the	future,	and
expressed	interest	in	collaborating	on	an	electronic	camera.	Land	saw	the	world
in	terms	of	chemistry	and	physics,	not	zeros	and	ones.	He	dismissed	the	idea,
insisting	that	customers	would	always	want	prints,	and	that	the	quality	of	digital
photos	would	never	approach	that	of	chemically	processed	ones.

As	the	company	began	to	struggle	in	the	face	of	disruption,	Land	became
even	less	receptive	to	outside	input.	“He	surrounded	himself	with	devoted
followers	who	would	do	his	bidding,”	one	longtime	colleague	observed.	Land’s
pet	project	now	was	Polavision,	an	instant	movie	camera.	When	Polaroid
president	William	McCune	questioned	the	concept,	Land	complained	to	the
board	of	directors	and	gained	complete	control	over	the	project,	working	on	a
separate	floor	where	naysayers	were	denied	access.	“He	has	to	be	able	to
override	all	kinds	of	objections	and	obvious	reasons	why	things	are	not	going	to
work,”	McCune	said.	“When	he	is	doing	something	wild	and	risky,	he	is	careful
to	insulate	himself	from	anyone	who’s	critical.”

Land’s	response	was	all	too	typical:	In	a	study	by	strategy	researchers
Michael	McDonald	and	James	Westphal,	the	worse	companies	performed,	the
more	CEOs	sought	advice	from	friends	and	colleagues	who	shared	their
perspectives.	They	favored	the	comfort	of	consensus	over	the	discomfort	of
dissent,	which	was	precisely	the	opposite	of	what	they	should	have	done.
Company	performance	only	improved	when	CEOs	actively	gathered	advice
from	people	who	weren’t	their	friends	and	brought	different	insights	to	the	table,
which	challenged	them	to	fix	mistakes	and	pursue	innovations.*

“Minority	viewpoints	are	important,	not	because	they	tend	to	prevail	but
because	they	stimulate	divergent	attention	and	thought,”	finds	Berkeley
psychologist	Charlan	Nemeth,	one	of	the	world’s	leading	experts	on	group
decisions.	“As	a	result,	even	when	they	are	wrong	they	contribute	to	the
detection	of	novel	solutions	and	decisions	that,	on	balance,	are	qualitatively
better.”

Dissenting	opinions	are	useful	even	when	they’re	wrong.
Nemeth	first	demonstrated	this	in	the	1980s,	and	her	results	have	been

replicated	many	times.	In	one	experiment,	people	were	asked	to	choose	between
three	candidates	for	a	job.	John	was	objectively	superior,	but	they	didn’t	realize
it,	and	they	all	started	the	experiment	with	a	preference	for	the	wrong	candidate,



Ringo.	When	someone	made	an	argument	for	a	different	wrong	candidate,
George,	it	quadrupled	their	chances	of	hiring	the	right	one.	Disrupting	consensus
by	including	George	in	the	running	encouraged	the	group	members	to	engage	in
divergent	thinking.	They	reexamined	the	hiring	criteria	and	the	qualifications	of
every	candidate,	which	led	them	to	reconsider	John.

Without	dissenting	opinions,	Land’s	instant	movie	camera	was	a	complete
bust.	Although	it	was	technologically	clever,	it	carried	only	a	few	minutes	of
video,	compared	to	the	several	hours	that	successful	video	camcorders	already
on	the	market	were	capable	of	capturing.	The	effort	burned	about	$600	million,
and	the	board	dethroned	him.	Although	Land	cut	ties	with	Polaroid,	his	beliefs
remained	firmly	embedded	in	the	company’s	DNA,	and	employees	were	hired
and	socialized	to	share	them.	He	built	the	company	to	last,	but	his	blueprint
unwittingly	doomed	it	to	perish.	Land	knew	how	to	“think	different,”	yet	he
created	a	company	that	didn’t.

The	evidence	suggests	that	social	bonds	don’t	drive	groupthink;	the	culprits
are	overconfidence	and	reputational	concerns.	At	Polaroid,	in	keeping	with
Land’s	blueprint,	leaders	were	overconfident	that	customers	would	always	want
their	pictures	printed,	and	continued	manufacturing	cheap	cameras	to	earn
profits	on	film—like	selling	cheap	razors	to	make	money	on	blades.	When
confronted	with	the	idea	of	a	digital	camera,	leaders	repeatedly	asked,	“Where’s
the	film?	There’s	no	film?”	When	presented	with	projections	of	38	percent	profit
margins,	decision	makers	scoffed,	noting	that	they	earned	70	percent	on	film.	It
was	a	“constant	fight,”	recalls	a	member	of	the	electronic	imaging	team.	“We
constantly	challenged	the	notion	of	the	current	business	model,	the	core
business,	as	being	old,	antiquated	and	unable	to	go	forward.”

Those	who	disagreed	were	quickly	marginalized.	In	the	minds	of	leaders,
dissenters	didn’t	appreciate	the	value	of	an	instant,	permanent	record.	When	an
engineer	named	Carl	Yankowski	was	hired	as	the	vice	president	in	charge	of
business	imaging	for	Polaroid,	he	proposed	to	acquire	a	startup	with	electronic
imaging	technology.	But	the	CEO,	Mac	Booth,	dismissed	the	idea	and	shut
down	the	discussion	by	announcing	that	“Polaroid	doesn’t	sell	what	it	didn’t
invent,”	reflecting	overconfidence	in	the	company’s	ability	to	predict	the	future
and	create	the	best	products.	“I	think	instant	film	is	going	to	be	the	dominant
factor	in	electronic	photography,	and	we	know	more	about	that	than	anyone	in
the	world,”	Booth	said	in	1987.	“Anyone	who	says	instant	photography	is	dying
has	his	head	in	the	sand.”



Yankowski	recalls	that	when	he	recommended	finding	an	external	electronics
expert	to	guide	the	company	into	the	digital	age,	Booth	retorted,	“I	don’t	know	if
I	should	punch	you	in	the	nose	or	fire	you!”	There’s	the	reputational	risk.
Finally,	Yankowski	gave	up	and	left	for	Sony,	where	he	launched	the
PlayStation	and	nearly	doubled	revenue	within	four	years.	He	went	on	to	lead
the	turnaround	of	Reebok	and	become	the	CEO	of	Palm,	but	despite	his	success
in	driving	innovation	and	saving	failing	companies,	“I	could	never	conquer	the
culture	paradigms	prevalent	in	Polaroid,”	Yankowski	lamented,	decrying	the
“closed-minded	thinking”	and	“inbred”	mentality	of	key	decision	makers.
“Many	of	us	certainly	drank	the	‘Kool-Aid’	along	with	the	executives,”	notes
Milton	Dentch,	who	spent	twenty-seven	years	at	Polaroid.	“The	culture
ingrained	in	several	generations	of	Polaroid	management	always	came	back	to
the	strategy	that	the	engine	that	will	drive	Polaroid	has	to	be	hard-copy
media.	.	.	.	The	real	cause	was	Polaroid’s	unique	culture.”*

Polaroid	came	close	to	being	a	pioneer	in	digital	photography,	and	could
have	easily	been	a	fast	settler.	Instead,	leaders	fiddled	while	the	company
burned.	Had	they	embraced	original	ideas	instead	of	adhering	rigidly	to	Land’s
beliefs	in	hard-copy	chemical	imaging,	the	company	might	have	survived.	How
can	you	build	a	strong	culture	that	welcomes	dissent?



“Think	Different”	Culture

When	I	polled	executives	and	students	about	the	strongest	culture	they	had	ever
encountered	in	an	organization,	the	landslide	winner	was	Bridgewater
Associates.	Headquartered	in	a	Connecticut	town,	Bridgewater	handles	over
$170	billion	in	investments	for	governments,	pension	funds,	universities,	and
charities.	Its	philosophy	is	outlined	in	a	set	of	over	two	hundred	principles
written	by	the	founder.	Although	the	company	manages	money,	the	principles
don’t	contain	a	word	about	investing.	They	are	maxims	about	how	to	think	and
act	in	any	situation	you	might	encounter	at	work	or	in	life	if	you	want	to	do
meaningful	work	and	build	meaningful	relationships.

The	principles	have	been	downloaded	more	than	two	million	times,	and	they
range	from	the	philosophical	(“Realize	you	have	nothing	to	fear	from	truth”)	to
the	practical	(“Recognize	that	behavior	modification	typically	takes	about	18
months	of	constant	reinforcement”).	New	employees	are	hired	based	on	an
assessment	of	how	well	they	fit	with	the	way	of	operating	that’s	outlined	in	the
principles.	They	are	trained	in	an	intensive	boot	camp	modeled	after	the	military,
where	they	are	asked	to	reflect	on	and	discuss	the	principles,	placed	in
emotionally	intense	situations	to	practice	them,	and	evaluated	on	how	well	they
integrate	them	into	their	behaviors.	Although	there’s	always	a	lot	of	debate,
Bridgewater	is	a	highly	cohesive,	close-knit	community,	to	the	point	that	its	staff
frequently	call	it	a	family,	and	it’s	common	for	employees	to	stay	for	decades.

Bridgewater	has	a	strong	commitment	culture	in	the	volatile	financial
industry,	but	its	performance	hasn’t	waned	over	time.	The	company	has	two
major	funds,	both	of	which	have	delivered	consistently	excellent	returns	through
two	decades.	They’ve	been	recognized	for	making	more	money	for	clients	than
any	hedge	fund	in	the	history	of	the	industry.	In	2010,	Bridgewater’s	returns
exceeded	the	combined	profits	of	Google,	eBay,	Yahoo,	and	Amazon.

Bridgewater’s	secret	is	promoting	the	expression	of	original	ideas.	The
company	has	been	consistently	praised	for	its	innovative	investment	strategies,
one	of	which	has	involved	reducing	risk	by	embracing	a	much	greater	degree	of
diversification	than	typical	investment	funds.	And	in	the	spring	of	2007,
Bridgewater	started	warning	clients	about	the	impending	financial	crisis.



According	to	Barron’s,	“Nobody	was	better	prepared	for	the	global	market
crash.”

In	the	investment	world,	you	can	only	make	money	if	you	think	different
from	everyone	else.	Bridgewater	has	prevented	groupthink	by	inviting	dissenting
opinions	from	every	employee	in	the	company.	When	employees	share
independent	viewpoints	instead	of	conforming	to	the	majority,	there’s	a	much
higher	chance	that	Bridgewater	will	make	investment	decisions	no	one	else	has
considered	and	recognize	financial	trends	no	one	else	has	discerned.	That	makes
it	possible	to	be	right	when	the	rest	of	the	market	is	wrong.

My	goal	isn’t	to	analyze	Bridgewater’s	brilliant	financial	decisions,	but	to
take	a	deeper	look	at	the	culture	that	underlies	those	decisions.	It	starts	with
Bridgewater’s	billionaire	founder,	Ray	Dalio.	Although	he	has	been	called	the
Steve	Jobs	of	investing,	employees	don’t	communicate	with	him	as	if	he’s
anyone	special.	Here’s	an	email	that	Jim,	a	client	adviser,	sent	to	Dalio	after	a
meeting	with	an	important	potential	client:

Ray—	you	deserve	a	“D-”	for	your	performance	today	.	.	.	you
rambled	for	50	minutes	.	.	.	It	was	obvious	to	all	of	us	that	you
did	not	prepare	at	all	because	there	is	no	way	you	could	have
and	been	that	disorganized	at	the	outset	if	you	had	prepared.	We
told	you	this	prospect	has	been	identified	as	a	“must-win”	.	.	.
today	was	really	bad	.	.	.	we	can’t	let	this	happen	again.

At	a	typical	company,	sending	an	email	this	critical	of	a	boss	would	be	career
suicide.	But	instead	of	reacting	defensively,	Dalio	responded	by	asking	others
who	attended	the	meeting	to	give	him	honest	feedback	and	grade	him	on	a	scale
from	A	to	F.	Then,	instead	of	hiding	Dalio’s	shortcomings	or	attacking	the
author	of	the	note,	Bridgewater’s	co-CEO	copied	the	email	trail	to	the	entire
company	so	that	everyone	could	learn	from	the	exchange.

In	many	organizations,	people	give	negative	feedback	only	behind	closed
doors.	As	Jack	Handey	advised	in	one	of	his	“Deep	Thoughts”	on	Saturday
Night	Live,	before	you	criticize	people,	you	should	walk	a	mile	in	their	shoes.
That	way,	when	you	criticize	them,	you’re	a	mile	away	and	you	have	their	shoes.

At	Bridgewater,	employees	are	expected	to	voice	concerns	and	critiques
directly	to	each	other.	“Don’t	let	‘loyalty’	stand	in	the	way	of	truth	and
openness,”	Dalio	writes	in	the	principles.	“No	one	has	the	right	to	hold	a	critical
opinion	without	speaking	up	about	it.”	In	a	typical	organization,	people	are



punished	for	raising	dissent.	At	Bridgewater,	they’re	evaluated	on	whether	they
speak	up—and	they	can	be	fired	for	failing	to	challenge	the	status	quo.

Strong	cultures	exist	when	employees	are	intensely	committed	to	a	shared	set
of	values	and	norms,	but	the	effects	depend	on	what	those	values	and	norms	are.
If	you’re	going	to	build	a	strong	culture,	it’s	paramount	to	make	diversity	one	of
your	core	values.	This	is	what	separates	Bridgewater’s	strong	culture	from	a
cult:	The	commitment	is	to	promoting	dissent.	In	hiring,	instead	of	using
similarity	to	gauge	cultural	fit,	Bridgewater	assesses	cultural	contribution.*
Dalio	wants	people	who	will	think	independently	and	enrich	the	culture.	By
holding	them	accountable	for	dissenting,	Dalio	has	fundamentally	altered	the
way	people	make	decisions.

In	a	cult,	core	values	are	dogma.	At	Bridgewater,	employees	are	expected	to
challenge	the	principles	themselves.	During	training,	when	employees	learn	the
principles,	they’re	constantly	asked:	Do	you	agree?	“We	have	these	standards
that	are	stress	tested	over	time,	and	you	have	to	either	operate	by	them	or
disagree	with	them	and	fight	for	better	ones,”	explains	Zack	Wieder,	who	works
with	Dalio	on	codifying	the	principles.

Rather	than	deferring	to	the	people	with	the	greatest	seniority	or	status,	as
was	the	case	at	Polaroid,	decisions	at	Bridgewater	are	based	on	quality.	The	goal
is	to	create	an	idea	meritocracy,	where	the	best	ideas	win.	To	get	the	best	ideas
on	the	table	in	the	first	place,	you	need	radical	transparency.

Later,	I’m	going	to	challenge	some	of	Dalio’s	principles,	but	first	I	want	to
explain	the	weapons	he	has	used	to	wage	a	war	on	groupthink.



The	Devil	You	Know

After	the	Bay	of	Pigs	debacle,	President	Kennedy	asked	his	brother	Robert	to
argue	against	majority	opinions	and	consider	every	idea.	When	Irving	Janis
analyzed	the	disease	of	groupthink,	one	of	his	main	cures	was	to	appoint	a
devil’s	advocate.	The	practice	dates	back	to	1587,	when	Pope	Sixtus	V	instituted
a	new	process	for	vetting	candidates	for	sainthood	in	the	Roman	Catholic
Church.	He	assigned	a	promotor	fidei,	or	promoter	of	the	faith,	to	oppose
canonization	by	critically	evaluating	the	character	of	candidates	and	challenging
claims	of	miracles	they	had	performed.	The	promoter	of	the	faith	argued	against
the	advocatus	Dei,	God’s	advocate,	and	became	known	as	the	devil’s	advocate.
Half	a	millennium	later,	this	is	effectively	what	most	leaders	do	to	foster	dissent:
bring	in	someone	to	oppose	the	majority.	But	Charlan	Nemeth	shows	that	we’re
doing	it	wrong.

In	an	experiment	inspired	by	Nemeth’s	work,	over	two	hundred	business	and
government	managers	in	Germany	were	assigned	to	represent	a	company
transferring	its	production	abroad.	They	were	given	a	choice	between	two
countries—say,	Peru	and	Kenya—and,	after	reading	some	initial	information,
were	asked	to	select	one	or	the	other.	The	ones	that	favored	Peru	joined	a	group
with	two	other	people	who	shared	their	preference,	and	before	making	a
decision,	they	had	access	to	a	dozen	articles	that	offered	more	detailed
information	about	each	country.	Half	of	the	articles	recommended	Peru	and	half
favored	Kenya,	and	they	didn’t	have	time	to	read	them	all.

The	managers	chose	to	read	26	percent	more	articles	that	favored	Peru.	This
is	what	psychologists	call	confirmation	bias:	When	you	have	a	preference,	you
seek	out	information	supporting	it,	while	overlooking	information	that
challenges	it.

But	would	that	bias	change	if	one	of	the	teammates	had	been	randomly
assigned	to	be	a	devil’s	advocate?	His	role	was	to	challenge	the	majority
preference	for	Peru,	identifying	its	disadvantages	and	questioning	the	group’s
assumptions.

With	a	devil’s	advocate	present,	the	managers	became	more	balanced:	they
read	only	2	percent	more	pro-Peru	articles	than	pro-Kenya	articles.	Yet	the
advocate’s	input	ultimately	wasn’t	sufficient	to	change	their	minds.	The



managers	paid	lip	service	to	the	advocate	by	selecting	an	evenhanded	mix	of
articles,	but	their	confidence	in	their	original	preference	dropped	by	only	4
percent.	Because	of	confirmation	bias,	they	were	persuaded	by	the	arguments
that	affirmed	their	preference,	and	discounted	those	that	didn’t.	To	overcome	a
majority	preference,	groups	would	need	to	consider	more	articles	against	it	than
in	support	of	it.

If	assigning	a	devil’s	advocate	doesn’t	work,	what	does?
The	researchers	formed	another	set	of	groups	with	two	managers	who

favored	Peru.	For	the	third	member,	instead	of	assigning	a	devil’s	advocate	to
argue	for	Kenya,	they	picked	someone	who	actually	preferred	Kenya.	Those
groups	selected	14	percent	more	articles	against	the	majority	preference	than	for
it.	And	now,	they	were	15	percent	less	confident	in	their	original	preference.

While	it	can	be	appealing	to	assign	a	devil’s	advocate,	it’s	much	more
powerful	to	unearth	one.	When	people	are	designated	to	dissent,	they’re	just
playing	a	role.	This	causes	two	problems:	They	don’t	argue	forcefully	or
consistently	enough	for	the	minority	viewpoint,	and	group	members	are	less
likely	to	take	them	seriously.	“Dissenting	for	the	sake	of	dissenting	is	not	useful.
It	is	also	not	useful	if	it	is	‘pretend	dissent’—for	example,	if	role-played,”
Nemeth	explains.	“It	is	not	useful	if	motivated	by	considerations	other	than
searching	for	the	truth	or	the	best	solutions.	But	when	it	is	authentic,	it	stimulates
thought;	it	clarifies	and	it	emboldens.”

The	secret	to	success	is	sincerity,	the	old	saying	goes:	Once	you	can	fake
that,	you’ve	got	it	made.	In	fact,	it’s	not	easy	to	fake	sincerity.	For	devil’s
advocates	to	be	maximally	effective,	they	need	to	really	believe	in	the	position
they’re	representing—and	the	group	needs	to	believe	that	they	believe	it,	too.	In
one	experiment	led	by	Nemeth,	groups	with	an	authentic	dissenter	generated	48
percent	more	solutions	to	problems	than	those	with	an	assigned	devil’s	advocate,
and	their	solutions	tended	to	be	higher	in	quality.	This	was	true	regardless	of
whether	the	group	knew	the	devil’s	advocate	held	the	majority	opinion	or	was
unsure	of	the	person’s	actual	opinion.	And	even	if	a	devil’s	advocate	did	believe
in	the	minority	perspective,	informing	the	other	members	that	the	role	had	been
assigned	was	enough	to	undermine	the	advocate’s	persuasiveness.*	Whereas
people	doubt	assigned	dissenters,	genuine	dissenters	challenge	people	to	doubt
themselves.

Even	though	the	assigned	position	is	less	effective,	it’s	an	attractive	option
because	it	seems	to	provide	cover.	It’s	precarious	to	genuinely	challenge	the
status	quo	when	you’re	in	the	minority;	if	you	can	claim	that	you’re	just	playing



devil’s	advocate,	you	feel	protected	against	criticism	or	hostility	from	the	group.
But	this	isn’t	what	Nemeth	found.	Compared	to	assigned	dissenters,	authentic
dissenters	don’t	make	group	members	substantially	angrier,	and	they’re	actually
liked	slightly	more	(at	least	they	have	principles).

Instead	of	appointing	devil’s	advocates,	Bridgewater	unearths	them.	In	2012,
Ray	Dalio	drew	out	authentic	dissenters	by	sending	a	poll	asking	everyone	in	the
company	to	hold	others	accountable	for	speaking	their	minds:

Of	the	people	you	work	with	on	a	regular	basis,	what	percentage
of	those	people	would	you	rely	on	to	speak	up	and	to	fight	to
make	sense	of	things	even	when	it’s	difficult?

Are	you	such	a	person?
Let’s	test	your	forthrightness.	Of	the	people	you	work	with,

who	is	not	doing	their	part	to	fight	for	right?	(add	exactly	three
answers)

Have	you	told	them?	If	not,	why	not?

Dalio	included	an	open-ended	prompt	for	employees	to	provide	feedback.	As
the	feedback	poured	in,	the	exercise	turned	out	to	be	unusually	polarizing	for	a
company	with	strong	consensus	around	principles.	Some	employees	objected	to
the	idea	of	naming	names;	others	balked	at	the	format.	One	person	said	it	was
“very	much	Nazi	Germany	as	opposed	to	idea	meritocracy.”	Another
commented	that	“today’s	poll	is	outrageous.	.	.	.	It	is	asking	me	to	choose	three
people	for	a	piece	of	feedback	that	is	extremely	specific,	and	highly	charged,	and
do	it	in	a	format	that	is	highly	impersonal	and	gives	a	mean-spirited	edge	to	it.”

But	other	employees	had	the	opposite	reaction:	They	felt	that	Bridgewater
was	enacting	the	principles	it	espoused.	If	there	were	people	who	weren’t
speaking	their	minds,	they	were	jeopardizing	the	nucleus	of	the	culture.	One
wrote	that	it	“caused	me	to	reflect”	and	“generated	conversation—someone
emailed	me	that	she	put	my	name	down	for	not	fighting	for	right—and	we	got	in
sync.”	Another	admitted	that	“this	is	probably	the	toughest	and	most	valuable	bit
of	homework	I’ve	done	in	over	two	years.”

Dalio	loved	the	cacophony,	which	provided	an	opportunity	for	both	sides	to
learn.	Instead	of	assigning	a	devil’s	advocate,	Dalio	was	uncovering	actual	areas
of	disagreement.	“The	greatest	tragedy	of	mankind,”	Dalio	says,	“comes	from
the	inability	of	people	to	have	thoughtful	disagreement	to	find	out	what’s	true.”
Through	the	process	of	open-minded	debate,	Dalio	expects	employees	to



reconcile	their	differences.	Instead	of	reaching	consensus	because	some	people
are	overconfident	or	others	are	afraid	to	speak	up,	the	staff	get	on	the	same	page
by	duking	it	out.	In	the	language	of	futurist	Paul	Saffo,	the	norm	is	to	have
“strong	opinions,	weakly	held.”

To	get	people	in	sync	about	their	conflicting	views	of	the	poll,	Dalio	hosted	a
discussion.	In	an	effort	to	foster	a	balanced	dialogue,	he	selected	three	people
with	strong	negative	opinions	and	three	who	were	extremely	enthusiastic.	Dalio
turned	to	one	of	the	critical	employees	and	asked	for	his	point	of	view.	The
employee	expressed	concerns	about	“creating	an	indictment	culture,	something
where	it	felt	McCarthyist.”	Another	employee	agreed,	arguing	that	“the	naming
names	feels	pretty	tone-deaf.”

A	leader	pushed	back:	“I	think	it’s	tone-deaf	not	to	share	that	info.”	The	poll
data	revealed	that	40	percent	of	people	who	had	critical	thoughts	about	others
hadn’t	shared	them—while	every	single	employee	wanted	to	know	others’
critical	thoughts.	With	a	few	dozen	people	in	the	room,	the	debate	raged	for
more	than	an	hour.

As	founder	of	a	firm	that	manages	investments,	why	would	Dalio	spend	so
much	time	on	a	conversation	about	naming	names?	If	employees	can	get	in	sync
about	making	sure	that	everyone	speaks	up,	they	don’t	need	to	worry	as	much
about	groupthink.	Dalio	can	be	confident	that	members	of	his	staff	won’t	feel
pressured	to	nod	and	smile	whenever	he	presents	an	opinion;	his	whole	team	will
be	radically	transparent	in	challenging	his	assumptions	about	markets,	and
they’ll	be	the	same	with	one	another.*	Decisions	will	be	made	based	on	an	idea
meritocracy,	not	a	status	hierarchy	or	democracy.

When	all	was	said	and	done,	97	percent	of	Bridgewater	employees	were
more	worried	about	too	little	accountability	than	too	much.	By	devoting	more
than	an	hour	to	the	debate	on	that	matter,	employees	reached	consensus	that	they
needed	to	push	one	another	to	share	original	ideas.	That	transparency	would
shield	them	against	groupthink,	enabling	them	to	avoid	countless	bad	decisions
over	time.	By	building	a	culture	in	which	people	are	constantly	encouraging	one
another	to	disagree,	Dalio	has	created	a	powerful	way	to	combat	conformity.	Yet
the	kind	of	disagreement	he	seeks	is	the	opposite	of	what	most	leaders	invite.



Finding	the	Canary	in	the	Coal	Mine

If	you’re	a	leader	talking	to	your	employees,	how	would	you	fill	in	the	blanks	in
this	sentence?

Don’t	bring	me	________________;	
bring	me	________________.

I	learned	about	this	question	from	organizational	psychologist	David
Hofmann,	who	posed	it	while	serving	as	a	member	of	the	committee
investigating	British	Petroleum’s	Deepwater	Horizon	explosion	and	oil	spill.
Since	then,	I’ve	presented	the	question	to	thousands	of	leaders	in	groups,	asking
them	to	shout	out	the	full	sentence.	Without	fail,	multiple	people	chime	in
unison,	as	if	they’ve	rehearsed	the	chorus	many	times	before:	“Don’t	bring	me
problems;	bring	me	solutions.”

This	seems	like	a	wise	philosophy	for	leaders.	We	don’t	want	people	to	stop
at	complaining;	when	they	see	something	wrong,	they	ought	to	take	the	initiative
to	fix	it.	As	management	researcher	Jeff	Edwards	advises,	if	you’re	going	to	tell
the	emperor	he	has	no	clothes,	you’d	better	be	a	good	tailor.	And	extensive
research	shows	that	leaders	do	react	much	more	positively	when	employees
bring	solutions	rather	than	problems	to	the	table.

But	when	it	comes	to	groupthink,	there’s	a	dark	side	to	encouraging
solutions.	Hofmann	is	one	of	the	world’s	preeminent	authorities	on	creating
organizational	cultures	that	detect,	correct,	and	prevent	errors.	After	the	space
shuttle	Columbia	exploded	upon	reentry	into	the	atmosphere	in	2003,
Hofmann’s	research	was	instrumental	in	assessing	and	documenting
improvements	in	NASA’s	safety	culture.	The	culture	survey	he	helped	create
was	completed	by	every	NASA	employee	and	has	since	reached	over	two
hundred	thousand	employees	across	more	than	a	thousand	companies.	Hofmann
found	that	a	culture	that	focuses	too	heavily	on	solutions	becomes	a	culture	of
advocacy,	dampening	inquiry.	If	you’re	always	expected	to	have	an	answer
ready,	you’ll	arrive	at	meetings	with	your	diagnosis	complete,	missing	out	on	the
chance	to	learn	from	a	broad	range	of	perspectives.	A	day	after	the	Columbia
shuttle	took	off,	a	“mystery	object”	was	seen	floating	away	in	orbit.	If	an	inquiry



had	been	launched,	the	team	might	have	discovered	that	the	mystery	object	had
caused	a	hole	in	the	left	wing,	and	been	able	to	repair	it	before	hot	gas	eventually
entered	the	ship.

Advocacy	is	fine	if	you’re	on	the	jury	at	a	courtroom	trial.	Since	all	twelve
members	get	to	hear	the	entire	case,	when	it’s	time	to	deliberate,	they	can	start
debating	about	whether	the	defendant	is	innocent	or	guilty.	But	organizational
life	doesn’t	work	like	a	courtroom,	Hofmann	admonishes.	It’s	more	like	sitting
through	a	twelve-hour	trial	where	each	juror	hears	only	one	hour	of	testimony,
and	no	two	jurors	listen	to	the	same	hour.	When	every	member	of	a	group	has
different	information,	inquiry	needs	to	precede	advocacy—which	means	you
have	to	raise	the	problems	before	pursuing	solutions.	To	make	sure	that
problems	get	raised,	leaders	need	mechanisms	for	unearthing	dissenters.

In	2007,	Google’s	head	of	people	operations,	Laszlo	Bock,	decided	to	move
annual	performance	reviews	from	December	to	March	to	avoid	the	holiday
crunch.	His	team	ran	the	idea	by	dozens	of	people	and	decided	to	announce	the
change	to	the	company	on	a	Friday.	On	late	Thursday	afternoon,	Bock	emailed
managers	with	a	heads-up,	only	to	face	an	avalanche	of	strong	objections.	After
fielding	hundreds	of	emails	and	forty	phone	conversations	between	6	P.M.	and
midnight,	Bock	was	persuaded	to	move	the	reviews	up	to	October.	Before	that
input,	his	team	had	fallen	victim	to	groupthink,	having	obtained	only	supportive
opinions	from	like-minded	people.	“The	experience	underscored	not	just	the
importance	of	listening	to	our	people,	but	also	the	need	to	have	a	reliable
channel	for	opinions	well	before	decisions	are	made,”	Bock	writes	in	Work
Rules!

To	ensure	that	authentic	dissenters	voiced	their	viewpoints	earlier,	Bock’s
team	created	the	“Canaries”—a	group	of	trusted	engineers	across	the	company
who	represent	diverse	viewpoints,	and	have	a	reputation	both	for	being	sensitive
to	adverse	conditions	and	for	speaking	their	minds.	They	took	their	name	from
the	nineteenth-century	practice	of	using	canaries	to	detect	deadly	gases	in	coal
mines.	Before	Google’s	people	operations	team	introduces	a	major	change	in
policy,	they	often	run	it	by	the	Canaries	for	critical	feedback.	They’re	part
advisory	board,	part	focus	group,	and	they’ve	become	an	invaluable	safeguard	to
make	sure	Googlers’	voices	are	heard.	By	reaching	out	to	them	in	advance,	one
member	of	Bock’s	team	explains,	“Our	biggest	complainers	become	our
strongest	advocates.”

Polaroid	never	systematically	engaged	canaries	to	call	out	problems.	In
contrast,	Bridgewater	is	designed	to	be	a	whole	company	of	canaries.	In	my	first



conversation	about	the	company,	a	former	junior	employee	told	me	she	was
known	there	informally	as	the	canary	in	the	coal	mine.	I	expected	that	status	to
stall	her	career,	but	it	was	highlighted	as	a	major	strength	in	her	performance
reviews	and	gave	her	credibility	with	senior	management	as	a	champion	of	the
culture.

Ray	Dalio	doesn’t	want	employees	to	bring	him	solutions;	he	expects	them	to
bring	him	problems.	One	of	his	first	inventions	was	the	issue	log,	an	open-access
database	for	employees	to	flag	any	problem	they	identify	and	to	rate	its	severity.
Getting	problems	noted	is	half	the	battle	against	groupthink;	the	other	is	listening
to	the	right	opinions	about	how	to	solve	them.	The	Bridgewater	procedure	for
the	latter	is	to	gather	a	group	of	credible	people	to	diagnose	the	problems,	share
their	reasoning,	and	explore	the	causes	and	possible	solutions.

Although	everyone’s	opinions	are	welcome,	they’re	not	all	valued	equally.
Bridgewater	is	not	a	democracy.	Voting	privileges	the	majority,	when	the
minority	might	have	a	better	opinion.	“Democratic	decision	making—one
person,	one	vote—is	dumb,”	Dalio	explains,	“because	not	everybody	has	the
same	believability.”*

At	Bridgewater,	every	employee	has	a	believability	score	on	a	range	of
dimensions.	In	sports,	statistics	for	every	player’s	performance	history	are
public.	In	baseball,	before	you	sign	a	player,	you	can	look	up	his	batting	average,
home	runs,	and	steals;	assess	his	strengths	and	weaknesses;	and	adjust
accordingly.	Dalio	wanted	Bridgewater	to	work	the	same	way,	so	he	created
baseball	cards	that	display	statistics	on	every	employee’s	performance,	which
can	be	accessed	by	anyone	at	the	company.	If	you’re	about	to	interact	with	a	few
Bridgewater	colleagues	for	the	first	time,	you	can	see	their	track	records	on
seventy-seven	different	dimensions	of	values,	skills,	and	abilities	in	the	areas	of
higher-level	thinking,	practical	thinking,	maintaining	high	standards,
determination,	open-mindedness	yet	assertiveness,	and	organization	and
reliability.

During	regular	review	cycles,	employees	rate	one	another	on	different
qualities	like	integrity,	courage,	living	in	truth,	taking	the	bull	by	its	horns,	not
tolerating	problems,	being	willing	to	touch	a	nerve,	fighting	to	get	in	sync,	and
holding	people	accountable.	Between	cycles,	employees	can	give	real-time,	open
feedback	to	anyone	in	the	company.	At	any	time,	employees	can	submit	dots,	or
observations—they	assess	peers,	leaders,	or	subordinates	on	the	metrics	and	give
short	explanations	of	what	they’ve	observed.	The	baseball	cards	create	a
“pointillist	picture”	of	staff	members,	aggregating	across	review	cycles	and	dots,



and	incorporate	various	assessments	that	employees	take.	The	cards’	display
changes	over	time,	revealing	who’s	best	suited	to	play	each	position,	and
flagging	areas	to	“rely	on”	and	“watch	out	for”	with	green	and	red	lights.

When	you	express	an	opinion,	it’s	weighted	by	whether	you’ve	established
yourself	as	believable	on	that	dimension.	Your	believability	is	a	probability	of
being	right	in	the	present,	and	is	based	on	your	judgment,	reasoning,	and
behavior	in	the	past.	In	presenting	your	views,	you’re	expected	to	consider	your
own	believability	by	telling	your	audience	how	confident	you	are.	If	you	have
doubts,	and	you’re	not	known	as	believable	in	the	domain,	you	shouldn’t	have
an	opinion	in	the	first	place;	you’re	supposed	to	ask	questions	so	you	can	learn.
If	you’re	expressing	a	fierce	conviction,	you	should	be	forthright	about	it—but
know	that	your	colleagues	will	probe	the	quality	of	your	reasoning.	Even	then,
you’re	supposed	to	be	assertive	and	open-minded	at	the	same	time.	As
management	scholar	Karl	Weick	advises,	“Argue	like	you’re	right	and	listen	like
you’re	wrong.”



When	Principles	Collide

What	happens,	though,	when	believable	people	don’t	agree?	In	the	summer	of
2014,	Bridgewater	conducted	an	anonymous	survey	to	find	out	about	dissent	that
hadn’t	been	voiced.	When	co-CEO	Greg	Jensen	led	an	all-hands	meeting	to
discuss	the	results,	an	employee,	“Ashley,”	commented	that	some	people	were
misinterpreting	Bridgewater’s	principles.	Greg	asked	if	she	was	correcting	them
when	that	occurred,	and	Ashley	mentioned	that	she	had	recently	called	someone
out	for	a	misinterpretation.

By	speaking	up,	Ashley	was	exemplifying	one	of	Bridgewater’s	principles.
But	rather	than	responding	to	the	substance	of	her	comment,	Greg	called	her	out
for	violating	another	Bridgewater	principle,	which	emphasizes	the	importance	of
understanding	the	difference	between	the	forest	and	the	trees,	and	navigating
between	the	two.	He	wanted	a	synthesis	of	how	she	handled	such	situations	in
general,	not	her	account	of	a	specific	case.

A	senior	manager,	Trina	Soske,	felt	that	Greg	made	a	bad	leadership
decision.	Although	he	was	attempting	to	adhere	to	one	Bridgewater	principle,
Trina	was	concerned	that	Ashley—and	others—might	be	discouraged	from
speaking	up	in	the	future.	In	most	organizations,	since	Greg	had	higher	status
than	her,	a	manager	in	Trina’s	position	would	remain	silent	and	go	home
thinking	he	was	a	jerk.	But	Trina	wrote	honest	feedback	for	the	whole	company
to	read.	She	praised	Ashley	for	having	the	courage	and	integrity	to	speak	up,	and
cautioned	Greg	that	his	response	“signaled	the	exact	opposite	of	what	you,	as	a
CEO,	should	model.”

In	a	typical	organization,	as	the	senior	leader	Greg’s	opinion	would	prevail
over	Trina’s,	and	her	career	might	be	in	jeopardy	for	criticizing	him.	But	at
Bridgewater,	Trina	wasn’t	punished,	and	the	resolution	wasn’t	based	on
authority,	seniority,	majority,	or	who	spoke	the	most	loudly	or	forcefully.	It
started	with	a	debate	via	email:	Greg	disagreed	with	Trina’s	views,	as	he	felt	he
was	being	open	and	direct;	after	all,	principle	three	stated	that	no	one	has	the
right	to	hold	a	critical	opinion	without	speaking	up.	But	Trina	had	heard	two
different	people	criticize	Greg’s	behavior	in	informal	conversations.	“The
dampening	impact	is	going	to	be	more	about	what	you	don’t	see	and	don’t	hear,”
she	wrote	to	him.	She	worried	that	Greg’s	behavior	would	instigate	groupthink,



causing	people	to	stay	silent	rather	than	to	challenge	leaders.	Greg	stood	his
ground:	By	allowing	people	to	talk	behind	his	back,	Trina	was	failing	to	hold
people	accountable	for	confronting	him	with	their	critical	opinions.	She	was
allowing	them	to	violate	one	of	Bridgewater’s	principles	by	acting	like	“slimy
weasels.”

It’s	extremely	rare	to	see	a	senior	leader	open	to	this	kind	of	thoughtful
disagreement,	but	even	more	unusual	was	what	Greg	did	next.	“I	doubt	we’ll	be
able	to	resolve	this	ourselves,”	he	wrote	to	Trina,	copying	the	entire	management
committee—a	group	of	people	who	had	established	their	believability	as	leaders.
“It’s	like	agreeing	on	a	judge	or	a	mediator,”	Dalio	explains.	By	escalating	the
disagreement	to	them,	Greg	was	allowing	the	idea	meritocracy	to	sort	out	who
was	right.

Instead	of	leaving	it	to	the	management	committee	to	resolve,	though,	Dalio
asked	Greg	and	Trina	to	collaborate	on	turning	their	conflict	into	a	case	to	share
with	all	of	Bridgewater.	Along	with	making	their	debate	transparent,	it	forced
them	to	inquire	about	each	other’s	perspectives	instead	of	just	advocating	for
their	own	viewpoints.	When	the	case	was	finished,	to	continue	the	inquiry
process	Greg	and	Trina	each	generated	questions	to	ask	the	entire	company.

Several	months	after	the	issue	first	occurred,	it	was	still	being	discussed,	and
the	analytics	team	was	preparing	to	share	the	data	on	employees’	reactions.	But
“resolving	the	issue	itself	is	in	some	ways	less	important	than	understanding	the
path	to	resolving	such	things	in	the	future,	and	agreeing	on	that,”	Zack	Wieder
explains.	“No	one	(including	our	CEO)	has	any	monopoly	on	the	truth.”

I	can’t	help	but	wonder:	If	Polaroid	leaders	had	called	people	slimy	weasels
for	talking	behind	Edwin	Land’s	back	about	the	problems	with	his	instant	movie
camera,	would	the	company	still	be	thriving	today?	Had	NASA’s	culture
allowed	for	this	kind	of	open	disagreement,	would	the	seven	Columbia
astronauts	still	be	alive?

Even	if	your	organization	doesn’t	currently	embrace	critical	upward
feedback,	holding	an	open	season	on	leaders	might	be	an	effective	way	to	begin
changing	the	culture.	At	the	software	company	Index	Group,	CEO	Tom	Gerrity
asked	a	consultant	to	tell	him	everything	he	did	wrong	in	front	of	his	entire	staff
of	roughly	a	hundred	employees.	By	role	modeling	receptivity	to	feedback,
employees	across	the	company	became	more	willing	to	challenge	him—and	one
another.	I’ve	learned	to	do	something	similar	in	the	classroom.	I	collect
anonymous	feedback	from	students	after	the	first	month,	focusing	on
constructive	criticism	and	suggestions	for	improvement,	and	then	email	the	full



set	of	verbatim	comments	to	the	entire	class.	In	the	next	class	session,	I
summarize	what	I	thought	were	the	key	suggestions,	seek	feedback	on	my
interpretations,	and	propose	changes	to	address	these	issues.	Students	often
report	that	this	dialogue	makes	them	feel	more	comfortable	in	becoming	active
contributors	to	improving	the	class.

It’s	not	just	Dalio’s	openness	that	makes	people	comfortable	challenging
senior	leaders.	It’s	the	fact	that	early	in	the	training,	employees	are	encouraged
to	question	the	principles.	Rather	than	waiting	for	employees	to	become
experienced,	Bridgewater	reveals	that	we	can	start	encouraging	originality	on
day	one.	In	most	organizations,	the	socialization	period	is	passive:	We’re	busy
learning	the	ropes	and	familiarizing	ourselves	with	the	culture.	By	the	time
we’re	up	to	speed,	we’re	already	swamped	with	work	and	beginning	to	see	the
world	in	the	company	way.	The	early	period	is	the	perfect	time	for	employees	to
pay	attention	to	opportunities	to	improve	the	culture.

A	few	years	ago,	I	was	hired	by	Goldman	Sachs	to	identify	steps	for
attracting	and	retaining	talented	investment	banking	analysts	and	associates	by
allowing	them	to	improve	the	work	environment.	One	of	the	initiatives	that	we
introduced	was	an	entry	interview.	Instead	of	waiting	to	ask	employees	for	ideas
on	their	way	out,	managers	hold	meetings	to	learn	about	new	hires’	ideas	when
they	first	join	the	organization.	It’s	easier	to	start	a	relationship	with	the	door
open	than	to	pry	open	a	door	that’s	already	been	slammed	shut.



The	Moment	of	Truth

I	was	eager	to	find	out	for	myself	if	Ray	Dalio	was	anything	like	Edwin	Land.
Was	he	too	attached	to	his	own	blueprint?	How	did	he	handle	challenges	to	his
principles?	I	had	done	enough	inquiry	at	Bridgewater	to	develop	some	critical
opinions	of	my	own.	By	virtue	of	unearthing	devil’s	advocates	and	conducting	a
thorough	inquiry	process	before	moving	into	advocacy,	the	company	was
unusually	good	at	preventing	groupthink.	But	that	didn’t	mean	they	were	perfect.

Soon	enough,	I	found	myself	sitting	with	Dalio	at	the	kitchen	table	in	his
apartment.	In	the	past,	I	would	have	hesitated	to	speak	my	mind.	I’ve	never
enjoyed	conflict,	but	my	time	studying	Bridgewater	had	begun	to	change	me;	I’d
become	more	direct	in	giving	critical	feedback,	and	who	better	to	challenge	than
the	forefather	of	radical	transparency?	I’d	come	to	believe	that	no	one	had	the
right	to	hold	a	critical	opinion	without	speaking	up	about	it,	I	explained	to	Dalio,
and	since	that’s	what	their	culture	prizes,	I	wouldn’t	pull	any	punches.	“I’m
unoffendable,”	he	replied,	giving	me	the	green	light	to	go	ahead.

If	I	were	running	the	show,	I	began,	Bridgewater’s	principles	would	be	rank
ordered	in	a	hierarchy,	from	most	to	least	important.	The	disagreement	between
Greg	and	Trina	centered	on	two	different	principles:	being	open	with	critical
opinions	and	encouraging	others	to	be	open	with	theirs.	Both	of	these	principles
appeared	in	a	list,	without	any	information	about	which	one	mattered	more.
After	studying	values	for	more	than	forty	years,	psychologist	Shalom	Schwartz
has	found	that	their	main	purpose	is	to	help	people	choose	between	conflicting
options.	“The	relative	importance	of	multiple	values	guides	action,”	Schwartz
explains.

I	pointed	out	to	Dalio	that	when	organizations	fail	to	prioritize	principles,
their	performance	suffers.	In	a	study	of	over	one	hundred	professional	theaters
by	researchers	Zannie	Voss,	Dan	Cable,	and	Glenn	Voss,	leaders	rated	the
importance	of	five	values:	artistic	expression	(innovative	plays),	entertainment
(audience	satisfaction),	giving	to	the	community	(providing	access,	outreach,
and	education),	achievement	(being	recognized	for	excellence),	and	financial
performance	(fiscal	viability).	The	more	strongly	leaders	disagreed	about	the
importance	of	these	values,	the	lower	their	ticket	revenues	and	net	income.	It



didn’t	matter	what	their	principles	were,	as	long	as	leaders	established	consensus
about	their	significance.

I	added	that	establishing	relative	importance	is	especially	essential	when
organizations	have	a	large	number	of	principles.	In	a	study	of	over	150	hospitals
led	by	Wharton	professor	Drew	Carton,	a	compelling	vision	was	necessary	but
not	sufficient	for	strong	health	and	financial	performance.	The	more	core
principles	a	hospital	emphasized,	the	less	a	vivid	vision	helped.	When	hospitals
had	more	than	four	core	values,	a	clear	mission	no	longer	offered	any	benefits
for	reducing	heart	attack	readmission	rates	or	increasing	return	on	assets.	The
more	principles	you	have,	the	greater	the	odds	that	employees	focus	on	different
values	or	interpret	the	same	values	differently.	If	that	proved	to	be	an	issue	with
five	to	ten	principles,	wouldn’t	it	be	an	even	greater	problem	with	two	hundred
or	more?

“I	agree	with	you,”	Dalio	said.	“I	can	see	that	I	might	not	have	been	clear
enough	that	there’s	a	hierarchy,	because	these	200	are	not	all	the	same.	A
principle	is	just	some	type	of	event	happening	over	and	over	again,	and	how	to
deal	with	that	event.	Life	consists	of	billions	of	these	events,	and	if	you	can	go
from	those	billions	to	250,	you	can	make	the	connection,	‘Ah,	this	is	one	of
those.’”

A	lightbulb	went	off	for	me:	We	have	lots	of	categories	to	describe	people’s
personalities,	but	few	frameworks	for	describing	the	personalities	of	situations.
Now	I	saw	the	value	of	having	a	large	number	of	these	principles,	but	I	still
wanted	to	know	which	ones	mattered	most.

A	few	years	earlier,	Dalio	had	been	asked	whether	it	was	his	personal	dream
to	have	everyone	live	by	the	principles.	“No.	No,	no,	no,	no,	no,	no,	no.	Nooo.
Nooo.	Absolutely	not.	No.	Just	please.	No,”	he	replied	emphatically.	“That’s	not
my	dream.	.	.	.	The	number	one	principle	is	that	you	must	think	for	yourself.”

The	independent	search	for	truth	stood	at	the	very	top	of	the	principle
hierarchy,	but	I	wanted	to	see	Dalio	go	further	in	ranking	the	rest	of	the
principles.	Was	it	more	important	for	leaders	to	share	their	critical	opinions
openly	or	self-censor	when	there	was	a	risk	of	discouraging	more	junior
employees	from	speaking	up?	“I	need	to	be	clearer	about	that,”	Dalio
acknowledged.	I	worried	that	I’d	offended	him,	but	he	broke	out	into	a	grin.	“Is
that	all	you’ve	got?”	he	asked.	“Is	that	the	best	you	can	do?”

My	other	piece	of	feedback	was	tougher	to	deliver,	because	it	got	to	the	very
heart	of	the	idea	meritocracy,	which	holds	that	people	should	fight	for	right	and
seek	the	truth.	But	Bridgewater’s	methods	of	adjudicating	which	idea	wins	fall



short	of	my	own	standards	of	rigor.	Dalio’s	default	approach	to	resolving
problems	like	the	disagreement	between	Greg	and	Trina	is	to	unearth	three
believable	people	with	strong	opinions	from	each	side,	and	have	them	discuss
and	debate	until	they’re	in	sync.	Yet	this	leaves	decisions	up	to	subjective
opinions,	which	are	notoriously	flawed	as	a	form	of	evidence.	Believability	takes
into	account	test	results,	performance	reviews,	and	other	assessments,	but	a
major	component	is	the	judgments	of	others.	As	one	Bridgewater	employee
described	it	to	me,	“You	gain	believability	by	other	believable	people	saying
you’re	believable.”

In	the	centuries	since	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	assigned	the	promotor	fidei
to	argue	against	the	advocatus	Dei,	humanity	has	developed	a	tool	more
powerful	than	debate	for	resolving	disagreement.	It’s	called	science.	In	the	field
of	medicine,	I	told	Dalio,	there’s	widespread	consensus	among	experts	that	the
quality	of	evidence	can	be	classified	on	a	scale	of	strength	from	one	to	six.	The
gold	standard	is	a	series	of	randomized,	controlled	experiments	with	objective
outcomes.	The	least	rigorous	evidence:	“the	opinion	of	respected	authorities	or
expert	committees.”	The	same	standards	are	part	of	the	growing	field	of
evidence-based	management	and	people	analytics,	in	which	leaders	are
encouraged	to	design	experiments	and	gather	data	instead	of	relying	solely	on
logic,	experience,	intuition,	and	conversation.

If	I	were	running	Bridgewater,	I	would	have	resolved	Greg	and	Trina’s
debate	by	running	some	small	experiments.	In	various	meetings,	people	would
be	randomly	assigned	to	speak	up.	In	some	cases,	leaders	would	criticize	the
speaker’s	delivery,	as	Greg	had	with	Ashley;	in	other	cases,	they	would	affirm
the	speaker’s	courage,	as	Trina	wanted	Greg	to	do;	and	the	rest	of	the	time,	they
would	do	both	or	neither.	I	would	then	track	how	frequently	and	boldly	the
attendees	voiced	their	concerns	in	subsequent	meetings.	This	might	be	tough	to
execute,	but	at	minimum,	I	would	measure	whether	the	people	who	saw	Greg
criticize	Ashley—or	reacted	negatively	to	it—were	speaking	up	less.

This	time,	Dalio	disagreed.	“I	might	be	wrong,”	he	qualified,	but	he
explained	that	he	favored	the	debate	format	between	believable	people,	because
it	was	the	fastest	way	to	reach	the	right	answer	and	it	enabled	them	to	learn	from
each	other’s	reasoning.	He	had	been	testing	out	different	cultural	practices	at
Bridgewater	for	years,	and	although	they’re	not	controlled	experiments,	he	felt
he’d	seen	enough	to	have	a	good	sense	of	what	works.	He	believes	that
thoughtful	disagreement	between	experts	creates	an	efficient	marketplace	of
ideas,	where	the	best	ones	emerge	over	time.	Here,	we	agreed	to	disagree.	Dalio



places	more	faith	than	I	do	in	the	triangulated	opinions	of	experts.	For	me,	a
critical	test	would	be	assigning	some	units	to	rely	on	believability-weighted
debate	and	others	to	run	experiments,	and	see	which	units	make	better	decisions.
Then,	every	unit	would	try	the	opposite	method	and	analyze	the	results	again.	As
a	social	scientist,	my	bet	is	that,	on	average,	groups	that	make	decisions	based	on
experiments	will	outperform	those	guided	by	debate	between	experts.	But	only
the	data	will	tell.



Movers	and	Shapers

To	his	credit,	Dalio	has	been	running	an	investigation	of	his	own.	Fascinated
with	understanding	people	who	shape	the	world	and	eager	to	discern	what	they
have	in	common,	he’s	been	interviewing	many	of	the	most	influential	originals
of	our	time,	and	studying	historical	figures	from	Benjamin	Franklin	to	Albert
Einstein	to	Steve	Jobs.	Of	course,	all	of	them	were	driven	and	imaginative,	but	I
was	intrigued	by	three	other	qualities	on	Dalio’s	list.	“Shapers”	are	independent
thinkers:	curious,	non-conforming,	and	rebellious.	They	practice	brutal,
nonhierarchical	honesty.	And	they	act	in	the	face	of	risk,	because	their	fear	of
not	succeeding	exceeds	their	fear	of	failing.

Dalio	himself	fits	this	description,	and	the	hurdle	facing	him	now	is	to	find
another	shaper	to	fill	his	shoes.	If	he	doesn’t,	Bridgewater	may	vanish	like
Polaroid’s	instant	pictures.	But	Dalio	knows	that	preventing	groupthink	is	about
more	than	the	vision	of	a	single	leader.	The	greatest	shapers	don’t	stop	at
introducing	originality	into	the	world.	They	create	cultures	that	unleash
originality	in	others.
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8

Rocking	the	Boat	and	Keeping	It	Steady

Managing	Anxiety,	Apathy,	Ambivalence,	and	Anger

“I	learned	that	courage	was	not	the	absence	of	fear,	but	the	triumph	over	it.	.	.	.	The
brave	man	is	not	he	who	does	not	feel	afraid,	but	he	who	conquers	that	fear.”

Nelson	Mandela

n	2007,	a	lawyer	named	Lewis	Pugh	plunged	into	the	Arctic	Sea	wearing	only
a	Speedo,	a	swim	cap,	and	goggles.	The	ice	had	melted	to	the	point	that	it	was

no	longer	frozen	solid,	and	his	plan	was	to	become	the	first	person	ever	to
survive	a	long-distance	swim	across	the	North	Pole.	Hailing	from	England	and
South	Africa,	Pugh	had	served	in	the	British	Special	Air	Service	and	worked	as	a
maritime	lawyer	before	becoming	the	best	cold-water	swimmer	on	the	planet.
Two	years	earlier,	he	had	broken	a	world	record	for	the	northernmost	long-
distance	swim	in	frigid	seas.	Later	that	same	year,	he	broke	the	southernmost
record	by	leaping	off	an	iceberg	to	swim	a	full	kilometer	in	Antarctica.

Pugh,	who	has	been	called	a	human	polar	bear,	is	capable	of	a	feat	that	has
never	been	documented	in	another	human:	Before	a	swim,	his	core	body
temperature	elevates	from	98.6°F	to	101°F.	His	sports	scientist	coined	a	term	for
it,	“anticipatory	thermogenesis,”	and	it	appears	to	be	the	fruit	of	decades	of
Pavlovian	conditioning:	When	it’s	time	to	plunge	into	frosty	waters,	his	body
automatically	prepares.	Pugh	calls	it	the	art	of	self-heating.	But	unlike	many
world-class	athletes,	he	does	not	consider	it	his	mission	simply	to	be	the	best	in
the	world	or	to	prove	what’s	possible.	He	is	an	ocean	advocate,	an
environmentalist	who	swims	to	raise	awareness	about	climate	change.

The	passengers	on	the	Titanic	perished	in	41°F	water.	In	Pugh’s	Antarctic
swim,	the	water	temperature	was	at	the	freshwater	freezing	point	of	32°F.	At	the
North	Pole	he	was	facing	something	even	more	lethal:	less	than	29°F.	After
falling	into	that	water,	a	British	explorer	had	lost	fingers	due	to	frostbite	in	only



three	minutes;	Pugh’s	team	estimated	that	his	swim	would	require	almost
twenty.	Two	days	before	the	big	effort,	Pugh	took	a	dip	for	a	five-minute
practice	swim,	and	afterward	he	couldn’t	feel	his	entire	left	hand	or	any	of	the
fingers	on	his	right—and	he	wouldn’t	again	for	four	more	months.	The	cells	in
his	fingers	burst,	and	he	was	hyperventilating.

Instead	of	visualizing	success,	Pugh	began	to	imagine	failure.	Great	depths
don’t	normally	hold	any	fear	for	me,	but	this	is	different,	he	thought.	If	he	failed,
he	would	die,	and	his	body	would	sink	more	than	two	and	a	half	miles	to	the
bottom	of	the	Arctic.	Paralyzed	by	fear,	he	began	to	question	whether	he	could
survive.	Would	he	have	been	better	off	envisioning	the	best-case	scenario?

This	chapter	examines	the	emotional	drama	involved	in	going	against	the
grain.	In	my	own	research	at	a	health-care	company,	I	tested	how	much
employees	knew	about	effective	strategies	for	managing	emotions,	comparing
their	responses	to	expert	ratings	on	how	best	to	handle	emotionally	challenging
situations	like	being	demoted	from	a	job,	being	nervous	before	a	major
presentation,	getting	blamed	for	a	mistake,	and	having	teammates	turn	in	shoddy
work.	Those	who	aced	the	emotion	regulation	test	spoke	up	more	often	with
ideas	and	suggestions	to	challenge	the	status	quo—and	their	managers	rated
them	as	more	effective	in	doing	so.	They	marshaled	the	courage	to	rock	the	boat
and	mastered	the	techniques	for	keeping	it	steady.

To	understand	these	skills,	I’ll	consider	how	Pugh	heated	up	to	brave	icy
waters	and	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	prepared	civil	rights	activists	to	keep	their
cool.	I’ll	also	explore	how	a	group	of	activists	overthrew	a	dictator	and	a
technology	leader	convinced	engineers	to	make	a	radical	change	to	their	product.
By	studying	effective	strategies	for	managing	emotions,	you’ll	discover	when
it’s	better	to	plan	like	an	optimist	or	a	pessimist,	whether	calming	yourself	down
can	fight	fear	and	venting	can	quench	anger,	and	what	it	takes	to	maintain	your
resolve	when	the	odds	are	against	you.



The	Positive	Power	of	Negative	Thinking

Although	many	originals	come	across	as	beacons	of	conviction	and	confidence
on	the	outside,	their	inner	experiences	are	peppered	with	ambivalence	and	self-
doubt.	When	outstanding	U.S.	government	leaders	described	their	most	difficult
decisions,	they	reported	struggling	not	with	complex	problems,	but	with	choices
that	required	courage.	And	new	research	led	by	Rice	professor	Scott	Sonenshein
indicates	that	even	the	most	dedicated	environmentalists	wrestle	with	constant
uncertainty	about	whether	they	can	succeed	in	their	mission.	Choosing	to
challenge	the	status	quo	is	an	uphill	battle,	and	there	are	bound	to	be	failures,
barriers,	and	setbacks	along	the	way.

Psychologist	Julie	Norem	studies	two	different	strategies	for	handling	these
challenges:	strategic	optimism	and	defensive	pessimism.	Strategic	optimists
anticipate	the	best,	staying	calm	and	setting	high	expectations.	Defensive
pessimists	expect	the	worst,	feeling	anxious	and	imagining	all	the	things	that	can
go	wrong.	If	you’re	a	defensive	pessimist,	about	a	week	before	a	big	speech	you
convince	yourself	that	you’re	doomed	to	fail.	And	it	won’t	be	just	ordinary
failure:	You’ll	trip	on	stage	and	then	forget	all	your	lines.

Most	people	assume	it’s	better	to	be	a	strategic	optimist	than	a	defensive
pessimist.	Yet	Norem	finds	that	although	defensive	pessimists	are	more	anxious
and	less	confident	in	analytical,	verbal,	and	creative	tasks,	they	perform	just	as
well	as	strategic	optimists.	“At	first,	I	asked	how	these	people	were	able	to	do	so
well	despite	their	pessimism,”	Norem	writes.	“Before	long,	I	began	to	realize
that	they	were	doing	so	well	because	of	their	pessimism.”

In	one	experiment,	Norem	and	a	colleague	asked	people	to	throw	darts	after
being	randomly	assigned	to	picture	a	perfect	performance,	envision	a	bad
performance,	or	relax.	Defensive	pessimists	were	about	30	percent	more
accurate	in	their	dart	throws	when	they	thought	about	negative	outcomes	rather
than	imagining	positive	outcomes	or	relaxing.	In	another	experiment,	on	a
tracing	task	that	demanded	focus	and	accuracy,	defensive	pessimists	were	29
percent	more	accurate	when	they	were	not	encouraged	than	when	they	were	told
they	would	probably	do	very	well.	(Those	same	words	of	encouragement
boosted	the	performance	of	strategic	optimists	by	14	percent.)	And	in	preparing
a	mental	math	test	that	required	adding	and	subtracting	in	their	heads



(calculations	like	23	-	68	+	51),	defensive	pessimists	scored	about	25	percent
higher	when	they	made	a	list	of	the	worst	things	that	could	happen	in	the	test	and
how	they	would	feel	than	when	they	distracted	themselves.

“Defensive	pessimism	is	a	strategy	used	in	specific	situations	to	manage
anxiety,	fear,	and	worry,”	Norem	explains.	When	self-doubts	creep	in,	defensive
pessimists	don’t	allow	themselves	to	be	crippled	by	fear.	They	deliberately
imagine	a	disaster	scenario	to	intensify	their	anxiety	and	convert	it	into
motivation.	Once	they’ve	considered	the	worst,	they’re	driven	to	avoid	it,
considering	every	relevant	detail	to	make	sure	they	don’t	crash	and	burn,	which
enables	them	to	feel	a	sense	of	control.	Their	anxiety	reaches	its	zenith	before
the	event,	so	that	when	it	arrives,	they’re	ready	to	succeed.	Their	confidence
springs	not	from	ignorance	or	delusions	about	the	difficulties	ahead,	but	from	a
realistic	appraisal	and	an	exhaustive	plan.	When	they	don’t	feel	anxious,	they
become	complacent;	when	encouraged,	they	become	discouraged	from	planning.
If	you	want	to	sabotage	the	performance	of	chronic	defensive	pessimists,	just
make	them	happy.

Lewis	Pugh	was	usually	an	optimist;	he	saw	possibilities	where	others
wouldn’t	and	persevered	when	others	would	give	up.	But	in	the	weeks	before
major	swims,	he	often	operated	like	a	defensive	pessimist.	Much	of	his
inspiration	came	not	from	the	high	expectations	of	his	own	team,	but	from	the
discouragement	of	doubters.	Two	years	earlier,	when	gearing	up	for	his	record-
breaking	northern	swim,	he	had	been	fueled	by	an	outdoorsman	telling	him	it
was	impossible	and	he	would	die.	Before	another	big	swim,	he	reminded	himself
of	skeptics	and	imagined	them	gloating	to	their	friends	that	he	couldn’t	achieve
it.	“Being	the	first	to	undertake	a	swim	is	exponentially	harder	than	going
second.	You	don’t	know	what	will	happen.	The	fear	can	be	crippling,”	he	writes.

As	Pugh	stood	shaking	at	the	North	Pole,	his	instincts	warned	him	of	“the
calamity	that	was	about	to	unfold.”	But	instead	of	trying	to	cheer	up,	he	found
that	his	negative	thinking	“shows	where	things	can	go	wrong,	and	it	gets	rid	of
complacency.”	Considering	the	worst-case	scenario	impelled	him	to	prepare
thoroughly	and	mitigate	against	every	single	possible	risk.*	He	started
formulating	plans	to	spend	less	time	on	the	ice	before	the	swim	and	return	to	the
boat	immediately	afterward.	“The	trick	is	to	make	fear	your	friend,”	he	notes.
“Fear	forces	you	to	prepare	more	rigorously	and	see	potential	problems	more
quickly.”	That	was	an	important	step,	but	it	wasn’t	enough	to	keep	him	going.
As	you’ll	see,	defensive	pessimism	is	a	valuable	resource	when	commitment	to



the	task	is	steadfast.	But	when	commitment	flutters,	anxiety	and	doubt	can
backfire.



Don’t	Stop	Believin’

When	ordinary	people	list	their	fears,	one	tends	to	be	more	common	than	death:
public	speaking.	As	Jerry	Seinfeld	jokes,	“If	you	have	to	go	to	a	funeral,	you’re
better	off	in	the	casket	than	doing	the	eulogy.”

If	we	want	to	understand	how	to	manage	fear,	we	don’t	have	to	threaten
people’s	lives;	we	need	only	threaten	to	put	them	on	stage.	Alison	Wood	Brooks,
a	professor	at	Harvard	Business	School,	asked	college	students	to	deliver	a
persuasive	speech	on	why	they	would	make	good	collaborators	at	work.	A
critical	experimenter	sat	in	the	audience,	and	all	the	speeches	were	videotaped.	A
committee	of	peers	would	be	enlisted	later	to	evaluate	each	speaker’s
persuasiveness	and	confidence.	With	only	two	minutes	to	prepare,	many	of	the
students	were	visibly	shaking.

If	you	were	in	this	situation,	how	would	you	manage	your	fear?	When
Brooks	asked	three	hundred	working	Americans	to	offer	advice	on	this	matter,
the	most	popular	recommendation	was	“Try	to	relax	and	calm	down.”	This	is	the
most	obvious	suggestion,	favored	by	more	than	90	percent	of	professionals.	Yet
it	isn’t	the	best	one.

Before	the	college	students	gave	their	speeches,	Brooks	asked	them	to	speak
three	words	out	loud.	She	randomly	assigned	them	to	say	either	“I	am	calm”	or
“I	am	excited.”

That	one	word—calm	versus	excited—was	sufficient	to	significantly	alter	the
quality	of	their	speeches.	When	students	labeled	their	emotions	as	excitement,
their	speeches	were	rated	as	17	percent	more	persuasive	and	15	percent	more
confident	than	those	of	students	who	branded	themselves	calm.	Reframing	fear
as	excitement	also	motivated	the	speakers,	boosting	the	average	length	of	their
speeches	by	29	percent;	they	had	the	courage	to	spend	an	extra	thirty-seven
seconds	on	stage.	In	another	experiment,	when	students	were	nervous	before
taking	a	tough	math	test,	they	scored	22	percent	better	if	they	were	told	“Try	to
get	excited”	instead	of	“Try	to	remain	calm.”

But	is	reframing	fear	as	excitement	the	best	way	to	cope	with	nerves?	To	find
out	whether	it’s	better	to	just	acknowledge	anxiety,	Brooks	gave	students
another	frightening	task:	She	asked	them	to	sing	eighties	rock	music	in	public.



Standing	in	front	of	a	group	of	peers,	students	belted	out	the	Journey	song
“Don’t	Stop	Believin’”	into	a	microphone.	A	voice	recognition	program	on	the
Nintendo	Wii	automatically	scored	their	performance	on	an	accuracy	scale	from
0	to	100	percent,	assessing	volume,	pitch,	and	note	duration.	They	would	earn	a
bonus	for	high	scores.	Before	they	started	singing,	she	randomly	assigned	the
students	to	say	“I	am	anxious”	or	“I	am	excited.”

A	control	group	who	said	nothing	prior	to	performing	averaged	an	accuracy
score	of	69	percent.	Labeling	the	emotion	as	anxiety	reduced	accuracy	to	53
percent.	Instead	of	helping	them	accept	fear,	it	reinforced	that	they	were	afraid.
Calling	it	excitement	was	enough	to	spike	accuracy	to	80	percent.

To	overcome	fear,	why	does	getting	excited	work	better	than	trying	to	calm
yourself	down?	Fear	is	an	intense	emotion:	You	can	feel	your	heart	pumping	and
your	blood	coursing.	In	that	state,	trying	to	relax	is	like	slamming	on	the	brakes
when	a	car	is	going	80	miles	per	hour.	The	vehicle	still	has	momentum.	Rather
than	trying	to	suppress	a	strong	emotion,	it’s	easier	to	convert	it	into	a	different
emotion—one	that’s	equally	intense,	but	propels	us	to	step	on	the	gas.

Physiologically,	we	have	a	stop	system	and	a	go	system.	“Your	stop	system
slows	you	down	and	makes	you	cautious	and	vigilant,”	explains	Quiet	author
Susan	Cain.	“Your	go	system	revs	you	up	and	makes	you	excited.”	Instead	of
hitting	the	stop	switch,	we	can	motivate	ourselves	to	act	in	the	face	of	fear	by
pressing	the	go	switch.	Fear	is	marked	by	uncertainty	about	the	future:	We’re
worried	that	something	bad	will	happen.	But	because	the	event	hasn’t	occurred
yet,	there’s	also	a	possibility,	however	slim,	that	the	outcome	will	be	positive.
We	can	step	on	the	gas	by	focusing	on	the	reasons	to	move	forward—the	sliver
of	excitement	that	we	feel	about	breaking	loose	and	singing	our	song.

When	we’re	not	yet	committed	to	a	particular	action,	thinking	like	a
defensive	pessimist	can	be	hazardous.	Since	we	don’t	have	our	hearts	set	on
charging	ahead,	envisioning	a	dismal	failure	will	only	activate	anxiety,
triggering	the	stop	system	and	slamming	our	brakes.	By	looking	on	the	bright
side,	we’ll	activate	enthusiasm	and	turn	on	the	go	system.

But	once	we’ve	settled	on	a	course	of	action,	when	anxieties	creep	in,	it’s
better	to	think	like	a	defensive	pessimist	and	confront	them	directly.	In	this	case,
instead	of	attempting	to	turn	worries	and	doubts	into	positive	emotions,	we	can
shift	the	go	system	into	higher	gear	by	embracing	our	fear.	Since	we’ve	set	our
minds	to	press	forward,	envisioning	the	worst-case	scenario	enables	us	to
harness	anxiety	as	a	source	of	motivation	to	prepare	and	succeed.	Neuroscience
research	suggests	that	when	we’re	anxious,	the	unknown	is	more	terrifying	than



the	negative.	As	Julie	Norem	describes	it,	once	people	have	imagined	the	worst,
“they	feel	more	in	control.	In	some	sense,	they’ve	peaked	in	anxiety	before	their
actual	performance.	By	the	time	they	get	to	the	event	itself	they’ve	taken	care	of
almost	everything.”

In	every	previous	cold-water	swim,	Lewis	Pugh	had	the	unshakable
conviction	that	he	could	succeed,	so	the	defensive	pessimist	strategy	was
effective:	analyzing	the	potential	hazards	left	him	as	prepared	as	possible.	At	the
North	Pole,	that	approach	worked	initially,	but	after	the	disastrous	test	swim,
“[m]y	belief	system	was	splintered.	.	.	.	If	five	minutes	in	this	water	had	caused
so	much	pain	and	damage	to	my	hands,	what	would	twenty	minutes	do?”	He
couldn’t	shake	the	fear	that	the	swim	could	be	deadly:	“What	I	felt	on	that	stupid
test	swim	wasn’t	like	anything	I’d	felt	before.	I	don’t	believe	I	can	do	this.”

With	his	commitment	wavering,	it	was	time	to	shift	away	from	defensive
pessimism	and	activate	the	go	system	by	focusing	on	the	reasons	to	do	the	swim.
A	friend	gave	him	three	ideas	to	get	excited:	First,	they	would	plant	national
flags	at	key	markers	along	the	way	to	remind	Pugh	of	the	twenty-nine	people
from	ten	countries	who	helped	make	the	swim	possible.	In	earlier	swims,	Pugh
had	been	“motivated	by	those	who	doubted	you,”	but	now,	his	friend	said,	he
should	“focus	on	those	people	who	believe	in	you,	who	have	inspired	you.”
Second,	he	should	look	back	and	remember	how	his	parents	inspired	him	to	care
about	protecting	the	environment.	And	third,	he	should	look	ahead	and	think	of
the	legacy	he	could	establish	to	fight	climate	change.	“After	listening	to	him,	the
idea	of	abandoning	the	swim	disappeared,”	Pugh	reflects.	He	dove	into	the	frigid
water	and	started	swimming	against	the	current.	Eighteen	minutes	and	fifty
seconds	later,	he	successfully	finished—and	sustained	no	physical	damage.
Three	years	after	that,	he	swam	across	the	highest	lake	on	Mount	Everest.

Whereas	Pugh’s	biggest	hurdle	was	regulating	his	own	fear,	many	originals
have	to	manage	other	people’s	emotions.	When	others	are	afraid	to	act,	how	can
we	activate	their	go	systems?

In	the	summer	of	2009,	fifteen	young	tourists	made	a	pilgrimage	to	Belgrade,
the	capital	of	Serbia.	After	walking	them	around	the	city’s	square,	the	tour	guide,
a	lanky	Serbian	in	his	midthirties,	regaled	them	with	stories	about	the	country’s
recent	history	of	inflated	potato	prices,	free	rock	concerts,	and	wars	with
neighboring	countries.	But	as	the	guide	sprinkled	his	comments	about	Serbia
with	references	to	Monty	Python	humor	and	Tolkien	fantasies,	the	tourists	grew
impatient.	They	weren’t	just	an	ordinary	group	of	travelers.	They	had	come	to
Belgrade	to	learn	how	to	overthrow	their	own	country’s	dictator.



Searching	for	a	way	to	fight	back	against	a	tyrant,	they	asked	the	tour	guide
about	how	his	countrymen	had	defeated	the	Serbian	dictator	Slobodan
Milosevic.	You	don’t	need	to	take	big	risks,	the	guide	told	them.	You	can
demonstrate	your	resistance	in	small	ways—drive	slower	than	usual,	throw	Ping-
Pong	balls	onto	the	streets,	or	put	food	coloring	in	fountains	to	make	the	water
look	different.	The	foreigners	scoffed	at	his	advice:	such	trivial	actions	wouldn’t
make	a	dent	in	an	iron	curtain.	It	can	never	happen	in	our	country,	a	man
insisted.	If	we	stand	up	to	him,	a	woman	challenged,	our	dictator	will	simply
make	us	vanish.	How	can	we	even	plan	a	revolution,	when	he	has	made	it	illegal
to	gather	in	groups	of	more	than	three?

They	didn’t	know	it,	but	the	tour	guide	had	heard	all	these	objections	before.
He	heard	them	in	2003	from	Georgian	activists,	in	2004	from	Ukrainian
activists,	in	2005	from	Lebanese	activists,	and	in	2008	from	Maldivian	activists.
In	each	case,	they	overcame	fear	and	apathy	and	took	down	their	respective
dictators.

The	tour	guide,	Srdja	Popovic,	had	trained	them	all.
Popovic	was	one	of	the	masterminds	behind	Otpor!,	the	grassroots	youth

nonviolence	movement	that	overthrew	Milosevic.	A	decade	earlier,	he	had
suffered	through	ethnic	cleansing	and	martial	law,	and	gaped	in	horror	as	his
mother’s	building	was	bombed.	He	was	arrested,	jailed,	and	beaten;	his	life
flashed	before	his	eyes	when	an	officer	of	the	law	jammed	a	pistol	into	his
mouth.

When	psychologist	Dan	McAdams	and	his	colleagues	asked	adults	to	tell
their	life	stories	and	plotted	their	emotional	trajectories	over	time,	they
discovered	two	different	desirable	patterns.	Some	people	had	consistently
pleasant	experiences:	they	were	content	throughout	the	major	periods	of	their
lives.	The	people	who	had	been	recognized	for	making	original	contributions	to
their	communities	shared	many	more	stories	that	started	negatively	but	surged
upward:	they	struggled	early	and	triumphed	only	later.	Despite	being	confronted
with	more	negative	events,	they	reported	greater	satisfaction	with	their	lives	and
a	stronger	sense	of	purpose.	Instead	of	merely	enjoying	good	fortune	all	along,
they	endured	the	battle	of	turning	bad	things	good—and	judged	it	as	a	more
rewarding	route	to	a	life	well	lived.	Originality	brings	more	bumps	in	the	road,
yet	it	leaves	us	with	more	happiness	and	a	greater	sense	of	meaning.	“Proper
revolutions	are	not	cataclysmic	explosions,”	Popovic	observes.	“They	are	long,
controlled	burns.”



After	working	with	friends	to	lead	the	movement	that	toppled	Milosevic	and
brought	democracy	to	Serbia,	Popovic	dedicated	his	life	to	preparing	activists	to
lead	nonviolent	revolutions.	In	2010,	the	fifteen	foreigners	he	trained	a	year
earlier	used	his	methods	to	overthrow	the	Egyptian	dictator.	Not	every	group	has
succeeded,	but	we	can	learn	a	lot	from	Popovic’s	approaches	to	conquering	fear,
overcoming	apathy,	and	channeling	anger.	His	first	step	mirrors	how	a
technology	leader	dealt	with	fear	among	his	employees.



Outsourcing	Inspiration

When	Josh	Silverman	took	the	reins	of	Skype	in	February	2008,	the	company
was	facing	significant	challenges.	Employee	morale	was	plummeting	as	the
company	was	failing	to	maintain	the	explosive	growth	that	Skype	had
experienced	after	pioneering	free	computer-to-computer	calls	and	cheap	long-
distance	calls	between	phones	and	computers.	Silverman	decided	to	make	a	big
bet	on	an	original	feature:	full-screen	video	calls.	In	April,	he	announced	a
moon-shot	goal	to	release	Skype	4.0	with	the	video	feature	by	the	end	of	the
year.	“The	emotion	among	many	employees	was	passionately	negative.	A	lot	of
people	thought	it	was	too	big	a	change,	and	we	were	going	to	kill	the	company,”
Silverman	recalls.	They	worried	that	the	timeline	was	too	short,	video	quality
would	be	poor,	and	users	would	hate	a	full-screen	format.

Instead	of	trying	to	calm	them	down,	Silverman	decided	to	psych	them	up	by
developing	a	Skype	vision	that	would	get	them	inspired	about	video.	At	a	series
of	all-hands	meetings,	he	emphasized	the	impact	of	the	product	on	people’s
lives,	articulating	a	vision	that	he	later	formalized	during	a	conversation	with
actor	and	technology	investor	Ashton	Kutcher.	“It’s	not	about	making	cheap
phone	calls.	It’s	about	being	together	when	you’re	not	in	the	same	room.”

When	originals	come	up	with	a	vision	for	transforming	anxiety	into
excitement,	they	usually	take	it	upon	themselves	to	communicate	it.	But	just
because	it’s	your	idea	doesn’t	mean	you’re	the	best	person	to	activate	the	go
system.	In	a	series	of	experiments,	Dave	Hofmann	and	I	found	that	the	most
inspiring	way	to	convey	a	vision	is	to	outsource	it	to	the	people	who	are	actually
affected	by	it.	Consider	university	fund-raisers,	who	are	often	extremely	nervous
about	calling	alumni,	interrupting	their	dinners,	and	asking	them	to	donate
money.	When	two	leaders	spoke	passionately	to	them	about	how	the	money	they
were	being	asked	to	solicit	would	make	a	difference,	the	callers	didn’t	become
any	more	effective.

The	amount	of	money	the	average	caller	raised	more	than	tripled,	however,
when	leaders	outsourced	inspiration	to	a	scholarship	student,	who	described	how
the	callers’	efforts	had	enabled	him	to	afford	university	tuition	and	study	abroad
in	China.	On	average,	callers	went	from	raising	under	$2,500	in	the	two	weeks
before	the	student	spoke	to	over	$9,700	in	the	two	weeks	after.*	They	were



suspicious	of	the	leaders,	who	clearly	had	the	ulterior	motive	of	convincing	them
to	work	harder.	When	the	same	message	came	from	a	scholarship	student,	they
found	it	more	authentic,	honest,	and	truthful.	They	empathized	with	the	student,
and	instead	of	being	anxious	about	asking	for	money,	they	were	excited	to	solicit
donations	to	help	more	students	like	him.

This	doesn’t	mean,	though,	that	leaders	need	to	step	out	of	the	picture
altogether.	In	later	studies,	I	found	that	people	are	inspired	to	achieve	the	highest
performance	when	leaders	describe	a	vision	and	then	invite	a	customer	to	bring
it	to	life	with	a	personal	story.	The	leader’s	message	provides	an	overarching
vision	to	start	the	car,	and	the	user’s	story	offers	an	emotional	appeal	that	steps
on	the	accelerator.

At	Skype,	Josh	Silverman	knew	the	best	way	to	activate	the	go	system	wasn’t
through	his	words	alone.	After	talking	about	how	Skype	enabled	his	own
children	to	have	a	deep	personal	relationship	with	their	grandparents	despite
living	eight	time	zones	apart,	he	breathed	life	into	the	vision	by	giving	the	floor
to	Skype	users	as	a	regular	feature	of	his	all-hands	meetings.	A	married	couple
shared	how	they	survived	a	yearlong	separation	during	their	engagement	“only
thanks	to	daily	talks	on	Skype.”	A	serviceman	spoke	about	how	Skype	had
allowed	him	to	maintain	a	close	relationship	with	his	children	while	serving	in
Iraq;	they	even	opened	Christmas	presents	together.	“Bringing	the	customer	into
the	room	connected	them	to	the	mission,	and	reached	their	hearts	and	minds,”
Silverman	says.	“It	helped	employees	see	what	a	difference	we	could	make	in
the	world.”

As	they	grasped	that	Skype	was	about	connecting	people,	the	team’s	anxiety
gave	way	to	excitement.	Inspired	to	build	a	video	feature	that	would	enable	more
meaningful	conversations,	they	shipped	Skype	4.0	on	schedule	with	high-
quality,	full-screen	video	calls.	Soon,	Skype	was	adding	about	380,000	users	per
day;	by	the	end	of	the	last	quarter	of	the	year,	more	than	a	third	of	the	36.1
billion	computer-to-computer	minutes	spent	on	Skype	were	video	calls.	Less
than	three	years	after	Silverman	shared	his	vision	and	brought	in	users	to	inspire
the	team,	Microsoft	bought	Skype	for	$8.5	billion,	a	300	percent	climb	in	value.

In	Serbia,	Srdja	Popovic	and	his	friends	launched	the	Otpor!	revolution	by
outsourcing	inspiration.	They	knew	that	the	words	of	a	charismatic	leader
wouldn’t	suffice	to	overcome	the	terror	inflicted	by	a	violent	dictator.	Many
qualified	candidates	were	too	afraid	to	put	their	lives	on	the	line,	and	even	if	one
could	be	found,	Milosevic	could	squash	the	resistance	by	making	that	brave	soul



disappear.	So,	instead	of	appointing	a	leader	to	activate	the	go	system,	Popovic
outsourced	inspiration	to	a	symbol:	a	black	clenched	fist.

The	effort	began	in	the	fall	of	1998,	when	Popovic	and	his	friends	were
college	students.	They	spray	painted	three	hundred	clenched	fists	around	the
town	square	and	plastered	stickers	of	the	image	throughout	buildings	in
Belgrade.	Without	that	fist,	he	says,	the	revolution	would	never	have	happened.

In	the	spring	of	2010,	a	year	after	training	the	Egyptian	activists,	Popovic
stopped	cold	in	front	of	a	newspaper	stand.	The	clenched	fist	of	Otpor!	was
featured	on	a	front	page,	pictured	on	a	poster	held	by	a	woman	under	the
headline	“The	Fist	Shakes	Cairo!”	The	Egyptian	activists	had	chosen	to
galvanize	their	own	go	systems	by	outsourcing	inspiration	to	the	same	symbol.
What	made	the	fist	so	energizing?



Strength	in	Small	Numbers

In	a	classic	experiment,	psychologist	Solomon	Asch	asked	people	to	judge	the
lengths	of	different	lines.	Imagine	that	you’re	brought	into	a	room	with	seven
other	people	and	are	shown	the	following	images:

Your	task	is	to	look	at	the	line	on	the	left	and	decide	whether	line	A,	B,	or	C
is	the	same	length.	The	correct	answer	is	obviously	B,	and	everyone	in	the	group
provides	it.	You	all	agree	in	the	next	round,	too.	Then	comes	the	third	trial:



The	right	answer	in	this	case	is	clearly	C.	But	strangely,	the	first	person	in
your	group	insists	it’s	B.	You’re	stunned	when	the	second	person	picks	B	as
well.	The	third	and	fourth	group	members	call	out	B,	too.	What	would	you	do?

The	other	people	in	your	group	are	confederates	in	cahoots	with	the	research
team.	There	are	eighteen	trials	in	total,	and	the	others	have	been	instructed	to
intentionally	give	the	wrong	answer	on	twelve	of	them,	to	determine	if	you’ll	go
against	your	better	judgment	and	follow	the	majority.	Over	a	third	of	the	time,
participants	conformed:	They	chose	the	line	they	knew	didn’t	match	just	because
the	rest	of	the	group	did.	Three	quarters	of	participants	conformed	at	least	once
with	a	wrong	answer.

When	they	were	tested	alone,	people	virtually	never	erred.	When	they	went
along	with	the	group,	they	knew	they	were	giving	an	incorrect	answer,	but	they
were	afraid	of	being	ridiculed.	It	doesn’t	take	a	violent	dictator	to	silence	us
through	fear.	Just	flying	solo	with	an	opinion	can	make	even	a	committed
original	fearful	enough	to	conform	to	the	majority.

The	easiest	way	to	encourage	non-conformity	is	to	introduce	a	single
dissenter.	As	entrepreneur	Derek	Sivers	put	it,	“The	first	follower	is	what
transforms	a	lone	nut	into	a	leader.”	If	you	were	sitting	with	seven	other	people
and	six	group	members	picked	the	wrong	answer,	but	the	remaining	one	chose
the	correct	answer,	conformity	dropped	dramatically.	Errors	fell	from	37	percent
to	just	5.5	percent.	“The	presence	of	a	supporting	partner	depleted	the	majority
of	much	of	its	pressure,”	Asch	wrote.

Merely	knowing	that	you’re	not	the	only	resister	makes	it	substantially	easier
to	reject	the	crowd.	Emotional	strength	can	be	found	even	in	small	numbers.	In



the	words	of	Margaret	Mead,	“Never	doubt	that	a	small	group	of	thoughtful
citizens	can	change	the	world;	indeed,	it’s	the	only	thing	that	ever	has.”	To	feel
that	you’re	not	alone,	you	don’t	need	a	whole	crowd	to	join	you.	Research	by
Sigal	Barsade	and	Hakan	Ozcelik	shows	that	in	business	and	government
organizations,	just	having	one	friend	is	enough	to	significantly	decrease
loneliness.

If	you	want	people	to	go	out	on	a	limb,	you	need	to	show	them	that	they’re
not	alone.	That	was	the	first	key	to	the	success	of	Otpor!	and	a	number	of	other
revolutions.	When	Popovic	and	his	friends	displayed	the	fist	around	Belgrade,
they	included	slogans	like	“Resistance,	because	I	love	Serbia,”	“Bite	the
system,”	and	“Resistance	until	victory!”	Prior	to	that,	Serbians	who	privately
opposed	Milosevic’s	dictatorship	feared	expressing	their	disapproval	in	public.
But	when	they	saw	the	Otpor!	fist,	they	realized	that	others	were	willing	to	step
forward.	Later,	when	members	of	the	movement	were	arrested,	police	officers
asked	them	who	was	in	charge.	Popovic	and	his	friends	trained	them	to	introduce
themselves	as	“one	of	20,000	leaders	of	Otpor!”

Around	the	world,	resistance	movements	have	helped	people	overcome	fear
by	turning	on	the	go	system	with	small	actions	that	signal	the	support	of	a	larger
group.	When	Popovic	trained	the	Egyptian	activists,	he	shared	a	story	from	1983
of	how	Chilean	miners	had	mounted	a	protest	against	the	country’s	dictator,
Pinochet.	Instead	of	taking	the	risk	of	going	on	strike,	they	issued	a	nationwide
call	for	citizens	to	demonstrate	their	resistance	by	turning	their	lights	on	and	off.
People	weren’t	afraid	to	do	that,	and	soon	they	saw	that	their	neighbors	weren’t,
either.	The	miners	also	invited	people	to	start	driving	slowly.	Taxi	drivers
slowed	down;	so	did	bus	drivers.	Soon,	pedestrians	were	walking	in	slow	motion
down	the	streets	and	driving	their	cars	and	trucks	at	a	glacial	pace.	In	his
inspiring	book	Blueprint	for	Revolution,	Popovic	explains	that	prior	to	these
activities:

People	were	afraid	to	talk	openly	about	despising	Pinochet,	so	if
you	hated	the	dictator,	you	might	have	imagined	that	you	were
the	only	one.	Tactics	like	these,	Chileans	used	to	say,	made
people	realize	that	“we	are	the	many	and	they	are	the	few.”
And	the	beauty	was	that	there	was	no	risk	involved:	Not	even	in
North	Korea	was	it	illegal	for	cars	to	drive	slowly.



In	Poland,	when	activists	objected	to	government	lies	dominating	the	news,
they	knew	that	simply	turning	off	their	televisions	wouldn’t	show	their	fellow
citizens	that	they	were	ready	to	stand	in	protest.	Instead,	they	put	their	TV	sets	in
wheelbarrows	and	pushed	them	around	the	streets.	Soon,	it	was	happening	in
towns	throughout	Poland—and	the	opposition	eventually	won	power.	In	Syria,
activists	poured	red	food-coloring	in	fountains	around	the	squares	of	Damascus,
symbolizing	that	citizens	would	not	accept	the	bloody	rule	of	their	dictator,
Assad.	Instead	of	facing	the	terror	of	standing	out	as	lone	resisters,	people	were
able	to	see	themselves	as	members	of	a	group.	It’s	easier	to	rebel	when	it	feels
like	an	act	of	conformity.	Other	people	are	involved,	so	we	can	join,	too.

In	Serbia,	Otpor!	found	an	ingenious	way	to	activate	the	go	system.	The
country	was	in	such	dire	straits	that	excitement	wasn’t	an	easy	emotion	to
cultivate.	Popovic	and	his	friends	were	able	to	transform	fear	into	another	strong
positive	emotion:	hilarity.	Flouting	the	solemn,	resolute	demeanor	of	great	moral
leaders	like	Gandhi,	Otpor!	used	humor	to	attract	allies	and	subvert	enemies.
They	sent	birthday	presents	to	Milosevic:	a	one-way	ticket	to	the	Hague	to	be
tried	for	his	war	crimes,	handcuffs,	and	a	prison	uniform.	To	celebrate	the	lunar
eclipse,	they	invited	downtown	shoppers	to	gaze	into	a	telescope,	which	showed
an	eclipse	of	Milosevic’s	face.	Later,	Otpor!	produced	a	commercial	with
Milosevic’s	image	on	a	T-shirt.	“I’ve	been	trying	to	clean	this	stain	for	ten
years,”	a	woman	said,	standing	next	to	a	washing	machine.	“Believe	me,	I’ve
tried	everything.	But	now	there	is	a	new	machine.	It	has	a	great	program
which	.	.	.	permanently	cleans	this	and	similar	stains.”	In	another	case,	as	a
crowd	gathered,	an	Otpor!	activist	grabbed	a	microphone	and	announced:

We	are	here	reporting	from	in	front	of	the	Niš	police	station.
And	here	is	an	example	of	a	terrorist,	on	the	border	between
Serbia	and	Montenegro.	The	terrorist	is	about	six	feet	tall,	and
he	is	wearing	a	T-shirt	of	the	terrorist	organization	Otpor!	He	is
wearing	eyeglasses,	which	means	he	reads	a	lot.	It’s	dangerous
to	read	a	lot	in	this	country,	so	beware.

In	his	workshops,	Popovic	trains	revolutionaries	to	use	humor	as	a	weapon
against	fear.	Not	long	after	he	spent	some	time	with	the	Egyptian	activists,	an
image	began	to	spread	around	Egypt—a	parody	of	a	Microsoft	Windows
program	installation:



It	was	accompanied	by	an	error	message:

As	the	image	gained	popularity,	fear	slowly	faded.	It’s	hard	to	be	afraid	of
speaking	up	when	you’re	laughing	at	the	target	of	your	rebellion.

Effective	displays	of	humor	are	what	Popovic	calls	dilemma	actions:	choices
that	put	oppressors	in	a	lose-lose	situation.	In	Syria,	activists	emblazoned
slogans	like	“Freedom”	and	“Enough”	on	thousands	of	Ping-Pong	balls	and
dumped	them	onto	the	streets	of	Damascus.	When	they	heard	the	sound	of	the
bouncing	balls,	Popovic	observes,	the	people	of	Syria	knew	“the	nonviolent
opposition	was	sticking	its	finger	into	the	eye	of	Assad’s	regime.”	Soon	enough
the	police	showed	up.	“Huffing	and	puffing,	these	guys	scoured	the	capital,
scooping	up	Ping-Pong	balls	one	by	one.	What	the	police	didn’t	seem	to
realize,”	Popovic	explains,	“was	that	in	this	slapstick	comedy,	the	Ping-Pong
balls	were	just	the	props.	It	was	they	themselves,	the	regime’s	enforcers,	who
had	been	cast	to	star	as	the	clowns.”

It’s	easy	to	see	how	this	kind	of	humor	thrives	against	dictators,	who	don’t
take	kindly	to	jokes.	But	it	can	work	in	ordinary	environments,	too.	Stanford
professor	Robert	Sutton	describes	a	group	of	young	surgeons	who	regularly



endured	verbal	abuse	from	attending	surgeons.	They	were	treated	so	poorly	that
they	began	to	elect	an	“Attending	*sshole	of	the	Week,”	who	became	known	as
the	AAOTW.	Every	Friday	at	a	happy	hour,	they	would	nominate	candidates	and
vote	for	a	winner.	They	so	despised	one	particular	surgeon	that	they	set	a	rule:	in
the	event	of	a	tie,	he	would	win—even	if	he	wasn’t	a	finalist	that	week.	They
recorded	the	names	of	the	biggest	offenders	in	a	leather-bound	journal	and	wrote
a	summary	of	the	behaviors	that	qualified	the	contestants	for	the	top	spot	among
the	losers.	The	humor	made	surgeons’	behavior	less	demoralizing	and	eventually
dampened	the	young	doctors’	fear;	they	worked	up	the	courage	to	pass	the
journal	along	to	the	entering	chief	resident	each	year.	Twenty	years	later,	the
journal	is	still	in	use	by	residents	at	the	hospital.	The	surgeons	who	created	it
have	themselves	climbed	to	positions	of	power	at	hospitals	around	the	country,
vowing	not	to	perpetrate	or	tolerate	the	kind	of	treatment	to	which	they	had	been
subjected.

Popovic	sees	a	role	for	amusement	wherever	fear	runs	rampant.	Instead	of
trying	to	decelerate	the	stop	system,	he	uses	laughter	to	rev	up	the	go	system.
When	you	have	no	power,	it’s	a	powerful	way	to	convert	strong	negative
emotions	into	positive	ones.	In	one	of	his	workshops,	students	were	up	in	arms
over	the	exorbitant	price	of	tuition	at	their	university.	After	hearing	Popovic’s
stories,	they	proposed	to	approach	the	university	president,	show	him	pictures	of
their	ramen-only	diet,	and	invite	themselves	to	weekly	dinners	at	his	house.
Popovic	smiled	and	nodded	in	approval:	whether	they	went	ahead	with	the
campaign	or	not,	he	had	taught	them	how	to	fight	fear	with	humor.	If	the
president	didn’t	welcome	them	for	dinner,	Popovic	suggested,	they	ought	to	at
least	ask	for	his	leftovers.*

But	then	he	had	a	more	somber	message	to	deliver:	The	struggle	for	freedom
is	not	all	roses	and	unicorns.	On	the	surface,	Srdja	Popovic	is	the	picture	of	an
optimist.	When	others	were	living	in	apathy,	he	envisioned	a	better	future	for
Serbia.	When	others	were	crippled	by	fear,	he	brought	laughter,	and	was	hopeful
enough	to	believe	that	a	group	of	students	could	defeat	a	formidable	dictator.	But
when	I	asked	whether	his	confidence	was	ever	shaken,	he	immediately	said	yes.
“Did	I	feel	self-doubt?	Always,	for	ten	years.”	Even	today,	having	led	a
successful	revolution	and	trained	so	many	activists	to	unseat	dictators,	he	thinks
about	the	lives	lost	in	those	movements	and	feels	responsible	for	not	having
taught	them	enough.

It’s	one	thing	to	motivate	people	to	push	a	TV	in	the	streets.	Giving	them	the
courage	to	take	more	meaningful	action	is	a	much	greater	challenge.	When	I



asked	Popovic	how	originals	can	activate	the	go	system	to	mobilize	a	more
substantial	effort,	he	replied	that	we	usually	do	it	wrong.



The	Burning	Platform

On	New	Year’s	Eve	in	2000,	Popovic	and	his	friends	organized	a	celebration	in
Republic	Square.	They	lined	up	the	hottest	Serbian	rock	bands	and	spread	the
word	that	midnight	would	feature	a	live	concert	by	the	Red	Hot	Chili	Peppers—
an	international	sensation	and	a	huge	hit	in	Serbia.	Thousands	of	people	packed
the	square	in	Belgrade,	dancing	to	the	local	bands	and	buzzing	with	anticipation
about	the	main	event.	One	minute	before	midnight,	the	square	went	dark	and
people	began	counting	down.	But	when	the	clock	struck	twelve,	no	famous	rock
band	appeared.

The	only	audible	sound	was	depressing	music.	As	the	audience	listened	in
shock,	a	psychologist	named	Boris	Tadic	delivered	a	clear	message	from	behind
the	stage.	“We	have	nothing	to	celebrate,”	he	said,	asking	them	to	go	home	and
think	about	what	action	they	would	take.	“This	year	has	been	a	year	of	war	and
oppression.	But	it	doesn’t	have	to	be	that	way.	Let’s	make	the	coming	year
count.	Because	2000	is	the	year.”

Research	by	management	professors	Lynne	Andersson	and	Thomas	Bateman
sheds	light	on	the	impact	of	that	gesture.	In	a	study	of	hundreds	of	managers	and
employees	who	championed	environmental	issues	at	their	companies,	the
successful	campaigns	didn’t	differ	from	the	failures	in	the	amount	of	emotion
they	expressed,	their	use	of	metaphors	or	logical	arguments,	their	efforts	to
consult	key	stakeholders,	or	their	framing	of	a	green	movement	as	an
opportunity	or	threat.	The	distinguishing	factor	was	a	sense	of	urgency.	To
convince	leaders	to	sponsor	the	issue,	create	a	task	force,	and	spend	time	and
money	on	it,	the	environmental	champions	had	to	articulate	why	the	original
cause	needed	to	be	adopted	now.

When	Harvard	professor	John	Kotter	studied	more	than	one	hundred
companies	trying	to	institute	major	changes,	he	found	that	the	first	error	they
made	was	failing	to	establish	a	sense	of	urgency.	Over	50	percent	of	leaders	fell
short	of	convincing	their	employees	that	change	needed	to	happen,	and	it	needed
to	happen	now.	“Executives	underestimate	how	hard	it	can	be	to	drive	people	out
of	their	comfort	zones,”	Kotter	writes.	“Without	a	sense	of	urgency,	people	.	.	.
won’t	make	needed	sacrifices.	Instead	they	cling	to	the	status	quo	and	resist.”
Otpor!	conveyed	urgency	with	slogans	like	“It’s	time”	and	“He’s	finished.”



When	they	announced,	“This	is	the	year,”	it	was	clear	to	the	Serbians	that	there
was	a	pressing	need	to	act	immediately.

To	further	illuminate	the	effectiveness	of	an	act	like	sending	everyone	home
on	New	Year’s	Eve,	let’s	take	a	look	at	a	piece	of	research	that	transformed	one
field,	spawned	another,	and	ultimately	won	a	Nobel	Prize.	Imagine	that	you’re
an	executive	at	a	car	manufacturer,	and	due	to	economic	challenges,	you	need	to
close	three	plants	and	lay	off	six	thousand	employees.	You	can	choose	between
two	different	plans:

Plan	A	will	save	one	of	the	three	plants	and	two	thousand	jobs.
Plan	B	has	a	one-third	chance	of	saving	all	three	plants	and	all	six	thousand

jobs,	but	a	two-thirds	chance	of	saving	no	plants	and	no	jobs.
Most	people	prefer	Plan	A.	In	the	original	study,	80	percent	chose	to	play	it

safe	rather	than	take	a	chance.	But	suppose	we	gave	you	a	different	set	of
options:

Plan	A	will	lose	two	of	the	three	plants	and	four	thousand	jobs.
Plan	B	has	a	two-thirds	chance	of	losing	all	three	plants	and	all	six	thousand

jobs,	but	a	one-third	chance	of	losing	no	plants	and	no	jobs.
Logically,	these	are	the	same	options	as	the	first	set	of	choices.	But

psychologically,	they	don’t	feel	the	same.	In	the	latter	option,	82	percent	of
people	prefer	Plan	B.	Their	preferences	reverse.

In	the	first	case,	the	options	are	framed	as	gains.	We	prefer	Plan	A	because
we	tend	to	be	risk	averse	in	the	domain	of	benefits.	When	we	have	a	certain	gain,
we	like	to	hold	on	to	it	and	protect	it.	We	play	it	safe	to	guarantee	saving	two
thousand	jobs	instead	of	taking	a	risk	that	might	leave	us	saving	no	jobs.	After
all,	a	bird	in	the	hand	is	worth	two	in	the	bush.

But	in	the	second	case,	we’re	presented	with	a	guaranteed	loss.	Now,	we’re
willing	to	do	whatever	it	takes	to	avoid	that	loss,	even	if	it	means	risking	an	even
bigger	one.	We’re	going	to	lose	thousands	of	jobs	anyway,	so	we	throw	caution
to	the	wind	and	make	the	big	gamble,	hoping	that	we’ll	lose	nothing.

This	line	of	research	was	conducted	by	psychologists	Amos	Tversky	and
Daniel	Kahneman;	it	helped	give	rise	to	the	field	of	behavioral	economics	and
win	Kahneman	a	Nobel	Prize.	It	revealed	that	we	can	dramatically	shift	risk
preferences	just	by	changing	a	few	words	to	emphasize	losses	rather	than	gains.
This	knowledge	has	major	implications	for	understanding	how	to	motivate
people	to	take	risks.

If	you	want	people	to	modify	their	behavior,	is	it	better	to	highlight	the
benefits	of	changing	or	the	costs	of	not	changing?	According	to	Peter	Salovey,



one	of	the	originators	of	the	concept	of	emotional	intelligence	and	now	the
president	of	Yale,	it	depends	on	whether	they	perceive	the	new	behavior	as	safe
or	risky.	If	they	think	the	behavior	is	safe,	we	should	emphasize	all	the	good
things	that	will	happen	if	they	do	it—they’ll	want	to	act	immediately	to	obtain
those	certain	gains.	But	when	people	believe	a	behavior	is	risky,	that	approach
doesn’t	work.	They’re	already	comfortable	with	the	status	quo,	so	the	benefits	of
change	aren’t	attractive,	and	the	stop	system	kicks	in.	Instead,	we	need	to
destabilize	the	status	quo	and	accentuate	the	bad	things	that	will	happen	if	they
don’t	change.	Taking	a	risk	is	more	appealing	when	they’re	faced	with	a
guaranteed	loss	if	they	don’t.	The	prospect	of	a	certain	loss	brings	the	go	system
online.

At	the	pharmaceutical	giant	Merck,	CEO	Kenneth	Frazier	decided	to
motivate	his	executives	to	take	a	more	active	role	in	leading	innovation	and
change.	He	asked	them	to	do	something	radical:	generate	ideas	that	would	put
Merck	out	of	business.

For	the	next	two	hours,	the	executives	worked	in	groups,	pretending	to	be
one	of	Merck’s	top	competitors.	Energy	soared	as	they	developed	ideas	for	drugs
that	would	crush	theirs	and	key	markets	they	had	missed.	Then,	their	challenge
was	to	reverse	their	roles	and	figure	out	how	to	defend	against	these	threats.*

This	“kill	the	company”	exercise	is	powerful	because	it	reframes	a	gain-
framed	activity	in	terms	of	losses.	When	deliberating	about	innovation
opportunities,	the	leaders	weren’t	inclined	to	take	risks.	When	they	considered
how	their	competitors	could	put	them	out	of	business,	they	realized	that	it	was	a
risk	not	to	innovate.	The	urgency	of	innovation	was	apparent.

To	counter	apathy,	most	change	agents	focus	on	presenting	an	inspiring
vision	of	the	future.	This	is	an	important	message	to	convey,	but	it’s	not	the	type
of	communication	that	should	come	first.	If	you	want	people	to	take	risks,	you
need	first	to	show	what’s	wrong	with	the	present.	To	drive	people	out	of	their
comfort	zones,	you	have	to	cultivate	dissatisfaction,	frustration,	or	anger	at	the
current	state	of	affairs,	making	it	a	guaranteed	loss.	“The	greatest
communicators	of	all	time,”	says	communication	expert	Nancy	Duarte—who
has	spent	her	career	studying	the	shape	of	superb	presentations—start	by
establishing	“what	is:	here’s	the	status	quo.”	Then,	they	“compare	that	to	what
could	be,”	making	“that	gap	as	big	as	possible.”

We	can	see	this	sequence	in	two	of	the	most	revered	speeches	in	American
history.	In	his	famous	inaugural	address,	President	Franklin	D.	Roosevelt	opened
by	acknowledging	the	current	state	of	affairs.	Promising	to	“speak	the	whole



truth,	frankly	and	boldly,”	he	described	the	dire	straits	of	the	Great	Depression,
only	then	turning	to	what	could	be,	unveiling	his	hope	of	creating	new	jobs	and
forecasting,	“This	great	nation	.	.	.	will	revive	and	will	prosper.	.	.	.	The	only
thing	we	have	to	fear	is	fear	itself.”

When	we	recall	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.’s,	epic	speech,	what	stands	out	is	a
shining	image	of	a	brighter	future.	Yet	in	his	16-minute	oration,	it	wasn’t	until
the	eleventh	minute	that	he	first	mentioned	his	dream.	Before	delivering	hope	for
change,	King	stressed	the	unacceptable	conditions	of	the	status	quo.	In	his
introduction,	he	pronounced	that,	despite	the	promise	of	the	Emancipation
Proclamation,	“one	hundred	years	later,	the	life	of	the	Negro	is	still	sadly
crippled	by	the	manacles	of	segregation	and	the	chains	of	discrimination.”

Having	established	urgency	through	depicting	the	suffering	that	was,	King
turned	to	what	could	be:	“But	we	refuse	to	believe	that	the	bank	of	justice	is
bankrupt.”	He	devoted	more	than	two	thirds	of	the	speech	to	these	one-two
punches,	alternating	between	what	was	and	what	could	be	by	expressing
indignation	at	the	present	and	hope	about	the	future.	According	to	sociologist
Patricia	Wasielewski,	“King	articulates	the	crowd’s	feelings	of	anger	at	existing
inequities,”	strengthening	their	“resolve	that	the	situation	must	be	changed.”	The
audience	was	only	prepared	to	be	moved	by	his	dream	of	tomorrow	after	he	had
exposed	the	nightmare	of	today.

Psychologists	Minjung	Koo	and	Ayelet	Fishbach	find	that	when	we’re
experiencing	doubts	on	the	way	toward	achieving	a	goal,	whether	we	ought	to
look	backward	or	forward	depends	on	our	commitment.	When	our	commitment
is	wavering,	the	best	way	to	stay	on	track	is	to	consider	the	progress	we’ve
already	made.	As	we	recognize	what	we’ve	invested	and	attained,	it	seems	like	a
waste	to	give	up,	and	our	confidence	and	commitment	surge.	In	the	early	days	of
Otpor!,	Srdja	Popovic	and	his	friends	dealt	with	doubt	and	fear	by	helping
people	laugh	and	accumulate	small	wins.	That	way,	they	could	look	back	and
gain	a	sense	of	progress,	which	turned	anxiety	into	enthusiasm	and	secured	their
dedication.

Once	commitment	is	fortified,	instead	of	glancing	in	the	rearview	mirror,	it’s
better	to	look	forward	by	highlighting	the	work	left	to	be	done.	When	we’re
determined	to	reach	an	objective,	it’s	the	gap	between	where	we	are	and	where
we	aspire	to	be	that	lights	a	fire	under	us.	In	Serbia,	as	the	Otpor!	movement
drew	a	loyal	following	that	was	no	longer	frozen	in	fear,	it	was	time	to	show
them	how	much	distance	they	had	yet	to	travel.



That’s	why	Popovic	and	his	friends	halted	the	concert	and	sent	the	citizens	of
Belgrade	home	on	New	Year’s	Eve.	In	the	span	of	less	than	two	years,	Otpor!
had	accumulated	more	than	70,000	members	in	130	different	branches.	But	to
actually	overthrow	Milosevic,	they	would	need	millions	of	votes.	A	few	years
earlier,	Milosevic	had	agreed	to	a	relatively	democratic	election—and	won.	His
minions	controlled	the	ballot	boxes.	Even	if	Serbians	could	vote	him	out	of
office,	would	he	concede?	Popovic	and	his	allies	understood	that	they	needed
intense	emotions	to	propel	action	across	the	country.	It	was	time	to	destabilize
the	status	quo	and	turn	on	the	go	system	by	reminding	them	that	there	was
nothing	to	celebrate	because	the	present	was	intolerable.	“Instead	of	courage,”
management	guru	Tom	Peters	recommends	fostering	“a	level	of	fury	with	the
status	quo	such	that	one	cannot	not	act.”



The	Show	Must	Go	On

Anger	counteracts	apathy:	We	feel	that	we’ve	been	wronged,	and	we’re
compelled	to	fight.	But	it	can	also	go	too	far.	Anger	doesn’t	just	activate	the	go
system;	it	drops	a	heavy	brick	on	the	gas	pedal.	It’s	a	force	that	motivates	people
to	speak	up	and	act,	but	it	can	also	make	them	less	effective	in	doing	so.	After
studying	activists,	Debra	Meyerson	and	Maureen	Scully	suggest	that	the	key	is
to	be	“simultaneously	hot-	and	cool-headed.	The	heat	fuels	action	and	change;
the	coolness	shapes	the	action	and	change	into	legitimate	and	viable	forms.”	But
once	the	heat	is	on,	how	do	we	keep	our	cool?

According	to	Berkeley	sociologist	Arlie	Hochschild,	if	you’re	feeling	an
intense	emotion	like	anxiety	or	anger,	there	are	two	ways	to	manage	it:	surface
acting	and	deep	acting.	Surface	acting	involves	putting	on	a	mask—modifying
your	speech,	gestures,	and	expressions	to	present	yourself	as	unfazed.	If	you’re	a
flight	attendant,	and	an	angry	passenger	begins	yelling	at	you,	you	might	smile
to	feign	warmth.	You’re	adjusting	your	outward	appearance,	but	your	internal
state	is	unchanged.	You’re	furious	with	the	passenger,	and	the	passenger
probably	knows	it.	Russian	theater	director	Constantin	Stanislavski	observed	that
in	surface	acting,	actors	were	never	fully	immersed	in	the	role.	They	were
always	aware	of	the	audience,	and	their	performances	never	came	across	as
authentic.	Stanislavski	wrote	that	surface	acting	“will	neither	warm	your	soul	nor
penetrate	deeply	into	it	.	.	.	delicate	and	deep	human	feelings	are	not	subject	to
such	technique.”

In	deep	acting,	known	as	method	acting	in	the	theater	world,	you	actually
become	the	character	you	wish	to	portray.	Deep	acting	involves	changing	your
inner	feelings,	not	just	your	outer	expressions	of	them.	If	you’re	the	flight
attendant	in	the	above	example,	you	might	imagine	that	the	passenger	is	stressed,
afraid	of	flying,	or	going	through	a	messy	divorce.	You	feel	empathy	for	the
passenger,	and	the	smile	comes	naturally	to	you,	creating	a	more	genuine
expression	of	warmth.	Deep	acting	dissolves	the	distinction	between	your	true
self	and	the	role	you	are	playing.	You	are	no	longer	acting,	because	you	are
actually	experiencing	the	genuine	feelings	of	the	character.

Before	Lewis	Pugh	embarks	on	a	freezing	swim,	he	engages	in	deep	acting.
While	listening	to	songs	by	Eminem	and	P.	Diddy,	he	calls	up	vivid	memories	of



leaping	out	of	an	airplane	from	his	days	in	the	British	special	forces.	He	is
reliving	the	intense	excitement	he	wants	to	experience	again.	The	Oscar-winning
actor	Daniel	Day-Lewis	goes	a	step	further.	To	prepare	himself	for	a	role	in
Arthur	Miller’s	The	Crucible,	he	built	a	house	using	seventeenth-century	tools
and	lived	with	no	running	water	or	electricity.	When	he	played	a	writer	with
cerebral	palsy	in	My	Left	Foot,	he	spent	the	entire	production	process	in	a
wheelchair,	speaking	in	broken	dialect	and	allowing	crew	members	to	feed	him
with	a	spoon.	As	an	actor,	he’s	ultimately	still	playing	a	character,	but	the
purpose	of	deep	acting	is	to	feel	the	emotions	he	wants	to	display.

Deep	acting	turns	out	to	be	a	more	sustainable	strategy	for	managing
emotions	than	surface	acting.	Research	shows	that	surface	acting	burns	us	out:
Faking	emotions	that	we	don’t	really	feel	is	both	stressful	and	exhausting.	If	we
want	to	express	a	set	of	emotions,	we	need	to	actually	experience	them.

When	Srdja	Popovic	and	his	colleagues	train	activists,	they	teach	deep	acting
through	role-playing	exercises.	In	the	Maldives,	for	example,	they	had	people
play	the	parts	of	business	leaders,	hotel	owners,	island	elders,	expatriates	in
India,	and	police	and	security	guards.	This	gave	them	the	chance	to	anticipate
how	others	would	react	and	practice	their	own	responses.



Fanning	the	Flame

Less	than	a	year	after	Rosa	Parks	was	arrested	for	refusing	to	sit	in	the	back	of	a
Montgomery	bus,	the	Supreme	Court	outlawed	segregation.	To	prepare	citizens
for	the	racial	conflicts	that	might	ensue	on	integrated	buses,	Martin	Luther	King,
Jr.,	designed	and	delivered	workshops	for	thousands	of	black	Alabamans,
working	in	concert	with	nonviolence	experts	like	James	Lawson,	Bayard	Rustin,
and	Glenn	Smiley.	The	team	simulated	a	bus	by	setting	up	rows	of	chairs,	and
assigned	about	a	dozen	different	audience	members	to	play	the	driver	and
passengers.	The	“white	passengers”	called	the	black	ones	names.	They	spat	on
them,	smashed	gum	and	flicked	cigarette	ashes	in	their	hair,	dumped	milk	on
their	heads,	and	squirted	ketchup	and	mustard	in	their	faces.

In	this	deep-acting	exercise,	King	wanted	to	make	black	citizens	angry
enough	to	stand	in	protest,	but	not	so	angry	that	they	would	resort	to	violence.
What	would	be	the	best	way	to	handle	their	anger?	The	most	popular	strategy	for
doing	so	is	venting.	Therapists	advise	us	to	blow	off	steam	by	hitting	a	pillow	or
screaming.	By	expressing	our	pent-up	rage,	Freud	argued,	we	can	relieve	the
pressure	and	find	catharsis.	In	the	movie	Analyze	This,	Billy	Crystal	plays	a
psychiatrist	tasked	with	helping	mobster	Robert	De	Niro	manage	his	anger.
Crystal	recommends	hitting	a	pillow,	and	De	Niro	grabs	a	gun,	aims	at	a	couch,
and	starts	shooting	at	a	pillow.	Crystal,	shaken,	asks,	“Feel	better?”	“Yeah,”	De
Niro	replies.	“I	do.”

To	test	whether	venting	helps	with	managing	anger,	psychologist	Brad
Bushman	designed	a	shrewd	experiment	to	make	people	angry.	The	participants
were	asked	to	write	an	essay	about	whether	they	were	against	abortion	or	pro-
choice.	They	then	received	some	harsh	written	feedback	from	a	peer	with	the
opposite	view,	who	rated	their	essays	as	disorganized,	unoriginal,	poorly	written,
unclear,	unpersuasive,	and	low	in	quality,	adding,	“This	is	one	of	the	worst
essays	I	have	read!”

The	angry	recipients	were	then	randomly	assigned	to	one	of	three	responses:
venting,	distraction,	or	control.	The	members	of	the	venting	group	were	allowed
to	hit	a	punching	bag	as	hard	as	they	wanted	for	as	long	as	they	liked,	while
thinking	about	the	jerk	who	criticized	their	essays	and	looking	at	his	picture.	The
distraction	group	hit	the	punching	bag	but	was	instructed	to	think	about



becoming	physically	fit,	and	was	shown	a	photo	of	someone	exercising.	In	the
control	group,	there	was	no	punching	bag;	participants	sat	quietly	for	two
minutes	while	the	computer	was	being	fixed.	Which	group	would	become	the
most	aggressive	toward	the	peer	who	insulted	them?

To	find	out,	Bushman	gave	each	of	the	groups	the	chance	to	blast	their
essay’s	critic	with	noise,	letting	them	determine	the	volume	and	duration	of	the
sonic	blasts.

The	venting	group	was	the	most	aggressive.	They	slammed	the	critic	with
more	intense	noise,	and	held	the	button	down	longer,	than	the	distraction	and
control	groups.	One	participant	got	so	angry	after	thinking	about	the	insulting
feedback	that	hitting	the	punching	bag	wasn’t	enough:	he	punched	a	hole	in	the
wall	of	the	lab.

Venting	doesn’t	extinguish	the	flame	of	anger;	it	feeds	it.	When	we	vent	our
anger,	we	put	a	lead	foot	on	the	gas	pedal	of	the	go	system,	attacking	the	target
who	enraged	us.	Hitting	the	punching	bag	without	thinking	of	the	target,	though,
keeps	the	go	system	on	but	enables	us	to	consider	alternative	ways	of
responding.	Sitting	quietly	begins	to	activate	the	stop	system.*

In	other	studies,	Bushman	has	demonstrated	that	venting	doesn’t	work	even	if
you	think	it	does—and	even	if	it	makes	you	feel	good.	The	better	you	feel	after
venting,	the	more	aggressive	you	get:	not	only	toward	your	critic,	but	also
toward	innocent	bystanders.

Avoiding	venting	was	a	central	theme	in	the	training	of	activists	in	the	civil
rights	movement.	Since	nonviolent	resistance	depends	on	controlling	anger,
King	and	his	colleagues	made	a	concerted	effort	in	their	workshops	to	stop
venting	in	its	tracks.	“Sometimes	the	person	playing	a	white	man	put	so	much
zeal	into	his	performance	that	he	had	to	be	gently	reproved	from	the	sidelines,”
King	reflected.	In	response,	a	citizen	playing	a	black	man	often	“forgot	his
nonviolent	role	and	struck	back	with	vigor;	whenever	this	happened	we	worked
to	rechannel	his	words	and	deeds	in	a	nonviolent	direction.”	After	every
performance,	the	group	provided	feedback	and	suggestions	for	responding	more
constructively.

One	of	the	fundamental	problems	with	venting	is	that	it	focuses	attention	on
the	perpetrator	of	injustice.	The	more	you	think	about	the	person	who	wronged
you,	the	more	violently	you	want	to	lash	out	in	retaliation.	“Anger	is	a	powerful
mobilizing	tool,”	Srdja	Popovic	explains,	“but	if	you	make	people	angry,	they
might	start	breaking	things.”	On	New	Year’s	Eve	at	midnight	in	2000,	when
Otpor!	shut	down	the	concert,	turned	off	the	lights,	and	played	sad	music,	only



one	sight	was	visible:	a	gigantic	screen,	on	which	a	slide	show	of	pictures	was
being	played,	none	of	which	featured	the	despised	Milosevic.

The	images	instead	were	of	Serbian	soldiers	and	police	officers	who	had	been
killed	under	Milosevic’s	rule.

To	channel	anger	productively,	instead	of	venting	about	the	harm	that	a
perpetrator	has	done,	we	need	to	reflect	on	the	victims	who	have	suffered	from
it.	Management	researchers	Andrew	Brodsky,	Joshua	Margolis,	and	Joel
Brockner	find	that	focusing	on	the	victims	of	injustice	spurs	us	to	speak	truth	to
power.	In	one	experiment,	adults	witnessed	a	CEO	overpaying	himself	and
underpaying	a	star	employee.	When	they	were	prompted	to	focus	on	the
employee	who	was	treated	unfairly,	they	were	46	percent	more	likely	to
challenge	the	CEO’s	payment	decision.

In	the	civil	rights	movement,	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	frequently	called
attention	to	victims	of	violence	and	injustice.	“We	are	not	out	to	defeat	or
humiliate	the	white	man,”	he	pronounced	in	a	1956	speech	defending	the
Montgomery	bus	boycott,	but	to	“free	our	children	from	a	life	of	permanent
psychological	death.”	Focusing	on	the	victim	activates	what	psychologists	call
empathetic	anger—the	desire	to	right	wrongs	done	unto	another.	It	turns	on	the
go	system,	but	it	makes	us	thoughtful	about	how	to	best	respect	the	victim’s
dignity.	Research	demonstrates	that	when	we’re	angry	at	others,	we	aim	for
retaliation	or	revenge.	But	when	we’re	angry	for	others,	we	seek	out	justice	and
a	better	system.	We	don’t	just	want	to	punish;	we	want	to	help.

When	Otpor!	displayed	the	images	of	dead	soldiers,	Serbians	were	pumped
with	empathetic	adrenaline	and	broke	out	into	a	chant:	“Let’s	make	the	coming
year	count.”	They	weren’t	going	to	get	excited	about	actually	taking	down	their
dictator,	but	they	could	feel	enough	righteous	indignation	that	they	were
determined	to	do	so.	In	Popovic’s	words,	“There	was	an	energy	in	the	air	that	no
rock	band	could	ever	re-create.	Everybody	felt	that	they	had	something
important	to	do.”

That	autumn,	Otpor!	mobilized	one	of	the	largest	voter	turnouts	in	Serbia’s
history,	defeating	Milosevic	and	shepherding	in	a	new	era	of	democracy.	Boris
Tadic,	the	psychologist	who	had	sent	everyone	home	because	there	was	nothing
to	celebrate,	was	elected	president	of	Serbia	four	years	later.

—



“I	arise	in	the	morning	torn	between	a	desire	to	improve	the	world	and	a	desire
to	enjoy	the	world,”	E.	B.	White	once	wrote.	“This	makes	it	difficult	to	plan	the
day.”

The	Declaration	of	Independence	promises	Americans	the	unalienable	rights
to	life,	liberty,	and	the	pursuit	of	happiness.	In	the	quest	for	happiness,	many	of
us	choose	to	enjoy	the	world	as	it	is.	Originals	embrace	the	uphill	battle,	striving
to	make	the	world	what	it	could	be.	By	struggling	to	improve	life	and	liberty,
they	may	temporarily	give	up	some	pleasure,	putting	their	own	happiness	on	the
back	burner.	In	the	long	run,	though,	they	have	the	chance	to	create	a	better
world.	And	that—to	borrow	a	turn	of	phrase	from	psychologist	Brian	Little—
brings	a	different	kind	of	satisfaction.	Becoming	original	is	not	the	easiest	path
in	the	pursuit	of	happiness,	but	it	leaves	us	perfectly	poised	for	the	happiness	of
pursuit.



Actions	for	Impact

If	you’re	seeking	to	unleash	originality,	here	are	some	practical	actions	that	you
can	take.	The	first	steps	are	for	individuals	to	generate,	recognize,	voice,	and
champion	new	ideas.	The	next	set	is	for	leaders	to	stimulate	novel	ideas	and
build	cultures	that	welcome	dissent.	The	final	recommendations	are	for	parents
and	teachers	to	help	children	become	comfortable	taking	a	creative	or	moral
stand	against	the	status	quo.

To	gauge	your	originality	with	a	free	assessment,	visit	www.adamgrant.net.



Individual	Actions:

A.	Generating	and	Recognizing	Original	Ideas

1.	Question	the	default.	Instead	of	taking	the	status	quo	for	granted,	ask	why
it	exists	in	the	first	place.	When	you	remember	that	rules	and	systems
were	created	by	people,	it	becomes	clear	that	they’re	not	set	in	stone—and
you	begin	to	consider	how	they	can	be	improved.

2.	Triple	the	number	of	ideas	you	generate.	Just	as	great	baseball	players
only	average	a	hit	for	every	three	at	bats,	every	innovator	swings	and
misses.	The	best	way	to	boost	your	originality	is	to	produce	more	ideas.

3.	Immerse	yourself	in	a	new	domain.	Originality	increases	when	you
broaden	your	frame	of	reference.	One	approach	is	to	learn	a	new	craft,
like	the	Nobel	Prize–winning	scientists	who	expanded	their	creative
repertoires	by	taking	up	painting,	piano,	dance,	or	poetry.	Another
strategy	is	to	try	a	job	rotation:	get	trained	to	do	a	position	that	requires	a
new	base	of	knowledge	and	skills.	A	third	option	is	to	learn	about	a
different	culture,	like	the	fashion	designers	who	became	more	innovative
when	they	lived	in	foreign	countries	that	were	very	different	from	their
own.	You	don’t	need	to	go	abroad	to	diversify	your	experience;	you	can
immerse	yourself	in	the	culture	and	customs	of	a	new	environment	simply
by	reading	about	it.

4.	Procrastinate	strategically.	When	you’re	generating	new	ideas,
deliberately	stop	when	your	progress	is	incomplete.	By	taking	a	break	in
the	middle	of	your	brainstorming	or	writing	process,	you’re	more	likely	to
engage	in	divergent	thinking	and	give	ideas	time	to	incubate.

5.	Seek	more	feedback	from	peers.	It’s	hard	to	judge	your	own	ideas,
because	you	tend	to	be	too	enthusiastic,	and	you	can’t	trust	your	gut	if
you’re	not	an	expert	in	the	domain.	It’s	also	tough	to	rely	on	managers,
who	are	typically	too	critical	when	they	evaluate	ideas.	To	get	the	most



accurate	reviews,	run	your	pitches	by	peers—they’re	poised	to	spot	the
potential	and	the	possibilities.

B.	Voicing	and	Championing	Original	Ideas

6.	Balance	your	risk	portfolio.	When	you’re	going	to	take	a	risk	in	one
domain,	offset	it	by	being	unusually	cautious	in	another	realm	of	your	life.
Like	the	entrepreneurs	who	kept	their	day	jobs	while	testing	their	ideas,	or
Carmen	Medina	taking	a	job	to	protect	against	security	leaks	when	she
was	pushing	the	CIA	to	embrace	the	internet,	this	can	help	you	avoid
unnecessary	gambles.

7.	Highlight	the	reasons	not	to	support	your	idea.	Remember	Rufus
Griscom,	the	entrepreneur	in	chapter	3	who	told	investors	why	they
shouldn’t	invest	in	his	company?	You	can	do	this,	too.	Start	by	describing
the	three	biggest	weaknesses	of	your	idea	and	then	ask	them	to	list	several
more	reasons	not	to	support	it.	Assuming	that	the	idea	has	some	merit,
when	people	have	to	work	hard	to	generate	their	own	objections,	they	will
be	more	aware	of	its	virtues.

8.	Make	your	ideas	more	familiar.	Repeat	yourself—it	makes	people	more
comfortable	with	an	unconventional	idea.	Reactions	typically	become
more	positive	after	ten	to	twenty	exposures	to	an	idea,	particularly	if
they’re	short,	spaced	apart	by	a	few	days,	and	mixed	in	with	other	ideas.
You	can	also	make	your	original	concept	more	appealing	by	connecting	it
with	other	ideas	that	are	already	understood	by	the	audience—like	when
the	Lion	King	script	was	reframed	as	Hamlet	with	lions.

9.	Speak	to	a	different	audience.	Instead	of	seeking	out	friendly	people	who
share	your	values,	try	approaching	disagreeable	people	who	share	your
methods.	In	the	U.S.	Navy,	a	young	aviator	named	Ben	Kohlmann	created
a	highly	effective	rapid-innovation	cell	by	assembling	a	band	of	junior
officers	who	had	disciplinary	actions	brought	against	them	for	challenging
authority.	They	had	a	history	of	principled	dissent,	and	although	they	held
different	objectives,	their	habits	of	loyal	opposition	meshed	well.	Your
best	allies	are	the	people	who	have	a	track	record	of	being	tough	and
solving	problems	with	approaches	similar	to	yours.



10.	Be	a	tempered	radical.	If	your	idea	is	extreme,	couch	it	in	a	more
conventional	goal.	That	way,	instead	of	changing	people’s	minds,	you	can
appeal	to	values	or	beliefs	that	they	already	hold.	You	can	use	a	Trojan
horse,	as	Meredith	Perry	did	when	she	masked	her	vision	for	wireless
power	behind	a	request	to	design	a	transducer.	You	can	also	position	your
proposal	as	a	means	to	an	end	that	matters	to	others,	like	Frances	Willard
reframing	the	right	to	vote	as	a	way	for	conservative	women	to	protect
their	homes	from	alcohol	abuse.	And	if	you’re	already	known	as	too
extreme,	you	can	shift	from	leader	to	lightning	rod,	allowing	more
moderate	people	to	take	the	reins.

C.	Managing	Emotions

11.	Motivate	yourself	differently	when	you’re	committed	vs.	uncertain.
When	you’re	determined	to	act,	focus	on	the	progress	left	to	go—you’ll
be	energized	to	close	the	gap.	When	your	conviction	falters,	think	of	the
progress	you’ve	already	made.	Having	come	this	far,	how	could	you	give
up	now?

12.	Don’t	try	to	calm	down.	If	you’re	nervous,	it’s	hard	to	relax.	It’s	easier	to
turn	anxiety	into	intense	positive	emotions	like	interest	and	enthusiasm.
Think	about	the	reasons	you’re	eager	to	challenge	the	status	quo,	and	the
positive	outcomes	that	might	result.

13.	Focus	on	the	victim,	not	the	perpetrator.	In	the	face	of	injustice,	thinking
about	the	perpetrator	fuels	anger	and	aggression.	Shifting	your	attention	to
the	victim	makes	you	more	empathetic,	increasing	the	chances	that	you’ll
channel	your	anger	in	a	constructive	direction.	Instead	of	trying	to	punish
the	people	who	caused	harm,	you’ll	be	more	likely	to	help	the	people	who
were	harmed.

14.	Realize	you’re	not	alone.	Even	having	a	single	ally	is	enough	to
dramatically	increase	your	will	to	act.	Find	one	person	who	believes	in
your	vision	and	begin	tackling	the	problem	together.

15.	Remember	that	if	you	don’t	take	initiative,	the	status	quo	will	persist.
Consider	the	four	responses	to	dissatisfaction:	exit,	voice,	persistence,	and



neglect.	Only	exit	and	voice	improve	your	circumstances.	Speaking	up
may	be	the	best	route	if	you	have	some	control	over	the	situation;	if	not,	it
may	be	time	to	explore	options	for	expanding	your	influence	or	leaving.



Leader	Actions:

A.	Sparking	Original	Ideas

1.	Run	an	innovation	tournament.	Welcoming	suggestions	on	any	topic	at
any	time	doesn’t	capture	the	attention	of	busy	people.	Innovation
tournaments	are	highly	efficient	for	collecting	a	large	number	of	novel
ideas	and	identifying	the	best	ones.	Instead	of	a	suggestion	box,	send	a
focused	call	for	ideas	to	solve	a	particular	problem	or	meet	an	untapped
need.	Give	employees	three	weeks	to	develop	proposals,	and	then	have
them	evaluate	one	another’s	ideas,	advancing	the	most	original
submissions	to	the	next	round.	The	winners	receive	a	budget,	a	team,	and
the	relevant	mentoring	and	sponsorship	to	make	their	ideas	a	reality.

2.	Picture	yourself	as	the	enemy.	People	often	fail	to	generate	new	ideas	due
to	a	lack	of	urgency.	You	can	create	urgency	by	implementing	the	“kill
the	company”	exercise	from	Lisa	Bodell,	CEO	of	futurethink.	Gather	a
group	together	and	invite	them	to	spend	an	hour	brainstorming	about	how
to	put	the	organization	out	of	business—or	decimate	its	most	popular
product,	service,	or	technology.	Then,	hold	a	discussion	about	the	most
serious	threats	and	how	to	convert	them	into	opportunities	to	transition
from	defense	to	offense.

3.	Invite	employees	from	different	functions	and	levels	to	pitch	ideas.	At
DreamWorks	Animation,	even	accountants	and	lawyers	are	encouraged
and	trained	to	present	movie	ideas.	This	kind	of	creative	engagement	can
add	skill	variety	to	work,	making	it	more	interesting	for	employees	while
increasing	the	organization’s	access	to	new	ideas.	And	involving
employees	in	pitching	has	another	benefit:	When	they	participate	in
generating	ideas,	they	adopt	a	creative	mindset	that	leaves	them	less	prone
to	false	negatives,	making	them	better	judges	of	their	colleagues’	ideas.

4.	Hold	an	opposite	day.	Since	it’s	often	hard	to	find	the	time	for	people	to
consider	original	viewpoints,	one	of	my	favorite	practices	is	to	have



“opposite	day”	in	the	classroom	and	at	conferences.	Executives	and
students	divide	into	groups,	and	each	chooses	an	assumption,	belief,	or
area	of	knowledge	that	is	widely	taken	for	granted.	Each	group	asks,
“When	is	the	opposite	true?”	and	then	delivers	a	presentation	on	their
ideas.

5.	Ban	the	words	like,	love,	and	hate.	At	the	nonprofit	DoSomething.org,
CEO	Nancy	Lublin	forbade	employees	from	using	the	words	like,	love,
and	hate,	because	they	make	it	too	easy	to	give	a	visceral	response
without	analyzing	it.	Employees	aren’t	allowed	to	say	they	prefer	one
Web	page	over	another;	they	have	to	explain	their	reasoning	with
statements	like	“This	page	is	stronger	because	the	title	is	more	readable
than	the	other	options.”	This	motivates	people	to	contribute	new	ideas
rather	than	just	rejecting	existing	ones.

B.	Building	Cultures	of	Originality

6.	Hire	not	on	cultural	fit,	but	on	cultural	contribution.	When	leaders	prize
cultural	fit,	they	end	up	hiring	people	who	think	in	similar	ways.
Originality	comes	not	from	people	who	match	the	culture,	but	from	those
who	enrich	it.	Before	interviews,	identify	the	diverse	backgrounds,	skill
sets,	and	personality	traits	that	are	currently	missing	from	your	culture.
Then	place	a	premium	on	those	attributes	in	the	hiring	process.

7.	Shift	from	exit	interviews	to	entry	interviews.	Instead	of	waiting	to	ask	for
ideas	until	employees	are	on	their	way	out	the	door,	start	seeking	their
insights	when	they	first	arrive.	By	sitting	down	with	new	hires	during
onboarding,	you	can	help	them	feel	valued	and	gather	novel	suggestions
along	the	way.	Ask	what	brought	them	in	the	door	and	what	would	keep
them	at	the	firm,	and	challenge	them	to	think	like	culture	detectives.	They
can	use	their	insider-outsider	perspectives	to	investigate	which	practices
belong	in	a	museum	and	which	should	be	kept,	as	well	as	potential
inconsistencies	between	espoused	and	enacted	values.

8.	Ask	for	problems,	not	solutions.	If	people	rush	to	answers,	you	end	up
with	more	advocacy	than	inquiry,	and	miss	out	on	the	breadth	of
knowledge	in	the	room.	Following	Bridgewater’s	issue	log,	you	can	create



an	open	document	for	teams	to	flag	problems	that	they	see.	On	a	monthly
basis,	bring	people	together	to	review	them	and	figure	out	which	ones	are
worth	solving.

9.	Stop	assigning	devil’s	advocates	and	start	unearthing	them.	Dissenting
opinions	are	useful	even	when	they’re	wrong,	but	they’re	only	effective	if
they’re	authentic	and	consistent.	Instead	of	assigning	people	to	play	the
devil’s	advocate,	find	people	who	genuinely	hold	minority	opinions,	and
invite	them	to	present	their	views.	To	identify	these	people,	try	appointing
an	information	manager—make	someone	responsible	for	seeking	out	team
members	individually	before	meetings	to	find	out	what	they	know.

10.	Welcome	criticism.	It’s	hard	to	encourage	dissent	if	you	don’t	practice
what	you	preach.	When	Ray	Dalio	received	an	email	criticizing	his
performance	in	an	important	meeting,	copying	it	to	the	entire	company
sent	a	clear	message	that	he	welcomed	negative	feedback.	By	inviting
employees	to	criticize	you	publicly,	you	can	set	the	tone	for	people	to
communicate	more	openly	even	when	their	ideas	are	unpopular.



Parent	and	Teacher	Actions:

1.	Ask	children	what	their	role	models	would	do.	Children	feel	free	to	take
initiative	when	they	look	at	problems	through	the	eyes	of	originals.	Ask
children	what	they	would	like	to	improve	in	their	family	or	school.	Then
have	them	identify	a	real	person	or	fictional	character	they	admire	for
being	unusually	creative	and	inventive.	What	would	that	person	do	in	this
situation?

2.	Link	good	behaviors	to	moral	character.	Many	parents	and	teachers
praise	helpful	actions,	but	children	are	more	generous	when	they’re
commended	for	being	helpful	people—it	becomes	part	of	their	identity.	If
you	see	a	child	do	something	good,	try	saying,	“You’re	a	good	person
because	you	___.”	Children	are	also	more	ethical	when	they’re	asked	to
be	moral	people—they	want	to	earn	the	identity.	If	you	want	a	child	to
share	a	toy,	instead	of	asking,	“Will	you	share?”	ask,	“Will	you	be	a
sharer?”

3.	Explain	how	bad	behaviors	have	consequences	for	others.	When	children
misbehave,	help	them	see	how	their	actions	hurt	other	people.	“How	do
you	think	this	made	her	feel?”	As	they	consider	the	negative	impact	on
others,	children	begin	to	feel	empathy	and	guilt,	which	strengthens	their
motivation	to	right	the	wrong—and	to	avoid	the	action	in	the	future.

4.	Emphasize	values	over	rules.	Rules	set	limits	that	teach	children	to	adopt
a	fixed	view	of	the	world.	Values	encourage	children	to	internalize
principles	for	themselves.	When	you	talk	about	standards,	like	the	parents
of	the	Holocaust	rescuers,	describe	why	certain	ideals	matter	to	you	and
ask	children	why	they’re	important.

5.	Create	novel	niches	for	children	to	pursue.	Just	as	laterborns	sought	out
more	original	niches	when	conventional	ones	were	closed	to	them,	there
are	ways	to	help	children	carve	out	niches.	One	of	my	favorite	techniques
is	the	Jigsaw	Classroom:	bring	students	together	for	a	group	project,	and



assign	each	of	them	a	unique	part.	For	example,	when	writing	a	book
report	on	Eleanor	Roosevelt’s	life,	one	student	worked	on	her	childhood,
another	on	her	teenage	years,	and	a	third	on	her	role	in	the	women’s
movement.	Research	shows	that	this	reduces	prejudice—children	learn	to
value	each	other’s	distinctive	strengths.	It	can	also	give	them	the	space	to
consider	original	ideas	instead	of	falling	victim	to	groupthink.	To	further
enhance	the	opportunity	for	novel	thinking,	ask	children	to	consider	a
different	frame	of	reference.	How	would	Roosevelt’s	childhood	have	been
different	if	she	grew	up	in	China?	What	battles	would	she	have	chosen	to
fight	there?
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*	This	is	one	reason	why	men	seemed	to	have	more	influential	creative	accomplishments	than	women.
Historically,	the	doors	to	many	creative	careers	were	closed	to	women.	Those	who	managed	to	get	their	feet
in	the	door	were	often	full-time	caregivers	for	children.	As	a	result,	men	simply	produced	more	output	than
women,	giving	them	a	higher	chance	of	originality.	With	greater	equality	of	opportunity	today,	these	gender
differences	in	creative	output	ought	to	disappear,	and	may	even	reverse.	Berg	finds	that	on	average,	women
make	better	creative	forecasts	than	men:	They’re	more	open	to	novel	ideas,	which	leaves	them	less	prone	to
false	negatives.



*	The	lesson	here	isn’t	to	ask	customers	what	they	want.	As	the	famous	line	often	attributed	to	Henry	Ford
goes:	“If	I	had	asked	my	customers	what	they	wanted,	they	would	have	said	a	faster	horse.”	Instead,
creators	ought	to	build	a	car	and	see	if	customers	will	drive	it.	That	means	identifying	a	potential	need,
designing	what	The	Lean	Startup	author	Eric	Ries	calls	a	minimum	viable	product,	testing	different
versions,	and	gathering	feedback.



*	One	category	of	circus	acts	was	universally	disliked	by	managers,	test	audiences,	and	creators:	clowns.
It’s	not	a	coincidence	that	one	Seinfeld	episode	revolves	around	clowns	striking	fear	into	the	hearts	of	adults
as	well	as	children.



*	The	personality	trait	most	associated	with	an	interest	in	the	arts	is	called	openness,	the	tendency	to	seek
out	novelty	and	variety	in	intellectual,	aesthetic,	and	emotional	pursuits.	When	psychologist	Robert	McCrae
analyzed	four	dozen	questions	across	fifty-one	different	cultures,	one	of	the	best	indicators	of	openness	was
agreeing	with	the	statement:	“Sometimes	when	I	am	reading	poetry	or	looking	at	a	work	of	art,	I	feel	a	chill
or	wave	of	excitement.”	Around	the	world,	from	the	U.S.	to	Japan	and	Brazil	to	Norway,	the	most	open-
minded	people	experience	aesthetic	chills—shivers	and	goose	bumps—when	appreciating	art	or	hearing
beautiful	music.	“I	acquired	a	strong	taste	for	music,”	Charles	Darwin	once	wrote,	so	that	when	listening	to
an	anthem,	“my	backbone	would	sometimes	shiver.”



*	Do	diverse	experiences	really	generate	originality,	or	do	original	people	seek	out	diverse	experiences?	In
fashion	houses,	perhaps	the	most	creative	directors	would	choose	to	immerse	themselves	in	new	cultures	for
the	longest	periods	of	time.	This	might	be	part	of	the	story,	but	there	is	evidence	that	variety	of	experience
can	foster	creativity.	When	we	diversify	our	knowledge	base,	we’re	more	likely	to	sample	original	ideas
and	retrieve	unconventional	knowledge.	Studies	show	that	people	become	more	creative	when	reminded	of
time	they	spent	living	in	a	foreign	culture,	and	bilinguals	tend	to	be	more	creative	than	people	who	speak
only	a	single	language.	And	in	one	experiment,	when	European	Americans	watched	a	45-minute	slide	show
about	American-Chinese	fusion	culture,	they	wrote	more	creative	Cinderella	stories	for	Turkish	children
than	peers	who	learned	only	about	American	or	Chinese	culture.



*	As	you	probably	anticipated,	this	doesn’t	work	if	you’re	pitching	a	bad	idea.	Stanford	psychologist	Zak
Tormala	finds	that	audiences	are	more	convinced	when	experts	express	doubt	than	certainty,	due	to	the
element	of	surprise.	We	expect	an	entrepreneur	or	a	change	agent	to	be	certain.	When	they’re	not,	we’re
intrigued,	and	we	pay	more	attention	to	the	message—which	means	we’ll	get	on	board	if	the	idea	is
compelling.	The	Sarick	Effect	only	holds	if	you	have	a	persuasive	message	to	deliver.



*	Since	I	feel	guilty	about	skewing	their	life	satisfaction	judgments,	I	counterbalance	the	exercise	by	asking
the	executives	to	name	three	or	twelve	bad	things	about	their	lives.	Naming	three	bad	things	is	easy;	it
leaves	us	thinking	that	life	isn’t	so	great.	But	it’s	actually	pretty	challenging	to	come	up	with	a	dozen	things
that	are	wrong,	which	leads	to	the	realization	that	life	could	be	a	whole	lot	worse.	Another	way	to	make	the
point	is	to	ask	people	to	judge	someone	famous.	In	an	experiment	by	psychologist	Geoffrey	Haddock,
people	generated	a	list	of	two	or	five	negative	attributes	of	Tony	Blair.	After	coming	up	with	more	reasons
to	dislike	him,	they	actually	liked	him	more.	It	was	more	difficult	to	think	of	many	negative	attributes,	so
they	assumed	he	must	not	be	that	bad.



*	When	Dennehy	and	Burke	started	to	encourage	people	to	contribute	to	the	wiki,	many	managers	refused
to	let	employees	use	it.	They	worried	about	security	breaches,	quality	dilution,	and	inefficiencies	related	to
posting	and	accessing	information	between	agencies.	But	as	they	gained	exposure,	they	became	more
accustomed	to	the	idea	that	they	didn’t	have	to	get	changes	approved	up	their	chains	of	command—and	that
it	was	actually	more	efficient	to	share	information	by	topic	than	by	agency.	Within	three	years,	Intellipedia
was	averaging	over	four	thousand	edits	a	day.



*	Does	middle	status	really	cause	us	to	choose	conformity	over	originality?	Perhaps	conventional	people
simply	choose	to	occupy	middle-status	roles—or	have	enough	ambition	to	get	to	the	middle,	but	lack	the
originality	to	get	to	the	top.	Not	so.	There’s	new	evidence	that	landing	in	the	middle	of	the	status	hierarchy
actually	makes	us	less	original.	When	psychologists	Michelle	Duguid	and	Jack	Goncalo	asked	people	to
generate	ideas,	their	output	was	34	percent	less	original	after	being	randomly	assigned	to	a	middle-manager
role	than	a	president	or	assistant	role.	In	another	experiment,	merely	thinking	about	a	time	that	they	were	in
a	middle-status	role	caused	participants	to	generate	20–25	percent	fewer	ideas	and	16	percent	less	original
ideas	than	thinking	about	being	in	a	high-status	or	low-status	role.	With	the	most	to	lose	in	the	middle,	they
were	more	hesitant	to	take	the	task	in	an	original	direction.



*	This	helps	to	explain	patterns	of	sexual	harassment.	In	three	studies,	gender	expert	Jennifer	Berdahl	found
that	sexual	harassment	isn’t	primarily	motivated	by	sexual	desire:	Women	who	meet	feminine	standards	of
beauty	don’t	experience	the	most	harassment.	Instead,	“it	is	motivated	primarily	by	a	desire	to	punish
gender-role	deviants	and,	therefore,	is	directed	at	women	who	violate	feminine	ideals.”	Women	who	were
“assertive,	dominant,	and	independent”	faced	the	most	harassment,	particularly	in	male-dominated
organizations.	Sexual	harassment,	she	concludes,	is	mostly	targeted	toward	“uppity	women.”



*	Procrastination	may	be	particularly	conducive	to	creativity	when	it	leaves	us	solving	problems	at
moments	where	we’re	unfocused.	Psychologists	Mareike	Wieth	and	Rose	Zacks	surveyed	students	on
whether	they	were	morning	people	or	night	owls,	and	then	gave	them	analytical	and	insight	problems	to
solve	at	8	A.M.	or	4:30	P.M.	They	were	equally	good	at	solving	the	analytical	problems	regardless	of	the	time.
But	with	the	insight	problems,	the	night	owls	did	better	early	in	the	morning,	and	the	morning	people	did
better	in	the	late	afternoon.	One	of	the	insight	problems	asked	students	to	explain	how	an	antique	dealer
recognized	a	bronze	coin	as	a	fake.	The	coin	had	an	emperor’s	head	on	one	side	and	the	date	544	B.C.	on
the	other.	When	they	were	wide	awake,	they	were	more	likely	to	engage	in	overly	structured	linear	thinking
that	prevented	them	from	stumbling	upon	novel	ideas.	When	they	were	sleepy,	they	were	more	open	to
random	thoughts	and	had	about	20	percent	higher	odds	of	suddenly	remembering	that	B.C.	stands	for
“Before	Christ.”	Since	Jesus	hadn’t	been	born	yet,	the	coin	could	only	have	been	stamped	more	than	half	a
millennium	later.	If	you’re	feeling	pressured	to	start	working	on	a	creative	task	when	you’re	wide	awake,	it
might	be	worth	delaying	it	until	you’re	a	little	sleepier.



*	I	deliberately	procrastinated	while	writing	this	chapter.	Instead	of	completing	this	section	the	day	I	had
planned,	I	left	it	hanging,	literally	stopping	in	midsentence	to	answer	emails.	The	next	morning,	it	dawned
on	me	that	the	Zeigarnik	effect	was	relevant.	Zeigarnik	might	have	been	pleased	that	I	remembered	her
research	on	memory	for	unfinished	tasks	after	leaving	a	task	unfinished.	Of	course,	delaying	can	go	too	far.
“I	love	deadlines,”	Douglas	Adams	said.	“I	like	the	whooshing	sound	they	make	when	they	go	by.”



*	When	new	leaders	take	over	a	team	or	organization,	they’re	often	eager	to	institute	changes.	But	there’s
value	in	being	patient.	In	one	experiment,	Carnegie	Mellon	professor	Anita	Woolley	gave	teams	fifty
minutes	to	build	a	residential	structure	out	of	Legos,	scored	on	dimensions	like	size,	sturdiness,	and
aesthetics.	She	randomly	assigned	teams	to	discuss	their	strategies	either	at	the	beginning	of	the	task	or	after
twenty-five	minutes.	Teams	that	evaluated	their	strategies	at	the	midpoint	were	80	percent	more	effective
than	teams	that	had	the	conversation	at	the	start.	The	beginning	of	the	task	was	too	early	for	the
conversation	to	be	useful.	The	task	was	unfamiliar,	so	they	didn’t	know	enough	to	set	an	effective	strategy.
There	was	something	special	about	pausing	at	the	midpoint	that	enabled	the	teams	to	construct	tall,	pleasing
Lego	buildings	that	had	lots	of	rooms	but	could	be	lifted,	flipped,	and	dropped	without	breaking.	Yale
researcher	Connie	Gersick	finds	that	the	midpoint	of	a	task	is	often	the	best	time	for	a	leader	to	institute
change,	as	it’s	when	groups	become	most	open	to	originality.	They	still	have	plenty	of	time	to	try	new
things,	which	makes	them	receptive	to	radically	different	approaches.	And	since	they’ve	used	up	half	of
their	time,	they’re	highly	motivated	to	choose	a	good	strategy.	This	is	one	of	the	reasons	that	halftimes	can
be	so	influential	in	basketball	and	football:	They	allow	coaches	to	intervene	when	teams	are	most	amenable
to	new	strategies.



*	Moving	too	fast	was	one	of	the	forces	behind	the	flop	of	the	Segway.	Randy	Komisar	“counseled
patience,”	journalist	Steve	Kemper	writes	in	Reinventing	the	Wheel,	advising	Dean	Kamen’s	team	to	“go
slow	and	build	a	track	record.”	Before	the	launch,	Steve	Jobs	urged	the	team	to	do	a	complete	redesign.
Then,	they	should	run	safety	and	usability	studies	on	some	university	campuses	and	at	Disney,	so	that
people	could	see	it	in	action	and	begin	craving	it	before	it	was	available.	Instead	of	heeding	this	advice,
Kamen’s	team	rushed	the	Segway	to	market	without	working	out	the	customer,	safety,	legal,	pricing,	and
design	issues.	Harvard	entrepreneurship	professor	Bill	Sahlman	was	involved	from	the	beginning,	and	to
this	day	he	wonders	what	might	have	happened	if	the	Segway	team	had	worked	more	slowly	to	prove	the
product’s	safety,	improve	the	design,	reduce	costs,	and	obtain	approvals	to	ride	it	on	sidewalks	in	major
cities.	“If	it	didn’t	look	dorky,	if	it	weighed	25	pounds	and	cost	$700,	it	would	sell,”	he	says	wistfully.



*	In	an	experiment	led	by	Yale	psychologist	Erica	Boothby,	people	liked	chocolate	better	when	they	tasted
it	at	the	same	time	as	another	person.	I	hate	chocolate,	so	this	experiment	would	not	have	worked	with	me
—but	their	follow-up	study	showed	that	eating	disgustingly	bitter	chocolate	was	even	more	unpleasant
when	tasted	simultaneously	with	someone	else.	Apparently,	both	positive	and	negative	experiences	are
amplified	when	we	share	them,	leading	to	even	greater	feelings	of	similarity.



*	Shared	tactics	only	facilitate	alliances	up	to	a	point.	When	the	overlap	in	tactics	between	groups	was	more
than	61	percent,	coalitions	became	less	likely.	When	their	methods	are	pretty	much	the	same,	groups	simply
have	less	to	learn	and	gain	from	one	another;	their	efforts	are	more	likely	to	be	redundant.	Although	the
WCTU	and	suffrage	groups	shared	a	number	of	tactics,	they	also	had	some	unique	methods	to	teach	one
another.	The	suffragists	began	to	march	in	parades	and	set	up	booths	at	fairs;	the	WCTU	increasingly	used
petitions.	Also,	status	differences	mattered:	Movements	were	more	likely	to	align	when	one	had	moderately
higher	status	than	the	other,	as	opposed	to	when	there	was	no	status	difference	or	an	extreme	status
difference.	It’s	obvious	that	a	lower-status	movement	would	pursue	the	visibility	associated	with	a	higher-
status	partner,	but	there	are	benefits	to	the	higher-status	group,	too.	Sociologists	Jung,	King,	and	Soule
explain:	“As	challengers	to	the	established	social	order,	movements	need	to	refresh	and	update	their	agenda
continuously	in	order	to	be	seen	as	cutting-edge,	authentic,	and	relevant.	If	they	fail	to	innovate	their
movement	agenda	and	engage	with	new	ideas,	a	movement	can	become	obsolete	and	lose	touch	with	its
original	constituency.	For	this	reason,	high-status	movements	may	seek	to	absorb	newly	emerging	or
previously	ignored	vintage	issues.”



*	A	longtime	ally,	William	Lloyd	Garrison,	begged	Anthony	to	back	away:	“In	all	friendliness,	and	with	the
highest	regard	for	the	woman’s	rights	movement,	I	cannot	refrain	from	expressing	my	regret	and
astonishment	that	you	and	Mrs.	Stanton	should	have	taken	such	leave	of	good	sense	as	to	be	traveling
companions	and	associate	lecturers	with	that	crack-brained	harlequin	and	semi-lunatic,	George	Francis
Train.	.	.	.	You	will	only	subject	yourselves	to	merited	ridicule	and	condemnation,	and	turn	the	movement
which	you	aim	to	promote	into	unnecessary	contempt.	.	.	.	He	may	be	of	use	in	drawing	an	audience,	but	so
would	a	kangaroo,	a	gorilla	or	a	hippopotamus.”



*	The	good	news	is	that	when	officers	were	undermined	by	one	person	but	supported	by	a	different	person,
they	were	better	off.	Support	from	a	colleague	or	a	supervisor	had	a	buffering	effect,	protecting	officers
against	the	stress	and	absences	that	undermining	otherwise	caused.



*	Of	course,	not	every	negative	relationship	can	be	turned	around.	Essayist	Chuck	Klosterman	draws	an
important	distinction	between	ordinary	nemeses—adversaries	who	might	become	allies—and	archenemies:
“You	kind	of	like	your	nemesis,	despite	the	fact	that	you	despise	him.	If	your	nemesis	invited	you	out	for
cocktails,	you	would	accept	the	offer.	.	.	.	But	you	would	never	have	drinks	with	your	archenemy,	unless
you	were	attempting	to	spike	his	gin	with	hemlock.”



*	Willard’s	home	protection	argument	consistently	moved	the	needle,	but	just	how	far	depended	on	timing.
She	had	the	biggest	impact	when	the	WCTU	was	under	threat.	When	she	visited	states	after	prohibition
legislation	failed	or	saloons	became	more	widespread,	WCTU	coalitions	with	suffragists	were	the	most
likely.	The	conservative	WCTU	members	felt	that	their	mission	was	at	risk,	and	began	to	see	suffrage	as	a
valuable	weapon	in	their	war	against	alcohol	abuse.	“Willard	helped	WCTU	members	make	sense	of	their
political	defeats	by	interpreting	them	to	be	the	result	of	political	weakness,”	McCammon	and	a	colleague
explain.	“By	convincing	WCTU	members	that	women’s	voting	rights	could	help	win	prohibition	laws,
Willard	aligned	WCTU	thinking	with	that	of	the	suffragists.”



*	In	1990,	Kelman	brought	together	a	series	of	influential	leaders	from	Israel	and	Palestine	for	a	series	of
unofficial	workshops,	meeting	regularly	over	three	years.	A	typical	workshop	involved	between	three	and
six	representatives	from	each	country,	along	with	two	to	four	facilitators.	The	representatives	shared	their
perspectives,	avoiding	blaming	each	other	and	justifying	their	own	views,	and	focusing	on	analyzing	the
effects	of	their	interaction	on	the	conflict.	After	all	participants	expressed	their	concerns	and	understood	and
acknowledged	those	posed	by	everyone	else,	they	embarked	on	joint	problem	solving.	Shortly	after	the
workshops	ended	in	1993,	the	Oslo	Accords	were	signed.	It	was	the	first	time	the	Israeli	government	and
the	Palestine	Liberation	Organization	had	reached	a	face-to-face	agreement.	The	leaders	won	the	Nobel
Peace	Prize	for	it,	and	insiders	credited	Kelman’s	efforts	as	a	catalyst.



*	There	will	always	be	counterexamples;	my	focus	is	on	the	average	differences	between	firstborn	and
laterborn	children	in	families.	Middle	children	are	less	studied,	because	defining	who	counts	as	a	middle
child	is	more	contested	than	identifying	the	firstborn	or	lastborn.	Sulloway	argues	that,	on	average,	middle
children	are	the	most	inclined	toward	diplomacy.	Facing	a	dominant	firstborn,	and	prevented	from
dominating	the	youngest	siblings	by	their	parents	and	older	siblings,	they	master	the	art	of	negotiation,
persuasion,	and	coalition	building.	The	irony	of	relegating	middle	children	to	a	footnote	is	not	lost	on	me.



*	In	one	early	study,	psychologist	Helen	Koch	asked	teachers	to	rate	more	than	three	hundred	children	from
two-child	families,	matched	on	birth	order,	sex,	sibling	sex,	age,	and	social	class.	The	firstborns	scored
significantly	higher	in	assertiveness	and	dominance,	regardless	of	whether	they	were	male	or	female.	As
psychologist	Frank	Dumont	notes,	“First-born	girls	were	actually	more	masculine	on	average	than	their
second-born	brothers.	They	tend	to	behave	like	alpha	males.”



*	Birth-order	effects	aren’t	purely	environmental;	there’s	reason	to	believe	that	biological	factors	can
contribute	as	well.	Evidence	suggests	that	the	more	older	brothers	a	man	has,	the	more	likely	he	is	to	be
homosexual.	Each	older	brother	increases	the	probability	that	a	man	is	homosexual	by	about	33	percent,
possibly	by	causing	maternal	immune	systems	to	produce	more	antibodies	to	testosterone,	which	influence
the	developing	fetus.	This	birth-order	effect	holds	only	for	men	and	is	unique	to	the	number	of	older
brothers,	not	younger	brothers	or	older	or	younger	sisters.	Researchers	estimate	that	at	least	one	in	seven
gay	men	can	attribute	their	homosexuality	to	the	effects	of	older	brothers,	and	among	gay	men	with	at	least
three	older	brothers,	the	birth	order	effect	is	stronger	than	all	other	causes.



*	The	parental	response	to	the	youngest	child	can	tilt	in	a	darker	direction.	The	poster	victim	of	this	path	is
Andre	Agassi,	the	first	man	ever	to	win	all	four	Grand	Slams	and	an	Olympic	gold	medal	in	singles	tennis.
His	father	dreamed	of	raising	a	tennis	champion,	and	when	the	first	three	children	fell	short,	the	pressure
was	focused	on	the	lastborn,	Andre.	His	father	was	abusive,	forcing	him	to	practice	for	hours	on	end,
dictating	his	schedule,	and	forbidding	him	from	playing	other	sports.	Andre	grew	up	with	the	crushing
awareness	of	being	“the	last	best	hope	of	the	Agassi	clan.”	Andre	rebelled	by	flouting	many	of	the	game’s
unwritten	rules:	he	donned	a	Mohawk,	a	mullet,	and	earrings;	played	in	denim	shorts	and	pink	pants	instead
of	traditional	whites;	and	dated	singer	Barbra	Streisand,	twenty-eight	years	his	senior.	“Having	no	choice,
having	no	say	about	what	I	do	or	who	I	am,	makes	me	crazy,”	Agassi	reflected.	“Rebellion	is	the	one	thing	I
get	to	choose	every	day.	.	.	.	Bucking	authority	.	.	.	sending	a	message	to	my	father,	thrashing	against	the
lack	of	choice	in	my	life.”	His	story	suggests	that	there	are	two	opposing	ways	for	parents	to	raise	rebels:
giving	children	the	autonomy	and	protection	to	get	away	with	it,	or	restricting	their	freedom	to	the	point	that
they	fight	back.



*	According	to	Martin	Hoffman,	explaining	the	impact	of	behavior	on	others	should	take	shape	differently
depending	on	the	child’s	age.	When	children	are	very	young,	parents	can	start	by	explaining	how	their
behavior	causes	visible	harm	to	a	victim:	“If	you	push	him	again,	he’ll	fall	down	and	cry”	or	“If	you	throw
snow	on	their	walk	they	will	have	to	clean	it	up	all	over	again.”	As	children	mature,	parents	can	begin	to
explain	the	impact	on	basic	feelings:	“You	really	hurt	Mary	and	made	her	feel	sad	when	you	took	her	doll”
or	“He	feels	bad	when	you	don’t	share	your	toys	with	him,	just	like	you	would	feel	bad	if	he	didn’t	share
with	you.”	Later,	parents	can	direct	attention	to	more	subtle	feelings:	“She’s	upset	because	she	was	proud	of
her	tower,	and	you	knocked	it	down”	or	“Try	to	be	quiet	so	he	can	sleep	longer	and	feel	better	when	he
wakes	up.”



*	After	I	finished	writing	this	section,	our	daughters	were	running	around	the	family	room,	putting	our
crawling	toddler	son	in	jeopardy.	I	told	them	to	stop	running	seven	times,	and	it	had	no	effect.	Realizing	I
was	failing	to	follow	my	own	advice	about	explaining	the	impact	on	others,	I	changed	my	strategy.	Turning
to	our	six-year-old,	I	posed	a	question:	“Why	am	I	asking	you	not	to	run?”	With	a	concerned	look,	she
immediately	responded,	“Because	we	could	hurt	our	brother.”	I	asked,	“Do	you	want	to	hurt	him?”	She
shook	her	head,	and	our	four-year-old	piped	up,	“No!”	I	announced	a	new	rule:	no	running	in	the	family
room,	because	we	don’t	want	to	hurt	anyone.	I	put	the	girls	in	charge	of	enforcing	the	rule,	and	they	stopped
running	immediately.	Their	good	behavior	stuck.	They	spent	the	rest	of	the	afternoon	monitoring	each
other’s	nonrunning.	But	a	few	days	later,	they	started	running	again.	Only	then	did	I	learn	that	explanations
of	our	impact	on	others	are	most	likely	to	have	a	lasting	effect	if	they’re	coupled	with	a	statement	of
principles.”She’s	crying	because	she	wants	to	play	with	your	toys”	doesn’t	do	much	good	alone;	the	more
meaningful	statement	is:	“She’s	crying	because	she	wants	to	play	with	your	toys,	and	in	this	family,	we
always	share.”



*	There’s	an	interesting	tension	between	this	research	on	the	benefits	of	praising	character	and	a	famous
body	of	research	on	the	value	of	praising	effort.	In	Mindset,	the	Stanford	psychologist	Carol	Dweck
describes	her	groundbreaking	studies	demonstrating	that	when	we	praise	children	for	their	intelligence,	they
develop	a	fixed	view	of	ability,	which	leads	them	to	give	up	in	the	face	of	failure.	Instead	of	telling	them
how	smart	they	are,	it’s	wise	to	praise	their	effort,	which	encourages	them	to	see	their	abilities	as	malleable
and	persist	to	overcome	obstacles.	How	can	we	reconcile	these	competing	ideas	about	praising	the	person	in
the	moral	domain	but	the	behavior	in	the	skill	domain?	Praising	character	can	lead	children	to	think,	“I’m	a
good	person,	so	I	can	do	a	bad	thing”—or,	more	frighteningly,	“I’m	a	good	person,	so	how	could	this	be	a
bad	thing?”	This	is	why	it’s	so	important	to	exercise	discipline	as	described	above:	it	motivates	children	to
develop	clear	moral	standards	and	emotions	that	discourage	bad	behaviors.	My	bet	is	that	character	praise
coupled	with	discipline	leads	to	the	most	moral	choices.



*	Baron	and	his	collaborators,	Michael	Hannan	and	Diane	Burton,	also	tracked	how	common	each	blueprint
was.	The	professional	blueprint	was	the	most	common,	adopted	by	31	percent	of	founders.	The
commitment	and	star	blueprints	were	the	next	most	common,	characterizing	14	percent	and	9	percent	of
founders.	There	were	two	other	blueprints—autocracy	and	bureaucracy—with	6.6	percent	each.	Both
models	meant	hiring	based	on	skills,	but	autocracies	relied	primarily	on	money	and	direct	oversight	to	make
sure	that	employees	performed,	whereas	bureaucracies	focused	more	on	challenging	tasks	coupled	with
detailed	rules	and	procedures.	Not	surprisingly,	the	autocratic	and	bureaucratic	blueprints	were	the	most
likely	to	fail.	The	remaining	third	of	the	founders	used	a	combination	of	these	blueprints.	The	autocratic
blueprint	was	the	most	likely	to	fail,	eight	times	higher	than	star;	hybrid	and	bureaucratic	blueprints	had
survival	rates	between	the	professional	and	star	blueprints.



*	There’s	a	common	belief	that	creativity	flourishes	when	criticism	is	withheld,	but	this	turns	out	to	be
false.	It	became	pronounced	in	the	advertising	age	of	the	1950s,	when	Alex	Osborn	introduced	the	notion	of
brainstorming,	with	the	second	rule	being	“withhold	criticism.”	The	assumption	was	that	criticism	would
discourage	people	from	trying	wild	ideas,	yet	original	breakthroughs	come	after	more	criticism,	not	less.	In
one	experiment	in	the	United	States	and	France,	people	were	instructed	to	brainstorm,	and	randomly
assigned	either	“not	to	criticize”	or	“feel	free	to	debate,	even	criticize.”	The	groups	that	debated	and
criticized	weren’t	afraid	to	share	ideas,	and	they	generated	16	percent	more	ideas	than	those	that	didn’t.	In
high-stakes	creative	settings,	debate	and	criticism	improve	the	quality	of	ideas,	too.	Research	suggests	that
in	the	most	successful	microbiology	labs,	when	scientists	present	new	evidence,	their	skeptical	colleagues
don’t	applaud;	they	challenge	the	interpretations	and	propose	alternatives.	The	same	is	true	in	hospitals:	the
teams	with	the	most	dissent	make	the	best	decisions,	as	long	as	members	feel	that	their	colleagues	are
looking	out	for	one	another’s	best	interests.



*	You	might	be	thinking	that	the	safe	strategy	is	to	start	with	a	commitment	culture	and	then	shift	to	another
blueprint.	Although	this	seems	like	a	natural	solution,	it’s	not	effective.	Changing	a	blueprint	is	both
difficult	and	dangerous.	In	the	Silicon	Valley	study,	half	of	the	startups	altered	their	blueprints—and	those
that	did	more	than	doubled	their	chances	of	failing.	Firms	that	deviated	from	the	founder’s	original
blueprint	had	2.3	times	higher	odds	of	failure	compared	to	similar	firms	that	stayed	with	the	founder’s
original	model.	Even	a	small	adjustment	was	enough	to	cause	big	problems.	More	than	half	of	the	firms	that
shifted	their	blueprints	only	made	one	change,	like	hiring	on	potential	instead	of	skills,	but	they	suffered
anyway.	A	new	blueprint	boosted	turnover	by	more	than	25	percent.	Many	employees	who	used	to	feel	part
of	the	team	decided	it	was	time	to	leave	for	greener	pastures.	And	if	companies	shifted	blueprints	and	still
became	successful	enough	to	go	public,	over	the	next	three	years	their	value	on	the	stock	market	grew
almost	three	times	slower	than	those	that	stayed	with	the	original	blueprint.	Overall,	changing	the	blueprint
had	a	more	negative	impact	than	replacing	the	founder.	Here’s	the	kicker:	the	negative	effects	of	change
were	most	pronounced	for	firms	with	commitment	blueprints.



*	If	you	hire	people	who	fit	your	culture,	you’ll	end	up	with	people	who	reinforce	rather	than	challenge	one
another’s	perspectives.	“Cultural	fit	has	become	a	new	form	of	discrimination,”	Northwestern	University
sociologist	Lauren	Rivera	finds.	Too	often,	it	is	a	“catchall	used	to	justify	hiring	people	who	are	similar	to
decision	makers	and	rejecting	people	who	are	not.”	At	IDEO,	the	design	consulting	firm	that	created	the
mouse	for	Apple,	managers	throw	cultural	fit	out	the	window,	focusing	instead	on	how	potential	candidates
can	improve	the	culture.



*	In	light	of	this	evidence	that	authentic	dissent	works	best,	I	asked	Nemeth	what	she	thought	of	Robert
Kennedy’s	assigned	devil’s	advocate	role	in	the	Cuban	missile	crisis.	“I	think	Bobby	Kennedy’s	role	there
was	to	ensure	a	process	of	questioning	each	possibility,”	she	replied.	“What	he	did	was	at	least	make	them
go	through	the	motions	of	reconsidering	positions—at	least	defending	them.	I	still	don’t	think	this	has	the
same	effect	as	authentic	dissent	but	it	was	certainly	an	improvement	over	a	rush	to	judgment.”	It	seems	that
Robert	Kennedy	was	less	of	a	pure	devil’s	advocate,	and	more	of	what	Harvard	political	scientist	Roger
Porter	calls	an	honest	broker:	someone	who	guided	the	group	through	an	effective	decision	process	that
brought	different	arguments	to	the	table	and	evaluated	their	quality.



*	Valuing	transparency	doesn’t	mean	employees	should	speak	up	about	everything.	“It	has	to	be	goal
relevant,”	one	employee	explains.	“You	can	tell	people	you	don’t	like	their	jeans,	but	then	you’ll	get
criticized.	How	is	that	relevant?!”	To	hold	employees	accountable	for	being	transparent,	virtually	all
meetings	and	calls	at	Bridgewater	are	videotaped.	If	you’re	slamming	people,	they	deserve	the	opportunity
to	learn	from	your	perspective.	When	everything	you	say	is	being	recorded,	you	might	as	well	be	open
about	it—and	if	you’re	not,	they’ll	find	out	anyway.	As	a	Bridgewater	employee,	if	you	talk	behind
someone’s	back,	they’ll	call	you	a	slimy	weasel	to	your	face.	If	you	do	it	more	than	once,	you	might	be	sent
packing.



*	The	futility	of	democratic	voting	as	a	decision-making	process	has	been	clear	since	the	Bay	of	Pigs
debacle,	when	President	Kennedy’s	straw	poll	silenced	the	opposition.	Having	learned	from	that
experience,	in	the	Cuban	missile	crisis,	Kennedy	sought	to	bring	more	dissenting	opinions	to	the	table.	To
prevent	the	committee	from	favoring	for	political	reasons	the	option	that	pleased	him,	he	started	by	limiting
his	own	role	in	the	decision-making	process,	which	forced	the	group	to	make	a	more	balanced	assessment
of	a	broader	range	of	possibilities.	As	psychologists	Andreas	Mojzisch	and	Stefan	Schulz-Hardt	find,
“knowing	others’	preferences	degrades	the	quality	of	group	decisions.”	Next,	instead	of	discussing
alternatives	one	at	a	time,	they	compared	and	contrasted	each	of	the	alternatives.	Evidence	shows	that	when
groups	consider	options	one	at	a	time,	a	majority	preference	can	emerge	too	early.	It’s	better	to	rank	order
the	options,	because	comparing	your	third	and	fourth	choice	might	surface	information	that	shifts	the	entire
decision.	Psychologist	Andrea	Hollingshead	finds	that	when	groups	are	instructed	to	rank	order	the
alternatives,	instead	of	choosing	the	best	alternative,	they’re	more	likely	to	consider	each	option,	share
information	about	the	unpopular	ones,	and	make	a	good	decision.



*	Research	shows	that	when	American	presidents’	inaugural	addresses	feature	positive	thoughts	about	the
future,	employment	rates	and	gross	domestic	product	decline	during	their	terms	in	office.	When	presidents
are	too	optimistic,	the	economy	gets	worse.	Negative	thoughts	can	direct	our	attention	to	potential
problems,	and	the	absence	of	those	thoughts	predicts	a	failure	to	take	preventative	and	corrective	actions.



*	We	wanted	to	prove	that	even	when	the	message	was	held	constant,	it	would	be	more	effective	when	it
was	delivered	by	a	beneficiary	than	by	a	leader.	So	in	our	next	experiment,	we	asked	people	to	edit	a	paper
by	an	international	graduate	student	that	contained	many	minor	grammatical	errors.	We	explained	that	it
was	for	a	program	that	existed	to	help	these	students	improve	their	papers	so	that	they	could	obtain	jobs.	To
provide	an	example	of	how	the	editing	could	make	a	difference,	we	randomly	assigned	participants	to	watch
one	of	two	versions	of	a	video	clip	of	the	same	woman	speaking	about	a	student	who	had	received	three	job
offers	as	a	direct	result	of	the	program’s	editing	help.	She	introduced	herself	as	Priya	Patel,	either	the
director	in	charge	of	the	program	or	the	student	who	benefited	from	the	program.	Seeing	the	leader	speak
about	the	impact	of	the	program	didn’t	make	a	difference:	on	average,	that	group	spotted	fewer	than	twenty-
five	errors,	the	same	as	a	control	group	who	didn’t	see	the	video	at	all.	But	when	she	described	herself	as	a
student	who	benefited	from	the	program,	they	caught	an	average	of	thirty-three	errors—a	boost	of	34
percent.	We	also	gave	them	a	chance	to	write	open-ended	comments	to	the	student,	and	had	independent
coders	rate	how	constructive	and	helpful	they	were.	The	comments	were	21	percent	better	when	they	saw
the	beneficiary	video	than	the	leader	video.



*	When	we’re	dealing	with	anxiety,	excitement	and	amusement	aren’t	the	only	positive	emotions	that	can
activate	the	go	system.	When	Elvis	Presley	had	his	personnel	file	created	by	the	U.S.	military,	government
clerks	completed	the	forms	using	manual	typewriters.	By	the	1980s,	the	IBM	Selectric	had	replaced	the
antiquated	manual	typewriters,	but	little	else	had	changed.	When	it	came	time	to	automate	the	process	with
desktop	computers,	the	government	employees	responsible	for	completing	these	forms	were	already
anxious	that	computers	would	eventually	replace	their	jobs.	Instead	of	trying	to	calm	them	down	or	reassure
them,	leaders	activated	the	go	system	by	evoking	curiosity.	They	plunked	the	computers	down	on	their
desks	right	next	to	their	trusted	typewriters	and	simply	announced	that	a	test	program	would	take	place
later;	they	didn’t	even	plug	them	in.	After	about	a	week	they	installed	a	few	simple	games	and	encouraged
the	clerks	to	try	them	out	in	their	free	time.	The	clerks	were	so	intrigued	that	a	few	months	later,	when	they
started	their	official	training,	they	had	already	taught	themselves	some	of	the	key	operations.	As	Brian
Goshen,	one	of	the	leaders	involved	at	the	time,	recalls:	“By	the	time	we	were	ready	to	start,	they	weren’t
afraid	of	it	anymore;	they	were	comfortable	with	the	newer	technology.”



*	The	exercise	capitalizes	on	a	psychological	difference	between	playing	defense	and	playing	offense.	In
studying	counterterrorism	teams	in	the	intelligence	community,	Carnegie	Mellon	professor	Anita	Woolley
finds	that	when	teams	are	on	defense,	they	tend	to	play	it	safe,	attempting	to	protect	against	all	competitive
threats.	They	search	for	a	lot	of	information,	but	can	end	up	overwhelmed,	with	confidence	waning.	When
teams	are	on	offense,	they	consider	many	creative	possibilities,	but	then	drill	down	into	one	or	two	plans	of
attack.



*	Catharsis	seems	to	work	best	once	a	certain	period	of	time	has	passed.	After	the	terrorist	attacks	of
September	11,	legions	of	more	than	nine	thousand	counselors	descended	upon	New	York,	hoping	to	prevent
post-traumatic	stress	and	relieve	symptoms	of	anxiety,	depression,	and	grief.	Psychologist	Timothy	Wilson
describes	how	many	of	the	counselors	conducted	critical	incident	stress	debriefing,	encouraging	trauma
victims	and	observers	to	spend	several	hours	expressing	their	thoughts	and	feelings	as	soon	as	possible.
Unfortunately,	this	didn’t	do	much	good	for	local	citizens,	firefighters,	and	other	people	close	to	the
tragedy.	In	one	study	of	people	who	suffered	severe	burns	in	a	fire,	those	who	went	through	critical	incident
stress	debriefing	had	higher	rates	of	post-traumatic	stress	disorder,	depression,	and	anxiety	more	than	a	year
later.	Psychologist	James	Pennebaker	has	demonstrated	that	expressing	our	thoughts	and	feelings	about	a
stressful	or	traumatic	event	is	most	salutary	after	we’ve	had	some	time	to	process	the	event,	when	we’re	not
blinded	by	anger	or	consumed	by	distress.
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