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On a beautiful August day, the New Hampshire sunshine streams through the tall pine trees surrounding the Cheshire County Fair. On the outer perimeter, cart horses and pigs are scrutinized and judged, some garnering rosettes, others being returned to their owners, for whom they are both livelihood and pets. Kids try their hand at milking cows and goats or driving their first tractor. After lunch, Slackwire Sam unicycles up and down his loose clothesline; in the far corner of the fairground, tug-of-war is scheduled for the end of the day.


An inner circle of food stalls offers fried dough, blossoming onions, corn dogs, and cotton candy. Families four abreast carry paper cartons of calamari and fries or cones overflowing with fluorescent ice cream. Clutching goldfish swimming in plastic bags, three young girls compare prizes while twin brothers walk side by side, sporting matching T-shirts: THE 2ND AMENDMENT: AMERICA’S ORIGINAL HOMELAND SECURITY. In the dusty heat, we are all sauntering slowly, eating, talking, and seeking out small patches of shade, when the announcement comes over the loudspeaker: the demolition derby is about to begin!


Gently—it is too hot to rush—the direction of the crowd turns toward the central stadium and up the bleachers, where seats in the shade are soon occupied. Conceding defeat, the rest of the spectators shift reluctantly toward the sunny side, spread out, and don hats. Aficionados place towels carefully on their laps.


In the center of the arena, eight rusty wrecked cars rev their engines. Car 49 sports flags decorated with skulls; car 38 proudly promotes its sponsor—WB Paint Worx—in hand-painted electric red, white, and blue logos. Car 72 displays steer horns on its roof, while car 3 advertises McCue’s billiard hall in nearby Keene.


“Are you ready?” the loudspeaker blares. The crowd starts to join in the countdown—“five … four … three … two … one”—and the cars reverse out of their alignment, struggling to gain traction in the dust. Now they’re off, whirling and spinning as they drag themselves into collisions. The goal is demolition, and the last car left running wins the prize.


“Get serious, guys—we need some contact!”


As the cars drag themselves around the arena, radiators steaming, the spinning tires throw up dirt made damp from oil spills and water. The crowd screams and ducks as the dirt goes flying, landing on laps and smearing my sunglasses. Now I understand why the woman next to me brought her towel: this is part of the fun.


“Eileen, you gotta hit somebody!”


Driving car 23, Eileen can’t possibly hear the crowd through her crash helmet, but she knows what to do. Whizzing around, she heads off to smash into car 49, an easy target as its undercarriage drags along the ground. Then she backs up and charges into the corner where Kyle in car 25 is stuck—trapped by three dilapidated vehicles that back up, accelerate, and smash into him. The radiator explodes against the arena wall, the car accordions, and Kyle is out of the game. Once a car can’t move, all of the rest move in to pulverize it.


With doors, hoods, and fenders now dispersed across the dirt, just four vehicles remain. Car 72 can only drive in reverse now and limps with a flat tire; everyone is starting to lose power, but the derby can’t finish until one more goes down. As if sensing blood, cars 35, 66, and 72 head for Eileen, but she outmaneuvers them, gets behind 35, and, catching it on her front fender, rams it against the wall.


“We’ve got our three!” and the crowd erupts into applause as the local fire brigade walks onto the field to clear the wreckage and prepare for the final.


As I sat in the stands on that beautiful August day, I couldn’t help but think that I was watching some kind of parable. All around the world, rusty, dilapidated institutions and ideas seemed to be crashing into each other, driven by a competitive spirit that offered the brutal simplicity of winners and losers. After five years of corporate breakdowns, ethical corrosion, financial crashes, stalled politics, and overheated rhetoric, all that remained was the grim drama of the contest.


Wherever I looked, competition had become the default motivator, as though, exhausted and demoralized, no culture or politics could proffer a superior driver or decisive alternative. As complex social, financial, legal, and environmental challenges piled up on one another, a kind of despair seemed to descend: we don’t know what to do, let the market decide. Put it out to competition, make people compete, the best will rise to the top—won’t it?


Fans of competition regularly looked to Charles Darwin for intellectual support. Most cited “survival of the fittest” without recognizing that the term came not from Darwin but from Herbert Spencer, who had handily translated “natural selection,” giving it his own favored political spin. Since a world of winners and losers is natural, the social Darwinians argued, we would do better to tone our competitive muscles than question the ways of nature. We are, after all, the product of an evolutionary contest in which the best of our genetic inheritance has survived while the rest has perished. Although even Darwin scholars couldn’t agree whether Darwin himself would have been a social Darwinian, nature itself seemed to provide the ultimate alibi.


Social Darwinians were hugely aided by the many people who were familiar with Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene but who had never read it. No wonder publisher Tom Maschler suggested that the book might better be called The Immortal Gene. As Dawkins himself conceded in the thirtieth anniversary edition, many people took the title at face value, didn’t bother to read the text, and concluded that the book must be a vindication of raw, unbridled selfishness. The selfish gene is only out for itself, it is who we are, and there’s nothing we can do about it. That the book said nothing of the kind—in fact it mounted an eloquent and powerful counterargument—didn’t matter. The title had become the work.


Nor were the avid competitors devoid of data. At the end of the nineteenth century, one of the world’s first social psychologists, Norman Triplett, had demonstrated that cyclists ride faster against a competitor than when cycling alone. And even though much of Triplett’s subsequent work added layers of refinement and contingency to his result, the headline stuck: everyone works harder, faster, better, when they’re up against each other. Sport became the ubiquitous metaphor, profusely obscuring what it sought to illuminate.


As a consequence, organizations—public and private—had come to rely on competition to choose and motivate people, to inspire investors and consumers, to justify everything from doomed mergers to sweatshops and price hikes. What had been tested by competition must be better. Never mind the cost, and never mind that competition is designed to benefit the few, not the many—we lived in a dog-eat-dog world and what mattered now was to be top dog. Schools might no longer be about learning, work might now have little to do with self-fulfillment, and society might not be about relationships anymore; what mattered was to read the manuals, bone up on techniques, buy the equipment, pay the trainer, swallow the supplements, and always keep score.


Winners have always, of course, been more susceptible to this argument. Since competitions work for them, they understandably find it hard to see what might be wrong with their strategy. Losers rarely write history. And anyway, competition is fun: it’s dramatic and exciting, there’s a winner, and you always know just where you stand. At a moment in time when no one seemed to know where to go or what to do, wasn’t that clarity good enough?


And yet, just as we’d learned that individuals aren’t rational and markets aren’t efficient and we went ahead operating as though they are, so we also recognized that competition quite regularly doesn’t work, the best do not always rise to the top, and the so-called efficiency of competition seems to throw off a very great deal of waste. It was comforting to designate these ideas “perverse outcomes,” as though each one was an anomaly, but as aberrations mounted, they started to look more like a norm.


As this grim contest has played out over the last few years, the “Prisoner’s Dilemma” has come into its own.* The Prisoner’s Dilemma has been applied to so many problems and settings—from the Cold War to drugs in sports—that it has been called the “E. coli of social science.” Game theory is largely absent from this book—I’m far more interested in practice—but in all the many permutations of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, one finding remains critical: when each prisoner competes for himself, instead of collaborating with his fellow, they both lose. The individual pursuit of self-interest proves collectively defeating.


Over the last fifty years, we have seen this played out on an epic scale. In our quasi-religious fervor to compete, we have expected fabulous efficiencies, miraculous economies, infinite creativity, and dazzling innovation. Instead, we have found ourselves gasping for air in a sea of corruption, dysfunction, environmental degradation, waste, disenchantment, and inequality—and the harder we compete the more unequal we become. This is no coincidence, but the inevitable outcome of our faith in competition as a simple panacea for the many and complex challenges that we face.


Winning always incurs costs. When siblings grow up in rivalry, they struggle to relate with trust and generosity. When schools celebrate the top of the class, they demotivate the rest. When the rich win tax cuts, inequality grows. As sports become fiercer and richer, careers shorten and injuries abound. When executives are encouraged to compete for bonuses and promotions, they pay in lost friendships and stunted creativity. An obsession with score-keeping constrains thinking and undermines the very innovation it hopes to spark. When pharmaceutical companies win patents on lookalike drugs, it costs us the critical new medicines that never get developed. When food producers aim to dominate their markets with low prices, we all pay the costs in environmental and social degradation. And when the pressure to win exacerbates cheating and corruption, it costs us the legitimacy of our institutions and the credibility of our beliefs.


Over the last fifty years, we have leaned heavily on competition, hoping that it will solve our problems, motivate our children, and reinvigorate companies and institutions. But we have shied away from the uncomfortable truth that our outsize veneration of competition has left us ill equipped to solve the problems it has created. If we are to invent new ways to live and work together, we need high levels of trust and give-and-take: attributes that competition specifically and subtly corrodes.


As if in recognition of this, a rising generation is avidly seeking the tools and environments in which sharing, co-creation, and trust are endemic and reinforced. And increasingly, they are not disappointed. Evolutionary science has shown us why we have survived to defy gravity and build monuments of lasting beauty and meaning—because we know how to work together. New models for sharing information, pooling resources, organizing complex projects, and inventing new products abound, amply demonstrating that great work, inexhaustible innovation, and passionate commitment amply and easily supplant exhausting rivalries. The wildly collaborative and creative individuals and organizations described in this book testify to the human capacity to cooperate, to share, to look across broad horizons, and to dig deep together. Our talent for coalitions, our ability to cooperate, even the creation of language itself—the ultimate tool for collaboration—testifies to an immense human capacity for solidarity.


Perhaps the long legacy of the Soviet Union explains the queasiness with which many approach the subjects of collaboration, cooperation, and altruism to this day. Rather as Darwin feared killing God, we fear that any renunciation of competition must kill capitalism and return us to the corruption and cruelty of the Soviet experiment. Such a conception is, of course, historically inaccurate—the Soviet Union incited competition regularly and viciously in all walks of life. But the polarization implicit in it reflects the poverty of our win-lose mind-set, which blinds us to the greater opportunities and energies that lie elsewhere. We can find better ways to live, to work, and to rebuild our failed institutions for the many, not just the few. All around us are examples we can and must learn from.


We are all competitive, but we are not only competitive. No book, sermon, movement, or political party will ever change the insatiable human appetite for status and distinction. But working together is human nature, and if we look carefully, we can see individuals and organizations all around us to show us how. These trailblazers know that growth, learning, and creativity always depend on a vast array of people and ideas, freely shared and generously celebrated. They appreciate that fairness, safety, and trust are essential to the unfettered exploration that generates new ideas. They don’t accept that the only measure of success is the number of losers left in the dust. And they entirely reject the idea that true achievement can be measured at any single moment in time. These are people who aren’t driven to keep score but rather are motivated by the belief that great work is done together, that efficiency is gained by trust, and that safety opens the floodgates of the mind. They have everything to teach us—and sharing is what they do best.


When I first started to explore these themes, the first response that greeted me was astonishment: You dare to question competition? What else is there? In the years that have passed, that reaction has shifted. Now when I discuss my work, I see in people’s faces and hear in their voices a sense of relief and hope. Yes, there is a better way to live and work. Yes, the alternatives are real, significant, practical, and sustainable. There are forms of success that are better than winning. For all of us, there is a bigger prize.


*Dreamed up and given its name by a Canadian mathematician, Albert Tucker, the game has been used to model competition and the variety of ways in which it can play out. The Prisoner’s Dilemma poses what looks like a simple scenario. Two members of a gang are arrested and placed in solitary confinement, where they have no means of communicating with each other. The police don’t have enough evidence to convict the two on the main charge, so they plan to sentence each to a year’s imprisonment on a lesser charge. But they also offer the prisoners a bargain: if one testifies against his partner, he will go free and the partner will get three years in prison on the more serious charge. As in all good social-science scenarios, there is a catch: if both prisoners testify against each other, they each get two years in jail.




PART I
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Personal Best




CHAPTER 1
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Oh, Brother!


“I want the first one!”


As Alice brings in a plate of cake slices, Harry stretches over to grab his piece. He’s wound up, tense, and excited. He’s hungry, of course, but it’s more than that. He doesn’t just want cake. He wants to be the first to get his cake and eat it.


We aren’t in a poor home—there’s no shortage of food. In this comfortable country house with sunny windows and a big open kitchen, there is more than enough warmth and light and cake to go around. Harry’s parents, Alice and Paul Hobbs, are kind, loving, and calm. They’re both lawyers; of the two, Alice had the more dazzling career until she stepped down to spend more time with her three boys.


And that’s the clue. The tension, the excitement, the slightly wired feeling in the room—it isn’t about cake. It’s about those three boys, each one of whom wants to come first, get the most, be the best.


Harry is eleven. He competes with Tom, who is eight, and four-year-old Oliver. All three boys are handsome, boisterous, even charismatic in their as-yet undeveloped enthusiasms. You can tell as you watch them that they’re neither spoiled rotten nor lacking for anything. Growing up with plenty—of love, attention, stimulation, support, and, yes, cake—has had its effect. The boys are bursting with potential that requires only time to unfurl. So they aren’t competing because there’s a shortage of anything. They’re competing because they’re human. And they compete all the time.


The next morning, as the sun starts to burn off the mist on the broad lawns that surround the house, Tom is up early making porridge and getting ready to go for a swimming lesson.


“Where’s the chocolate spread?” Harry asks.


His father Paul isn’t sure, but Harry knows for a fact that his mother bought some on Friday and that it hasn’t been opened yet. He conveys this information with the ferocity of a government minister at the dispatch box arguing his point. His father duly finds the chocolate spread.


“You can’t let him have that!” Tom protests.


“Yes, he can!” Harry counters.


“You can’t, Dad.” Tom is distraught. “You can’t let him have the chocolate spread. I’m going swimming. It will all be gone before I get back.”


Food isn’t the only point of contention in the Hobbs household. Footballs, TV time, Monopoly pieces, outings with Grandma, the place in front of the fire, bedtime—anything and everything can be fought over. It’s exhausting for Alice because it never stops.


“If I give them each a candy, there will be endless squabbling—a Smartie is worth more than a Gummy Bear. If I hand them each a cookie, I just have two hands and the third one will always ask: where’s mine? As if I’m not going to turn around and get the other cookie. If for some reason I don’t give them a candy, they’ll argue about whose fault it is that there aren’t any candies today.”


Alice has invited me to observe her three boys because she recognizes how competitive they are. Their desire to win against each other is so naked and unmediated. Like the rest of us, Alice understands the need for identity and territory to call one’s own, but her sons’ open fight for it disrupts her family and unsettles her home.


The constant competition is also very draining. Every bedtime the boys fight over something. When they aren’t in school, contests, spats, and conflagrations erupt with monotonous regularity, and their mother recognizes that they are competing for her attention and approval, of which there can never be enough. The heat in the household invariably centers on Harry, who is handsome, tall with curly light brown hair, has presence, and exudes a sense of being top dog.


“Harry plays rugby at school,” his mother tells me. “After a match, if he hasn’t scored a try, he’ll have a reason: he wasn’t placed right, he wasn’t given the chance. He won’t ever say the other boy played better. Deep down inside, he cannot bear to say to himself: ‘He scored the try because he’s better than I am.’”


Tom is smaller, quieter, and a deeper character altogether, as though he has knowledge that he’s not sharing.


“Tom will watch Harry play rugby and say, ‘He played well,’ or, ‘That was a great kick,’ and he does it without any sense that it has cost him anything to say that. Generosity comes easily to him, but he won’t put himself forward. He doesn’t do his own PR. He’s much quieter, and he won’t challenge.”


The youngest, Oliver, clearly loves being the baby of the family, the safest spot because no one wants his position.


“Oliver just loves getting stuck in. He’s only four, he knows he can’t touch his brothers. But he’s keen to show that he can play the game, that he counts, and that there’s no reason he should be left out. But in the family pecking order, well, he’s just above Rocket the dog.”


At school Harry has to be—and invariably is—top of his class. He’s good, his mother says, at marketing himself. His father Paul thinks he has the makings of a CEO, or perhaps an MP.


“Harry has to be top dog; he has to be. He’s very careful to ensure that everyone likes him,” Alice says. “The teachers and the kids all like him because, of course, at school they have no idea what a bully he is at home. Because he is a bully. He wants to make Tom feel bad. He can’t be generous. He has to be the best. Whenever I praise Tom, you’ll see him rise up and have to put him down.”


We are sitting in Alice’s sitting room, which is lined with deep cream sofas. For the moment the house is quiet, but Alice is on tenterhooks; she knows that moments like this don’t last long. And indeed, just a few minutes later, something upstairs crashes to the floor, we hear howls of protest, and somebody starts crying. With a weary sigh, Alice rises out of the sofa and leaves to adjudicate.


Harry has to win. He needs his siblings to lose. You can see it in the way he carries himself, the way he watches every move they make. Later in the day, when Alice tries to tell me what a strong swimmer Tom is, Harry stands in front of me, as though trying physically to block the words from reaching my ears.


Over the next two weeks Alice keeps a diary of her sons’ interactions. It is relentless.


       Wednesday the 12th: Tom has insisted on a trip to visit his grandparents alone because Harry has had several visits himself; there’s an element of evening out the score.


       Thursday the 13th: Oliver in a song and dance show at school. We told him how well he’d done. “Tell the others,” he said, “because they said it was going to be rubbish.”


       Saturday the 15th: Major argument over rugby balls.


       Sunday the 16th: Much arguing over small things; bickering and unsettled. Particular issue when Harry wanted to go fishing with Granddad and it’s only safe for Granddad to look after one boy at a time. Tom very upset.


       Monday the 17th: Huge fight over bathtime. Tom decidedly smug that he was “getting away with it.”


       Tuesday the 18th: Argument over a cake Oliver had been given at a birthday party. He had almost finished it (with brothers pleading for a piece at every mouthful) when a piece broke off, landed on the floor, whereupon the dog licked it. Harry then grabbed it—and ate it. Yuck! He was scolded by me, but the look on his face was telling me he thought it was worth it for the prize of a piece of unexpected cake, even if dog-licked. Tom, excluded from it all, with no doggy cake, went into meltdown.


       Wednesday the 19th: Tom invited out to see the new Johnny English film. Harry was clearly envious and disappeared into the study for hours. He emerged triumphant, declaring he had worked out how to download films and was downloading, yes, Johnny English 1. Given our rubbish broadband speed, it took ages and then even longer to watch it back on the computer. This did not diminish his pleasure one bit. Not sure if the film was any good, but he had succeeded in clawing back a piece of Tom’s treat by undermining the novelty. Predictably, on Tom’s return he announced, “Well, I’ve seen Johnny English 1, and everyone thinks that it’s better.”


The diary goes on like this, day after day. It’s exhausting to read and must have been enervating to live through. Earlier in the year, Harry had gone on a weeklong school trip. The difference, Alice tells me, was absolute. The mood, temperature, conversations—everything in the family changed. It is sad, she reflects, to be so happy when one of your children is gone.


What Alice and her husband have on their hands is a bad case of “sibling rivalry.” The phrase was first coined by psychologist David M. Levy in 1941. That it took so long to name such a common phenomenon seems remarkable. Sibling rivalry kicks off the Bible, with the murder by Cain of Abel, the first act of violence in a very violent book. In the ancient world, Acrisius and Proteus start their quarrel in the womb. Polynices and Eteocles, the sons of Oedipus, kill each other over Thebes, and Romulus and Remus do likewise over the location of Rome. Shakespeare is replete with rivalrous siblings: King Lear pits sister against sister and brother against half-brother, The Tempest encapsulates a lifelong rivalry between Antonio and his brother Prospero, while The Taming of the Shrew draws comic steam from the pitched battle between amiable Bianca and the shrewish Katherine. Novelists from the Brontës and Jane Austen through to Saul Bellow and Jonathan Franzen have appreciated the energy and tension that the presence of brothers and sisters is bound to supply.


In contemporary life, the public and bitter feuds between Clement and Lucian Freud, Liam and Noel Gallagher, Peter and Christopher Hitchens, and Rufus and Martha Wainwright testify to the fact that neither fame nor success mollifies the urgent, primal need to come first. Even a delicately presented rivalry, the one between David and Ed Miliband when both competed for the leadership of the Labour Party, ended with David abandoning politics and leaving the country.


Sibling rivalry is a fundamental building block of stories and gossip because we recognize that its raw emotion is real and universal. From the moment we are born, we compete for the resources of survival: attention, food, love, warmth, and protection. For the newborn, securing the mother’s (or other caregiver’s) undivided attention is an absolute biological imperative. Worldwide today, it’s estimated that one out of every four children live in poverty, 24 million have no parents, and every day 16,000 die from hunger.1 For all children, getting enough—attention, shelter, education, clothing, or even cake—is a real and daily struggle. At the beginning of life, we have no choice but to compete.


Even in comfortable, secure families, infants are alert to the danger of anything that might distract or remove the love, attention, and food that they need. As early as six months, we recognize that some threats are more serious than others: in one experiment, infants were found to be relatively unperturbed if their mother paid attention to a book, but became very unhappy when she interacted with a doll.2


But it is the birth of a sibling that provokes the most visceral reaction, for the newborn represents a far bigger challenge than any book or doll, a challenge no mother can deny. Judy Dunn is the doyenne of sibling relationships, having devoted nearly half a century to the observation and study of brothers and sisters in their families over long periods of time. She documented a 93 percent increase in naughtiness after a sibling’s birth, almost all of it designed to get attention.


“The upheaval of another baby coming into the family is enormous,” says Dunn. “What is so interesting about watching siblings is that theirs is absolutely a no-holds-barred relationship. Most parents are in denial, but however desirable it may be to show your family as all cooperative, brothers and sisters let out their competitiveness very clearly. It just hangs out whenever you observe a family.”


In the West, 80 percent of us are siblings. That makes most of us either perpetrators, victims, or, more likely, both. Violence—both emotional and physical—is common. More than half of all children experience violence from a sibling in the course of just one year, and in the United States a national study of family violence showed that 74 percent of children had pushed or shoved a sibling, while 42 percent had kicked, bitten, or punched them.3 It is thought that sibling abuse (physical and emotional) exceeds parental abuse and is the most abusive relationship to be found in families.4 So seriously does the National Crime Prevention Council take sibling rivalry that it provides advice to parents on how to manage conflict between their children.5 We may love our brothers and sisters, but we also hate them with a passion, and accounts of sibling rivalry are ubiquitous.


       “I put my baby brother in the microwave, and it might have worked except I couldn’t get the door to shut.”


       “I tried to get my baby sister to drink nail polish remover. I put it in her bottle and mixed in milk—but it obviously tasted horrible, so she wouldn’t drink it.”


       “When we were having a bath, I pushed my brother under, but he just fought like a tiger and kept coming up for air.”


       “I threw my sister out of the window.”


Many siblings have reminded me that the writer Alice Walker was blinded in one eye when her brother shot her with his BB gun; that they savored this detail attested to their identification with her experience—or with her brother’s. But had any of these incidents of sibling violence been perpetrated by adults, we would take them very seriously. That they occur in childhood permits us to hope that they are transitory, that the kids will grow out of these murderous feelings, that love and generosity, self-control, and fairness will overwhelm them eventually, or at least mitigate them. We recognize childhood as the beginning of the social understanding—how to relate to others, how to become social beings—on which our survival keenly depends, and we hope that the violence will recede as this understanding develops.


Such strong emotions, however, rarely do what we might like them to do: simply evaporate. When they linger and fester, as they did throughout Diane Wilson’s childhood, their legacy is enormous.


“I was born one day before my sister Beth’s birthday. From her perspective, I stole her thunder!”


Diane Wilson got off to a bad start with her older sister, and looking back, she realizes that no one in the family knew what to do about it. Diane was the last of five children, born into a family of three boys and Beth. The older children had scarcely known their father, who had been away, serving in the army, during the Second World War. Even after his return, emotional and financial resources were thin on the ground, and the rivalry and resentment between the two girls was fierce.


“My mother definitely played us off against each other. I was the good one, Beth was the difficult one. But this was never really talked about, it was just there, an undercurrent the whole time. My father just didn’t get involved.”


Although the girls weren’t physically violent to one another, the emotional violence between them was unmistakable and unforgettable. Beth’s resentment of her younger, prettier sister was the background rumble of Diane’s childhood: constant, unpleasant, dangerous, and suppressed. Beth was very academic, while Diane was not, which made life at school for the two sisters tense and often humiliating. Beth would regularly chastise her sister for being such a failure and letting her down so badly.


“Even while we were at school, she used to wind me up. She knew just how to do it. When she was head girl, she would go out of her way to belittle me, yelling across the courtyard, ‘Where’s your beret?’ There was just no way I was going to be academic the way that she was. Who would want to be?”


Knowing she could never match Beth’s accomplishments, Diane turned instead to dance, for which she developed a real passion.


“I was keen on dance, and on one occasion I remember Beth saying, ‘Dancing is a third-rate art—all you’re doing is what someone else tells you to do.’ Mother’s defense of me was, ‘Don’t pick on her about that, it is the one thing she is any good at!’ Between the two of them.… My father by this time had had a stroke, when I was ten. It was all very difficult.”


In a household of five children, open conflict wasn’t encouraged, and it’s clear now that neither parent had the energy or the skills to mediate the intense rivalry between the two girls. An undercurrent of competitive tension was omnipresent, Diane says, but it was never allowed out into the open. Instead, confronted with her sister’s unstoppable rivalry, Diane learned to do everything she could to stay out of the way.


“I used to read a lot of European literature—The Idiot, Crime and Punishment—but I would never read English writers. That was because Beth read English at Cambridge; that was her domain, so I stayed away from English fiction. Later on, people kept telling me I should do a degree; I thought I wasn’t clever enough. I couldn’t see my own intelligence. I didn’t do a degree in order to avoid competing with her—I just wanted to stay out of her way.”


Neither girl found in their parents any kind of model of collaboration, and their mother actively stoked the rivalry between them. Dance was a way for Diane to escape into a world where her sister could not and would not follow her. But when physical problems brought her dancing to an end, she was left without any strong sense of her own identity. Instead, she developed a habit of self-subversion by which the mere idea of her sister defeated all her aspirations.


“I kept thinking, ‘I don’t need to be in competition with Beth, so I don’t need a degree.’ Everyone could see what was going on but me! As long as I didn’t earn much money, didn’t have any qualifications, didn’t have a house, wasn’t like her, I imagined she wouldn’t envy me or attack me. She was so competitive that the only way not to be destroyed by her was to keep my head down. Delicate, vulnerable, and a failure—that was how I distinguished myself from my sister.”


As we sat in Diane’s warm house discussing events long past, the sense of anger, rage, confusion, and fear was present and palpable. She was circumspect about where we could talk, not wanting the subject to infect other parts of her home. Like many people with painful sibling relationships, Diane is wary of reentering territory that still has the power to frighten and depress her. A slim, attractive woman in her mid-sixties, she leads a lively cultural and intellectual life now. But that life has been hard-won, pulled from the flames of a relationship with a sibling who always, it seemed, tried to make her fail.


Years of standoffs and silence would be interrupted by rapprochements and fresh starts that invariably ended badly. On one occasion, Beth invited Diane to stay with her—but then told her to go out for dinner because guests were invited for whom she was not good enough company. It was as though the sisters were frozen at the moment of Diane’s birth, which had spoiled Beth’s party and forever stolen attention from her. As their mother aged and needed support, the battle between them revived with all the heat of childhood, and Diane felt increasingly sidelined and abandoned.


Even the death of their mother, which might have brought about a truce, did nothing of the sort. By this time the sisters were not speaking, and when Diane attended the funeral, she brought a friend for moral support. What she feared was not her grief, but her sister. At the reception afterward, the sisters were never in the same room at the same time. They didn’t see each other again for nearly twenty years, and then they did not speak.


Competition stoked by her mother made rivalry the defining characteristic of Diane’s childhood and much of her adult life. And it wasn’t just her relationship with her sister that was damaged; relating to women generally is problematic for her, and she is still on her guard. If she gets close to anyone, she feels anxious and will start to defend herself—whether or not she’s been attacked.


“I don’t know how to assert my own point of view,” she told me, “while making room for others. It’s taken me years to discover how to compromise without being compromised. The whole family dynamic has made it impossible for me to think of doing work that is really collaborative; fitting in feels too much like death.”


Only the support of friends and allies finally allowed Diane to complete her education and to start to feel that she has a life of her own. Nevertheless, her struggle with—or against—her sister still feels very alive. During our conversations, I couldn’t tell whether she was confiding in me because I’d asked her to, or because talking to me was another way to strike back at her sister.


But I was grateful to Diane because, while many people have quickly and eagerly told me stories of their rivalrous siblings, very few have wished to be interviewed on the subject. These feelings are too dangerous—too awkward, uncomfortable, and sometimes even shameful. For many people, the rivalry is as intense in adulthood as it was in childhood, and if some resolution has been achieved, it is only because the siblings moved away from each other socially, professionally, or geographically. Passions may seem to die down, but they can be reignited at the time of a parent’s death, when the task of dividing property often proves incendiary.


Diane’s sister Beth clearly has to win, in matters both small and large. Similarly, in the Hobbs family, Harry has a fierce need to be top dog, and it’s telling that, when he’s away, the whole family is so placid. Both Harry and Beth, in their different ways, might be described as hypercompetitive, a characteristic described as an “indiscriminant need by individuals to compete and win (and to avoid losing) at any cost as a means of maintaining or enhancing feelings of self-worth.”6 Hypercompetitive people compete in inappropriate situations because every social encounter represents an opportunity for power, control, or domination that can be either won or lost. Some researchers also regard this trait as an extreme form of individualism because personal advantage and narcissistic self-interest overwhelm all other concerns. Hypercompetitive people feel successful only when others lose.


I recognize now that my father was hypercompetitive. The youngest and smallest of three boys, he was born into a poor Texas family where there was never enough of anything. He hated his brothers, left home as early as he could, rarely contacted them, and didn’t attend their funerals. He had grown up with a burning desire to get as far from home as possible. This served him well professionally, but it also left him determined always to prove his superiority. If he met people whom he liked but who were less successful than he, his contempt shone through. Attracted to people who were more successful than he was, his sense of relative failure impeded any friendship. He was an adroit negotiator, but a poor judge of when to stop—good at achieving his goals, but graceless in victory. He negotiated complex agreements between oil companies and national governments with an ambition, he once told me, not to secure a workable deal but to break his opponent’s spine. Perhaps he was the only one to be surprised when his employer retired him at the earliest opportunity.


My father’s competitiveness made him a bully. That has stood me in very good stead in my own career, in which I have encountered many people rather like him: gifted, intelligent thugs. This experience isn’t industry-specific: such thugs are as prevalent in broadcasting as they are in software development, venture capital, and consulting. Many have a great deal of power, which is the chief reason people end up working for them; no one would choose such a boss, and most leave at the earliest opportunity. Growing up around this kind of personality left me with a shrewd idea of how to deal with it—I’m good at avoiding confrontation but canny when accepting it—but mostly with a profound sense of waste: talent undermined by aggression, the desire for human connection perpetually subverted by the need to triumph. I loved my father, but I see that he was trapped, isolated, and ostracized by a drive he could not control.


Like many hypercompetitive people, he was also attractive, even charismatic. The energy and drive of the hypercompetitive is dynamic and alluring, a siren song that lures others unaware onto the rocks of relationships that must fail. As a result, the achievements of hypercompetitive people are often short-lived and always costly—in terms of damaged relationships, missed opportunities, and lost connections. Because we can all readily think of high-achievers who fit this profile, it’s easy to imagine that hypercompetitive people are always successful, that their drive is some kind of guarantee worth its high price. But we should beware ascertainment bias: what the world doesn’t celebrate are the vast numbers of hypercompetitive people whose drive subverts them. I’ve met plenty of those too.


One in particular, a brilliant BBC trainee with a double first from Oxford, I’ll call Tim. Tim’s older brother had also gained a double first from Oxford but had gone into finance. I was asked to oversee the production of Tim’s first film, which I did with some difficulty, as he made it very clear to me that no help was needed. He bridled at being a trainee, and although he was rapidly accepted as a peer, his need to prove himself made him spiky company. Assigned a gift of a subject and, as was usual in television at the time, a fantastic crew of prize-winning technicians, Tim had no reason not to succeed. Yet, when I viewed a rough-cut of his program, it was a complete mess. Afterward, the film editor explained the mystery. Listening to soundtrack of the crew recorded during the making of the show, it became clear that Tim would take suggestions and advice from no one but instead would insist on getting exactly what he had asked for. In the end, the seasoned crew stopped helping and submitted to his every direction. They stopped collaborating and started following orders.


After we reshot and recut the film, I tried to explain to Tim what had gone wrong. He listened politely and then demurred. He had not, he said, gone into television to learn how to be nice. Many years later, I encountered him again. Still working in television, he had moved from company to company—each one was originally enticed by his intelligence, but then each one eventually decided the costs of working with him were too high.


The problem with competitiveness like this is that, in requiring others to fail, it is fundamentally antisocial. Yet many social Darwinians, inspired by the visible successes they observe in highly competitive people, connect the drive of such people with high levels of productivity and achievement. If only everyone, they argue, were so driven and determined to win, economic growth would skyrocket and vast human potential would be unleashed. Some parents—like my grandparents—studiously fuel their children’s rivalry, hoping it will toughen them up for the real world. David and Ida Eisenhower brought their children up this way, as did Joseph Kennedy Sr., who was famous for proclaiming that he wanted no losers in his family. “Life is a fight,” one parent explained to me, “and the sooner my kids get good at winning the fight the better.”


Why does the desire to make others fail feel natural, while the ability to play well with others does not? Perhaps the sheer drama and excitement provoked by hypercompetitors feels more real, raw, and authentic than prosocial behavior. But the problem with this crude misinterpretation of natural selection is not just that hypercompetitiveness is associated with all kinds of high costs and antisocial tendencies—bullying, narcissism, and Machiavellianism—but that it is not associated with higher levels of success.7 Becoming vicious in order to win is no guarantee of victory.


Why are some people hypercompetitive while others are not? For biologists, the prime suspect is testosterone. Everyone—both male and female—is exposed to testosterone in the womb, at adolescence, and in adulthood, and most scientists believe that testosterone levels play a role in brain development. By adulthood, we each have a basal level of testosterone that stays fairly stable throughout our lives. Men with higher basal testosterone have been found to be less likely to marry, more likely to divorce, and less likely to achieve higher education or income. Because testosterone is sometimes associated with aggression, it has been thought that higher basal levels might be correlated with a greater demand for dominance. But the voluminous studies on this topic have failed to prove a clear correlation.


What has emerged, however, are some intriguing details. When challenged, a man’s testosterone levels will rise, and they will rise again if he wins; they fall if he loses. It may be that this creates a hormonal feedback loop in which those who need power get it—and are therefore more likely and better able to continue to demand power. This is not true for women, whose testosterone does not rise at a challenge.8


What is most striking about testosterone, however, is that it is implicated in poor judgment and weaker emotional intelligence. In one experiment, supervised by the renowned autism expert Simon Baron-Cohen, testosterone was administered to women, who were then asked to take a test that measured their ability to read people’s faces. As the research team had anticipated, the testosterone impaired the women’s ability to infer intention, emotions, and other mental states, confirming the hypothesis that high testosterone levels negatively influence social intelligence.9 Other experiments that monitored naturally circulating testosterone have similarly found that it appears to counteract empathy.10


Most intriguing of all is research looking at the relationship between testosterone and collaboration. In a study conducted by British researcher Nicholas Wright and his colleagues, several pairs of volunteers were given testosterone orally while another group of volunteers were given a placebo. Everyone was asked to work in pairs, watching a screen and anticipating the moment at which a target would appear. At first, each participant had to reach a decision independently; then they had to make their choices collaboratively. The researchers were pretty sure that the collaborative decision-making would be more accurate, which it was. But the question they really wanted to answer was this: would testosterone improve or inhibit the quality of the collaboration?


What they found was that testosterone caused a marked decrease in the capability of the collaborative pairs. This effect was primarily ascribed to an “egocentricity bias”: each participant was more likely to overvalue his or her own opinion and to undervalue the opinions of partners. Raised testosterone levels, in effect, made participants more self-centered and much less capable of working with other people, with the result that they failed to capture the value of collaborating.11


We can see that there is a relationship between testosterone and high degrees of competitiveness, but we don’t know why some people have higher levels of testosterone than others. This difference sheds light but doesn’t fully explain the complexity of behavior and real life outside of experiments. We will not—and should not hope to—see the day when hormone testing is used in interviews or job recruiting. As complex as it is, the science is clear on one thing: biology alone can never account fully for the complex interaction of the social and psychological processes that drive behavior. Hormone levels on their own—before or after birth—can’t explain personality, and even the most neurochemically minded of researchers end up talking about the importance of parental attachment and environment. There are simply too many other factors to consider—hundreds of other hormones for a start.12 Temperament, preexisting behaviors, social support, and culture all play their role in a rich brew in which we still can identify only a few ingredients at a time. The fact that identical twins, raised in the same family, will develop different immune systems testifies to the complexity of the interplay between all of these factors. Most influential of all is experience—what happens to us and what we do.


Our brain’s wiring is critically determined by the experiences that we have throughout life, but much of the basic platform, we now can see, is laid down in early life. This was most vividly illustrated in a series of experiments in which young kittens had one eye sutured shut for the first three months of life. This was not deliberate cruelty; the goal was to ascertain how the parts of the brain responsible for visual cognition would develop. The results were striking: the part of the brain responsible for vision for the closed eye could not develop. Brain scans could identify clear, defined differences—big black blobs—marking the areas where neural pathways had not grown. What is more important is that, after a certain age, the cats’ brains could not change. What had happened early in life was fixed. These were some of the first dramatic experiments that demonstrated both the plasticity of the brain and the degree to which it is minutely sculpted by experience.13


Since that work, neuroscientists have been uncovering the stages at which those critical pathways of the human brain are laid down. What is clear is that connections that aren’t used die off (as with the kittens), but also that connections that are richly stimulated wire together. This has been described by neuropsychiatrist Allan Schore as a “use it or lose it situation. Cells that fire together wire together. Cells that do not, die together.” One of the conclusions Schore has drawn from his work is that, while too much stress may stop cells from developing, experiencing conflict that can be and is resolved may be how we develop the neural networks we need for collaboration.14


The family is a learning environment where we are introduced to and learn to imagine the minds of others.15 It can and should provide the safe environment where children’s rivalrous feelings can emerge and be expressed as a way of learning about conflict. The important work of a family is not to eliminate arguments and negative emotions, but to create a safe place where they can be challenged, understood, and resolved with love by people who won’t give up. That’s what family dinners are for: not just the food fights but the lessons learned from the give-and-take, the cut-and-thrust, of passionate debate.


Ezekiel Emanuel, today a medical ethicist at the University of Pennsylvania, wrote tellingly about growing up with his brothers Rahm (who grew up to become chief of staff in President Barack Obama’s administration) and Ari (a Hollywood agent and reputedly the model for Ari Gold in the television show Entourage). At the brothers’ family meals, passion, solid information, honesty, and argument were expected and respected. There were rules—no cruelty, no prejudice, and no stupidity—but swearing was allowed. What Emanuel describes is common to the experience of many siblings who, looking back, say that their childhood rivalry made a profound contribution to their social competence, their emotional development, and, ultimately, their parenting skills. Families were where they first experienced hatred—but also where they learned to deal with it.


Conflict is critical not only to brain development but to emotional and social learning. Children need to experience conflict, but they also need to have the positive experience of finding solutions to it: losing sometimes, winning other times, but always surviving it. And many siblings believe that expressing their rivalry in their youth made them closer in adulthood. Hypercompetitive people may never have these experiences, however, because they dominate too quickly, and their submissive siblings (like Diane Wilson) never have these experiences because they get so good at avoiding the fight.


Experiments with families in which some parents were trained in mediation skills demonstrate that even very young children have an immense capacity to learn how to resolve conflicts constructively and creatively. Parents without mediation training tended to intervene and adjudicate more; their children were more contentious, demanding, and self-justifying. In families where parents did have mediation training, the disputes were more severe, but the children became better problem-solvers and crafted more creative resolutions for themselves. In these families, parents helped but did not design the final outcomes because the children learned to do so for themselves—and they did it better.16 What the experiments illustrated was children’s profound capacity to learn from each other and from their parents the prosocial skills they needed to collaborate and to integrate different interests, needs, and perspectives.


The most creative response to sibling competition is “deidentification,” a term coined by psychologist Frances Schachter, who puzzled over why children in the same family, sharing 50 percent of their DNA, were nonetheless so very different. Why is it, for example, that Harry must find an external explanation for any sports defeat when his brother Tom, in the same situation, can be so generous? After studying hundreds of sibling pairs, Schachter argued that siblings become different from each other as a way of mitigating their feelings of rivalry. Calling this a “Cain Complex,” she saw that children—particularly those of the same gender and especially those born right after one another—would become different in order not to fight. Deidentification, according to Schachter, is a creative attempt at maintaining family harmony.17


Frank Sulloway, a psychologist and historian of science, compares siblings to Darwin’s finches from the Galápagos Islands, which played such an important part in the development of evolutionary theory. All fourteen species of Darwin’s finches derived from a single ancestor that had colonized the islands some two million years earlier. As such, they were—and still are—a stunning example of just how rich and fast adaptation can be. Sulloway argues that human siblings similarly become increasingly dissimilar through learning what earns attention, resources, and respect within the family environment.


“Strategies for dealing with sibling competition and for evoking sibling cooperation,” Sulloway writes, “are among the principal functional mechanisms that govern successful adaptation within family life.”18


Thus, differences that start out as biology are made more extreme or moderate by experience and birth order. This is both a biological process that affects the wiring in the brain (“neurosculpting”) and a strategy for protecting everyone in the family.


“The concept of niches,” Sulloway argues, “derives from the field of ecology where it exemplifies how different species use available resources within their environments. Family niches may be conceptualized in a similar manner. Siblings compete with one another to secure physical, emotional and intellectual resources from their parents. Depending on differences in birth order, gender, physical traits and aspects of temperament, siblings create differing roles for themselves within the family system.”19


Because we don’t want to fight with our siblings for territory, we claim some that isn’t taken. In the quest for resources, Sulloway points out, firstborns always have the easiest task. For a period of time, they have their parents exclusively to themselves, and however hard their parents strive in later life to be fair and equitable, they still seem to end up getting 10 percent more care than later-borns. They also typically have an IQ that, on average, is three points higher than that of subsequent children.20 With more attention and with no sibling rival, firstborns, says Sulloway, tend to be more closely affiliated with their parents’ interests and attitudes. This makes them more conservative and defensive of a status quo that has served them, as incumbents, very well.21


Middle children invariably get less attention than the first or last.22 Younger children are less likely to be vaccinated than their older siblings, with rates of vaccination declining 20 to 30 percent with each successive child, an indicator perhaps of just how hard, even impossible, it is for even the best parents to be equitable.23 Later-borns therefore face a challenge: with less care and nurture, and the conservative “position” taken, younger children have to fight harder for attention and resources. They haven’t had exclusive attention from their parents, certain niches are already gone, and being smaller and less developed, they’re able to do less than their older siblings. Their relative impotence forces them into more distinctive, attention-grabbing roles. They simply must diversify. And this often leads later-borns to be more receptive to and supportive of new, radical, even revolutionary ideas. It may also force them into more collaborative roles, since most later-borns learn early on that they are stronger through alliances than in isolation.


Sulloway has tested his theory against a vast amount of historical data, examining scientific revolutions from Copernicus to Newton and Darwin. In each case, he says, the new radical positions were adopted and promoted by later-borns and the more conservative (even extremely conservative) positions were taken by firstborns. He makes the same argument to explain the political fault lines of the French Revolution: firstborns adopted a more conventional and moderate politics, while those who were younger siblings promoted radical action. Bringing his research up to date, Sulloway identified the same trend in the history of major league baseball. Analyzing sibling pairs who played in the majors, including Joe and Dom DiMaggio and Cal and Billy Ripken, Sulloway found that it was the younger brother who more often tried to steal bases.24


The birth-order argument remains controversial, but deidentification does not—and there are some striking examples of it, none more so than in the family of Ralph Nader. Each of the four Nader children decided to study a different part of the world: Shafeek took North America, Claire laid claim to the Middle East, Laura focused on Mexico and Latin America, while Ralph, the youngest, was left with China and the Far East; between them, they had the world covered. (Apparently they felt that Europe didn’t need any of them because it was so well taught in school.)25 Similarly, the rock group Kings of Leon comprises three brothers: Anthony Followill, who sings lead vocals; Ivan, who plays drums and percussion; and Michael, who plays bass guitar. Their cousin Cameron fills in on vocals and plays guitar. The group is named after their grandfather, and that sense of serving or honoring something bigger than any individual is key to their success.


It’s striking that sibling rivalry is so renowned a phenomenon, with its own terminology, while collaboration between siblings has been less studied, even though it can be so productive and creative. Many families develop both immensely gifted individuals and collaborators. The Wachowskis, who made the films The Matrix and Cloud Atlas, the Marriott brothers who founded their eponymous hotel chain, sisters Klara and Johanna Soderberg who created the group First Aid Kit, the Greenwood brothers of Radiohead, the Brontës, the Wright brothers, the Emanuels, and many many more unknown but effective sibling collaborations testify to the capacity for families to produce energetic collaborators for whom success neither demands nor produces dominance or exclusive success. That siblings can work together successfully doesn’t mean that they do so quietly, passively, or obsequiously—quite the opposite. Wilbur Wright said that one of the things he loved about his brother Orville was that he was a “good scrapper.” They argued fiercely and often—but in the service of a project they owned together.


“From an early age, I think we all had some sense of a shared story,” Tony Bicat tells me. “Mother was the center of it. She created this household. The purpose of it was to provide my father with a place to work undisturbed. And because he was an artist, there was a sense that that was what we were all here for. There was this really strong sense that they worked together to create the home in which we all lived.”


Tony is the eldest of three siblings. Looking at all three today, it’s clear that they’re related. It isn’t just the shared features—the curly hair and warm, deep-set eyes. They all have a calm, thoughtful pace to their language and an open and obvious sense of curiosity about each other and about the world. That all three children grew up to work in highly collaborative art forms—theater, film, and music—is scarcely surprising: they’ve been learning how to work with other people all their lives. Listening to each of the Bicats describe their childhood, what’s striking is that there was no struggle for dominance and winning was not an issue. Tony, a filmmaker and playwright, knows that he was his mother’s favorite—the others agree—but nobody seems to mind very much, perhaps because each sibling had his or her own niche.


“Tina and I played the piano and the violin,” Tony recalls. “But when Nick arrived, it was just clear from an early age that—well, if he wasn’t a prodigy, he was certainly very gifted. If there had been a contest, it would have been obvious that we couldn’t compare—so there was no contest.”


“I’m the youngest in the family, and I was never terribly good with language,” Nick Bicat recalls. “But I could always win my older brother’s respect with my stunts: throwing myself from the first-floor window or downstairs. Later on, of course, the music helped too.”


Today, Nick Bicat is an award-winning composer. He’s written music for Hollywood movies, the London Chamber Orchestra, the Royal Shakespeare Company, Philip Ridley, David Hare, and Howard Brenton, from TV versions of A Christmas Carol to the steamy melodrama Lace. His work couldn’t exist without collaborators, and he received deep early lessons in collaboration at home.


“Tony was the oldest, and he knew more than me about just about everything. He was sharp and witty and perceptive. I wanted his approval, wanted him to like what I did, would want him to laugh. I wanted him to like my music.”


In between the two boys was their sister, Tina.


“Tony always had a story—that was his thing, and he used us where appropriate,” Tina remembers. “Nick was very musical, and I made things: props and costumes. I made the pictures come alive. It was set quite early, how we played together. It was probably helped by the fact that we had a lot of space—a big garden—and while there were grown-ups around, I don’t remember them being with us. They were always there to step in and help us, if we needed it. But most of the time, we just got on with it.”


Tina has gone on to work as a designer with some of the world’s most improvisatory and collaborative theater groups—Punchdrunk, Ockham’s Razor, and Spiral. For the Bicats, deidentification provided a rich early foundation because each child contributed something important and unique to the group. Each had a niche and a unique capability that no one could take away. That made participation safe. They don’t describe a childhood free from conflict—money was always scarce, and tensions abounded—but they learned early on, Tony says, to respect one another’s territory, and they became very good at negotiating among themselves.


That capacity has continued throughout their lives. When their father died, the siblings convened to manage his collection of paintings, a responsibility they discharge together to this day. In their professional lives the Bicats have sometimes collaborated with each other, but more often with others. Each has had triumphs and failures, but what has characterized their careers is a sense of freedom and of fairness—a sense of being both supported and independent.


This isn’t about happy families as such. For the neurologist Robert Burton, the critical contribution that siblings make to early childhood is that they teach a fundamental life lesson that starts in the family but ultimately extends to all human relationships.


“You’re not alone,” Burton tells me. “If you have a sibling, you aren’t alone—in the sense that you aren’t abandoned, isolated. But also, you’re not alone in the sense of Narcissus: there is more than just you in the world. And while this can feel terrible, it also contributes an important sense of camaraderie. It means learning the value of sacrifice, learning you can lose the argument and survive, you can express yourself and be original: those are all very necessary aspects of social understanding.”


For a long time, it has been so fashionable to see life as one long competition from the cradle to the grave that any other narrative has been dismissed as trivial, sentimental, or irrelevant. That so puzzled and annoyed primatologist Frans de Waal that he would devote his forty-year career to exploring how far competition dominates the lives and behaviors of our primate cousins, chimpanzees and bonobos. Chimpanzees are of particular interest, he says, because they care intensely about power—but power isn’t the only thing they care about. After a fight, they have elaborate reconciliation rituals because they value relationships and appreciate that they need to be maintained. Chimps, bonobos, wolves, birds, hyenas, and dolphins all learn to repair conflict and to reconcile differences, behaviors that, de Waal writes, “would be superfluous if social life were ruled entirely by domination and competition.”26


Primates demonstrate clear awareness that they need help to accomplish their aims and can’t do much singly. They’re adept at building coalitions and mediating conflict, and they show a distinct preference for prosocial choices. In one of his most famous experiments, de Waal showed that chimpanzees dislike unfairness and in some circumstances will reject rewards if they aren’t shared equally.27 Even in the unlikely setting of a game theory experiment, apes collaborated when they needed each other. So too did children between the ages of two and seven, prompting the question as to what happens later in life to the ability to collaborate. Many of de Waal’s experiments have provoked outrage from economists, who simply can’t accept that competition and self-interest don’t prevail. Nevertheless, his work has accumulated evidence that we have evolved behaviors to avoid the detrimental effects of extreme competition because doing so has given us a sustained evolutionary advantage.


Diane Wilson and her sister, my father and his brothers, Tim the TV producer, the many siblings I’ve talked to who confessed to but avoided reliving the misery of sibling rivalry—all testify to the impoverishment of lives ruled by competition. Unable to trust, needing always to win, seeing success only in the failures of others—these were habits engrained early that, like the kitten’s eye, left a pattern of being and behavior that could not be repaired. But the Naders, the Bicats, the Wachowskis, and all the millions of siblings who do move beyond competition find in each other a source of solidarity and definition.


We have equal capacity for both collaboration and for competition. Which of these gets attention and reinforcement depends on us, our families, and the society we inhabit. In the last fifty years of Western culture, competition has proved the dominant, insistent trope, reinforced by an ever-expanding library of books, tools, apps, classes, personal coaches, and any number of scorecards to make us bigger, tougher, meaner, more successful competitors. Inhabiting a culture caught up in a testosterone-fueled feedback loop, we’ve been persuaded that if we aren’t top dog we must be underdogs, if we aren’t winners we’re losers. What’s striking in its absence is any equivalent urging to hone our collaborative gifts. We know they’re in there—we just don’t make much effort to refine them. Opting to compete rather than to collaborate is a choice, however, not an evolutionary inevitability, and a choice that incurs high costs, not just for our family relationships but for the friendships, organizations, institutions, and world that we create.


What does this mean for Harry Hobbs? Will his hypercompetitiveness abate with time? Will the conflicts that exhaust his parents slowly but surely teach him how to be part of something bigger and more meaningful than himself? It’s hard to tell.


Last year Harry, after being encouraged to apply, won a place at Eton. “No one in the family went there,” Alice tells me. “We have no connections; we just thought we’d give it a go. But when he learned he’d got in—that he’d ‘won,’ so to speak—there was a strange look on his face: ‘What have I done?’”




CHAPTER 2


[image: ]


Making the Grade


                Few tragedies can be more extensive than the stunting of life, few injustices deeper than the denial of an opportunity to strive or even to hope, by a limit imposed from without, but falsely identified as lying within. We inhabit a world of human differences and predilections, but the extrapolation of these facts to theories of rigid limits is ideology.


                        —STEPHEN JAY GOULD, The Mismeasure of Man (1996)


Just off of Kendall Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts, stand three office blocks so newly refurbished that you can tell by looking through the windows that they’re only partially occupied. With shiny steel and gleaming marble, they are just another piece in the grand 3-D jigsaw that is the campus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. In contrast to the flashier buildings of Frank Gehry, Steven Holl, and Fumihiko Maki, however, 700 Technology Square stands out as a workhorse—the place where hard problems get solved without fanfare.


Up on the third floor, Charles Shubert presides over a project within the Office of Educational Innovation and Technology. Shubert looks more like Father Christmas than a nerd: a large, rotund man with a warm, benevolent gaze, he has a laid-back Midwestern style and a very dry sense of humor. To say that he is a master of understatement would understate just how droll he can be. But appearances notwithstanding, Shubert and his team are tackling tough challenges: how to take advantage of large-scale computing systems and bioinformatics to advance the understanding of microbial ecology.


It isn’t just the science that’s hard. The simulations that Shubert and his team build use huge amounts of processing power, multiple computer systems, and a variety of computing languages. Yet the software must be accessible and usable by cutting-edge scientists whose research needs are far from simple to understand, never mind address. The layers of technical collaboration implicit in this work are legion: languages, disciplines, systems, infrastructures, knowledge levels, and personalities all combine in various permutations, giving Shubert’s projects maximal complexity.


But even more remarkable than the sheer difficulty of these projects are the people responsible for producing them. It’s not easy finding people who can effortlessly work across and translate between cutting-edge biology and bleeding-edge technology. Ivan Ceraj, who leads the project, is an economist from Croatia. He says that most scientists can’t do computer programming at this level, and most computer programmers can’t do biology at this level. If you do find people who can do both, often they can earn a lot more money elsewhere.


Key to the team are Shubert’s “finds”: talents he has unearthed in unlikely places and of whom he is inordinately proud. Like Shubert, Justin Riley comes from Missouri, and if you didn’t know that, you might guess: a tall freckled man in his mid-twenties, Riley has brown hair, a sharp nose, and a relaxed gait that convey the ease and informality of a farmer. Riley was glad to leave Missouri; he just had no idea he would end up at MIT.


“I really struggled in math when I was thirteen, fourteen,” he tells me. “I’d get a C or a B if I was lucky. I was a nerdy kid and liked tinkering with things. But I had no idea about science or any sense it was something I’d want to do.”


In the early days of computing and the advent of the Internet, Riley had fun breaking computers and fixing them. He taught himself how to build websites and earned a little money that way. After high school, he went to Missouri State University with no idea of what he would do. He was really just going through the motions of college.


“I had read about people connecting computers to do cool stuff. That aspect seemed a lot of fun,” he tells me, laughing. “In my spare time, I decided to check it out and ended up building a student project, ‘HoToTo’—a silly name meaning half bear, half man. My friends and I went to a warehouse auction selling off really old equipment—we were really just experimenting. Four or five of my buddies sat on the floor, took the computers apart, put them all together, blew a few circuits, but got them going and installed Linux. It looked like a monster mounted on hardwood planks.”


One day Shubert, who was home visiting his family in Missouri, decided to drop into MSU, where he knew the dean of sciences. In the corner of a computer lab, he spotted Riley and asked what he was up to. They talked for a while, Shubert wandered off, and Riley gave him no more thought. The next day the dean told Riley how much Shubert had enjoyed the conversation; would it be all right to forward his contact information?


“I knew he was from MIT, so of course I was interested!” Riley recalls. “And over the course of the year, Charlie worked hard to get me here. I started work at MIT before I’d even finished my degree! Fortunately for me, it turned out I love to program, but before I came here I had done very little. I was really worried about my qualifications; I knew very little scripting. I knew some loops and had played with writing in C, just working through a book. Chuck and Ivan threw me into the deep end with Java. Looking back, I’m actually still rather shocked that I got to come here! If I’d gone to the bathroom at the wrong time, I might never have met him, never got here.”


Shubert was thrilled with Riley’s work, not just because it was excellent but because it validated something he’d always believed: that there’s more talent in ordinary places than most people ever imagine or see. And when he started looking for it, he found it. Riley’s colleague is Sarah Bonner; Shubert found her working as an administrative assistant and trying to finish college. She wasn’t having a good time: a reputation for being argumentative had earned her a fair amount of opprobrium from her peers.


“Then Charlie took me out for lunch and asked me if I’d like to be a software developer! I said, ‘You realize I don’t code—I’ve just done a few PERL scripts.’ But he said no, he wanted to teach me, and he had a grant that would let him do that, as long as I didn’t mind minority money. I said I didn’t mind any money as long as it was green.”


She later learned that Shubert had been watching her for a year; he was impressed by how hard she worked and how prepared she was to stand up for herself. Those were the qualities he sought. Bonner says of herself that she liked to “MacGyver” things—a term derived from a television hero who could solve complex problems with everyday materials, mainly duct tape and a Swiss Army knife. That combination of smart thinking and pragmatism was just what Shubert needed, and found, in Sarah Bonner.


“It’s hard for me to talk with grandeur about what I bring to the table until I go to conferences and talk to senior developers and I am just astounded by what they don’t know. Charlie says I bring a special ability to be a user and a coder and to not feel uncomfortable disagreeing with him. Before I ask a question, I like to know the possible answers so I can be prepared for the conversation. So we have very thoughtful conversations here. We’re not just poking each other back and forth; it isn’t a contest.”


Justin and Sarah weren’t star competitors in the current education system; they weren’t expert at, or even interested in, guessing the right answers. But both had retained a love of learning and exploration that Shubert prized. Nothing in their schooling suggested that they would one day be working at one of the world’s most prestigious universities, or that Justin would author a paper about software published in Nature. The competitive education system wasn’t what got them to MIT. That they had the potential to succeed is clear now, but what saved them, in the end, was luck. Imagine if Riley had gone to the bathroom at the wrong moment, or if Bonner hadn’t been argumentative. Charlie—a most unlikely fairy godfather—happened to notice them, happened to help them, and happened to be in a position to change their lives. But for most children, success hinges on being able to compete at every stage of their educational career. For their parents, failure is a constant, imminent, and terrifying threat.


“What happens if the kids don’t play the system? If your child goes to the wrong school, he will be scuttling coal somewhere,” Betsy Rapoport tells me. “They’ve been given a life diagram—go to the right school, then you will get the right job, the right amount of money, and then you’ll be happy and get promoted and move on straight up to the top!”


She’s laughing, but she’s put two children through the New York State education system and now she coaches many more through the college application process. In the kids she works with, and their parents, she sees the sense of emergency that characterizes their thinking about education as a permanent crisis.


“These kids have been competing since they were two! They start being coached and tutored at the age of three to get into kindergarten. Kindergarten! They have parents breathing down their necks, telling them that if they don’t get into this nursery school, they won’t get into the right elementary or middle school—then high school will be a disaster, their lives will be ruined. It starts young, and it just gets more and more intense.”


Parental panic has reached epidemic proportions, prompting the emergence of a subgenre of books aimed at advising, sometimes moderating, but also sometimes inflaming parents who find themselves in a state of fear and trembling over their children’s education. Whether you take Amy Chua’s Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother as a joke or an instruction manual, the book’s prescription for high achievement clearly touched a nerve in the American psyche.


Anxiety about the need to succeed has been running high for decades, but the global economic crisis, together with high levels of youth unemployment, have turned that fear into self-perpetuating hysteria. If well-paid jobs are few, then a lustrous educational track record is crucial, with the risks of failure high and the costs of underachievement deadly. Slowly but surely over the last twelve years, the United States has overtaken Europe in its youth unemployment rate, with over 26 percent of Americans between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four jobless. And young workers are the only age group with lower wages in 2013 than in 2000.1 As the Internet, robotics, and globalization have eliminated entry-level jobs and, with them, the chance of working one’s way to the top, a top-tier education appears to be the sole surviving means of getting ahead. You can forget the backroom-to-boardroom romance; now it is school and school alone that spells the difference between triumph and disaster.


Every response to this panic has proposed some form of competitive marketplace for education in which kids compete against kids, teachers against teachers, and schools against schools in a frantic bid for excellence. New charter schools were supposed to stoke market competition, threatening failing schools into upping their game. But as competitive marketplaces are wont to do, this one has prompted the schools to try to game the system, choosing and keeping the most motivated students while “counseling out” those who don’t make the grade.2 What competitive strategies have never done (but which all of the highest-achieving educational systems accomplish), is raise everyone’s boat. Instead, competition stokes panic and a desperate sense that every student is on his or her own, left to hack a solitary path through a dangerous educational jungle.


Parents make strenuous efforts to ensure their children’s success in the fight. Living in Boston, I encountered two parents who, on learning that one primary school used the game Red Light/Green Light in its selection process, devoted hours to training their five-year-old daughter in the game. I’ve known parents who preferred to send their child to a school not strongly associated with mathematical achievement in order that their mathematically zealous child would stand out. One father considered sending his son to a school he believed to be inferior on the grounds—for which he proffered data—that a high grade point average mattered more to colleges than the quality of the education the child had received. Other parents, more prosaically, simply employ tutors to coach their children, often late into the night, to keep them from dropping out of their GATE (Gifted and Talented Education) classes.


On top of these strategic academic decisions is the equally strategic choice of sport and musical instrument, with much soul-searching around which might look most distinctive on a résumé: Does the harp look more distinctive than the saxophone? Might it be easier for a boy to gain a school orchestra seat with the piccolo?


Once in school, pupils are quickly sorted by the GATE exam into those who are promising and those who, apparently, are not. Whether or not giftedness can be measured seems in itself doubtful. Experts can’t agree on reliable tests, and evidence suggests that the tests (taken by children as young as four) miss at least one-third of the most gifted students.3 Moreover, the test preparation industry skews results: to ensure high marks, tutoring companies like Bright Kids NYC coach children on topics such as spatial visualization and serial reasoning, with workbooks and hours of parental tutoring.


“Every time these tests change, there’s a lot of demand,” Bige Doruk, founder of Bright Kids, says. She doesn’t believe that test prep, coaching, and classes corrupt results. “It is not a validity issue, it’s a competitive issue. Parents will always do what they can for their children.”


In just five years, between 2007 and 2012, the number of New York children who qualified for gifted and talented kindergarten places doubled. Nobody believed that this increase was due to a sudden influx of uniquely brilliant kids; instead, it was the result of the competitive efforts of parents and their kids. As one consequence, the ERB (Educational Records Bureau) test, one of the leading tests, was rewritten in 2013—but no sooner were the revisions published than new workbooks and classes came on the market. The inflationary impact of tests and test prep has led some schools to prefer assessments by psychologists, but this has prompted some parents to try to secure inside information on which of the assessors has a reputation for giving kids an easier ride.


Tests aren’t the only way of dividing children at an early age into winners and losers. Tracking, also known as “homogenous groupings,” separates pupils into classes that progress at different speeds. The educational rationale for this is that some children pick up math or reading faster than others; the quick learners shouldn’t be held back by the slower ones, who should be allowed more time. The kids absorb a simpler message from tracking: you’re either quick or you’re slow, academic or non-academic, a winner or a loser. Explicitly or implicitly, children are sorted as surely as Harry Potter was by the sorting hat at Hogwarts. Intrinsic to tracking and school selection is the notion that the innate qualities of a child can be seen and served, that those qualities are already there and that someone, somehow, can identify them. In the world of Harry Potter, it’s magic. In real life, it’s admissions officers, résumés, and exams.


“By the time kids get to high school,” Betsy Rapoport tells me, “they have been tracked for years. If they are kids of savvy parents, they will have figured out that taking electives drives the grade point average down, so they will have been discouraged from taking art. They might love art—be really talented—but now the whole focus is on tactics: What gets the grades and the GPA up? Which are the best or easiest classes to do well in? What teachers grade easiest? So then you find those classes are all full of really driven kids—or the children of very strategic parents. They don’t really mix with a cross-section. Later on, of course, it means they’ll all be competing against each other for the same colleges.”


All of this strategizing is well intentioned—no one should be surprised that parents want their children to thrive. But few children are thinking, at the ages of five, ten, or even fifteen, about the longer-term earning potential of their résumé. They’re busy growing up, making and losing friends, and finding out who they are and what they like as their minds wander like cats from passion to disinterest. The gross disconnect between lackadaisical kids and laser-focused parents generates explosive frustration: if the kids can’t motivate themselves, then we need to supply the motivation, and to that problem the inevitable solution proffered is—competition. After all, the trope runs, it’s a hypercompetitive world out there. There’s no moment too soon for kids to face the race that is life. So competition cascades throughout education: children competing for places and exam results; teachers competing for exam results (which may have an impact on their pay); schools competing for a place in the magazine and website listings that identify the institutions that promise to produce winners. And if children run faster in a race, the argument runs, won’t everyone study harder when competing against one another? Isn’t turning education into one giant multi-athlon the key to Olympian achievements for young minds?


That competitive mind-set informs both No Child Left Behind and The Race to the Top, two federal initiatives that are desperate to raise educational standards. Both treat education like a competitive marketplace, and both put all their faith in testing—even though fewer than one out of four Americans believes that this strategy has improved or is likely to improve local schools.4 A 2009 bipartisan effort to draw up a Common Core similarly banked on testing, giving rise to concerns that with so much emphasis on reading and math tests, teaching anything else—science, literature, history, civics, and the arts—would fall by the wayside. Linking teachers’ pay to test results disgusted parents and teachers alike, all of them well aware that this would turn pupils into great test-taking machines but would in no way guarantee the deeper learning—self-motivation and discipline, social and emotional skills, collaborative, communication, and creative talents—that their parents sought for them. The idea broached in some states that good grades might be rewarded with cash or McDonald’s vouchers similarly failed to inspire.


The problem here isn’t that sprinters won’t be motivated by promises of medals; they will. But learning to think mathematically, to love words, to decode a map, or to design a good experiment requires a different order of thinking and a different order of motivation. What we know from at least half a century of research into human motivation is that extrinsic rewards—rankings, prizes, grades—crowd out intrinsic drive. Apparently, we can be deeply motivated by only one thing at a time, not by many things at once. And hard, short-term rewards—money, medals, prizes—tend to crowd out the longer-term, self-generated drive to learn.


This is so counterintuitive that we persist in believing that the way to motivate kids (and adults) is to offer them rewards. The landmark experiment that suggested otherwise was conducted forty years ago by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. Ever since their original work was published, different versions of it have been tested and retested, without any significant challenge: the findings remain robust.


In the original experiment, nursery school children were divided into three groups and given the opportunity to draw. Children in the first group were promised a reward: if they drew, they’d win a certificate. Those in the second group were told nothing—but were surprised by a certificate when they had finished drawing. The third group of children just drew and received nothing for their labors.


Two weeks later, the children were again confronted by paper and pens. Now the question was: which group would want to draw? The group that had initially been promised a reward was the least engaged: why should they draw when there was no certificate on offer?


Similar experiments have been conducted with different ages, tasks, and rewards, and in different industries and cultures, but the results don’t vary. Whether it’s grades, stars, certificates, money, or trophies, “virtually every type of expected tangible reward made contingent on task performance does, in fact, undermine intrinsic motivation.”5


Subsequent experiments (involving adults as well as children) tested the impact of external rewards on creative thinking and problem-solving. Princeton psychologist Sam Glucksberg found that people who were asked to solve a problem that required some ingenuity and were offered a cash incentive to do so took longer to come up with an answer than people who were not offered a cash reward. Many other experiments have drawn the same conclusion: the expectation of an external reward—be it a grade, a prize, or a burger voucher—impoverishes the richness of thinking that creativity requires.6 Moreover, genuine critical thinking and innovation require that the mind be allowed to wander, to try out answers that don’t work, to test concepts, and, crucially, to make mistakes. All of this is directly discouraged when the focus of learning is on exams and results.


As early as 1950, the eminent American psychologist Joy Paul Guilford had challenged his professional colleagues with a question: Why was there so little correlation between education and creative productiveness?7 Guilford made his name by developing psychometric studies of intelligence in which he made a critical distinction between what he called “convergent” and “divergent” production. Convergent production, he argued, involves finding a single solution to a problem; by contrast, divergent thinking requires bringing as many solutions as possible to the surface. The former is fundamentally about following rules, whereas the latter is inherently creative, imaginative, and exploratory. At MIT, Sarah Bonner was a classic divergent thinker: always seeking multiple solutions and exploring alternatives. Although this may have made her argumentative—she could see more solutions than many of her colleagues—it was also exactly what made Charles Shubert so eager to recruit her. Yet our educational systems specifically reward convergent thinking while inhibiting divergent critical and creative thinking.


Two psychologists, Teresa Amabile and Beth Hennessey, rose to Guilford’s challenge and devoted decades of work to experiments that explored the connection between creativity and education. They concluded that there are five ways in which education can kill creativity: having children work for an expected reward, focusing pupils on an expected evaluation, deploying plenty of surveillance, setting up restricted choices, and creating competitive situations. These practices all typify the education systems and policies we currently deploy.8 We say we want motivated, creative students—but we opt for methods and structures known to undermine both.


When parents, with the best intentions in the world, race to get their children identified as gifted or talented and to have that status proven with test results, they exacerbate the problem. What we know is that interest precedes talent, that it isn’t fixed but highly susceptible to encouragement, development, kindness, and patience—of the kind that Charlie Shubert provided for Justin Riley and Sarah Bonner.


In his book Give and Take, Adam Grant describes an outstanding teacher of accounting, C. J. Skender, who is so good that Duke University and the University of North Carolina have to share him. Because his students are successful, people think he’s a great talent-spotter. But this is exactly what he is not. Skender’s students succeed because he cares, sets high standards, and, as one student wrote, “sees the best in his students.”9 His secret isn’t competition—it’s interest. When kids are interested in something and can pursue it without threat of failure, they are far more likely to develop their talents and to experience the joy of expanding their own capacity. But critical to that process is a climate of safety where mistakes don’t matter and are just a normal part of learning.


By contrast, an education system marked, like an obstacle course, with tests and evaluations turns learning into a commodity; permeated with the fear of failure, such a system’s capacity to inspire is profoundly circumscribed. How students respond to the pressure of exams varies wildly and bears no relationship to capability. Instead, it appears that our genes significantly determine who loves exams and does well on them.


The COMT (catechol-O-methyl transferase) gene regulates the amount of dopamine in the prefrontal cortex in the brain, where we make decisions, plan, and resolve conflicts. One variant of the gene slowly removes dopamine; another variant does it fast. Dopamine levels increase with stress; enough helps you rise to the occasion, but too much becomes overwhelming. So students with the slower variety of COMT typically find it easier to think if they are not under stress. Those with the faster variety may seem a little laid-back, but under stress, they cope better. Scientists distinguish between the two genetic stress responses as the difference between “worriers” and “warriors,” and their key point is that both types excel, albeit in very different environments. Hence, the paradox that hardworking students may fall apart in exams while the ones who never handed in their homework on time ace tests. What exams reveal most clearly is not intellectual or creative capacity—they just tell you how good you are at exams.10


The research into COMT was primarily conducted in Taiwan, which has traditionally placed great emphasis on a single exam, the Basic Competency, taken by children when they are fourteen. Applying their genetic insights to real-world testing confirmed the hypothesis that this kind of high-stakes test identifies great exam-takers but is less helpful in building or identifying intelligence. After 2014, Taiwan will no longer require the exam. Instead of sorting, educational policy now emphasizes raising attainment levels for everyone.


Of course, tests can help teachers determine whether students are keeping up, how much they have retained, and what they still don’t understand. But standardized testing associated with external rewards—be it stars, grades, medals, or college places—turns learning from something that should be intrinsically satisfying into a transaction: do the work, get the grade. The product is prized over the process. With eyes so firmly focused on the external reward, students lose their sense of meaning and joy in their work. We produce expert exam-takers when what we ought to develop is a love of learning.


That observation may appear terribly sentimental, but it really isn’t. Apart from sounding like a worthwhile ideal, what is the value of a love of learning? Why don’t we just teach kids what they need to know to get jobs and get on with their lives? The problem is that no one knows what they will need. The world is changing so fast, and industries come and go with such speed, that it is impossible to predict what the toolkit of the future will contain. Twenty years ago, it might have been reasonable to assume that knowing shorthand, being able to run a printing press or do electrical engineering, mastering the arcane information structure of the law, or being adept at prototype packaging were important skills, but today these skills are redundant. Bosses type for themselves, newspapers are fast disappearing, no one uses typewriters, domestic appliances last forever or can be replaced cheaply, software is taking over the work of paralegals and 3-D printers will take care of everyone’s prototyping needs. Even doctors, lawyers, and journalists must face the fact that much of their work is being replaced by machines. As the machinery for invention and manufacture gets cheaper and the software to run it becomes easier, much old-fashioned expertise carries few kudos and even less job security.


In Charles Dickens’s Hard Times, the schoolmaster Thomas Gradgrind insists that facts, “nothing but facts,” are the fundamental and essential building blocks of education and a profitable economy. But facts don’t have the currency they used to when everyone can look up anything on a phone. Moreover, many of the facts that today’s researchers work with didn’t exist when they were in school; the Human Genome Project and the Large Hadron Collider built by CERN (European Organization for Nuclear Research) have revolutionized (and rendered obsolete) knowledge that a decade ago looked essential. Even medicine, that most hands-on of intellectual skills, will be profoundly altered, and careers will be disrupted, by emerging technologies such as tele-medicine and robotic medical devices. To survive in this new world our children cannot possibly be expected to leave school with all the skills or knowledge they will need. So we must aim to have them leave school with a capacity and appetite for learning and divergent thinking that will stand them in good stead their whole lives.
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