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INTRODUCTION



The Majority Rules . . . or Does It?






The minority is sometimes right; the majority always wrong.


– George Bernard Shaw







Anyone can be influential if they carry a big enough stick. Al Capone was right when he said, ‘You can go a long way with a smile. You can go a lot farther with a smile and a gun.’ Al’s observation points to a problem with what we know about persuasion and social influence, which is that much of our understanding is based on studies in which the influencer controls both the smile and the gun. This focus is somewhat reasonable, because in many contexts, the influencer does hold all the cards. When implementing changes in an organization, for example, the boss might try to persuade the rank and file to go along with the new arrangements. You may or may not agree, but you know that you’d better listen to what is being proposed, because when persuasion fails, the boss still has the stick. We know how to persuade when the audience is obliged to listen. In many circumstances, however, the influencer is not in the driver’s seat, and so the established research tells only half the story, and not the more interesting half, at that. More exciting are those clashes in which the individual or group without any obvious clout tries and succeeds in changing the beliefs of a more powerful opponent. Understanding how and why such attempts sometimes succeed (and why they often fail) tells us much about the process of social influence, and it is what this book is all about.


Understanding how the weak influence the strong, how the minority changes the majority, is the least understood, most puzzling, and perhaps most important aspect of social influence. Think about the last time you held an unpopular position on an important issue, when you knew you were right but few people agreed with you. And you didn’t have a big stick. No matter your social status, education, wealth, race, or religion, your view placed you firmly in the (opinion) minority. Even in this position, however, you might have carried your argument, moving most or all of your former challengers to your side of the ledger. Do you understand how you did it?


On other occasions, you did not prevail. Your best arguments had little apparent impact, and the opposition maintained its resistance to your views. Do you understand why you succeeded in the first instance and failed in the second? This book is meant to answer that question. Its analysis is based on new understandings drawn from recent social psychological research. Unlike other analyses of social influence, we assume a starting position of vulnerability rather than invincibility. It’s easy to persuade people if you have a gun to go along with your smile. But influencing the smiling guy who’s holding the gun is a much bigger challenge. Winning under those circumstances is considerably more difficult, but it can be done, and this book will show you how.



Influence



Influencing others is an art – with a lot of science behind it. This book is intended to reveal the rules of influence that must be followed to achieve persuasive success when your views place you firmly in the minority, when you do not have capacity to force people to listen to you, much less agree with you. It is meant to help you win when you don’t control the game, when you are outnumbered and surrounded. Understanding the how and why of successful influence is neither easy nor obvious, and the job is even tougher when you do not have the power to insist on your position, but social scientists have amassed a body of evidence that allows us to do just that.


The Good Old/New Days


Older, more established research on social influence offers some insights, but the classic approaches are limited because they implicitly assume that persuaders have greater resources than their targets of influence, or at a minimum can compel them to listen to their pitch. Under these circumstances, a few formulas seemed sufficient to do the trick: establish credibility, mount a strong argument, create conditions in which resistance is difficult, offer psychic rewards for being on the right side, and so on. Do all of this and you’re in. There are many really good books that detail how this can be done, and they are quite useful if you assume that the persuader has enough clout to oblige the audience to listen, but they don’t help much if you do not enjoy that advantage.


The new rules of influence begin with the assumption that you are operating from a position of weakness rather than strength, and that you cannot insist that others listen, much less conform. The new rules of influence identify tactics by which weakness can be turned to strength. The basis of these new understandings is found in research on minority influence, a relatively new field of scientific investigation that is concerned with the ways in which groups with little or no power to coerce overcome the resistance and inertia of the larger group (the majority) to achieve their goals. The relevance of this research for the new rules of influence is obvious, because the minority almost by definition is incapable of forcing its will on the majority. You should understand that in this research, the minority most often is identified not on the basis of demographic features (race, social class, ethnicity), but rather by its attitudes, values, or positions, which are at odds with those of the larger group. If I am a delegate to the Republican National Convention and admit on TV that I like the Democratic nominee better than I like any of the Republican hopefuls, I have put myself in a minority group – it does not matter that I am, like most of my fellow delegates, a well-off white male.


As this new approach to understanding and using influence starts with the premise that the influencer is in a weak position, understanding how minorities affect the dominant group (sometimes called the power majority or, in this book’s language, simply the majority) is indispensable. If you’re in a powerful position, persuasive subtlety is largely unnecessary. Brute force works well for those who possess it, at least for a while, and its use is commonplace. It is evident any time a majority party in Congress votes along straight party lines. On Christmas Eve 2009, for example, after months of haggling with their Republican counterparts over a universal health care bill, the Democratic majority in the US Senate quit trying to use influence and simply overran the recalcitrant minority. Every Democrat voted yea on the universal health care bill, and every Republican voted nay. Holding an insurmountable electoral edge, the Senate Democrats could not be stopped, and so the bill became law. Their less numerous opponents could not stop them. In stark terms, there was no need for the majority to have spent months trying to persuade the minority that it should comply – the numbers were sufficient to force the issue from the start. However, to their credit, the Democrats understood that such applications of force often end badly, and they were correct in this case. Republican reaction to the new law was unyielding and fierce, and remains so. Although it is true that the majority rules, the use of brute majority force often backfires in the long run.


In this book, we are not concerned with the majority rules, the ways the majority can make the most of its power, but rather with the more interesting question of the minority rules, influencing others when the odds are stacked against us. Can the minority ever prevail? History suggests that this is an absurd question. Think of the minority spokespersons or groups that have made their mark, including Jesus and the early Christians, Gandhi, Pasteur, Hitler, Freud, Darwin, Einstein, Betty Friedan, the women’s suffrage movement, Martin Luther King Jr and the battle for civil rights. The list is not endless, but it is long. Whether we agree or not with the spokespersons or their movements, there is little doubt that originally unpopular views can have enormous impact on the world in which we live.


The rules that governed how these movements prevailed, how they moved resistant majorities, are the focus of the story that unfolds as this book progresses. As we will see, there are plenty of examples in which minorities won despite apparently insurmountable obstacles. We will consider how they did it, how influence agents in exceptionally weak positions carried their arguments and won their fights.


Minority status can come about in many ways. A group may be a minority because it is outnumbered by others who have different ideas or different demographic features. On the other hand, some groups are in the numeric majority but still are considered minorities because they occupy weak ‘outsider’ positions in the society. Think of the black population in South Africa before apartheid was lifted. Despite their numbers, black people effectively were the minority in their country. A group might be considered a minority because it holds a set of beliefs, or perhaps a single belief that is considered odd or dangerous or salacious by the group that runs the show. No matter the source of minority status, the rules all minorities must follow to exert influence are the same. This is the central premise: All minorities must follow the same rules if they are to influence the majority. Following these rules of influence makes it possible for those with little or no power to survive and even prosper in the influence game. The rules have been deduced from experimental results and historical analysis, and are the basis of many surprising and originally unexpected research outcomes.


Principal support for the recommendations that will be made is found in scientific research on minority influence. We focus on this body of research because the rules of influence are most clearly revealed in the study of individuals and groups that must use persuasion to navigate their world. They cannot use brute force to get their way, and when they try to do so, they usually are destroyed without a second thought. The history of most militant minority movements is a history of destruction and defeat. The Black Panthers, the Tamil Tigers, the Italian Brigate Rosse and the Students for a Democratic Society all had one thing in common: They were minority factions that attempted to forgo persuasion and instead to take on the majority in frontal assaults. Whether or not you agree with their positions, it is obvious that they chose unwisely. They no longer exist as credible forces for change.


Outcomes such as these should leave no one in doubt about the power of the majority, and maybe this is not all bad. Most democratic systems are premised on the principle that the majority rules, and most of us, most of the time, are mostly content to go along with the arrangement. The majority makes the rules and enforces them. It rewards the conventional and punishes the unusual. The minority, on the other hand, defines the unusual, the outsider. It is the mirror image of the majority. The minority is not powerful. It does not make the rules. It is not rewarded by convention. Yet, the minority sometimes gets its way, and how it gets its way is a fascinating story.


Why should you care? Because sooner or later and more often than once, you will hold a weak, outsider position on an important issue, with little power to coerce, but with a strong conviction that the larger group is on the wrong path. You might prevail if you apply the right strategies. You surely will fail if you do not.


Gift of God to My Brothers and Me . . .1


On July 20, 2010, the city council of Oakland, California, approved a measure that would grant industrial cultivation licenses to large-scale marijuana growers. The asking price was a cool $211,000 per year. There were more than two hundred applicants for the four licenses. Like most communities, Oakland is in dire need of hard cash, and the city council’s price tag was not a pipe dream – these farms can be enormous, up to 100,000 square feet, and they can generate colossal profits. This is not your ‘grow light in the back closet’ marijuana enterprise. In addition to license fees, the city hoped to realize $38 million in taxes from the sale of medicinal marijuana, which has been legal in California since 1996. Considering that activist and social critic John Sinclair was sentenced in 1969 to ten years’ imprisonment for holding two joints, you may begin to appreciate the persuasive power of the minority, of how a weak and disdained group of (mostly) young people moved public opinion, the majority view, from strongly antipot to a city council hearing in which industrial cultivation of marijuana was seriously entertained. It took some time, but time is part of the influence process. As we’ll see, minority positions are almost never adopted instantaneously.i


Is there a way to understand how and why some minorities enjoy spectacular success while others fail miserably? Are there general rules of procedure that improve the minority’s possibilities? What are common traps the minority must avoid if it is to succeed? This book is designed to answer these questions, which as I have argued, are relevant to all of us. No matter your sex, age, race, wealth or social standing, we all have done time in the minority barrel. This book is designed to show how to make the most of it while there.


The Majority’s Not-So-Secret Weapons


The majority exerts control through its capacity to harm or ostracize anyone who fails to get with the program. Ostracism might seem like the lesser of the two outcomes, but we have learned that the threat of banishment or expulsion from the group is exceptionally intimidating, sometimes even more intimidating than physical injury. We have evolved over thousands of years as social animals, deeply dependent on our group for physical sustenance and social support. Our survival depends on our relations with the groups that claim us, and so ostracism carries with it a sense of dire peril.


Ostracism has a long history as a method of social control. It was formally developed in the Athenian democracy around 500 B.C. The ostracism procedure allowed citizens to banish anyone for a period of ten years for whatever reason they chose. Once a year, all citizens voted to decide whether the ostracism process should take place. Sometimes the citizenry decided against it, but if enough voted in favor, the process went forward. The procedure was straightforward. Citizens gathered in the agora, Athens’s central square, scratched the name of a man2 they wished to ostracize on a shard (an ostracon – a broken piece of pottery, the Athenians’ equivalent of scrap paper) and dropped it into an urn. If a sufficient number of votes were cast, the person who received the most was kicked out of the city for ten years. No trial was held, no witnesses were called, and the ostracized person had no means of defense or appeal – if your name came up more often than anyone else’s, you were out. The ten years’ banishment was viewed as an extreme punishment, even though the ostracized person’s home and wealth were not confiscated, nor was his family harmed. Although most of those banished were wealthy and influential, and thus could carry on life outside Athens, many considered ostracism a fate almost worse than death.


In a similar vein, over its long history, the Roman Catholic Church systematized and elaborated the banishment process in its ritual of excommunication. The Church holds some articles of faith to be sacrosanct, untouchable, and Catholics who disagree with these established dogmas and are bothersome enough are drummed out. In earlier days, these individuals (sometimes called heretics) lost not only their church membership cards but their heads as well. The combination of physical threat and ostracism worked pretty well, and even though today’s Church has given up the more extreme forms of the practice, now settling for separation from the Church without separating head from shoulders, excommunication is still seen by most Catholics as a grave punishment. The Church’s kinder form of official ostracism is not the case everywhere. In Pakistan, for example, being a Christian or even belonging to the wrong Muslim minority sect appears to make one fair game for execution by some factions within the state’s official religious majority.


Can the threat of exclusion from our social group really prove so intimidating today? Considerable research in social psychology has shown that people find it extremely unpleasant to be ignored or excluded even from trivial, ad hoc groups having no past and no future. In one such study, three research subjects were stationed in different rooms and interacted via computer. This setup was necessary because each subject actually was interacting with a computer that simulated the responses of the other two people. The subjects, of course, did not know this. While waiting for the real experiment to begin, they were told that they could pass the time by tossing a virtual ball from one to another on their computer monitors. This Pong-like game was an amusing diversion for the subjects, who did not know that the other two ‘players’ were avatars that had been programmed to ostracize them after a short period of peaceful coexistence.


After a brief interval in which the three threw the virtual ball among themselves, the avatars systematically excluded the live subject from the game, hogging the ball and throwing it exclusively to each other. The whole interaction only lasted three to four minutes, but the subjects reported that it seemed like an eternity. Psychological measures taken afterwards indicated that as a result of the experience, the ostracized players’ self-esteem had fallen through the floor, along with their positive mood. The striking impact of the game was clearly observable in the faces of the research participants, who were not aware that they were being filmed. Almost invariably, exclusion from the game perplexed, then angered, then saddened them. Some blamed themselves, reporting they thought they had done something wrong to be put on the sidelines by the other two players. Others scorned their ostracizers. Without exception, all found the experience distasteful. Imagine their feelings if they had been banished from a group they really valued and depended on for physical or emotional support. For us social animals, ‘the social kiss of death’, may be one of the worst punishments of all, and the majority uses this threat as a means of maintaining control.ii


Ostracism is only one of the many weapons the minority uses to maintain itself in the catbird seat. The majority typically controls resources, physical, social and emotional, and uses this control to keep its members in line. It’s not by accident that the majority usually finds itself on the winning side, while the minority gets to wear the jacket with the big target painted on the back, so it’s not surprising that people maneuver to be included in the ruling majority of any group to which they belong. Even though the majority shifts from time to time, from place to place, and from issue to issue, we strive to keep ourselves in it because the majority controls the game, the rewards and punishments, and it can change the rules whenever it likes.


Being in the Majority of the Minority


Striving to attain majority status in the group we belong to is evident even when the group is itself in the minority. Think about a complex business organization, with many factions vying for influence. Top management holds the power and by definition runs the show. Subordinate groups within the organization may have considerable control within their respective divisions, but they may be well removed from the power brokers, the executives who hold overall control. Even so, those who belong to an ‘outside’ division work hard to attain membership in their division’s leadership, to belong to the ‘majority within the minority’. It’s a safe bet that every middle manager has thought about what it would be like to be the boss and enjoy the power and prestige that go with the job – and probably more than once. Members of peripheral divisions strive to attain status in their group so that they can maneuver themselves into the division’s leadership and ultimately control the group’s directions. From there, the move to the top becomes feasible, or at least imaginable.


There’s more to striving to be in the majority of one’s group than merely acquiring power. We work to be in the majority of our groups not just because the majority controls material and psychological resources, but also because who we are is largely defined by those who claim us as their own. Drawing distinctions between who’s in and who’s out, between who’s right and who’s wrong, between privileged or disadvantaged – in short, between us and them – motivates us to be counted among those who do the counting. We seek to belong to the majority of our group, even if our group is in the minority, not just because the majority holds the power, but because the privilege attached to being in the majority position is commonly viewed by others and by ourselves as deserved. We had it coming. This perception contributes to our sense of worth, of who we are, and to others’ assessments of our value as well.


Sometimes the feeling of advantage or privilege that accompanies membership in the majority of one’s group can have terrible repercussions. The expression ‘Rank has its privileges’ was not invented just for royalty. When the CEOs of America’s three major carmakers were called to Washington, DC, to explain why the government should bail out their ailing companies, all used their private corporate jets for the flight from Detroit to the Capitol. Their mode of conveyance did not go unnoticed. It was estimated that the flight cost GM about twenty thousand dollars to fly their CEO to the hearing. The cost of a normal airline coach seat at that time was $238. You can guess what their congressional critics made of these numbers. Obviously, someone in the automakers’ shops should have told these men that their arrival with all the perks of office would not go over well under the circumstances at the time, but apparently no one did. And, of course, the CEOs probably never gave a second thought to the uproar their implicit show of privilege might cause. It’s as if the privileges of rank blinded them and their advisers. They had climbed the ladder, were afforded great benefits as captains of one of America’s major industries, and appeared to believe that they deserved their place at the table’s head with all the rights and privileges attached thereto. They were quickly disabused of those beliefs. On their next visit to DC, all three drove. There is no report of how their cars fared on the trip.


The need to belong, to help us identify ourselves and to present ourselves, to show the world who we are, motivates us to seek membership in our group’s majority, because the majority garners the lion’s share of respect. The downside of this largely positive process is that our attempts to define who we are require us to define who we aren’t. We categorize, classify, and ultimately discriminate not only to incorporate ourselves more securely in the groups that claim our allegiance, and through which we form our own identities, our sense of who we are, but also to distance ourselves from outsiders.


Yet another reason people strive to belong to their group’s majority is that most assume the majority view is correct and, obviously, the majority is supported by most of those who matter. If two heads are better than one, then dozens or hundreds or thousands of heads certainly must be even better. We like to be right, and the majority usually is – or at least is perceived as being right. After most elections, for example, more people say they voted for the winning candidate than possibly could have done so. Why? Not just because we like winners, but because by identifying with winners, we can bask in the reflected glory of the champ. If we’re associated with the winner, we’re winners, too.


An intriguing study conducted on seven large US college campuses – including USC, Ohio State, Michigan and Louisiana State, schools known for their students’ passionate feelings about their football teams as well as for their fine academic programs – makes this point well. At each school, researchers calculated the proportion of students who wore clothing that identified them as belonging to their schools – team jackets, sweatshirts, hats, T-shirts, and so on. The data were collected in the same classrooms on every Monday in the fall. Why Mondays? Because generally, college football games are played on Saturdays, and Monday is the first class day following each school’s games. On some Saturdays, the school’s team won; on others, it didn’t.


Analysis of the data of this study revealed that the proportion of students wearing school regalia on Mondays was much greater when their team had won the previous Saturday. At Ohio State, for example, on average, nearly 70 percent of the students wore Buckeye regalia on the Mondays after a win, but only 30 percent after a tie or a (rare) loss. The proportions were even more skewed at LSU, where 80 percent of the students, on average, were decked out in school apparel after a victory, but only 33 percent after a loss.


The researchers followed this study with interviews, and found that when their school had won, students used we (versus non-we) responses when answering a survey item that posed the following question: ‘In the third game of the season, your team played . . . Can you tell me the outcome of that game?’ When describing a victory, students used we nearly one third of the time – ‘We won’, ‘We killed ’em’, and so on; when their team lost, the proportion dropped to 18 percent: ‘They lost’, ‘The score was . . .’, and similar answers were more common responses. Intuitively, these results ring true. Think about the usually inebriated celebrants who jump in front of TV cameras after their team’s victory – they don’t scream ‘THEY’RE NUMBER ONE!’ They identify themselves with the victors by screaming ‘WE’RE NUMBER ONE!’ even though they had nothing whatsoever to do with the game’s outcome.iii


Being (in the) Right


There’s yet another reason for people’s preference for membership in more powerful groups. If the majority is on one side of an issue, the position it supports is generally accorded the moral high ground – because the majority defines what’s good and what’s not. At the Nuremberg Trials conducted at the end of World War II, the victorious allies prosecuted the defeated Nazis for war crimes. In the first of the trials, twenty-four high-ranking members of the Nazi war machine were brought to the bar of justice. The crimes of which they were accused were horrific, and most of those charged were found guilty. There’s no doubt that these men (they were all men) deserved the worst, and most got it. Who could argue for Martin Bormann or Hermann Göring? But there were critics of this tribunal, and they argued that the crimes the defendants had committed were defined as crimes only after the war was over, the definition having been fashioned by the winning side. Critics saw the trial as a sham, as ‘victors’ justice’, in which the winners had the power to do whatever they wished, and did so. The pretense of legality was just that – a pretense.


Were the critics a bunch of Nazi sympathizers, sore losers who wanted better treatment than the defendants deserved? Obviously not. The Chief Justice of the US Supreme Court, Harlan Stone, called the proceedings a ‘high-grade lynching party’. He expanded his remarks by saying, ‘I don’t mind what he [the Chief US Prosecutor Robert Jackson] does to the Nazis, but I hate to see the pretense that he is running a court and proceeding according to common law. This is a little too sanctimonious a fraud to meet my old-fashioned ideas.’ In a note to President Harry Truman, Robert Jackson himself wrote that the Nuremberg tribunal was prosecuting Nazis for some of the very behaviors the Allies had practiced (and were practicing), including forced labor, internment camps, plunder, aggressive war, attacks on civilians and other unsavory undertakings. Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, a champion of civil liberties and an avowed hater of all the Nazis stood for, found the tribunals guilty of substituting ‘power for principle,’ and that is precisely my point. The winners, the power majority, decide what’s good and what’s evil, and adapt the rules of the game accordingly. Who is to stop them? Certainly not the losers.


The opposite side of the righteousness coin is palmed off onto the minority, whose positions often are judged as misguided, self-serving and vaguely reprehensible – if not downright immoral. The Nuremberg critics were not honored for their principled stand – they were castigated as being ‘soft’ on Nazis and suspected of ulterior motives despite their reputations as among the best and most honorable people the country had produced.


Obviously, the majority has power. It reflects the social consensus, and with consensus come safety and stability. It provides a shorthand version of right and wrong. There’s nothing necessarily wrong with any of this, and in the main, ‘majority rules’ work pretty well, most of the time.


So why bother with minority influence? Because when we must apply social influence, we usually are in the minority on issues that may matter greatly to us, and while it’s obvious that the majority holds most of the cards, it doesn’t hold all the cards. It’s right most of the time, but not all the time. The minority offers a corrective to the majority, an alternate point of view that often points to the better route. As agents of influence, dissidents are almost always in weak, but not impossible positions. These influence agents can prevail. Sometimes the influencer wins by taking over, becoming the majority, the new power player. But even when the weaker group cannot take over, its members often can influence the more powerful to see things its way and ultimately to accede to its wishes. To do so, influencers must adhere strictly to a number of rules that govern success or failure. We’ll consider these rules of influence over the course of this book.


All Dummies Think Alike


There is a danger in striving for majority or leadership status in our groups. The need to be a part of the majority of the groups we care about can lead to ruinously bad outcomes, because it may squelch our motivation to voice divergent viewpoints that could have resulted in more optimal outcomes for us and our identity groups. The inclination to go along with the prevailing wisdom without expressing even strongly held reservations has been studied for many years. The tendency has been labeled groupthink, a common failing brought about by the desire to fit in, to maintain group unanimity, and to create for oneself a more secure place in the group. The potentially disastrous outcome of groupthink was starkly evident in the events leading to the Bay of Pigs fiasco, John F. Kennedy’s failed attempt to ‘liberate’ the Cuban people from the oppressive regime of Fidel Castro.


In deciding how the United States should deal with Castro, the newly elected president and his advisers inherited a CIA plan that pressed strongly for an invasion of Cuba’s Bay of Pigs. The plan’s authors practically guaranteed Kennedy that an invasion would incite a popular revolution against Castro and his regime, resulting in a change of government that was friendlier to the United States. Arthur Schlesinger, a Harvard professor on the edges of Kennedy’s inner circle, warned the president in a memorandum that the invasion would be a disaster, but over the course of extended high-level deliberations among the president’s closest advisers, groupthink took over. The ‘need’ to invade became increasingly evident, at least to those intimately engaged in the discussion, advisers who were largely isolated from outsiders’ dissenting opinions. Isolation was necessary because the Bay of Pigs plans were top secret, but it had severely negative consequences for the quality of the decisions being made.


It was obvious to everyone in Kennedy’s circle, including Schlesinger, that the decision to invade was moving relentlessly towards unanimity. Schlesinger had grave reservations about this apparently unstoppable course of action, and although he had expressed them in a private memorandum to the president, he never went public with his doubts. How did he respond when at the meetings of Kennedy’s brain trust? How did he react to the pressure brought about by the majority’s need for unanimity? In his own words, he ‘shrank into a chair at the far end of the table and listened in silence’.


Schlesinger could have persisted in his opposition to the advice developed in Kennedy’s war council, bringing his doubts to the table, and his action might have encouraged others to voice their disquiet and thus help to avert the debacle that was to come. Even if he had failed to move JFK and his inner circle, he would not have had to carry the burden of guilt over his silence, as he himself admitted:






In the months after the Bay of Pigs, I bitterly reproached myself for having kept so silent during those crucial discussions in the cabinet room . . . I can only explain my failure to do more than raise a few timid questions by reporting that one’s impulse to blow the whistle on this nonsense was simply undone by the circumstances of the discussion.iv








The ‘circumstances of the discussion’ is an exceptionally uninformative explanation of inaction, especially for a person as perceptive as Arthur Schlesinger. The groupthink process evident in Kennedy’s White House during those critical days happened because Schlesinger wanted in. It happened because members of the decision-making group were extremely cohesive and largely isolated from information and interpretations other than their own, which they had developed themselves under highly stressful circumstances. Ultimately, it happened because members of the inner circle valued group unanimity more than they valued being right. Not a flattering picture, but not so uncommon either. Groupthink is a widespread and universal phenomenon that affects group decision making whenever the ‘circumstances of the discussion’ are right. The lack of a minority voice doomed the discussion from the start, and John Kennedy’s charismatic personality didn’t help matters. A somewhat less forceful character, by mere disposition, might have naturally encouraged more doubts to surface.


What has groupthink to do with the dynamics of social influence and our membership in, and identification with, strong and weak groups? Everything. On its own, the majority has little incentive to change the standard operating procedures. Creativity is stifled and the same old bad decisions are repeated, with identically bad outcomes. One of the smartest men the world has known, Albert Einstein, saw this clearly when he is said to have defined insanity as ‘doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.’ Without a vocal minority suggesting an alternative view, the entropy in the system is never diverted. Course changes never occur. Nothing progresses. Those caught in the jaws of groupthink are practically guaranteed that their creative ideas will not be adopted, and their actions ensure that the group they wish to impress with their silence will neither prosper nor value them highly.


After the Bay of Pigs disaster, Kennedy set up arrangements to ensure that all voices, especially dissenting ones, would be heard whenever important decisions were on the table. His reaction was entirely correct. Groupthink, which springs from the strong need to maintain our place in the ruling clique, constricts alternative views, undermines problem solving, fosters self-censorship, and almost always results in poorer decisions. Kennedy was forced to face up to the disastrous outcomes of groupthink, and developed mechanisms to alleviate its dangers.v


Stifling Groupthink


Coming from a Catholic background, it is surprising that JFK needed the Bay of Pigs to alert him to the terrible consequences of groupthink. He had centuries of Church history to draw upon. From 1587 until recently, the Roman Catholic Church, arguably one of world’s most successful organizations, appointed a special skeptic when deciding whether or not to elevate a person to sainthood. Officially, this professional skeptic was known as the Promotor Fidei, the ‘Promoter of the Faith’. Unofficially, he was known as the Advocatus Diaboli, the ‘devil’s advocate’. It was the advocate’s job to punch holes in cases that argued for canonization, to question all evidence that attested to the holiness of the nominee for sainthood. Whenever possible, the devil’s advocate cross-examined available witnesses, scrutinized testimony of the contender’s saintliness, and advanced all reasonable arguments against canonization. The Church instituted this role as insurance against groupthink – though they did not call it that in 1587. The devil’s advocate’s job was to force consideration of all points of view, thereby enhancing the quality of these important decisions. Not everyone, after all, should be sainted.


In 1983, Pope John Paul II discontinued the devil’s advocate role, and in his remaining years he canonized five times more men and women than had been sainted in the previous eighty years. In fact, over the course of his twenty-seven-year papacy, John Paul II sainted more people than the combined number of saints canonized over the previous five hundred years! Interestingly, John Paul II was himself beatified less than five years after his death. This first step to sainthood was the fastest in modern Church history. It occurred in the absence of a devil’s advocate.


You can draw your own conclusions, but it’s arguable that over the centuries, devil’s advocates fulfilled their roles by applying brakes to irrationally exuberant evaluations of saintliness, brakes that were no longer available after John Paul II eliminated the office. Although most businesses are concerned with more worldly issues than the Catholic Church is, they might do well to consider this example. Clearly, a devil’s advocate in the ranks might pay great dividends for a company. Of course, reckless devil’s advocacy can put a stop to good ideas as well, but this is not what I am promoting. Devil’s advocates should shoot holes in arguments or propositions only if they also can come up with better ideas. It is incumbent on the devil’s advocate to use the role responsibly. When it is done right, devil’s advocacy mitigates the dangers of groupthink, resulting in materially better decisions. Rather than harass and fire the whistle-blower or skeptic, corporate advocates of this type might prove an important benefit to the corporation. This is not to argue that the critics will be well liked, but they could be well worth the aggravation they might cause.vi


Obviously, the majority sometimes gets it terribly wrong. Yet, the opposing position often is weak and ineffective. It’s difficult to count the number of times many of us have been asked to vote for futile political incumbents or their opponents, who we fear will be equally inadequate. How can the weak, the dissidents, the outsiders, in short, the minority, succeed? How can it generate support for its position? And, more important, when we find ourselves in a similar position – when all our colleagues or friends want to go in a direction we believe will prove disastrous – how do we resist the temptation to shrink into the chair at the far end of the table and instead rise up, make ourselves heard, and insist the larger group get it right? How do we succeed when the odds are stacked against us? Can it be done?


Obviously.


Some Minorities That Beat the Odds


Although no one questions the power of the majority, it’s a mistake to assume that it always wins. Minorities often fail to carry the day, but they succeed far more frequently than most of us realize. The conflict minorities create often rouses the majority to resistance, but it also can provoke new ways of thinking that can boost creativity and innovation, and sometimes it promotes real advances. Positive minority-based changes are not all that rare, so it is important to recognize the productive features of minorities and to understand why some succeed where most fail. They can and do stir the pot, and when they do, good things sometimes happen. Some social scientists insist that minority groups are responsible for all major social innovations.


This is not to suggest that majority resistance to minority innovations is not to be expected at all turns. Why would it be otherwise? Why would the majority stand still while the minority changes the status quo? Why would the white US majority in the 1950s, for example, willingly afford equal rights to African Americans, women, or gay people? To do so does not appear to be in their immediate self-interest. They’re in the driver’s seat. They run the show, and change could end this cozy state of affairs. Majorities almost always can be expected to resist minority appeals, and their resistance succeeds most of the time. Make no mistake, the minority’s job is far from easy. Entrenched interests oppose the minority influence agent from the start and can be expected to persist until one or the other faction prevails. Those who swim against the current incite conflict, and they usually lose.


But when they win, they can win big.


Polio


Consider the early career of Dr Jonas Salk, the father of the first widely used polio vaccine, and acknowledged by many as a genuine hero of medical science. Most of us can’t remember the bad old days when polio haunted the country, but the threat this dreaded disease posed was terrifying. In 1946, for example, there were twenty-five thousand new polio cases in the United States alone. By 1953, new cases numbered fifty-eight thousand, and the country was in a state of mild panic.vii In 1948, Salk began working on a vaccine that he hoped would put an end to this scourge. Consistent with his earlier research on other viruses, Salk attempted to develop a so-called killed-virus vaccine, which he believed held the promise of putting an end to the epidemic.


Most people today consider Salk a genius, but what you might not know is that many established scientists of his time viewed him as an outsider, a lightweight technician who did not fit in the more rarefied world of orthodox virus researchers, most of whom believed that only a ‘live virus’ vaccine would work. This was not a trivial academic quibble – thousands of lives hung in the balance. The establishment scientists largely controlled the agencies that provided the lion’s share of research funding, and though Salk found it difficult to secure the necessary money to advance his research, he steadfastly refused to quit and continued to plug away at his cure. The battle in the scientific community was intense, but the smart money was not being bet on Jonas Salk.


Scientific arguments aside, the numbers kept getting worse. Fostered by extreme necessity and prodded by Salk’s persistence, the dam broke in 1954. In desperation, the March of Dimes and the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis, a private philanthropic group founded by President Franklin Roosevelt in 1938, paid the costs of vaccinating nearly 2 million US schoolchildren with Salk’s vaccine. The action was taken despite the bitter and resolute opposition of the powerful American Medical Association (AMA), which argued that proper scientific safeguards had been ignored in the rush to bring the vaccine to the field.


The AMA was correct. One batch of the vaccine produced by a sloppy laboratory killed eleven children, and the vaccine was not effective 100 percent of the time. But on the other side of the ledger, the program had to be judged an enormous success. The results were quick and startling and beyond everyone’s expectations except, perhaps, Salk’s. By 1961, polio cases in the United States had dropped below one thousand for the first time in years. Except for the one horribly unfortunate batch, none of the millions of children inoculated died from the vaccine. Seemingly overnight, Salk became a national hero, receiving the kudos of a grateful and relieved nation.


It is critical that we not gloss over the backstory of this hero’s tale. Like all successful minorities, Salk exhibited dogged tenacity. His overnight hero status was twenty years in the making. That he did not falter is certainly a tribute to his character, but it also is an invaluable lesson to any influencer who hopes to succeed.


The general plot of Salk’s story, of how an outsider changed the face of the world as we know it, is rare but not singular. From the very first days of his work on the polio vaccine, Salk was an outsider, clearly not a member of the medical establishment. His ideas were considered insubstantial, and he was judged as lacking the intellectual depth necessary to address the incredibly difficult medical problem he sought to solve. But as history has shown, outsiders who persist can influence the majority, they can prevail against incredible odds. Outsiders like Salk not only can provoke uncomfortable moments in the life of the majority, but if they are to succeed, they must do so.


You can imagine mainstream live-virus researchers’ reactions when they learned that Salk had acquired the means of inoculating millions of schoolchildren. In addition to believing that he was dead wrong, and that his vaccine might kill many children, or that it simply would not work, in small recesses in the corners of their minds they also had to wonder whether his success, unlikely as it appeared, would have negative repercussions for their own professional careers. For all these reasons, worthy and unworthy, the majority of virology researchers fought Salk tooth and nail. In this case, the majority did not derail the train, and the rest is history. Polio is now relegated to the fringes of Western society. The last indigenous case of ‘wild’ polio in the United States was diagnosed in 1979. Like most successful minorities, Salk showed that persistence paid. Without it, he never would have had the opportunity to test and validate his ideas.
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