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    Why two heads are no better than one, how never to regret a decision again, protect yourself against hidden persuaders, and tell when someone is lying to you.




    

       

    




    When people have an important decision to make in the workplace, they often arrange to discuss the issues with a group of well-informed and level-headed colleagues. On the face of it, it seems a reasonable plan. After all, when making up your mind, it is easy to imagine how consulting people with a variety of backgrounds, experience and expertise could help provide a more considered and balanced perspective. But are several heads really better than one? Psychologists have conducted hundreds of experiments into this issue, and their findings have surprised even the most ardent supporters of group consultations.




    Perhaps the best-known strand of this work was initiated in the early 1960s by MIT graduate James Stoner, who examined the important issue of risk taking.1 It will come as no great surprise to discover that research shows some people like to live life on the edge, while others are more risk averse. However, Stoner wondered whether people tended to make more (or less) risky decisions when part of a group and, to find out, he devised a simple but brilliant experiment.




    In the first part of his study, Stoner asked people to play the role of a life coach. They were presented with various scenarios in which someone faced a dilemma, and asked to choose which of several options offered the best way forward. Stoner had carefully constructed the options to ensure that each represented a different level of risk. For example, one scenario was about a writer named Helen, who earned her living writing cheap thrillers. Helen had recently had an idea for a novel, but to pursue the idea she would have to put her cheap thrillers on the back burner, and face a drop in income. On the positive side, the novel might be her big break and she could earn a large amount of money. On the down side, the novel might be a complete flop and she would have wasted a great deal of time and effort. Participants were asked to think about Helen’s dilemma, and then indicate how certain she should be that the novel was going to be a success before she gave up her regular income from the cheap thrillers.




    If a participant was very conservative, they might indicate that Helen needed to be almost 100 per cent certain. If the participant felt much more positively towards risk, they might indicate that even a 10 per cent likelihood of success was acceptable.




    Stoner then placed participants into small groups of about five people. The groups were told to discuss the scenarios and reach a consensus. His results clearly showed that the decisions made by groups tended to be far riskier than those made by individuals. Time and again, the groups would advise Helen to drop everything and start work on the novel, while individuals would urge her to stick with the thriller writing. Hundreds of further studies have shown that this effect is not so much about making riskier decisions per se, but polarization. In Stoner’s classic studies, various factors caused the group to make riskier decisions, but in other experiments groups have become more conservative than individuals. In short, being in a group exaggerates people’s opinions, causing them to make a more extreme decision than they would on their own. Depending on the initial inclinations of the individuals in the group, the final decision can be extremely risky, or extremely conservative.




    This curious phenomenon has emerged in many different situations, often with worrying consequences. Gather together a group of racially prejudiced people, and they make even more extreme decisions about racially charged issues.2 Arrange a meeting of business people who are open to investing in failing projects, and they become even more likely to throw good money after bad.3 Have aggressive teenagers hang out together, and the gang are far more likely to act violently. Allow those with strong religious or political ideologies to spend time in one another’s company, and they form more extreme and often violent viewpoints. The effect even emerges on the internet, with individuals participating in discussion lists and chat rooms voicing more extreme opinions and attitudes than they would normally.




    What causes this strange, but highly consistent, phenomenon? Teaming up with people who share your attitudes and opinions reinforces your existing beliefs in several ways. You hear new arguments, and find yourself openly expressing a position that you may have only vaguely considered before. You may have been secretly harbouring thoughts because you believed them to be unusual, extreme or socially unacceptable. However, surrounded by other like-minded people, these secret thoughts often find a way of bubbling to the surface, which in turn encourages others to share their extreme feelings with you.




    Polarization is not the only phenomenon of ‘groupthink’ that can influence the hearts and minds of individuals when they get together.4 Other studies have shown that, compared to individuals, groups tend to be more dogmatic, better able to justify irrational actions, more likely to see their actions as highly moral and have a tendency to form stereotypical views of outsiders. In addition, when strong-willed people lead group discussions, they can pressurize others into conforming, encourage self-censorship and create an illusion of unanimity.




    Two heads are not necessarily better than one. Over fifty years of research suggests that irrational thinking occurs when people try to reach decisions in groups, and this can lead to a polarization of opinions and a highly biased assessment of a situation.




    If groups are not the answer, what is the best way of making up your mind? According to the research, it is a question of avoiding the various errors and pitfalls that often cloud our thinking. The difficulty is that many of the techniques that underlie rational decision making involve a thorough understanding of probability and logic. However, some of these can be learnt in just a few moments. Take, for example, how to guard against the most common tricks used by sales people, how to decide whether someone is lying, and how to ensure that you never, ever regret a decision again.
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