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produced it does not have the right brand name. Perhaps the clas-
sic example of this is Gregor Mendel, who found his work on
heredity ignored, at least in part, because he was an unknown
monk and who, as a result, simply stopped publishing his results.
The point is not that reputation should be irrelevant. A
proven record of achievement does—and should—confer credibil-
ity on a person’s ideas. The point instead is that reputation should
not become the basis of a scientific hierarchy. The genius of the
scientific ethos, at least in theory, is its resolute commitment to
meritocracy. As Merton wrote in a famous essay on scientific

norms, “The acceptance or rejection of claims entering the lists of -

science is not to depend on the personal or social atiributes of the
protagonist; his race, nationality, religion, class, and personal qual-
ities are irrelevant.” Ideas are meant to triumph not because of who
is (or who is not) advocating them but because of their inherent
' value, because they seem to explain the data better than any of the
others. This is perhaps just an illusion. But it's a valuable one.
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penetrate into the thermal-protection tiles that covered the shut-
tle’s wings.
The DAT had reached no conclusions, but they made it clear
to McCormack that there was reason to be concemed. McCor-
mack did not transmit that sense of concern to the MMT during
its teleconference. The foam strike was not mentioned until two-
thirds of the way through the meeting, and was brought up only af-
ter discussions of, among other things, a jammed camera, the
scientific experiments on the shuttle, and a leaky water separator.
Then Linda Ham, who was the MMT leader, asked McCormack
for an update. He simply said that people were investigating the
possible damage and what could potentially be done to fix it, and
added that when the Columbia had been hit by a similar strike dur-
ing mission STS-87, five years earlier, it had suffered “fairly signif-
icant damage.” This is how Ham answered: “And I really don't
think there is much we can do sa it's not really a factor during the
flight because there is not much we can do about it.”

Ham. in other words, had already decided that the foam
strike was inconsequential. More important, she decided for every-
one else in the meeting that it was inconsequential, too. This was
the first time the MMT had heard any details about the foam
strike. It would have been logical for McCormack to outline the
possible consequences and talk about what the evidence from past
shuttles that had been struck with debris showed. But instead the
meeting moved on.

Hindsight is, of course, twenty-twenty, and just as with the
critiques of the U.S. intelligence community after September 11,
it's perhaps too easy to fault the MMT at NASA for its failure to
see what -would happen to the Columbia when it reentered the -

Farth's atmosphere on February 1. Even those who have been ex: -
ceptionally critical of NASA have suggested that focusing on this

gne team is a mistake because it obscures the deep institutional

and cvltural problems that pla

gue the agency (which happen E.._.vw _
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many of the same prablems that plagued the agency in 1986, whe

the m.uwa:msmmw exploded). But while NASA clearly is an o_uh.m“nﬁ FH
son In organizational dysfunction, that doesn't fully explain just
why the MMT handled the Columbia crisis so badly. Siftin

through the evidence collected by the Columbia >nnamsn. H:Swmﬁm
gation Board (CAIB)| there is no way to evade the conclusion EMH
the team had an oppprtunity to make different choices that could
have dramatically improved the chances of the crew surviving, The
nmmn.ﬂ members were jurged on many different occasions to collect
the information they needed to make a reasanable estimate of the
shuttle’s safety. They| were advised that the foam might, in fact

have inflicted enough damage to cause :_uzw:-ﬁrhonmr:]rmmm
burning through the |protective tiles and into the shurtle’s fuse-
lage—when the shuttle reentered the Earth’s atmosphere. The
team’s leaders themselves raised the possibility that the mmvawm
damage might have _wmmz severe. And yet the MMT as a whole

never came close to making the righ isi
ght decision on what to d
the Columbia. b

IN FAGT, THE PERFORMANCE of the MMT is an object lesson in
how .:cn to run a small group, and a powerful demonstration of the
way in which, instead| of making people wiser, being in a group can
actually make them dumber. This is important for two ﬂmmwoum

m”#mr small groups are ubiquitous in American life, and their mmnm..
sions E.w consequentjal. Juries decide whether or not people will
8o to prison. Boards pf directors shape, at least in theory, corpo-
B:w. strategy. And more and more of our work lives are mvmnn#u on
teams or, at the very least, in meetings. Whether small groups can

doa moom job of solving complex problems is hardly an academic
question.

Second, small groups are different in important ways from

-grou i
%r ps such as markets or betting pools or television audiences,
- those groups are as much statistical realities as experiential ones
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Bettors do get feedback from each other in the form of the point

spread, and investors get feedback from each other in the stock

market, but the nature of the relationship between people in a

small group is qualitatively different. Investors do not think of
themselves as members of the market. People on the MMT
thought of themselves as members of that team. And the collective
wisdom that something like the Jowa Elecironic Markets produces
is, at least when it's working well, the result of many different in-
dependent jadgments, rather than something that the group as &
whole has consciously come up with. Ina small group, by contrast,
the mSEMIQm: if it is an ad hoc group formed for the sake of a
single project or experiment—has an identity of its own. And the
influence of the people in the group on each other’s judgment is in-
escapable. .

What we'll see is that this has two consequences. On the one
hand, it-means staall groups can make very bad decisions, because
influence is more direct and jmmediate and small-group judgments
tend to be more volatile and exireme. On the other hand, it also
means that small groups have the opportunity to be more than just
the sum of their parts. A suecessful face-to-face group is more than
just collectively intelligent. It makes everyone work harder, think
smarter, and reach better conclusions than they would have on
their own. In his 1985 book about Olympic rowing, The Amateurs,

David Halberstam writes: “When most oarsmen talked about their :

perfect moments in a boat, they referred not so much to winning a
Lace but to the feel of the boat, all eight oars in the water together,

the synchronization almost perfect. In moments like that, the boat-

seemed to lift right out of the water. Qarsmen called that the mo-

ment of swing.” When a boat has swing, its motion seems almost

effortless. Although there are eight oarsmen in the boat, it's a

it there’s only one person—with Hu.mammnn. timing and perfect
strength—rowing. So you might say that a small group which works.

well has intellectual swing.
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m,._&:m. though, is hard to come by. In fact, few organizations
have .mmzumm out how to|make groups work consistently well. Far all
the lip service paid, particularly in corparate America, to _.”rm im-
portance of teams and the need to make meetings Eop.m,?oﬁ_:nﬂ
#.m still unusual for a small group to be more than just the msaﬁm
its parts. Much of the time, far from adding value to their Em_.m-
bers, groups seem to m_Tuﬁmnn it. Too often, it’s easy to agree with
Ralph Cordiner, the jdﬂmﬂ. chairman of General Electric, who
once said, “If you can JmEm for me one great discovery or mm.&ﬁoﬂ
that was made by a committee, I will find you the one man in that
committee who had the lonely insight—while he was shaving or on

rc . .
is way to work, or maybe while the rest of the committee was

_ chattering away—the lonely insight that solved the problem and

@mmrﬁrm basis for the mHnEo:.._ On this account, groups are noth-
Mwmvmﬂmw_wwwmwmwmomwn ering the way of people whose time would
The performance jof the MMT helps explain why. First, the
team started not with ap open mind but from the mmmcﬂwmos“ﬁrmn
the question of whethey a foam strike could seriously damage the
shuttle had already been answered. This was, to be fair, Mﬁ.&
matter of bad luck, since one of the team’s technical mmﬁmwﬁ ,\Mmmm.
convinced from the _umﬂﬁu.bm that foam simply could do no seri-
ous damage, and kept saying so to anyone who would listen. But
m.»@..m was plenty of evidence to suggest otherwise. Rather Hme be-
gin with the evidence jand work toward a conclusion, the team

members worked in the|opposite direction. More egregiously, their
skepticism about the momm:&m@ that something might HmMﬂ: be
- wrong made them &mjmm the need to gather more .Emcaﬂmmouu\ es-
pecially in the form of pictures, leading to the DAT's Hm@zmwnm for
9.._-9&: images being rgjected. Even when MMT members dealt
..‘s.:r the possibility that there might be a real problem with Co-
: lumbia, their conviction| that nothing was wrong limited &mnnmﬂ%d

and i i
and made them discount evidence to the contrary, In that sense
; ¥




176 JAMES SURQWILECKI!

Bettors do get feedback from each other in the form of the point
spread, and investors get feedback from each other in the stock
market, but the nature of the relationship between people in a
small group s qualitatively different. Investors do noi think of
themselves as members of the market. People on the MMT
thought of themselves as members of that team. And the collective
wisdom that something like the lowa Electronic Markets produces
is, at least when it's working well, the result of many different in-
dependent judgments, rather than something that the group as a
whole has consciously come up with. In a small group, by contrast,
the group——even if it is an ad hoe group formed for the sake of a
single project or experiment—has an identicy of its own. And the

influence of the people in the group on each other's judgment is in-
escapable.

What we'll see is that this has two consequences. On the one
hand, it means small groups can make very bad decisions, because
influence is more direct and immediate and small-group judgments
tend to be more volatile and extreme. On the other hand, it also
means that small groups have the opportunity to be more than just
the sum of their parts. A successful face-to-face group is more than

just collectively intelligent. It makes everyone work harder, think
smarter, and reach better conclusions than they would have on.

their own. In his 1985 book about Olympic rowing, The Amateurs,
David Halberstam writes: “When most oarsmen talked about their
pertect moments in a boat, they referred not so much to winning 2
race but to the feel of the boat, all eight oars in the water together,
the synchronization almost perfect. In moments like that, the boat
seemed to Jift right out of the water. Qarsmen called that the mo:

ment of swing.” When a boat has swing, its motion seems almost .

effortiess. Although there are eight oarsmen in the boat, it's

if there’s only one person—with perfect timing and perfect *
strength—rowing. So you might say that a small group which works

well has intellectual swing.

‘and made them discount evidence to the contrary. In that sense
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Swing, though, is hard to come by. In fact, few organizations
have figured out how to make groups work consistently well. For all
the lip service paid, particularly in oo%mﬂmnm America, to the im-
portance of teams and the need to make meetings more productive

-it’s still unusual for a small group to be more than just the sum oW
.its parts. Much of the time, far from adding value to their mem-
bers, groups seem to subtract it. Too often, it's easy to agree with
Ralph Cordiner, the fgrmer chairman of General Electrie, who
once said, “If you can name for me one great discovery or mn“u&c:
that was made by a committee, I will find you the one man in that
Q.UBH.E.Qmm who had the|lonely insight—while he was shaving or on
his way to work, or mdybe while the rest of the committee was
chattering away—the lgnely insight that solved the problem and
was the basis for the decision.” On this account, groups are noth-
ing but obstacles, cluttering the way of people whose time would
be better spent alone.

The performance wm the MMT helps explain why. First, the
team started not with an open mind but from the mmmcq%_u.os, that
the question of whether a foam strike could seriously damage the
shuttle had already been answered. This was, to be fair, partly a
matter of bad Iuck, sinde one of the team’s technical advisers was

_ nod&smmm from the beginning that foam simply could do no seri-
© ous dainage, and kept saying so to anyone who would listen. But

m._m_.m was plenty of evidence to suggest otherwise. Rather than be-
mi with the evidence land work toward a conclusion, the team
members worked in the|opposite direction. More egregiously, their
skepticism about the mommm&:a\ that something might wmm,:% be
wrong made them dismiss the need to gather more information, es-
“pecially in the form of pictures, leading to the DAT's Hw@cmmﬁm for
.on-orbit images being rejected. Even when MMT members deakt

| ~with the possibility that there might be a real problem with Co-

humbia, their conviction that nothing was wrong limited discussion
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ccumbed to what psychologists call “confirmation

the team su
sion makers to unconsciously seek those

bias,” which causes deci
bits of information that confirm their underlying inguitions.

These problems were also exacerbated by the team's belief
than it did. For instance, when the shuttle man-
agers turned down the request for pictures, oné of the justifications
they offered was that the resolution of the images would not be
good enough to detect the small area where the foam struck. In
fact, as the CAIB noted, none of the managers had the necessary
ow good the resolution of the photos
e Department of Defense—

that it knew more

security clearances to know h
would be, nor did any of them ask th
which would have taken the pictures—about picture quiality. In
ere “making critical decisions about imagery ca-

other words, they W
1o knowledge,” and doing so with an air

pabilities based on little o

of complete assurance.
Social scientists who study juries often differentiate between

usies take. Evidence-based juries usually don't
even take a vote until after they've spent some time talking over the
case, sifting through the evidence, and explicitly contemplating al-
explanations. Verdict-based juries, by contrast, €€ their
ing a decision as quickly and decisively as possible.
re any discussion, and the debate after that
tends to concentrate on getting those who don't agree to agree. The
MMT’s approach was practically, though not intentionally, verdict-

based. You can see this especially clearly in the way Linda Ham

asked questions. On January 22, for instance, the day after the

meeting where the foam was first mentioned, Ham e-mailed two
members of the team about whether the foam strike might, in fact,
pose a threat to the shuttle’s safety. “Can we say that for any ET
nk] foam lost,” she wrote, “no ‘safety of flight’ damage
iter because of the density?” The answerthat
the question. It was a way of deflecting

two approaches

ternative
mission as reach
They take a vote befo

[external ta
can oceur to the Orb
Ham wanted was built into
genuine inquiry even while see

ming to pursue it. As it happens,
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MMM .Hu__.” Mwm mme_umHm of the team did nat give Ham the answer she
v oaking for. Lambert Austin answered her question by writi

NO," in capital letters, and then went on to meH.B.: ﬂrﬂﬁ wr.‘.SE:m_

; : ere wi
Ww M&w at that .@oEH to| "PRECLUDE” the possibility that the mom_H

ight have seriously damaged the tiles. Yet Austin’s cautio
garnered little attention. et
- mwﬂmwmws for the .ﬁmm_dw lack of follow-through may have
m:.n.:“ assumption that if something was wrong, ther
Mmm _.wo @oM_EgrQ of fixing it. At that January 21 meeting <mo.z.= HMw
ember, Ham said, “And I really don't think i , -
do so it’s not really a factor mswmbm the mmmwnnwwwnw_wmm.“: MMW.HM Mm“
Hmwr.ém can do m_uom.ﬁ :..: Two days later, Calvin Schomburg, the
. nical expert who insisted throughout that the foam could
seriously damage the tiles, met with Rodney Rocha, a NASA :o.ﬁ
neer s&o had become|the unofficial representative _om the UEM.BW-
.zdm. point, the DAT was increasingly concerned that the da age
inflicted by the foam|could potentially lead to burn-throu Mﬁmm
reentry, and Rocha and Schomburg argued over the :mmmm o.>:
the end of the discussion, Schomburg said that if the am»w h MM ﬁ
severely damaged, “Nothing could be done.” e
.Hrm idea that nothing could have heen done if the dam

the tiles had been undovered in time was wrong. In fact, a ot
the CAIB investigation, NASA engineers came &u with vnéw Mmm "
ent strategies that might have brought the Columbia crew Hv mM

to wm:r safely (though the shuttle itself was doomed fr mm
Mﬁdmsn the foam striick). There was no reason for the 7%%;».% ﬁM
< _mﬂ“qr(wwﬂ Hw.umm mﬁm..nwmu.mm were, of course. But here again, the
mmommonlﬂmr .m M decision before locking at the evidence. And that
decision— MH_M_M Hw%mra\ .mEoE;mn_ to saying, “If there is a prob-
nmm:“._.m ¢ won rm a mm S. find a solution"—undoubtedly shaped the
o me Omw ; wﬁo mJ:.:.pm out whether there was a problem at all.
Z>m>, report includes personal notes from an unnamed
source that say|that when Ham canceled the DAT's request
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for pictures of the Columbia’s wing, "[she} said it was no longer be-
ing pursued since even if we saw something, we couldn’ do any-
thing about it.” This was not exactly the ethos that brought Apollo
13 safely back to Earth. .
One of the real dangers that small groups face is emphasizing
consensus over dissent. The extreme version of this, as we've al-
ready seen, is the kind of groupthink that Irving Janis described in
his account of the planning of the Bay of Pigs, where the members
of the group become so identified with the group that the possibil-
ity of dissent seems practically unthinkable. But in a mare subtle
way small mno.ﬂmm can exacerbate our tendency to prefer the illusion
of certainty to the reality of doubt. On January 24, the DAT engi-
neers met again with Don McCormack, who had become their un-
official liaison to the MMT, to present the findings of their
foam-strike study. The briefing room where the presentation took
place was so crowded that engineers ended up out in the hallway,
which said a lot about how worried people were. In any case, the
DAT offered five different scenarios of what might have happened.
The team’s conclusion was that it was likely that the shuttle was
safe. But they qualified their conclusion by saying that their analy- -
sis was profoundly \imited by their tools and their lack of good in-
formation. Because the MMT had refused to authorize on-orbit -
images, the engineers Jid not know where exactly the foam had..
struck. And the Crater algorithm they were using had been des
signed to measure the impact of w.ﬂmnmm.o_m debris hundreds of times:
smaller than the one that hic Columbia, so there was no way t0 be
sure that its results were accurate. The engineers stressed, in .u_w.x.q.\w“...H
words, how uncertain their analysis was. Buf NASA Em:mmmg_ﬁmmf ,
focused instead on their conclusion. : i
An hour after the briefing, the MMT met, and Z_ﬁOoE.P,“#_@uw,H
summarized what the DAT had said. “They do show obviously |
there’s potential for significant damage here, but thermal analysis
does not indicate that there is potential for a burn-through,” he |
said. “Obviously there is a lot of uncertainty in all this in nmﬂim.om
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the size of the debris and where it hit and the angle of incidence
and it's difficult.” This was a relatively obscure way of explainin

nvmn the engineers’ analysis was built on a lot of untested assum m
tions, but it was at least|an attempt at caution. Ham responded W

again asking a m:mmao_,r?mﬁ answered itself: “No v:g-ﬁrwozmr<
means no catastrophic damage and the localized heating dama m
would mean a tile replagement?” McCormack said, “We do not mm

any kind of safety of fljght issue here yet in mnwmrmbm that Em.qm
_mowmm at.” Ham came pack with another nothing-is-wrong ques-
Eoﬁﬁ “No safety of flight and no issue for this mission EDHEDM that.
we're going to do different, there may be a turnaround?” Then, af-
ter a short interchange between Ham and McCormack and Om.gs
Schomburg, one of the gther team members on the conference call
said that they hadn't been able to hear what McCormack had said

Ham summarized neatly: “He was just reiterating with Calvin nrmw
?.w doesn't believe that |there is any burn-through so no safety of
?m._bﬁ kind of issue, it's more of a turnaround issue similar to what
we've had on other flishts. That’s it? Alright, any questions on
that?” For all intents and purposes, when that meeting ended, th

Columbia’s fate had begn sealed. B endes, e

) - 3] ’
What's most wﬂ__aﬁm about that January 24 meeting is the ut-

o ter absence of dehate and minori ini
- ty opinions. As th
when McCormack s J DATs o i choded

none of i ) . .
‘mane Om.nm supporting analysis nor any discussion of whether there
was a division of opini

arized the DAT’s findings, he included

on the team about its conclusions. More

.‘.._.‘m‘nnﬁbmws not one memper of the MMT asked a question. Not one
‘ .EmE_uE expressed any

interest in seeing the DAT study. O
would have thought thdt when McCormack mentioned the uncer-

ainties in the analysis,|someone would have asked him to explain

.m 3 i -
and perhaps even quantify those uncertainties. But no one did. In

.‘Wm_.r that may have begn because Ham was so obviously anxious
for the problem to be fesolved, and so convinced that there was

nothi
; ything to talk about. Her attempts to briskly summarize McCor-

mack’ i y
ks conclusions—"No burn-through, means no catastrophie
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damage"——effectively shut off discussion. And anyone who's ever
been in a business meeting knows that “Alright, any questions on
that?” really means “There are no questions on that, right?"”
The MMT failed to make the right decision in part because
of problems that are specific to the culture of NASA., Although
we think of NASA as a fundamentally meritocratic, bottom-up
culture, it is in fact deeply hierarchical. This meant that even
though the DAT engineers had serious qualms from the beginning
ahout the foam strike, their concerns—and, in particular, their in-
sistence that they needed images of the Orbiter's wing before they
could make a truly informed analysis—never received a serious
hearing from the MMT. At the same time, the MMT violated
nearly every rule of good group decision making. To begin with, the
team’s discussions were simultaneously €00 structured and not
structured enough. They were (oo structured because most of the
discussions—not just about the debris strike, but about every-
thing—consisted of Ham asking a question and someone else an-
swering it. They were not structured enough because no effort was
made to ask other team members to comment on particular ques-
tions. This is almast always a mistake, because it means that deci-
sions are made based on a very limited supply of analysis and
information. One of the consistent findings from decades of small-
group research is that group deliberations are more successful
when they have a clear agenda and when leaders take an active role
in making sure that everyone gets a chance to speak.
The team also, as I've mentioned, started with its conclusion.
As a result, every new piece of information that came in was rein-
terpreted to: fir that conclusion. This is a recurring problem with
small groups that have a hard time incorporating new information.
Social psychologist Garold Stasser, for instance, ran an experiment
in which a group of eight people was asked to rate the performance
of thirty-two psychology students. Fach member of the group was
given two relevant pieces of information about the students (say,

their grades and their test scores), while two members of the group

’ .
makes a group’s decisjons more nuanced and its decision-making
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A.amam given two exira pieces of information (say, their performance
in class, etc.), and one member of the group received another two.
Although the group as 2 whole therefore had six pieces of useful in-
formation, their ratings were based almost entirely on the two
pieces of information that they all shared. The new information
was discounted as either unimportant or unreliable, Stasser has
also shown that in unstructured, free-flowing discussions, the in-
formation that tends to be talked about the most is, wmwmmoﬁnmzw
the information that eyeryone already knows. More curiously, EH
formation can be presented and listened to and still make litele dif-
ference, because its cpntents are misinterpreted. New messages
are often modified so Jﬂmﬁ they fit old messages, which is especially
dangerous since unusihial messages often add the most value. (If

- people are just saying what you expect them to say, they're hardly

Eﬁ.&% ta change your thinking.) Or they.are modified to suit a pre-
existing picture of the situation.

What was missing most from the MMT, of course, was diver-

- sity, by which I mean not sociological diversity but rather cognitive

diversity. James Oberg, a former Mission Control operator and now
Zwﬂ News correspondent, has made the counterintuitive point
that the NASA teams that presided over the Apollo missions were
actually more diverse ?ms the MMT. This seems hard to believe
since every engineer af Mission Control in the late 1960s had nrm
same crew cut and wore the same short-sleeved white shirt, But as
.O_ump.m points out, most of those men had worked outside of NASA
in many different E&{mamm before coming to the agency. NASA
employees today are far more likely to have come to the agency di-
rectly out of praduate|school, which means they are also far less
likely to have &a.mw.mma_; opinions. That marters because, in small

.. groups, diversity of opinion is the single best guarantee that the

group will reap benefits from face-to-face discussion. Berkeley po-
litical scientist Charlan Nemeth has shown in a host of studies of
mock juries that the presence of a minority viewpoint, all by itself
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process more rigorous. This is true even when the minority view-
point furns out to be ill conceived. The confrontation with a dis-
senting view, logically enough, forces the majority to interrogate its
own positions more seriously. This doesn’t mean that the ideal jury
will follow the plot of Tivelve Angry Men, where a single holdout
convinces eleven men who are ready to convict that theyre all
wrong. But it does mean that having even a single different opinion
can make a group wiser. One suspects that, had there been a sin-
gle devil's advocate pushing the idea that the foam strike might
have seriously damaged the wing, the MMT's conclusion would
have been very different.

Without the devils advocate, though, it's likely that the
group’s meetings actually made its judgment about the possible
problem worse. That's because of a phenomenon called “group po-
larization.” Usually, when we think of deliberation, we imagine that
it's a kind of recipe for rationality and moderation, and assume that
the more people talk about an issue, the less likely they will be to
adopt extreme positions. But evidence from juries and three
decades of experimental studies suggests that much of the time,
the opposite is true.

Group polarization is still 2 phenomenon that is not well un-
derstood, and there are clearly cases where it has little or no effect.
But since the 1960s, sociologists have documented how, under cer-
tain circumnstances, deliberation does not moderate but rather rad-
icalizes people’s point of view. The first studies of the phenomenon
ried to elicit people’s attitudes toward risk, by asking them what
they would do in specific situations. For instance, they were asked,
“If a man with a severe heart illness is told that he must either
change his way of life completely or have an operation that will ei-
ther cure him or kill him, what should he do?” Or, “If an electrical

engineer who has a safe job at a small salary is given the chance to
take a new job that pays much better but is also less secure, should .
he mave? Individuals answered these questions privately at first,

. becomes real.
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then gathered into grotips to reach collective decisions. At first. re-
searchers thought that|group discussions made people more _Lﬁm:\
to advocate risky positions, and they termed this the “risky shift.”
But as time went on, it became clear that the shift could be in mw-
ther direction. If a group was made up of people who were gener-
ally risk averse, discyssion would make the group even more
cautious, while groups|of risk takers found themselves advocating
i.mﬁmw positions. Othex studies showed that people who had a pes-
simistic view of the future became even more pessimistic after de-
liberations. Similarly, pivil juries that are inclined to give large
awards to plaintiffs generally give even larger awards after talking it
over. .

,HSE.m recently, GH_H?Q&Q of Chicago law professor Cass Sun-
stein has devoted a great deal of attention to polarization, and in his
book Why Societies Negd Dissent, he shows both that ﬁrw phenom-
enan is more nvﬂﬂ:o_sm than was once thought and that it can

have major consequen

ces. As a general rule, discussions tend to
move both the group|as a whole and the individuals within it
toward more extreme positions than the ones they entered the dis-
cussion with.

Why does polarization occur? One reason is because of peo-
ple’s reliance on “social comparison.” This means more than that
people are constantly comparing themselves to everyone else
(which, of course, they are). It means that people are constantly
comparing themselves |to everyone else with an eye toward main-
taining their relative Jumﬁos within the group. In other words, if
you start out in the middle of the group and you believe the mwo":m
has moved, as it were, o the right, you're inclined to shift your po-
sition to the right as well, sa that relative to everyone else you're
standing still. Of course, by moving to the right you're moving
the group to the right, making social comparison something of a
seli-fulfilling prophecy. What's assumed to be real evenmally
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It's important to see, though, that polarization isn't just the re-
sult of people trying to stay in tune with the group. It also results,
strangely; from people doing cheir best to figure out what the right
answer is. As we saw in our discussion of social proof—remember
the passersby who ended up staring into an empty sky—people
who are uncertain about what they believe will look to other mem-
bers of the group for help. That's the point of deliberating, after all.
But if a majority of the group already supports one position, then
most of the arguments that will be made will be in support of that
position, So the uncertain people are likely to be swayed in that di-
rection, in part simply because that’s more of what theyll hear.
Similarly, people who have more extreme positions are more likely
to have strong, coherent arguments in favor of their positions and

are also more likely to voice them.
This raatters because all the evidence suggests that the or-

der in which people speak has a profound effect on the course of
a discussion. Farlier comments are maore influential, and they
tend to provide a framework within which the discussion occurs.
As in an-information cascade, once that frameworlk is in place, it's
Jifficult for a dissenter to break it down. This wouldn’t be a prob-
lem if the people who spoke earliest were also more likely to -
know what they were talking about. But the truth is that, espe-:
cially when it comes to problems where there is no obvious right °
o guarantee that the most-informed speaker wilk ™

answer, there’s n
On juries, for instance, two-thirds of

also be the most influential.
all foremen—who lead and structure deliberations—are men,’”

and during deliberations men talk far more than women do, evern
though no one has ever suggested that men as a gender have bet- ‘
ter insight into questions of guilt and innocence. In groups érmﬁm...
the members know each other, status tends to shape speaking
patterns, with higher-status people talking more and mote often
than \ower-status people. Again, this wouldn't matter as much 1
the authority of higher-status people was derived from. the’

good i is

decision shrinks.

.E.H m m ct HNHFHHANWU.WMW wnmw a major ::WNﬁﬁ on ﬁr.m W_:&m C_ daeci-
..mHO.HHw mHHHmE mﬂocwm reaq

tend to think i
- Fend to think of you as _ﬁsmcmsumw almost by defauit. Talkative peo-

.U .
‘but they are listened to, And talkativeness feeds on itself, Studies

- of group dynamic
ok s almost always show th
at the
talks, the more he is tal o, 80 peaplo at

. Ew, center of the group
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mﬁmmnﬁ. rbcwimmmm. w_._; oftentimes it doesn’t. Even when higher.
status people don't really kn -
ally know what they're talking ab "
stacs | . g about, theyre
mor S%m@ HM Mwmmw. A series of experiments with military EME
ere asked to solye a lopi i .
. gic problem, for instance, f
o e e , nce, found that
mumw m Hwﬁm. far Mbcwm likely to speak convincingly in defense of
0iUtion than navigators were
even when the pilot
wrong and the navigators iaht defered 1o
tors were right. The navigat
brong and gators deferred to
pilots—even when they had never met the pilots before—be-

cause they assumed that thei
- their rank m .
to be right. eant they were more likely

That kind of defe

rence is important, b i
. ecause
ideas often do not sucq , s B pS

m...m_m simply on their own merits. Even when

-evident, an idea ion i

der to be adopted by the grou o m.nvm:.:muo: cason
T group as a whole. That's another reason

rcrf a @DUE_WH’.ﬁOWHH_DHH mu~mm to _umﬁn_._ € Imore _v:_u._ —m: in the ¢ Qaurse
O* mmu—ﬂ—umHmﬁ—Dﬁ_m. 1t ”_Um.m ﬁﬁ-

a market or even a dem
cause of the sheer nun
small group,

its virtues may seem sd

ore potential champions to begin with, In
peracy, champions are far less important be-
. nber of potential decision makers. But in a
having a strong advocate for an idea, no matter how
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| 3 essential. And when advocates are chosen. as it Wer
on the basis of status g u .

r talkativeness, ratl
s, rather than percepti
or keenness of insight, coking 8 smn

then the group’s chance of making a smart

~H- - - '
alkativeness may seem like a curious thing to worry about
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ked to by others in the group. So peaple at

tend to become e i
. more importan
conrse: of a discussion, ! over the
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This might be okay if people only spoke s&mz they rwm MM |
pertise in a particular matter. And in many ommm.m. if someone’s _”mmm.
ing a lot, it’s a good sign that they have mo_dmm:wm valuable to m= .
But the truth is that there is no clear correlation vmg.cmmd talka-
tiveness and expertise. In fact, as the military-flier studies m:mmmmﬁ,.
people who imagine themselves as leaders will often o<mwmmcam.;m
their own knowledge and project an air of noummmuom and expertise
that is unjustified. And since, as political scientists Brock Eoﬁr.mwmr
and Joseph Harrington suggest, extremists tend to be more rigi

and more convinced of their own rightness than moderates, dis-

cussion tends to pull groups away from the middle. Of course,
sometimes truth lies at the extreme. And if the people who m_uo.wm
first and most often were consistently the people with n.fm best in-
¢ormation or the keenest analysis, then polarization might not be

much of a problem. But it is.

THE OBVIOUS TEMPTATION IS to do away with or at least H.EEHEN.@
the role that small groups play in shaping policy or making deci-
sions. Better to entrust one reliable person—who at least we ._ﬁwé
will not become more extreme in his views—with Hmwwozm?_%@
than trust a group of ten or twelve people who at any Eoﬂmﬁr.:
seems, may suddenly decide to Tun off a cliff. It would be a mis-
take to succumb to that temptation. First of all, m_uoﬂ.ﬁum can be, mmm
it were, depolarized. In a study that divided people into mEEwm:o
six while Emﬁum sure that each group noEﬁowﬂ.@ two mM_mrﬂﬁ
groups of three whu had Eobm@.o%&m& views, it was ?EM t mw
discussion maved the groups from the extremes and towar A.wmn
other. That same study Found that as groups became less polarized,
they also became more accurate when they were tested on matters

of fact.

More important, as solid as the evidence demonstrating

group polarization is, so too is the evidence demonstrating that
s .
nonpolarized groups consistently make better decisions and com
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up with better answers than most of their members, and surpris-
ingly often the group|outperforms even its best member, What
makes this surprising i§ that one would think that in a small group,
one or two confused people could skew the group’s collective ver-
dict in the wrong diregtion. (The small group can’t, in that sense,
rely on errors canceling themselves out.) But there’s little evidence
of that happening,

One of the 'more impressive studies of small-group perfor-
mance was done in 2000 by Princeton economists Alan S. Blinder
and, John Morgan. Blinder had been vice chairman of the Federal
Reserve Board during er mid-1990s, and the experience had made
him deeply skeptical of decision making by committee. (Interest-
rate changes are set by the Federal Open Market Committee,
which consists of twelve members, including the seven members
of the Federal Reserve Board and five presidents of regional Fed-
eral Reserve banks.) Sp he and Morgan designed a study that was
meant to find out if groups could make intelligent decisions and if
they make decisions as a group quickly, since one of the familiar
complaints about committees is that they are inefficient.

The study consisted of two experiments that were meant to
mimic, crudely, the challenges faced by the Fed. In the first exper-

_iment, students were m?ms wns that held equal numbers of blue

balls and red balls. They started to draw the balls from the ums,
having been told that sometime after the first ten draws, the pro-
portions in the urn E_ccE shift, so that 70 percent of the balls
would be red and 30 percent blue (or vice versa). The goal was to
identity, as soon as possible, which color had become more preva-
lent. This was roughly analogous to the Fed's job of recognizing
when economic conditions have changed and whether a shift in
monetary policy is needed. To place a premium on making the right
decision quickly, students were penalized for every draw they made
after the changeover had happened. The students played the game
by themselves first, then played together as a group with free dis-
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cussion, played as individuals again, and finally once more as a
group. (This was to control for the effect of learning.) The group’s
Jecisions were both faster and more accurate (the group got the di-
rection right 89 percent of the time, versus 84 percent for individ-
uals), and outperformed even the best individual.

The second experiment demanded more of the students. Es-
sentially, they were asked to play the role of central bankers, and to
set interest rates in response to nf.m:mmm in inflation and unem-
ployment. What the experiment was really asking was whether they
could detect when the economy had started to slow or was picking
up steam, and whether they would move interest rates in the right
direction in response. Once again, the group made better decisions
than the individuals, who moved interest rates in the wrong direc-
tion far more often, and made them as quickly as the individuals.
Most stzikingly, there was no correlation between the performance
of the smartest person in a group and the performance of that
group. Tn other words, the groups were not just pigaybacking on
really smart individuals. They genuinely were smarter than the
smartest people within them. A Rank of England study modeled on
Blinder and Morgan’s experiment reached identical conclusions:
groups could make intelligent decisions quickly, and could do bet-
ter than their smartest members.

Given what we've already seen, this is not shocking news. But
there are two important things about these studies. The first is that
group decisions are not inherently inefficient. This suggests that
deliberation can be valuable when done well, even if after a certain
point its marginal benefits are outweighed by the costs. The second
point is probably obvious, although a surprising number of groups
ignore it, and that is that there is no point in making small groups
part of a leadership structure if you do not give the group a method
of aggregating the opinions of its members. If small groups are in-
cluded in the decision-making process, then they should be al-
lowed to make decisions. If an organization sets up teams and then
uses them for purely advisory purposes, it loses the true advantage
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that a team has: namely, collective wisdom. One of the more frus-
trating aspects af the Columbia story is the fact that the MMT
never voted on anything, The different members of the team would
report on different aspects of the mission, but their real opinions
were never aggregated. This was a mistake, and it would have been
a mistake even had the Columbia made it home safely.




