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assumptions of English football, about a way of playing and
conching, and much else besides. They kgow a lot about football,
but -~ crucially — they know v tle that Southgate doesn't
alrendy know. Their Ce would almost certainly have led
1o n mibirror fMamic, inadvertently entrenching the latent
oy #hs within the English game. This is the classic signa-
Sie ol homophily. A group of wise individuals would almost
certainly have become an unwise board. The problem wouldn't

luve been with any single person; the problem a%\

gt ped from the whole.

LHVese groups expr ally different properties. It was

fane biating g #Mow people who were not expert in football
oitheless able to pierce through to some of the under-
Il wenknesses, whether in recruitment or coaching methods,
4 i fresh perspective to media relations or preparing for a
penalty shoot-out. Rebel ideas were often rejected. Exchanges
wite tobust. But these almost always led to divergent thinking
il e sophisticated solutions.

U wioup is by no means perfect, I should emphasise. There
¢ inany paps in our understanding. And there have bee
siinents when the discussion has not flowed
Ay pioup would benefit fro ge to its methods and
BTt e intelligence should always evolve.

Il 1t was this experience, above all else, that got me thinking
disnit the theme for this book. It was clear that diversity has
underrated power; something I had never previously grasped.
‘ot | also found myself wanting to become clearer about how
i why. Experiencing the dynamics of diversity is one thing;
knowing how to make it work in different contexts, different
industries — knowing how to truly optimise it — is quite another.

[ began going to conferences on diversity, and meeting people

wha work (n the field 1 attended sessions for HIRR professionals,

.
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chief executives, even political leaders. But what struck me most

forcibly from these interactions was that although
buzz topic, people often meant differ gs by the same
term. Some talked about versity, others about neuro-
diversity, others
what

zziness in the debate.

acial diversity. Often, people didn’t define
eant, or specify why it mattered. There seemed to be

And this is why it seemed important to seek a science of diver-
sity. I wanted to uncover concepts that explain both why homo-
genous institutions tend to fail, often without realising why, but
also why diverse teams are capable of becoming more than the
sum of the parts. Concepts that help to explain why diversity is
coming to the fore across all branches of academia, and stgzs

to dominate the strategies of cutting-edge i ns, in busi-

ness, sport and beyond.

With s Tt us spend this chapter injecting a little
more precision into what we have learned so far. We will look at
the contours of collective intelligence, how it emerges and the
barriers that can prevent organisations from realising their
potential. Above all, we will see why teams of rebels beat teams
of clones.

We can express the basic idea of diversity science in visual form.
Suppose the rectangle in Figure 1 represents the universe of
useful ideas; that’s to say, the insights, perspectives, experiences
and thinking styles relevant to a particular problem or objective.
We might call this the ‘problem space’

With simple problems, one person might possess all this
‘information’ Diversity is unnecessary. But with complex prob

lems, no one person will have all the relevant insights. Even the
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smartest individual will have only a subset of knowledge. We can
represent a smart person, David, with the circle. He knows a lot,
but he doesn’t know everything.

David >

Figure 1

An intelligent individual

But we can now see the dangers of homophily. In Figure 2, we
can see what happens when a group of people come together
who think in the same way. Every individual is smart. They each
have impressive knowledge. But they are also homogenous. They
know similar things, and share the same perspectives. They are,
so to speak, ‘clone-like’ This, of course, was the basic problem at
the CIA.

David
Andrew
John
Toby
Nathan
Jacob
Jeremy
Theodore
Ben

Poail

Figure 2

An unintelligent team
(A team of clones)
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Think how comforting it is to be surrounded by people who
think in the same way, who mirror our perspectives, who confirm
our prejudices. It makes us feel smarter. It validates our world
view. Indeed, evidence from brain scanners indicates that when
others reflect our own thoughts back to us, it stimulates the
pleasure centres of our brains. Homophily is somewhat like a
hidden gravitational force, dragging human groups towards one
corner of the problem space.

These dangers are as ancient as mankind itself. They were

certainly well understood by the Ancient Greeks. In
Nichomachean Ethics Aristotle writes that people ‘love those
who are like themselves. Plato notes in Phaedrus that ‘similarity
begets friendship™. The phrase ‘birds of a feather flock together’
is derived from the early pages of Book One of Plato’s master-
piece The Republic. Indeed, if you look closely enough, the
danger of intellectual conformity is an abiding preoccupation of
Greek culture. And this is why Figure 2 is worth keeping in mind,
for it represents a pervasive problem in the world today: groups
of people that are individually intelligent but collectively, well,
stupid.
The Poll Tax (Community Charge) has been surrounded by
infamy since it was first introduced by the British govern-
ment in the late 1980s. The centrepiece of the policy was a
change in local taxation from a levy charged upon property
to one paid by individuals. It had numerous defects that
should have killed it off at birth. It was almost impossible to
collect. It was impractical to deliver. It was also regressive,
falling disproportionally upon households in modest, low-
rated dwellings.

Some households would prove to be more than £1,500 worse
off when the policy was enacted. Many more were at least £500
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waoise off. In 1989, this represented a substantial proportion
ol tombined household income. Meanwhile others, a small

milority, were no less than £10,000 a year better off. This
ineuity would have knock-on effects. Protests were inevitable,
¢xucerbating the inherent difficulties of collecting the tax.
Mon payment was pretty much baked into its conception.
Au the tax was implemented, the results were as predictable as
they were disastrous. As one source put it: ‘the burden of
collecting the tax precipitated a virtual collapse in the finances
of some city authorities’

Peaceful protestors took to the streets shouting: ‘Can't pay,
won't pay!” Some marches were infiltrated by militants, and riot-
iy ensued, A march through London with up to a quarter of a
million people led to the smashing of shop windows, cars set
abluze and stores looted. In total, there were 339 arrests and
more than 100 injuries. For a few heady days, there was a fear
that the violence might prove contagious.

Anthony King and Ivor Crewe, two experts on British politics,

have written:
More than two decades later the whole episode still evokes
wonder and astonishment . . . Every dire prediction made about
the poll tax was sooner or later fulfilled. Its perpetrators walked

into clearly visible traps with their eyes open, but they evidently
saw nothing. They blundered on, impervious to warnings. In

the end, their failure was abject and total.”

How did it happen? According to King and Crewe, the Poll Tax
debacle is part of a deeper pattern that extends across post-war
British political history. They argue that for all their superficial
differences, ‘a substantial proportion’ of all the biggest blun-
ders, by governments of all political complexions, shares the
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same root cause: a lack of diversity. In particular, they focus on
the lack of social diversity in political elites. In the case of the
Poll Tax, they note that Nicholas Ridley, the secretary for the
environment responsible for its implementation, was the son
of Viscount Ridley, and grew up in the magnificent Blagdon
Hall in Northumberland. His mother was a daughter of the
architect Sir Edwin Lutyens and a niece of the painter Neville
Lytton. The other environment secretaries during the life of
the Poll Tax were Patrick Jenkin (Clifton and Cambridge),
Kenneth Baker (St Paul's and Oxford), Chris Patten (St
Benedict’s and Oxford), all of whom went to fee-paying schools
and then Oxbridge. Ridley, for his part, went to Eton and
Oxford.

As for the review group, this was led by William Waldegrave,
whose father was Geoffrey Noel Waldegrave, 12th Earl
Waldegrave, KG, GCVO, TD, known as Viscount Chewton,
Lord Warden of the Stannaries. His mother was Mary Hermione
Grenfell, the daughter of Hilda Lyttleton and Arthur Morton
Grenfell, from a line of imperial businessmen. He grew up in
Chewton House, one of the largest mansions in the county of
Somerset.

In his memoirs, A Different Kind of Weather, Waldegrave is
admirably honest about just how detached he was from the lives
of most people. ‘I never played with a local child, he wrote.
‘When we mentioned our neighbours, we meant the Jolliffes at
Ammerdown, eight miles away, or the Asquiths at Mells, the
Duckworths at Orchard Leigh, the Hobhouses at Hadspen, or
the Bishop at his palace at Wells’

'The Waldegraves holidayed at Loch Moidart with others
of their class — the Lindsays, the Heathcoat-Amorys, the Orloff-
Davidoffs and the Seymours — where a famous concert pianist
would play the grand piano in the drawing room. Their other
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holidday destination was Champéry, where they took a horse-
diawn sleigh to their chalet, the Chalet des Frénes. The young
Waldegiave had a cook and a governess. He and his brother

shiot pheasants on their estate. When a black man was seen
pent the house, his mother’s first thought was that he was a
lttanint, and she grabbed a garden strimmer to confront him.
She then realised that the ‘terrorist’” had gathered up young
Willlwin who had crashed his bicycle out of sight, and was
Hying to help him.

Avtoiding to King and Crewe, Waldegrave — who also
wttendedd Fion - may have had a background very different from
the peneial population, but it was similar to other members of
e teview team, Not all were as privileged as Waldegrave
il but they each came from cbcmc.mzv\ wealthy back-
gionids. Ha member represented any other section of British
Wity they note, ‘This was a group not just squeezed into a
siigle quaddiant of the problem space, then, but into the tiniest of
plaels They were smart, but they were also homogenous. They
Wele ot clanes inoa penetic sense, but in a demographic sense.
Al when It comes to politics, where diversity of experience
I w citieal to informing policy choices, this would prove
Cabantraphin

Al yet here dn the irony: the review group loved working
fogether 1 was the most wonderful experience. King and Crewe
giite dsdders talking about a ‘remarkable esprit de corps. They
WELE A teetng, mitroring, parroting, corroborating, confirming,
pellec g They were basking in the warm glow of homophily.
s soctal harmony deluded them into thinking they were
Bedig tin on a wise policy. In fact, it showed the opposite. ‘HTm%
wete entrenching each other’s blind spots.

Au they played bridge together, and even went to parties

topether, they couldn’t hear the alarm bells that would have
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been deafening to anyone familiar with diversity science. And
is it any wonder that such a clone-like group struggled to fore-
see the practical problems of collection, the difficulties of
implementation, and the fact that families would struggle to

*pay? Is it any wonder that they failed to recognise the pressure
this would put on local government and, ultimately, the social
fabric itself?

For elderly people, the cost could be particularly devastating;
‘A pensioner couple in inner London could find themselves
paying 22% of their net income in Poll Tax, whereas a better off
couple in the suburbs pay only 1%. Yet when confronted with the
tragic situation facing elderly couples who didn’t have the cash
to pay, Nicholas Ridley struggled to grasp the problem. He
replied (apparently seriously): ‘“Well, they could always sell a
picture’

A few years earlier, Patrick Jenkin, Ridley’s predecessor,
made a similarly revealing comment during the energy crisis
of the 1970s. In a TV interview, he encouraged the public to
save electricity by ‘brushing their teeth in the dark’ It later
emerged that Jenkin himself used an electric toothbrush, and
his north London home was photographed with lights on in
every room.

The problem with the Poll Tax wasn’t, according to King and
Crewe, with any individual politician or official. Many were
devoted public servants and would go on to have distinguished
careers. They were also impressive thinkers. The psephologist
Sir David Butler quoted an insider as saying that they were ‘the
brightest selection of people ever gathered’ to consider local
government reforms. King and Crewe also point out that privi-
lege should never be a bar to high office, and that many from
wealthy backgrounds, inherited or otherwise, have contributed

much to the common good,
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But this cuts to the essence of the problem: when smart
people from a singular background are placed into a decision-
making group, they are liable to become collectively blind. As
King and Crewe put it: ‘Everyone projects onto others his or
her lifestyles, preferences and attitudes. Some do it all the time;
most of us do it some of the time. [Officials in] Whitehall and
Westminster unthinkingly project onto others, values, atti-
tudes and whole ways of life that are not remotely like their
own.*

This isn't just about Conservative politicians, of course. King
and Crewe cite many examples involving Labour governments.
One instance was in a speech in July 2000 by Tony Blair, which
called for new powers for the police to deal with antisocial
behaviour. ‘A thug might think twice about kicking in your gate,
throwing traffic cones around your street or hurling abuse into
the night sky if he thought he might be picked up by the police,
taken to a cashpoint and asked to pay an on-the-spot fine of, for
example, £100, he said. The response to this speech was swift,
not least among human rights campaigners, worried about an
extension of police powers. But what few campaigners or,
indeed, journalists picked up on was a more prosaic problem,
which meant the policy was flawed on its own terms. Why?
Because a large proportion of thugs would not have a valid debit
card, nor anything like as much as £100 in their account. As
King and Crewe put it: ‘the prime minister was assuming that

* Why wasn't the Poll Tax quashed at cabinet? According to King and Crewe,
the checks and balances failed: “The policy was gestated and born almost
wholly in-house, within one corner of the already secretive and secluded
world of Whitehall! It was ultimately waved through during a meeting at
Chequers with only half the cabinet in attendance, where few were aware of
what was being discussed in advance, and where no papers had been
circulated,
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other people lived lives much like his own. His assumption was
unfounded’*

Homophily is pervasive. Our social networks are full of people
with similar experiences, views and beliefs. Even when groups
start out with diversity, this can be squeezed out by a process of
social osmosis as people converge upon the dominant assump-
tions, a phenomenon known as ‘assimilation’ The author Shane
Snow has shared a telling quote from a senior executive at a
major bank:

She told me, shaking her head, how painful it was to see the
company hire all these great college kids — all sorts of back-
grounds; all sorts of ideas brimming in their heads — only to
watch them gradually remoulded to ‘fit’ the culture of the
organisation. They came with unique insights and voices. She
heard those voices fade, unless it was to echo the company’s

‘accepted’ way of thinking.*

The clustering of people in small parts of the problem space,
then, is a predictable consequence of human psychology. Groups
have an inbuilt tendency to become clone-like. In this sense, the
CIA and the Poll Tax review team are not outliers, they are

It is, of course, possible to come up with historical examples where a narrow
demographic (say, aristocrats or peasants) have come up with enlightened poli-
cies, but it is mistaken to infer that narrow demographics make for better deci-
sion-making groups. The problem is that we don't see the counterfactual: would
a1 more diverse group have made a better decision? This is why diversity science
iv 0 important., Randomised trials show that diverse teams systematically

come up with superior judgements, better predictions and wiser strategies.
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symptoms. Indeed, look at many cabinets, law firms, army lead-
ership teams, senior civil servants and even executives at some
tech companies. To say that many of these groups are homo-
genous is not to criticise any individual, it is to note that when
smart individuals have overlapping frames of reference, they
become collectively myopic.

Wise groups express a different dynamic. They are not clone-
like. They do not parrot the same views. Instead, they are more
like groups of rebels. They do not disagree for the sake of it, but
bring insights from different regions of the problem space.
Such groups contain people with perspectives that challenge,
augment, diverge and cross-pollinate. This represents the hall-
mark of collective intelligence: how wholes become more than the
sum of their parts.

In the diagram below, the individuals are no smarter than
those in the team of Figure 2 in the opening section of this
chapter. And yet they possess vastly higher levels of collective
intelligence. They have coverage. And they reveal why, when it
comes to complex problems, it is important to work with people
who think differently.

Figure 3

An intelligent team
(A team of rebels)
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The first step for any group seeking to tackle a tough chal-
lenge, then, is not to learn more about the problem itself. It is
not to probe deeper into its various dimensions. Rather, it is to
take a step back and ask: where are the gaps in our collective
understanding? Are we beset by conceptual blinkers? Has
homophily pulled us into one tight corner of the problem
space?

Unless this deeper question is confronted, organisations run
the risk of a pervasive glitch in group deliberation: examining a
problem, looking ever-deeper, while doing little more than
reinforcing their blind spots. We need to address cognitive
diversity before tackling our toughest challenges. It is only then
that team deliberation can lead not to mirroring, but to
enlightenment.

*
Karlskoga is a beautiful town in northern Sweden, which sits on
the northern edge of Lake Mockeln. It is replete with woodland
and fine buildings. I travelled there often when I lived in Sweden
in my late teens, and found the place captivating.

Anybody who has spent time in Sweden will know that one of
the most important local government policies is snow-clearing.
On average, Stockholm, the capital, receives around 170 days of
precipitation, with much of it occurring in autumn and winter. I
remember spending many mornings helping my room-mates to
shovel snow from the driveway. For decades, the snow-clearing
operation in Karlskoga followed what seemed like a logical
approach. It started with the major traffic arteries and ended
with pedestrian walkways and bicycle paths. The (mostly male)
officials in the town council wanted to make the daily commute
as efficient as possible. They were looking out for the interests of
their electorate.

But the council came to an unusual but perceptive realisation,
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They were too homogenous. Remember that in policymaking,
which affects huge numbers of people, demographic differences
help to inform deliberations. In her fine book Invisible Women
Caroline Criado Perez highlights that when more women were
brought into decision-making positions, collective intelligence
started S.csgmmmo a remarkable shift.

A fresh analysis revealed that the sexes, on average, travel
differently, something that had not previously struck the offi-
cials. Men typically take the car to work while women are
more likely to take public transport or walk. In France, for
example, 66 per cent of public transport passengers are
women, while in Philadelphia and Chicago it is 64 per cent
and 62 per cent.

Men and women also have different travel patterns. Men tend
to have a twice-daily commute in and out of town in their cars.
Women, who do 75 per cent of the world’s unpaid care work,
tend to ‘drop children off at school before going to work; take an
elderly relative to the doctor and do the grocery shopping on the
way home, Perez writes. This is sometimes called trip-chaining.
This disparity is found across Europe and is particularly
pronounced in households with young children.

As new perspectives were aired, other statistics, previously
overlooked, loomed into view. This is important because smart
judgements hinge not just on how we interpret data, but the data
we look for in the first place. Statistics from northern Sweden
showed that hospital admissions for injuries are dominated by
pedestrians, who are hurt three times more often than motorists
in slippery or icy conditions. These exert a cost in healthcare and
lost productivity. According to one estimate, this accounted for
36 million kronor in Skadne County alone over the course of a
single winter. This is about twice the cost of winter road

maintenance.
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With the conceptual blinkers off, Karlskoga took the decision
to change decades of policy, prioritising pedestrians and public
transport users on the grounds that ‘driving a car through three
inches of snow is easier than pushing a buggy (or a wheelchair,
or a bike) through three inches of snow’ This was not just better
for women, but for the community — and the balance sheet.
‘Prioritizing pedestrians on the snow-clearing schedule makes
economic sense, Perez writes.

Perhaps the key thing to note is that the original schedule was
not written out of malice towards women. It wasn't consciously
prioritising drivers above those pushing buggies. No, the prob-
lem was perspective blindness. As Perez puts it: ‘It came about
asaresult of . ..agap in perspective. The men . . . who originally
devised the schedule knew how they travelled and they designed
around their needs. They didn’t deliberately set out to exclude
women. They just didn’t think about them’

v

Perhaps the most vivid way to highlight the difference between

teams of rebels and tea clones is through the science of

prediction. This ound like an arcane topic, but predictj

make, whether at work, or in everyday life
Perhaps the most brilliant study ediction in recent times
ogist at Duke University. He

and his colleagues analysed 28,000 forecasts by professional

was led by Jack Soll, a ps

io create rich data sets, and are wonderfully amenable to

mathematical analysis,



