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To Sydney, Grace, Julian, and Nick. 
In the end, it is all about love.
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Making Connections

ot long before Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat in
Montgomery, Alabama, a young Vernon Jordan interviewed for

a sales internship at the Continental Insurance Company. The
recruiter made Jordan, a sophomore at DePauw University, an offer.
He was told to report to his new job in the firm’s Atlanta office at the
beginning of the summer. When he showed up—dressed in his best
suit—and announced to the receptionist that he was ready to start his
summer internship, there was a problem. The receptionist made a
quick telephone call to the person in charge of interns, and asked
him to step in.

Here’s how Jordan describes what happened next:

The supervisor, a tall fellow who looked to be in his midthirties, came out. I
introduced myself. “I’m Vernon Jordan. I was hired to be a summer intern
in your office.”

His reaction was not unlike the receptionist’s. But he quickly composed
himself and took me inside his office. An awkward moment passed before
he said, “They didn’t tell us.”



“They didn’t tell you what?” I asked, even though I suspected where he
was heading.

“They didn’t tell us you were colored,” he replied. At that time we had not
yet become “black.” “You know,” he went on, “you can’t work here. It’s just
impossible. You just can’t.”

And he didn’t. Jobless, Jordan was determined to find a summer
position despite the fast-disappearing prospects as his college break
wore on. Finally he landed a job as a chauffeur to a former mayor of
Atlanta, Robert Maddox, who was in his eighties.

Jordan’s own eightieth birthday party was on Martha’s Vineyard,
an island dotted with gingerbread cottages that has long been
favored by aristocrats. During the party, Bill and Hillary Clinton
boogied to soul music. President Barack Obama, the actor Morgan
Freeman, Harvard University professor Henry Louis Gates Jr., and
American Express CEO Ken Chenault all showed up to fete the
renowned civil rights leader and power broker.

Over the ensuing decades, Vernon Jordan had become a close
confidant to presidents and was christened the First Friend by The
New York Times. He had also built an enviable network of contacts
in the business world—sitting on nine corporate boards including
Dow Jones, Xerox, and Callaway Golf. As John Bryan, the former
CEO of Sara Lee, said, “Vernon probably knows more corporate
executives than anyone in America.” To jaded detractors, Jordan is
emblematic of the problems created by the coziness of Wall Street
and the White House. His rebuttal is that it is “not a crime to be close
to Wall Street . . . If you are a politician, you have to have
relationships with every kind of entity.”

Jordan lies at the center of the inner circle, a name given by
Wharton professor Michael Useem to describe the connections
between corporations created by the business elite. The shortest
route between any two companies on the S&P 500 was Vernon
Jordan. According to Johan Chu, at the University of Chicago’s
Booth School of Business, “This network remained highly connected
throughout the twentieth century, serving as a mechanism for the
rapid diffusion of information and practices and promoting elite
cohesion.”

Jordan represents both the power and the perceived problems of
networks. His unparalleled ability to network allowed the grandson



of a sharecropper to become “one of the most connected men in
America.” Jordan was the civil rights movement’s ambassador to
boardrooms. Henry Louis Gates predicted that “historians will
remember Vernon Jordan as the Rosa Parks of Wall Street.” But
many find the backroom handshakes that his career has been built
on morally dubious.

How exactly did Vernon Jordan land at the epicenter of the
professional and political elite? He gives a hint in a 2012
commencement address in which he quotes Melville:

We cannot live for ourselves alone
Our lives are connected by a thousand invisible threads
And along these sympathetic fibers
Our actions run as causes and return to us as results.

To understand Vernon Jordan’s transformation, we need to be
able to trace the thousands of invisible threads he spun together.

Invisible Threads

The Melville quote is more than an inspiration, it’s a new lens that
we can apply to the idea of networks. The structure of someone’s
network is a map that tells what their life has been like up to this
point and where they are going. As a network analyst, sociologist,
and professor of organizational behavior at the Yale School of
Management, I’ve spent the last fifteen years studying how people’s
social networks evolve, what they look like, and what that means for
their ability to succeed in the workplace, be happy and healthy, and
find personal fulfillment. Vernon Jordan has a rare and special kind
of network. To grasp its features, we have to first understand some
more common building blocks.

The lowest common denominator of social connection is a dyad—
the one-on-one relationships we form with a single individual. Over
time, these relationships naturally organize themselves into



networks. We’ve all heard that term, but what are networks, really?
Networks are groups of interconnected people, some overlapping
one another and others that have no members in common. Through
networks, it is possible to leverage our relationships to manifest
something much stronger than a bunch of dyads—an outcome where
1 + 1 really does equal 3. Renowned sociologist James S. Coleman
explained that social capital makes “possible the achievement of
certain ends that would not be attainable in its absence.”

There is what’s possible, and then there is what’s plausible. Three
simple topographies characterize most people’s networks.

In the network maps of expansionists, brokers, and conveners,
each circle represents a person. The network belongs to the person
represented by the dark circle in the middle, and the lines denote
relationships between them and their friends, as well as the
connections between their friends. You may not immediately realize
it, but in all of these pictures, there are the same number of people.
What you will recognize is that the amount of energy, the effort, that
goes into forming and maintaining these ties varies. Brokers are
directly tied to only seven people but have indirect access to twelve
different viewpoints, experiences, and information sources. Because
conveners’ friends are more likely than brokers’ friends to be friends
with one another, conveners maintain nine relationships to get the
same information.



My colleague Nicholas Christakis frequently invokes a metaphor
to illustrate how different network structures give rise to different
properties. Both graphite and diamonds are made out of the exact
same thing: carbon. Graphite is soft, dark, and so commonplace that
we are likely to find it in the backpack of a six-year-old. Diamonds,
on the other hand, are hard, clear, and rare, and are arguably one of
the most expensive status signals on the planet.

What distinguishes graphite from diamonds is the manner in
which the carbon atoms are arranged. In graphite, the carbon atoms
are arranged in sheets. In diamonds, they are arranged tetrahedrally.
These different structural arrangements give rise to different
properties.

In much the same way as with carbon, the same set of social
relationships—composed of the same people, but in different
configurations—give rise to vastly different ends. Imagine two teams
composed of the same people. In one example, everyone works
together and collaborates with everyone else. In the other instance,
the people remain the same but the team usually works in specialized
sub-teams with a liaison going between them. Despite having the
same members, the teams would have radically different strengths.
The same is true with personal networks.

In a network context, expansionists, brokers, and conveners each
have distinct social and professional benefits and drawbacks.

Expansionists have extraordinarily large networks, are well-
known, and have an uncanny ability to work a room. However,
they often have trouble maintaining social ties and leveraging
them to create value for themselves or others.
Brokers generate value by bringing together typically
disconnected parties from different social worlds. Their
networks have huge information benefits and are highly
innovative, since the majority of new ideas come from
recombination.
Conveners build dense networks in which their friends are also
friends. This type of network has outsize trust and reputational
benefits.



So which type is Vernon Jordan? In fact, he strikes an exemplary
balance between the deep trust of convening, creating information
benefits for everyone in his network through brokerage, while
maintaining a mind-boggling number of contacts.

Yet in an interview with Jordan for the National Portrait Gallery,
former director Marc Pachter highlighted a seeming contradiction:
“You describe yourself on occasion, and have written it as well, that
you are a loner . . . You are somebody very much engaged in the
world, you have many friends, you have social connections, you
understand friendship, you understand all of this. That’s been the
core of your being, and yet you are a loner.”

To which Jordan responded, “Well, most things in life you gotta
figure out for yourself. And there is a small group of friends with
whom you can share. And that is based on trust and confidence and
friendship. I have never been one to bare my soul. And so I think
loner maybe taking it too far. I just respect your privacy and I harbor
my own.”

As much as Jordan has gained through convening and trust, his
ascent can be traced to the key role he has played brokering between
the worlds of business and politics, as well as across racial lines.
Vernon described his brokering role, stating: “When you’re on the
outside and as connected as I am, there’s an opportunity to
interpret.”

Like Vernon Jordan, the characteristics and structure of our own
network are partially determined by the context in which we live our
day-to-day life—what type of job we have; if our office is located next
to the elevator; if our house is at the end of a cul-de-sac; whether or
not we go to church, join clubs, or volunteer for the PTA; and much
more. The choices we make—such as whether or not to have
children, whether or not to change industries, whether or not to
attend the Friday meeting—all have a strong effect on our network.

We also enact and reenact our network on a second-by-second
basis. Using wearable sensors that track individuals’ social
interactions, Ingrid Nembhard and I discovered that the amount of
time you spend listening in a conversation, how frequently you
interrupt, and how much your voice changes in a conversation are all
strongly associated with what type of network you have. Conveners
are great listeners. Expansionists tend to be louder and to talk more
frequently than their peers, and are less likely to interrupt.



Given their behavior, expansionists would seem to be more likely
to be extroverts. Surprisingly, according to a meta-analysis of 138
studies examining the personality and networks of thousands of
individuals, extroversion has very little effect on what someone’s
network looks like.

Of personality characteristics, something psychologists call self-
monitoring, which is chameleonlike behavior, has been found in
study after study to be the strongest predictor of what style of
network you are likely to develop. Brokers tend to be chameleons.
They easily adapt to new social situations. They intuitively know
when it’s time to keep quiet to match the formality of a meeting or
laugh a little louder.

Social scientists have spent the last four decades studying the
antecedents and consequences of social network structure. How your
network is shaped (consciously or unconsciously) has enormous
implications for a wide variety of personal and professional
outcomes. The strength and quality of your social connections and
their arrangement profoundly affect your experience of the world,
your emotions, and your personal and professional success.

This book is primarily about networks: how the basic elements of
social structure and the psychological tendencies that accompany
them shape our lives.

It’s Networks, Not Networking

How did you first hear about your job? If you are like most people, it
was through a friend, colleague, acquaintance, neighbor, or someone
with whom you had a personal connection.

Vernon Jordan is an extreme case of this. As he said, “I am going
to tell you something that you won’t believe. I’ve not applied for a job
since I applied to be a bus driver with the Chicago Transit Authority.”
Jordan’s network had enough reach and trust to carry him from the
Chicago Transit Authority to the presidency of the National Urban



League to a managing directorship at an investment bank and the
board of American Express.

More than forty years ago, sociologist Mark Granovetter, a
professor at Stanford University, first examined how professionals
working in the city of Newton, Massachusetts, found their jobs. Of
the hundreds of professionals that Granovetter interviewed and
surveyed who had recently changed jobs, more than half (56 percent)
reported they found their job through personal contacts. Among
individuals in the highest income categories, who had the highest
paying and most prestigious jobs, three out of four people found
their job through their social network.

To Granovetter’s surprise, however, interviewees kept reiterating
during their discussions: “No, no, no, not a friend, just an
acquaintance.” Respondents were twice as likely to have heard about
their job from someone they rarely saw than from a close friend or
family member. Granovetter’s resulting paper, “The Strength of
Weak Ties,” was the first to challenge conventional notions about
how social networks function.

And his results have withstood the test of time. Despite dramatic
changes in the professional landscape since he penned his article—
the advent of LinkedIn, Glassdoor, and other online job networking
sites—more than half of job seekers still find out about their job
through their network. People who use their personal contacts to
find their next job spend less time searching and end up in higher
paying and more prestigious occupations.

To understand why we are more likely to hear about jobs through
acquaintances or weak ties and why social networks remain more
effective for a job search than their online alternatives requires an
understanding of how networks work. The same principles that
explain the strength of weak ties also explain why conveners are
more likely to get buy-in, brokers have better ideas, and
expansionists are more likely to burn out.

In the popular press, we are repeatedly told that it is the size of
your network that matters: How many people do you know? And this
assumption underlies most social media platforms. We’re told to mix
and mingle, urged to expand our connections on LinkedIn, and
encouraged to go to networking events (usually with people who are
just like us). Each year, more than 200 million people in the United



States attend conferences and large meetings. They spend over $280
billion in doing so.

Why do most people go to conferences? To meet new people.
There is a belief that simply knowing more people will somehow
magically translate into value. But knowing more people—
particularly when those people are very similar to you—doesn’t
create more value; it simply creates more work.

Decades of research has shown that the myopic focus on network
size is misguided. The quality (not quantity) of your social
connections is a strong predictor of your cognitive functioning, work
resilience, and work engagement. In addition, the structure of your
contacts—whether you are an expansionist, broker, or convener—
helps explain everything from your pay to the quality of your ideas.

Beyond the workplace, your social connections have a profound
effect on your health and happiness. The compiled findings from
seventy studies found that loneliness increases the chance of
premature death by 26 percent. Loneliness is as deadly as obesity or
smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. The surgeon general of the United
States has warned that the biggest threat to middle-aged men’s
health isn’t heart disease or obesity, but an “epidemic of loneliness.”

According to John Cacioppo, who was a professor at the
University of Chicago and an expert in the field of social
neuroscience, up to 80 percent of youth and 40 percent of older
adults experience loneliness. In addition to deteriorating physical
health, loneliness can lead to depression, personality disorders,
psychoses, even suicide. Sixty million Americans—one out of five
people—are deeply affected because they are lonely.

There’s a paradox here. This profound sense of isolation comes at
a time when we are more connected than ever. Facebook has 2
billion users per month and a market capitalization larger than the
GDP of Norway. In 2017, people spent about four hours a day on
mobile devices but around twenty minutes on actual calls.

Last night my husband and I went out for a rare dinner without
our kids. As I waited for him, I quickly scanned the room and noticed
that most people had a phone sitting next to them on the table. More
than one in three were actively fiddling with it. Even at a meal, they
couldn’t step away.

For teens who grew up with an iPhone, this phenomenon is worse.
Athena, a high school senior, describes her summer to Jean M.



Twenge, writing in The Atlantic: “I’ve been on my phone more than
I’ve been with actual people . . . My bed has, like, an imprint of my
body.” Over the past fifteen years, there has been a more than 40
percent decline in the number of teens who see their friends each
day. When we meet face-to-face with friends, we get a higher fidelity
version of who they really are, not just the image they project on
social media. Positive social interactions—making eye contact,
listening to one another, placing a hand on another’s shoulder—can
activate physical responses in our body that lower stress. The plastic
projected images on social media, on the other hand, invite social
comparison. It’s no coincidence that rates of depression, anxiety, and
suicide among teens have precipitously increased.

So what is the network fix? In a series of studies, Joseph Stokes, a
psychologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago, examined several
factors that one would think predict loneliness: how big someone’s
network is, how many close friends they have, how they get along
with their relatives, and how connected their contacts were to one
another. Among all of the predictors he examined, the extent to
which people’s networks looked like those of conveners was the
strongest protector against loneliness. Conveners are also happier
and more satisfied with life. But that same network structure doesn’t
make us happier at work. At work, the relationship is more
complicated. Brokers are more satisfied with the instrumental
aspects of their jobs, while conveners are more satisfied with the
social aspects of their professional lives. And it is brokers who have
more work/life balance.

Mixing network styles by changing your network over time or
picking a network partner can maximize the benefits of these
different configurations while minimizing the downsides. But mixing
styles comes with its own set of challenges.

While not the same as the type of networking people often think
about—working a room or trying to collect business cards—thinking
purposefully about relationships can be off-putting for some. Why? It
is easy to confuse networks and networking.



Feeling Dirty

When Adam Ruben’s second son was born, his wife posted an
obligatory photo of the snuggly newborn in a white hospital hat on
Facebook. Among the congratulatory comments, one stuck out: “Ha
ha looks smurf.” Despite the beauty of the moment, this comment
from a complete stranger detracted from the purity and joy of his
son’s arrival. It led Adam to ask himself, “Why on Earth had I
accepted the friend request of someone I’ve never met, someone
creepy enough to comment on photos posted by my wife?

“The answer is one word, and it’s a word that makes me sound
callous and careerist, though it’s something we’ve all been told we
need to do: networking.

“I hate the concept of networking. It just feels icky. You schmooze
with strangers, subtly selling yourself while not selling yourself. ‘I’m
pretty great,’ you tell them, ‘though I’m not, you know, the sort of
person who claims to be pretty great.’” He continues, “You ‘connect’
with people you have no interest in as people. You ‘build
relationships,’ when in fact you’re not interested in having
relationships. You practice an effective handshake like some sort of
Jack Russell terrier.”

Adam isn’t alone. In a study of dozens of newly promoted service
professionals, management professor Ben Bensaou and his
collaborators found that two-thirds of the professionals were either
ambivalent about or completely resistant to strategically thinking
about social relationships. They divided the professionals into three
categories based on their responses to surveys—devoted players (35
percent), selective players (46 percent), and purists who are skeptical
(at best) about networking (19 percent). Expressing his resistance
and consequential loss of a relationship, one purist said, “He’s an
associate partner. He should be important for me, but since I see a
network as something which happens naturally and not artificially, I
didn’t really try to keep him.”

Time after time, in MBA and executive classes, I see a subset of
students close off when we begin to talk about networks. Around a
third of the class becomes noticeably physically uncomfortable.
Students cross their arms, avert their eyes, shuffle papers. People



just don’t want to think about the people in their lives in a purposeful
manner.

Consider for a moment the following questions: How important
do you think your relationships are for your own personal well-
being? For your career success? Now reflect about how much time
you spend intentionally developing and maintaining your
relationships. For the majority of people, there is a disconnect.

Not feeling like they have enough time is one reason.
Relationships usually don’t have an immediate payoff. They are long-
term investments, which makes them easy to neglect in the short
term. When trying to corral kids while making dinner, tackling a big
work proposal, or finally ticking off the item on your to-do list that
has been there for months, you might find it hard to pick up the
phone and reach out to that old friend you’ve been meaning to call.
I’ll get to it this weekend.

Another reason is that people often confuse purposefully
cultivating and maintaining relationships with the type of
“networking” Adam spoke about. And they feel like they don’t have
either the skills, disposition, or charisma to network. For some, even
the word networking makes their stomachs turn.

This of course makes sense. Relationships—with our family, our
dear friends, mentors, and colleagues—are intimately personal. They
are invaluable. They shouldn’t be strategized or commoditized.
Thinking intentionally about relationships can be morally
disconcerting.

The purposeful pursuit of all relationships, though, doesn’t always
make us uncomfortable. The quest for romantic love has been one of
humanity’s favorite plot lines. Chance encounters don’t seem to
bother us much, either. It is the idea of networking in particular that
generates feelings of smarminess.

Take a look at the following words and fill in the blank: � _ ��, ��
_ _ ��, and � _ _ �. If you are in a giving mood and haven’t been
assaulted by LinkedIn requests, you are likely to see wish, sharer,
and step. A clever study by Tiziana Casciaro, Francesca Gino, and
Maryam Kouchaki found that one particular type of interaction—
instrumental professional networking—may make you see
differently.

In a controlled lab experiment, researchers asked participants to
recall and write about an instance in which they had either engaged



in spontaneous professional networking (you happen to run into
someone at a wedding who provides you with a job lead) or
instrumental professional networking (you went to a party with the
specific intention of trying to get career help). Instead of seeing
neutral words like wish, sharer, and step, participants exposed to the
instrumental networking condition were roughly twice as likely as
their spontaneous counterparts to see cleansing words such as wash,
shower, and soap.

In a second experiment, the authors asked participants to think of
the same types of scenarios (spontaneous versus instrumental
networking) and then to rate the desirability of a set of cleaning
products (e.g., soap and toothpaste) and neutral objects (e.g., Post-it
Notes and juice). You guessed it—participants exposed to the
instrumental networking condition found the cleaning products
more valuable than participants asked to think about forming a
personal tie by happenstance.

We feel compelled to literally wash away our sins when we
experience feelings of moral impurity. Our relationships with others
are sacred. Subconsciously, the idea of intentionally profiting from
relationships brings them into the realm of money, the realm of
taboo. As a consequence, feelings of disgust can lead to
disengagement for those who experience it. Even if you don’t have
any personal qualms about networking, chances are many of the
people you are talking to do.

Connecting Is Hard

Anxiety, inauthenticity, and feeling self-conscious are common when
talking to strangers. Francesca Gino, a professor at Harvard Business
School, and her colleagues ran an analogous study exploring feelings
of dirtiness, but made a key change. Instead of asking people to recall
a networking experience, they asked participants to reflect on a time
that they expressed attitudes, emotions, or opinions that either
matched or did not match their internal feelings. Just as with the



case of networking, participants that were assigned to recall an
authentic experience were significantly less likely to recall cleansing
words and rated cleaning products as less desirable than participants
reflecting on an inauthentic experience. Perhaps authenticity is an
antidote to networking?

If someone feels disingenuous, chances are that they are going to
avoid opportunities to form new relationships and are certainly not
going to seek them out. Even if they don’t completely disengage,
impression management can lead to increased anxiety, emotional
depletion, and self-consciousness, which in turn can lead to more
awkward and less effective social interactions.

I had to learn this the hard way. Teaching is in many ways an
evaluation of how well you connect with students in the classroom.
The first time I stepped into an MBA classroom to teach, I was
terrified. I had also been given what in retrospect was bad advice—to
try to emulate someone else’s teaching style. That’s what I tried to do
and the results were disastrous. Our teaching evaluations are
publicly posted at the end of the year, and mine were the worst. Not
second or third from the bottom, but dead last. In the classroom, I
was visibly uncomfortable and clearly inauthentic. My students said
as much. Much of the time I adopted a pose that can best be
described as “leaning pretzel”: legs crossed and arms wrapped tightly
across my chest, with a slight bend backward away from the class.
This led to a quick downward spiral in which I continued to try on
different personalities—the serious mathematician, the laid-back
“cool” professor—with increasingly negative consequences. My
teaching evaluations suffered, my confidence dropped, and I became
more and more anxious. A communication course convinced me that
punchier openings, more eye contact, and a clear call to action would
make things better. Things didn’t get better. The problem was deeper
than a lack of presentation skills. I went from fear of my students to
something closer to self-protective hostility. By my third year, I
needed beta blockers in order to get in front of the classroom. Then I
pretty much cracked. I ran out of personalities, started asking for
help from my colleagues, and began to teach things I believed in
rather than what I thought my students wanted to hear. In talking
with others, I began to find my own voice. Once I began to open up,
the fear left. I wasn’t terrified of getting found out anymore.



Self-awareness, self-acceptance, consistency in behaviors and
beliefs, and being open and truthful in your relationships with others
are at the heart of authenticity, according to a summary of research
in the field of authentic leadership led by Bruce Avolio at the
University of Washington.

To be more authentic, we first need to become more self-aware.
Start by noticing how you feel in different social interactions. When
and with whom do you feel comfortable? When does your heart race
and your skin crawl? When do you feel the need to force laughter or
stifle comments? When do you simply want to make a run for the
door? From self-awareness you can begin to move toward acceptance
and challenge yourself. What is there really to fear?

People aren’t either authentic or inauthentic. We all (thankfully)
engage in self-presentation some of the time. I honestly don’t want
my colleagues to bring their whole authentic selves to work. In many
social situations, we have to adapt to circumstances. As a boss, it is
my job to put my own bad mood aside and help people who need it.
They don’t need to know or see that I’m in a bad mood. It’s about
them, not about me.

Misunderstanding authenticity can create complacency. “When
we view authenticity as an unwavering sense of self, we struggle to
take on new challenges and bigger roles,” argued Herminia Ibarra, a
professor at the London Business School. “The reality is that people
learn—and change—who they are through experience.” But how easy
is it to change?

Even if it doesn’t evoke moral repulsion, meeting new people can
be anxiety provoking. Imagine you are having one of those awkward
social moments—drink in hand, clinging to the safety of a high top,
pretending to check your phone for the tenth time, with no one you
know visible on the horizon. To distract yourself, you try to guess
whether or not a woman in a blue dress across the room is going to
strike up a conversation with a stranger.

Simply knowing if she was shy would give you a decent idea about
how likely she is to engage the stranger. But knowing if she was shy—
and whether or not she perceived her shyness to be a fixed or flexible
trait—would make you much more accurate.

People with a fixed mindset tend to agree with statements like “I
have a certain personality, and it is something that I can’t do much
about.” They believe we are gregarious or we aren’t. We are sociable



or we are not. This point of view is consistent with the fixed mindset
defined by Stanford psychology professor Carol Dweck. People who
have a more flexible sense of themselves think their personality
changes over time and in given situations. They believe they can
overcome their shyness.

Shy people are unsurprisingly always more likely than outgoing
people to avoid social interaction. But a series of studies by
University of Texas psychology professor Jennifer Beer found that
shy people with a flexible mindset were substantially more likely
than those with a fixed mindset to chat up a stranger.

As part of the study, trained observers who were blind to how shy
participants perceived themselves to be, as well as whether they had
a fixed or flexible mindset, watched videos of social interactions and
rated the study participants’ social skills and likability, as well as how
much they seemed to be enjoying a series of five-minute get-to-
know-yous. A fixed mindset combined with shyness made people less
likable and less socially adept. Over time, however, the behaviors of
shy people with flexible mindsets were indistinguishable from the
behaviors of those who weren’t shy.

The same applies to social intelligence. Broadly defined, social
intelligence is a set of interpersonal competencies that influence your
ability to get along with others and successfully navigate social
interactions. As Daniel Goleman, the author of a book by that name,
wrote: “The ingredients of social intelligence I propose here can be
organized into two broad categories: social awareness, what we sense
about others—and social facility, what we then do with that
awareness.” Social intelligence, like shyness and cognitive
intelligence, can be viewed as either fixed or flexible.

Holding a fixed mindset about social intelligence makes people
less likely to socially engage because they feel like it will yield limited
returns and creates unfair advantages for the people they perceive to
be preternaturally socially gifted. But social intelligence, like shyness,
is not fixed.

Now, suppose the woman in the blue dress came up to you. You
talk for a couple of minutes about the weather and then you stumble
across the fact that she knows someone you’ve been trying to meet
for months. She says she’d be happy to make an introduction. After
the conversation it would be quite common to second-guess how



things went. “Did I talk too much?” “Ugh, I wish I hadn’t said that.”
Or perhaps, “Well, that was awkward. We had nothing to talk about.”

Take heart—the conversation probably went far better than you
thought it did. A series of five studies that involved groups ranging
from Yale students to British attendees of a “How to Talk to
Strangers” workshop found in the words of the researchers that
“others like us more than we know.” The study, led by Erica Boothby
and Gus Cooney, once again paired strangers for get-to-know-you
conversations. Rather than seeing how things appeared to go, in this
study, the researchers asked both participants to rate their
conversational partners. They also asked each member of the small
talk duo to guess how their partners rated them.

Consistently, people underestimated how much their
conversational partner enjoyed the conversation. The researchers
dubbed this phenomenon the liking gap.

Whether the conversation was two minutes or forty-five minutes,
the liking gap persisted. Even though participants whose
conversations were longer felt more positive about one another, the
misperception continued. And skewed perceptions continued well on
into relationships. The researchers found that differences in how
much people thought someone liked them, as opposed to how much
they really did, continued for five months.

“Conversation appears to be a domain in which people display
uncharacteristic pessimism about their performance,” the team
concluded. In most arenas of life, people see themselves in the most
positive light. They tend to think they are more intelligent, more
creative, more trustworthy, happier, and healthier than others. But
this tendency, known as the better-than-average effect by
psychologists, doesn’t extend to conversations with strangers.

The researchers hypothesize that it is because we are so absorbed
in worrying about how we are coming across that we often miss the
smiles, laughing, and leaning in that signal our conversational
partners are enjoying themselves.

But it isn’t just in initial conversations that people frequently
invoke a self-deprecating and defeatist attitude about their social life.
People also consistently think their social lives pale in comparison to
others’. In a series of eleven studies by Sebastian Deri, Shai Davidai,
and Thomas Gilovich, the researchers asked 3,293 participants
ranging from shoppers at a mall to students to an income-



representative sample of Americans how their social lives stacked up
to the social lives of others. Respondents thought other people were
likely to go to more parties, have more friends, eat out more often,
operate in more social circles, and see their extended family more
often. This was true for people of varying ages, educational
backgrounds, income, and political views.

The reason, according to the trio, is that people naturally compare
themselves to their most social friends—to expansionists. As they
wrote: “It appears that because extroverts and socialites spring to
mind more readily than introverts and recluses, people compare
themselves to a tough benchmark and conclude that their social lives
are subpar.” Setting up the comparison in this way doesn’t just make
them feel socially less than, it also makes people less satisfied with
their life in general. When prompted to compare themselves to
people in their social circles who were less social, the effects
disappear.

Comparing oneself to the Vernon Jordans of your local social
circle makes networking seem futile. So does a fixed mindset. Both
can be a threat to one’s sense of competency, efficacy, and self-
reliance. Feelings of futility prevent people from purposefully
reflecting on their networks. In turn, research led by Ko Kuwabara, a
professor at INSEAD, suggests that these feelings lead to smaller,
less diverse networks.

The truth is that people like us more than we think they do. But
the feelings of awkwardness that interacting with strangers can
evoke can make it difficult to be authentic. Inauthenticity—like
networking—makes people feel morally impure, leading to
disengagement.

Think of What You Can Give

In the study of why networking makes us feel dirty, one group was
protected from experiencing networking as gross—people with
power. Of course, a simple explanation of this is that powerful people



are better at networking, which is precisely why they became more
powerful. They may also be more confident so don’t have to struggle
as much with feelings of futility or authenticity.

However, the researchers found that the effect persisted when
they made people feel more powerful through experimental
manipulation, rather than solely relying on where someone sat in the
organizational hierarchy. This led the authors to conclude: “This
makes sense. When people believe they have a lot to offer others,
such as wise advice, mentorship, access, and resources, networking
feels easier and less selfish.”

The fundamental building block of social relationships is
reciprocity. It is the currency of social exchange. This led renowned
sociologist Howard Becker to argue that our species should be
renamed Homo reciprocus. If we walk into a social exchange
thinking about what we can get out of the exchange, rather than what
we can give, we have the equation backward.

This is the crux of Adam Grant’s book Give and Take. As Grant, a
professor at Wharton, writes with respect to networks, “givers are
able to develop and leverage extraordinarily rich networks. By virtue
of the way they interact with other people in their networks, givers
create norms that favor adding rather than claiming or trading value,
expanding the pie for all involved.” Giving is a good strategy in the
long term because it leads to a network imbued with greater value
and reciprocity.

In the short term, giving can also be an effective way of
overcoming resistance to building a network, because it invokes
positive moral sentiment. Giving creates a warm glow or a helper’s
high. Functional MRI scans show that when we give, the same
reward-processing areas of your brain that are activated when you
eat ice cream or receive money light up. These positive emotions can
override the negative sentiments that make networking feel dirty.
Plus, it is just a nicer way to interact.

What can you give? Heidi Roizen, a venture capitalist and one of
the most well-connected women in Silicon Valley, frequently gets
this question. Her response: “You always have something to give,
everyone has something to give. Good lord, you can come and talk to
me and babysit my children while you’re talking to me. I had one guy
who traded me: I would talk to him about his business and he was a



personal trainer, so he would train me while I was talking to him
about his business.”

When you are just starting out, are switching careers, or are new
to a community, it can often be hard to figure out what you can give.
In their book Influence Without Authority, Allan Cohen and David
Bradford offer different types of resources that may broaden your
view about what you can give. One category is task related, like
information, technical support, or money. These are often the things
people default to when thinking about what they have to offer.
Another realm of resources are those related to visibility, reputation,
or introductions. Gratitude, ownership, or comfort are often
overlooked as potential things one has to offer, as is the ability to
provide others with a sense of meaning or a feeling of morality or
mastery. Asking for help is in many ways a gift. It allows others to be
of service. And as the Melville quote Vernon Jordan invoked
highlights, “we cannot live for ourselves alone.”

Looking Closer

Focusing on ourselves can often get in the way of developing more
beneficial relations. Worrying about how we are coming across in a
conversation leads us to underestimate the value of encounters.
Focusing on what we can get out of relationships generates feelings
of immorality. Directing attention toward others is a way out.

Psychological biases can prevent us from understanding social
reality. Take this example. Imagine you are walking into a social
event by yourself. You walk into the room and see nothing but a sea
of people. An expansionist would feel right at home. Early in my
career, I would have simply left. The braver among us would head to
the safe harbor of the bar. Your heart beats a little faster. Where to
go?

A certain cognitive framework transforms this experience:
People almost always interact in dyads—those quintessential pairs

of two. We are biologically and socially wired to do so. We have two



eyes that point in a single direction. Our auditory processing system
leads us to hone in on a single voice, a phenomenon known as the
cocktail party effect.

The next time you walk in that room, instead of seeing a wall of
people, look for small clusters, islands of people. They always exist
and are often near a piece of furniture. Now look for an island with
an odd number—one, three, five. You’ve just found your
conversational partner. Your addition will create numerical balance.
The woman in the blue dress was probably looking for someone to
talk to. When I give this very simple guidance based on one of the
most fundamental principles of social interaction—dyads—it helps
reduce the amount of anxiety people experience and appears to
improve social intelligence as a result.

If we take time to better understand the nature of our own
relationships and connections, we have the power to change them—
in ways that are potentially beneficial to us, to the people with whom
we’re connected, and to the people they’re connected to as well.

Here are three simple tests to help you figure out the extent to
which you are an expansionist, broker, or convener. To get a more
complete picture of your network, you can visit
www.assessyournetwork.com.

Expansionist
First, let’s estimate the size of your active network to see how likely it
is that you are an expansionist. Take a look at the following four
names:

Alan
Adam
Rachel
Emily

How many people do you know with each name? In this context,
we are going to consider that you “know” someone if: (1) you
recognize them by sight or name, (2) you could contact them without
googling their email address or connecting through social media, and
(3) you’ve been in contact with them by phone, snail mail, or face-to-

http://www.assessyournetwork.com/


face in the past two years. Don’t think too hard about this (it goes
against the spirit of the exercise). Next to each name write how many
Alans, Adams, Rachels, and Emilys you know.

Looking down the list, if you knew one Adam, one Alan, one
Rachel, and one Emily, the size of your acquaintance network hovers
around 900. Using this method with many more names, Tian Zheng,
Andrew Gelman, and Matthew Salganik, professors at Columbia and
Princeton, found that the average person had 610 people in their
network. As a point of reference, around 90 percent of the
population have acquaintance networks somewhere between 250
and 1,700 individuals. If you saw a number greater than one next to
several of those four names, you are likely an expansionist—on the
upper end of the spectrum. Most of us would expect to see at least
one or two zeros down the column.

Convener
Beyond network size, we really care about network structure.
Drawing your network will allow you to start to assess whether you
are more like a broker or a convener.

Thinking back over the last six months, who are the people you
have discussed important matters with? Write the names of the five
people with whom you have most frequently discussed important
matters or from whom you have received emotional support in the
circles below. For instance, Nick has discussed important matters
with Dave, Guy, Sean, Grace, and Sydney.



Now we want to start to understand the relationships that exist
among our confidants. Draw a line between any individuals in your
network who are close. Guy and Sydney work together. Sean and Guy
are old friends from high school who regularly get together for beers.
If your contacts have simply met each other but don’t have any real
relationship outside both being your friends, don’t draw a line
between them. To keep things simple, do not draw a line between
yourself and everyone in your network.

How many lines exist in your network? The average person has
five lines. If everyone has a close relationship with everyone else,
there would be ten total lines. The closer you are to ten, the more
likely you are to be a convener.

Broker
Now that we’ve considered expansion and convening, let’s take a look
at brokerage using a scale developed by David Obstfeld.

For each of the questions below, mark the response that best
characterizes how you feel about the statement, where 1 = strongly
disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = neither agree or
disagree, 5 = somewhat agree, 6 = agree, and 7 = strongly agree.

Strongly 
Disagree

Strongly
Agree

1. I introduce people to each other who might have a
common strategic work interest. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. I will try to describe an issue in a way that will
appeal to a diverse set of interests. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. I see opportunities for collaboration between
people. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. I point out the common ground shared by people
who have different perspectives on an issue. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Source: David Obstfeld, “Social Networks, the Tertius Iungens Orientation, and Involvement in Innovation.”
Administrative Science Quarterly 50, no. 1 (March 2005): 100–30.

People score around a 4.5 on average for the full six-question
survey. If you’re seeing 6s and 7s, you may be a broker. However,
identifying as a broker doesn’t necessarily make you a structural



broker. On the whole, people are not great at evaluating their
network type and there are different types of brokers as we will see.

If you are still not sure what type you are, not to worry. As
humans we don’t always fit into a neat typology. We may have a
tendency to be a broker but act like a convener in some areas of our
life.

Our networks are also constantly evolving. The network that
would be supportive for someone looking for an early stage investor
wouldn’t be helpful to a recent empty nester. As we advance in our
professional lives and as we form families and our friendships shift,
our networks transform. Each different network style has different
strengths at different moments. As you move forward, there is often
a tendency to want to focus on your current type. But arguably more
important than understanding your current network is gaining a
deeper insight into what might be gained from other types, as well as
the mental models of others around you.

The goal of this book is to help you see the “invisible threads” of
connection that Vernon Jordan found so inspiring. These threads
form the basic elements of social structure that play a large role in
determining who gets a coveted job, how happy you are, and whether
children feel supported.

While the term networking may evoke moral sentiments—Vernon
Jordan is an archetypal example—networks themselves are simply
structures. They are traces of social lives lived and foretell what is
likely to come. What happens within them and how we see them,
though, are certainly not neutral. As Melville wrote, “Our actions run
as causes and return to us as results.”

The truth is, your network affects your life in ways that cannot be
understood by looking at your behavior alone. Whether your friends
are friends with one another, for instance, has an enormous effect on
whether you are seen as trustworthy. Beyond your own life, these
same structures also explain which teams will be successful, if
organizations are inclusive and diverse, and whether social
movements like the civil rights movement are able to take off.

More than eight decades ago, Jacob Moreno, a Romanian-born
psychotherapist, first devised sociometry, the way of drawing social
networks that we still use today. He wanted to understand the
relationship between social structures and psychological well-being.
At that time he told The New York Times: “If we ever get to the point



of charting a whole city or a whole nation, we would have . . . a
picture of a vast solar system of intangible structures, powerfully
influencing conduct, as gravitation does bodies in space. Such an
invisible structure underlies society and has its influence in
determining the conduct of society as a whole.” Recent advances in
network analytics, physics, engineering, sociology, and computer
science have made this possible. What Moreno didn’t realize at the
time was that the elemental structures he had already drawn based
on patterns of interactions in a girls’ reform school in Upstate New
York held the key to understanding how the social world works.
These structures—brokerage, convening, and expansion—are a way
of seeing the invisible forces playing out every day—at work, at home,
and on vacation. They are at the center of what this book has to offer.
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The Nature of Networks

tacked end to end, the cards in David Rockefeller’s Rolodex
would stretch for nearly sixteen miles. The breadth of his

Rolodex, which contained more than 100,000 contacts, is legendary,
as were the people included in it, ranging from Nelson Mandela and
Pablo Picasso to Sigmund Freud and Bill Gates.

While his contacts included heads of state, intellectuals,
celebrities, presidents, and business scions, he recorded interactions
with “most people I have met since the 1940s.” But he didn’t just jot
down names and dates of fleeting encounters. Instead he kept
detailed notes on everyone from virtual strangers to his closest
friends and even former dates.

The hotly controversial secretary of state under Richard Nixon,
Henry Kissinger was one of Rockefeller’s oldest and closest friends.
Kissinger’s Jewish family had fled Nazi persecution in 1938, but an
immigrant’s story of assimilation is reflected in the thirty-five cards
containing details of his and David Rockefeller’s hundreds of
meetings going back to 1955. During a lunch at his sprawling manor
in the Hudson Valley a few years before his death, Rockefeller gave a
copy of the cards to Kissinger, who remembered telling David that he
was “astonished that we have seen each other so much.’’



One less public figure from Rockefeller’s Rolodex described the
use of this social tool. “If you were so fortunate to be a ‘fly on the
wall’ for any of his countless meetings and interactions, you would
hear him inquire about the smallest details of his guest’s life, from a
child’s ballet recital to a parent’s recent health concern. This was not
done for show or effect, though it never failed to delight and disarm
his visitors. To be in the company of David was to have an audience
with greatness, but his interactions were always transformational,
never transactional.”

Some found the documentation calculating and his approach off-
putting. Rockefeller recognized this and defended his practice,
arguing that “some may feel this technique is cynical and
manipulative. I disagree. Such an approach enabled me to meet
people who were useful in achieving goals and gave me opportunities
to form lasting friendships.”

Regardless of how you feel about the Rolodex, Rockefeller’s social
acumen was potent. Those cards represent a keen awareness of a
human limitation. We cannot build a vast network of contacts while
still maintaining old and strong ties.

Or can we? Rockefeller grasped the cognitive constraints that limit
the size of human networks and sought to overcome them.

While he was arguably one of the most connected people in the
world, as a child he was shy and insecure. Even upon entering
Harvard, he “initially felt like a misfit with few social skills.” This was
in stark contrast to his brother Nelson, who was “sociable and
outgoing and loved to be the center of attention.” David preferred to
spend his time collecting beetles rather than fraternizing. His
penchant for beetles persisted until his death—he left a collection of
150,000 different specimens to Harvard.

It was his experience as an intelligence officer in World War II
that showed him the importance of human connections. As he wrote,
it made him recognize the need to “develop a network of people with
reliable information and influence” despite his natural tendency
toward shyness.

Even when faced with accusations that the time he spent building
relationships was a distraction from his duties as CEO of Chase, he
continued expanding his personal ties internationally. And while
there were periods during his tenure when the bank underperformed
rivals domestically, it would be difficult to deny his claim that these



efforts benefited the bank’s international profits and prestige. It
helped bring the practice of calculated investment and Western
banking into Egypt, the Soviet Union, and China. These feats drew
directly on Rockefeller’s extensive personal connections.

Homo Sapiens Scale

While a few extraordinary individuals have hundreds of thousands of
connections, most of us have networks on a more human scale. In
fact, the size of our networks—from how many close friends we have
to the length of our holiday card list—largely conforms to a relatively
predictable pattern.

The most famous of the numbers on this scale, known as Dunbar’s
number, is 150. The magic number 150 is the number of stable
contacts we can maintain. Or as Dunbar put it, it’s “the number of
people you would not feel embarrassed about joining uninvited for a
drink if you happened to bump into them in a bar.”

The anthropologist Robin Dunbar discovered his eponymous
number somewhat inadvertently. During the 1980s there was
widespread interest among primatologists in the social brain
hypothesis. The idea behind this hypothesis was that the brains of
primates may have evolved in order to meet social needs, rather than
environmental demands such as an expansion in territory.
Supporting the theory was a strong coupling between the size of
primates’ social groups and the size of their brain—more specifically,
the size of the neocortex relative to the size of the rest of the brain.

The ratio for gibbons is around 2:1, and their social groups are
estimated to have around fifteen members. The ratio is substantially
larger for chimpanzees, 3:1. Dunbar put their group size at sixty-five
members. This line of work led the researchers to conclude that
primates’ brains may have evolved in order to help manage social
complexity. While studying primate grooming, Dunbar realized that
his team also had data on humans. With this data, he should be able
to predict the average group size for humans by knowing their



neocortex ratio. For humans, the ratio was 4:1. Dunbar did the math
and predicted that 150 should be the average size of our social group.

Dunbar has spent much of his career exploring the boundaries of
this number—what it actually means and whether social media has
changed it. Dunbar’s “number” is really a range between 100 and
200. And that numerical range has historical and contemporary
significance. Villages in modern hunter-gatherer societies, ranging
from the Kung San in Botswana to the Ruhua Nualu in Indonesia,
have an average group size of 148.4. Neolithic villages in
Mesopotamia were roughly the same size, ranging from 150 to 200
people. Army companies from sixteenth-century Spain to the
twentieth century in the United States all had around 150 soldiers.

Surprisingly, technology and social media have done little to
change this fundamental number. While the average user has several
hundred Facebook friends, a massive study of Facebook found that
less than 5 percent of users had contacted more than a hundred
people through the platform. Similarly, a study of 1.7 million Twitter
users found that users maintain between a hundred and two hundred
stable relationships. People who spend more time on social media
have larger social media networks but do not have larger offline
networks; they also do not feel emotionally closer to the people in
their network. Social media hasn’t expanded the number of friends
we have or made us feel closer to them. It has simply changed our
ability to keep track of the outermost layer of former acquaintances.
It has become our equivalent of Rockefeller’s Rolodex.

Your social network can be conceptualized as a series of
concentric circles that decrease in emotional intensity as you move
outward. Decades of research by Dunbar and his colleagues have
unveiled a pattern: the size of our social circles expands in roughly
multiples of three.

Our innermost circle, the people we turn to in times of severe
emotional and financial distress, typically consists of two to five
people. The next layer, which Dunbar refers to as our sympathy
group, are the fifteen or so individuals we feel emotionally close to.
We are usually in touch with them monthly. If we move another band
out, we find your close friends. This is the fifty people you would feel
comfortable inviting to a barbecue but wouldn’t necessarily disclose
your innermost secrets to. Beyond that is Dunbar’s most famous



number—150—our set of casual friends or stable contacts. It is at this
boundary that a sense of reciprocity and obligation ends.

Multiplying that by three, we typically have between 450 and 600
acquaintances. These are people we have seen in the past couple of
years but do not regularly keep in touch with. At the outermost edge
are the roughly 1,500 people we recognize by sight.

It is precisely at these far edges of our networks that social media
plays a role. It allows you to see what your college roommate’s best
friend from high school did over the weekend. It offers a way of
contacting the chatty pharmacist you met at a party. But it is highly
unlikely you will ever reach out to either of them.

While everyone has roughly the same capacity to form and
maintain relationships, people tend to allocate their energy
differently across the different layers of social relationships.
Thinking of our social relationships as a form of capital—social
capital—can be helpful in this regard because it highlights that our
relationships require investments and trade-offs. As Dunbar says,
“The amount of social capital you have is pretty fixed . . . It involves
time investment. If you garner connections with more people, you
end up distributing your fixed amount of social capital more thinly.”

Part of the reason the size of our networks is limited is our
cognitive and emotional capacity. The other is time. There is a limit
on how much time we can devote to relationships. If you are deeply



invested in your innermost circle, you have less time for casual
friends. If you spend a significant amount of time catching up with
and seeing acquaintances, you may find it difficult to develop a
strong sympathy group.

Many of us live in what feels like a time-starved era. Most adults
spend less than forty minutes a day socializing—and that figure has
declined by 10 percent over the past decade. The additional eighteen
minutes a day (including travel time) the average person devotes to
volunteering, religious, and civic engagements don’t offer much more
in terms of time for community. Today we have less time for
relationships than it seems our parents had.

Of course, it is possible to increase the size of your network to the
upper limits of Dunbar’s number or beyond by investing more time
and effort. This is precisely what David Rockefeller did. But is that
how we want to spend our time?

In order to help understand whether a brokerage, convening, or
expansionist network—or some combination thereof—is right for
you, it is worth exploring the key trade-offs that time and cognitive
constraints create. Expansionists, brokers, and conveners all deal
with the constraints imposed by time and our inherent human and
emotional limitations differently. In some cases, these may be
conscious choices. In other instances, they may not seem like choices
at all. By examining these trade-offs and their consequences in
detail, we can understand how one became or can become a broker,
convener, expansionist, or a mixture thereof.

What Is a Friend?

How do friends differ from acquaintances? Tie strength lies at the
heart of this distinction. You can think of strong ties as your closest
friends and weak ties as acquaintances. Which of Dunbar’s circles do
you devote the most of your time and attention to? We can have
many weak ties as expansionists do or a smaller number of strong
ties, which is a signature of conveners. But the amount of time and



emotional energy that goes into strong ties means most people can’t
maintain many deep relationships.

The strength of a tie is partially—but by no means completely—
determined by the amount of time you’ve invested in the
relationship. A recent study by Jeffrey Hall at the University of
Kansas found that it takes around fifty hours altogether to go from
acquaintances to casual friends. An additional forty hours is
necessary to become “real” friends. To become close friends likely
takes more than two hundred hours.

Yet simply investing more time in a relationship won’t necessarily
transform an acquaintance into a friend, supporter, or ally. Think of
a particularly prickly boss. You’ve probably spent more than two
hundred hours with them, but they aren’t necessarily a close friend.
The amount of time you’ve known someone and how frequently you
see them aren’t great predictors of the strength of your tie. Mark
Granovetter, the Stanford sociologist who first discovered that you
are more likely to get a job through weak ties, intuitively argued that
tie strength was likely a combination of the amount of time,
emotional intensity, intimacy, and reciprocity invested in a
relationship.

The poet Maya Angelou eloquently made this point: “There’s a
marked difference between acquaintances and friends. Most people
really don’t become friends. They become deep and serious
acquaintances.” What Maya Angelou instinctively understood—and
decades of research has confirmed—is that closeness and intimacy
underlie tie strength.

Intimacy can be frightening because what we have to lose from
betrayal becomes all the greater the closer we are to someone. Yet we
need deep ties. This is true even in seemingly unlikely places such as
the workplace. This can be seen in the evolution of the relationship
between a bank employee and her manager as they navigated the
diagnosis of the manager’s father’s cancer: “At her hardest times I
cried and she cried. She opened herself up to me and I opened
myself . . . Here you spend more time with people than with people at
home. So you feel for them.”

A lack of intimacy is why the coworkers you’ve seen every day for
the past two years are probably more acquaintances than friends—
you really don’t know that much about them and you haven’t
disclosed that much about yourself to them. It is also why most of



your Facebook “friends” aren’t really your friends. The images we
present on social media and the thinness of the medium make it
nearly impossible to transform repeated interactions into stronger
ties.

The Character of Strong and Weak Ties

Strong ties, which are imbued with intimacy and affection, provide
emotional support, help guard against depression, and increase
feelings of well-being. Your strong ties are also your most likely
source of companionship and small favors. However, we rarely
receive financial support from even the closest of our friends—only
from our family.

Our strong ties are the people we turn to in times of crisis and the
friends we call on to get us through losing a job or a divorce. They sit
with us through chemo and show up at the hospital to help welcome
our babies to the world.

Yet strong ties can become straitjackets. Part of their strength
comes from norms of reciprocity: if I do something for you, you will
in turn do something for me. While this is an important source of
relationship strength, the expectation that you will be available for
someone and willing to help them out in the indefinite future can be
emotionally and financially taxing. With close friends, a long shared
history can often make it difficult or impossible to turn down a
request for help or support—even when these asks are so large or
frequent that you desperately want to say no.

The difficulty of saying no to our closest friends can also reinforce
behaviors—both negatively and positively. If you want to quit
smoking, you will find it harder if your best friend smokes. Even if he
doesn’t offer you a cigarette, you’re going to feel awkward when he
steps outside for a smoke and you’re sitting alone on the couch. The
same is true for drinking, changes in diet, or even shopping. On the
flip side, our strong ties can also provide reinforcement and make it



more likely we will be able to make and sustain positive behavioral
changes.

While our casual acquaintances are unlikely to play a key role in
helping us make major behavioral changes, our weak ties are likely to
give us our next great idea or business opportunity and to get our
community on board with a new initiative.

We also turn to acquaintances with surprising frequency to
discuss issues important in our lives. A study by Mario Small, a
professor of sociology at Harvard, asked 2,000 adults which people
they frequently consulted in considering matters important to them,
like careers, money, health, and happiness. More than 45 percent of
discussion partners were considered unimportant by the
respondents. In part, this is because we will often seek out advice
from people with experience or expertise, rather than someone we
feel emotionally close to. If I find out I have high blood pressure, I
might ask advice from a colleague who has also been dealing with it
for years or from an acquaintance who is a doctor. Often we also
simply turn to people for advice “because they were there.” In a child
care center Professor Small studied, for instance, mothers frequently
asked other parents for advice about their children, not because they
felt close to them, but simply because they crossed paths during
pickups and drop-offs. Similarly, college students reported that
roughly a fifth of the time they needed help with a paper or advice
about an issue with a roommate, they turned to someone primarily
because they were available.

When a weak tie will generate value is somewhat unpredictable. It
is hard for an acquaintance to know if they have information that
would be valuable to you and similarly difficult for you to know who
might have information that could help you. The randomness of
weak ties is where their value lies but is also exactly what makes
them difficult to purposefully mobilize.

To see how strong and weak ties operate differently in our lives,
let’s step inside Dan’s world. Dan is a middle-aged insurance
salesman and sailing enthusiast who recently had a milestone
birthday. While he is reasonably healthy, that birthday and nudging
from his wife have prompted him to try to hit the gym. The first days
at the gym are brutal. It turned out that he was far more out of shape
than he realized, and squeezing in the gym meant he had to rely on
his wife to bear more of the burden at home. Luckily, she was more



than willing to help, both because she wanted Dan to exercise more
and he can drive her nuts sometimes, so having him out of the house
was a bit of a bonus. At the office, Dan commiserated with his close
friend, the gym rat Tim, and in so doing found a gym buddy who was
willing to help support his effort. Even on days when he dreaded the
thought of lifting weights after work, he wasn’t willing to bail on Tim.
So he continued to show up. Over the weeks, a consistent routine of
exercise started to pay off. Dan lost seven pounds, could walk the five
flights of stairs to his office without losing his breath, and even
generated a sales lead on the elliptical. It turns out that the gym is a
good place to sell life insurance.

Dan’s case is fairly typical. His strong ties provide emotional
support and positive behavioral reinforcement. But a change in his
typical routine resulted in a new weak tie with information and
resources.

The number of people in our innermost circle is a strong indicator
of how much our network skews toward strong attachments. The
average American has two confidants. More than 40 percent of
phone calls people make are to the same three friends. And evidence
suggests that we are limited to around five close friends—very few
people have more. If you do, it likely says something about you.

Strengthening Attachments

Why do some of us prefer intense intimate relationships while others
derive satisfaction from more fleeting encounters? Although many
models—from Freudian accounts to evolutionary theories—have
been proposed to explain this puzzle, attachment theory is arguably
the most extensively studied and supported.

The British psychologist John Bowlby, who was raised primarily
by nannies and nursemaids, conceptualized attachment theory over
fifty years ago. He developed his model to explain how the nature of
a child’s relationship with their primary caregiver influenced their
subsequent social, emotional, and cognitive development. According



to the theory, if infants receive responsive and consistent care, they
will expect others to continue to behave toward them in this way.
These expectations determine how we behave toward others in close
relationships. Researchers believe that your attachment style, which
can be assessed as early as age one, is more important for personal
development than IQ, social class, temperament, and parenting.

The vast majority of people can be characterized by one of three
attachment styles: secure, anxious, or avoidant.

The securely attached are comfortable with intimacy and
interdependence, believe that others will respond to their needs, and
are confident in their own sense of self-worth. They tend to agree
with statements like “I feel like I have someone to rely on,” “I feel like
others care about me,” and “I feel I can trust the people who are close
to me.”

People who experience attachment anxiety doubt their own sense
of self-worth, have a deep need for interpersonal closeness, and
worry frequently about abandonment and rejection. Statements like
“I want to share my feelings with someone,” “I wish someone close
could see me now,” and “I really need to feel loved right now”
resonate with the anxiously attached. Elizabeth is a classic example.
Her friend described her to a mutual acquaintance as being “crazy
about love” and “a hopeless romantic.” In response she recalled, “I
felt my face get hot and swallowed back a rush of hurt feelings,
pretending I didn’t care. I knew she hadn’t meant it in an unkind way
—she thought she was simply stating the obvious—but somehow it
still stung . . . I guess I’ve always been afraid that I have a little bit of
a ‘Crazy Ex-Girlfriend’ streak in me. Anyone who knows me will tell
you I require absolute loyalty from my friends and lovers, and I can
be jealous and vindictive.” The clingy ex is a textbook example of
someone who is anxiously attached.

Finally, the avoidant are hyperalert to ensure no one gets too close
to them. At the first sign of too much intimacy, they freeze or
disappear. Avoidants are reluctant to trust, tend to be self-reliant, are
intolerant of intimacy, and stuff their emotions. Or to put this more
generously, they are “fiercely independent.” Though in truth they are
actually just as needy as the anxiously attached.

Unsurprisingly, avoidance is associated with fewer strong ties. But
so is attachment anxiety. A recent series of studies by Omri Gillath
and colleagues examined the relationship between attachment style



and an individual’s network tendencies. Across three studies, the
authors consistently found that attachment anxiety and avoidance
were associated with weaker ties.

An increased tendency to dissolve existing ties accounted for the
lack of strong ties within the networks of the insecurely attached. For
the avoidants, it isn’t that they don’t initiate relationships with
people who could become a part of their inner circle, but that they
back away from those relationships before others become too close.
Avoidants tend to focus on their partner’s flaws—“she wasn’t good
enough for me”; “he’s a wreck”—to create distance.

For the anxiously attached, a desire and need for closeness
paradoxically lead to a network full of weak ties. The underlying
anxiety about potential loss can lead them to preemptively end
relationships or emotionally engulf their friends to the point that
their friends back away.

Take Brittany Wright as an example. The attractive, funny,
outgoing South Carolinian lamented:

If you were to look at my Instagram, Facebook, or Twitter, it would seem that
I have lots of close friends—but the truth is, I’m one of the loneliest people I
know.

I don’t have a significant other, I don’t have many friends, and my
weekends usually consist of solo Netflix binges and gossiping with my
grandma.

It isn’t that I hate people or that I’m an awful person—at least I hope not;
I just have a difficult time making deep, long-lasting friendships.

Brittany’s mother instilled in her the importance of self-reliance
and independence, which she has admittedly taken too far. As she
described, “I refuse to let anyone be there for me, but I end up
getting mad at the other person when it’s actually my own fault.” Her
inability to be vulnerable and lack of trust eventually led to the
dissolution of her closest friendship. She started to think the
relationship was superficial, so she stopped returning calls and texts.
The friendship ended. She eventually realized it was her fault.

In the end, I’ve got to allow myself to be vulnerable. I need to just trust that
someone will have my back in a bad situation. I’ll need to let them see all the
things that make me me—that I’m indecisive, talk too much, and sometimes



a bit selfish—and I’ll hope that they choose to love me and stick around,
regardless.

Brittany is far from alone. Many people are insecurely attached,
“around 20 percent are anxious, 25 percent are avoidant, and . . . 3 to
5 percent” are both, according to the book Attached by Amir Levine
and Rachel Heller.

Men and women are equally likely to be securely and insecurely
attached. But when they aren’t securely attached, limited and
controversial evidence suggests that men tend to be avoidant while
women are more likely to be ambivalent. Unlike sex, poverty during
childhood substantially increases the risk of insecure attachment.

While historically attachment styles were thought to be relatively
fixed, recent research has found that purposeful interventions,
awareness about self-sabotaging tendencies, positive experiences in
relationships, and simply reminding people of times when they felt
secure can change people’s attachment style. After recalling a time in
which “a close personal relationship . . . provided love, comfort, and
support,” anxiously attached individuals reported being significantly
less likely to dissolve ties than their counterparts in a control group.
The same effect occurred among the avoidant. Essentially, the idea is
to try to overwrite early negative experiences with more recent
positive ones. In turn, this can lead to an increased propensity to
develop strong ties.

One defining feature of brokerage, expansion, and convening
networks are their distinct arrays of strong and weak ties. Conveners
tend to favor strong ties, while expansionists trade the strength of
ties for a larger volume of weak ties. Given the emotional and
cognitive investments that strong ties require, it is simply impossible
to have a large network full of strong ties.

But not every relationship can or should be an intimate one.
Acquaintances and casual friends play an important role in most
people’s social worlds. Which begs the question of how we meet
acquaintances in the first place. Oftentimes it feels like chance. Other
times it seems fated.



Getting Close

Humans are about as predictable as plants. If I know what you’ve
been doing over the past couple of weeks, it is possible to predict
where you will be tomorrow at four �.�. with a high level of certainty
—with a greater than 90 percent predictability.

Describing the results of a study of 50,000 cellphone users’
mobility patterns, physics professor Albert-László Barabási wrote:
“Spontaneous individuals are largely absent from the population.
Despite the significant differences in travel patterns, we found that
most people are equally predictable.” If everyone is predictable, then
the set of individuals you could possibly interact with is quite
constrained—which makes who is likely to end up in even the outer
reaches of your network foreseeable. Unless you purposefully create
spontaneity, your network will likely suffer the same fate as a garden
that never experiences crop rotation—productivity will decrease.

Space has such a strong effect on our patterns of interactions it
has been given an unnecessarily complicated name, the law of
propinquity. This law—that the probability of two people
communicating is inversely proportional to the physical distance
between them—was first formulated by James Bossard after
examining 5,000 marriage licenses in Philadelphia issued during the
1930s. More than one in three couples who were about to marry lived
within five blocks of each other. This led Bossard to quip, “Cupid
may have wings, but apparently they are not adapted for long
flights.”

Leon Festinger and his colleagues added further evidence to this
idea while studying patterns of friendship formation in the Westgate
housing developments at MIT in Boston, where families were
randomly assigned to apartments. People who were assigned to live
next door to each other were most likely to be friends. In fact, 41
percent of friendships occurred among next-door neighbors, 22
percent lived two doors down, and 10 percent of friends lived on
opposite ends of the hallway.

Seating assignments produce a similar effect. When studying
friendship formation among trainees in the Maryland State Police
Academy, Professor Mady Segal realized that friendships were more
likely to form among cadets whose last names started with the same



letter. This was entirely due to the alphabetic seating chart at the
academy. Seating proximity was a stronger predictor of friendships
than religion, age, hobbies, and marital status.

Despite technological advances that have dramatically lowered the
cost of communication since Bossard’s and Festinger’s time,
geography is still a major force defining the contours of our social
networks. A study that used wearable sensors to investigate patterns
of interaction among employees at two firms confirmed just how
strong the effect of propinquity remains—close to half of all
interactions occurred among employees sitting next to each other, an
additional 30 percent were among employees in the same row, while
the majority of the remainder were among colleagues on the same
floor. This was true for email communication as well as face-to-face
interaction. Although the world has become increasingly global, our
social lives remain extremely local.

Both at home and in the workplace, space has a strong effect on
our relationships. Careless assignments of offices, desks, teams, and
task forces can substantially disadvantage our friendships,
productivity, and happiness.

Part of this effect is simply probabilistic—where we are
determines whom we have the opportunity to get to know. But it is
also partially due to the psychological phenomenon known as the
mere exposure effect. Merely being exposed to people, objects, and
ideas leads us to have more favorable evaluations of them. The
psychologist Robert Zajonc documented the effect in the 1960s by
showing that the more frequently people saw faces, words, and
made-up “Chinese” characters, the more they liked them.

In Zajonc’s study, subjects were presented with a variety of
pictures of white men taken from a yearbook. Some photographs
were shown a single time, while other photographs were presented
up to twenty-five times. Each person was then asked to rate how
much they thought they would like the person in the photograph if
they met them. Seeing a photograph ten times led to a roughly 30
percent increase in perceptions of likability compared with seeing
someone only once. In the decades since Zajonc’s original study, this
finding has been replicated across more than two hundred studies.



Where Do You Go?

Take a moment to think about your own network. Recall once again
your five or six most important relationships. Now consider where
you met them. For most people, two or three different institutions
(e.g., work and college) account for the vast majority of relationships.
But when we are considering which job to take, where to live, or what
desk to sit at, we rarely consider how our network is shaped by where
we go.

Take the case of Robert Solow and Paul Samuelson, who
independently won Nobel Prizes. As Professor Solow recalled of their
chance co-location, “Paul and I were close enough together so that
either of us could holler and the other would hear . . . We would go
back and forth all day long: ‘I’ve got a problem.’ So we’d talk about
the problem.” He continued, “The truth is, it may have changed my
whole life in a respect . . . In a way the location of that office and the
fact that we liked each other so much had a major influence on the
direction my career took.”

Companies have built cathedrals based on the belief that more
social interaction will lead to more innovation. This has led close to
70 percent of offices to adopt an open layout. At Facebook’s
headquarters, 2,800 employees work in the world’s largest open-
office space. Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh tried to redesign the downtown
of Las Vegas with the idea of increasing the number of probable
interactions per acre per hour. But by many accounts these efforts
have not yet had the effect that engineers and designers may have
hoped for.

Walk into open offices around the world, and you will see people
with headphones on and others holed up in structures that are
reminiscent of telephone booths of the days of old. While open
offices can create a sense of unity and shared purpose, a review
article on office design by organizational psychologist Matthew Davis
and his colleagues found that employees in open offices were less
productive, less creative, and less motivated than workers in offices
with a more traditional layout. Working in an open office was also
associated with greater stress and unhappiness.

Simply increasing the quantity of interactions through spatial
proximity doesn’t lead to innovation or higher rates of job



satisfaction. You need repeated interactions, trust, and diversity to
improve job satisfaction and creativity.

Where Should You Go?

If you are trying to cultivate relationships at work, the best place to
sit is in an office across from the bathroom or the break room.
Everyone usually goes there at least once a day. Unlike an open-
office space, there is concentrated and repeat traffic in these areas—
and you can shut your door.

While dead-end hallways are social death at the office, cul-de-sacs
are social gold in neighborhoods. In a study comparing social
cohesion among residents living on either cul-de-sacs that end in a
circular turnaround, dead-end streets, or linear through streets in a
relatively homogenous area of Connecticut, Thomas Hochschild Jr.
found that families living on cul-de-sacs were more likely to see their
neighbors as friends and interact with them more frequently than
residents of dead ends or through streets. Living “around the circle”
had a surprising power.

As Karen described her idyllic cul-de-sac life, “Every year, the
ladies on this street get together and organize a street party. We get
the men to put picnic tables in the middle of the road . . . After we’re
done eating, we move the picnic tables away and play kickball or
volleyball. We’ve been doing it for almost twenty years now—wow, I
can’t believe it’s been that long.” Residents of dead-end streets are
not as sociable as those around the circle, but their kids were still
more likely to get together and there was a stronger sense of
belonging than among families on through streets.

We may be wondering, as the Beatles famously did in “Eleanor
Rigby,” where do all the lonely people best belong? Without the circle
for kickball, neighborhood barbecues, and gossip over white picket
fences, one might think city dwellers have stunted social lives.
Eloquent descriptions of the urban alienation abound. Describing
New York City, Mark Twain wrote, “I have at last, after several



months’ experience, made up my mind that it is a splendid desert—a
domed and steepled solitude, where the stranger is lonely in the
midst of a million of his race.”

And then there is the story of Joyce Carol Vincent, the thirty-
eight-year-old whose body wasn’t discovered in her London
apartment for more than two years after her death.

Despite the grim portraits that frequently emerge of urban life,
city dwellers are more socially connected to their neighbors than
their rural counterparts. Within cities, people who live in large
apartment buildings are the most likely of all to be sociable with their
neighbors. There is no truth to the myth of urban loneliness.

If you want to get to know someone, you need to get physically
close. Where we spend our days has an enormous effect on what our
networks can look like. Yet it is the rare individual—the expansionist
—who has a network that shows traces of spatial spontaneity. Much
of the time a convener’s network results from keeping the same job,
staying in the same home, and being a lifetime member at the same
social club.

When people are considering how to develop a network, far too
often the focus is on whom you know. Popular culture advises us to
seek out connections with key individuals, to try to get to know the
magical person who will launch our careers or become our life
partner. That is a mistake. A much more productive perspective to
take is to think about where you go. Being thoughtful about how you
allocate your time in social space—do you sit at a long table or take
the two-seater in the corner? choose the cul-de-sac or the high-rise?
—paves the way to the strongest network. It’s not so much whom you
know that matters, it is where you go.

While we have considerable control over the spaces we drift in and
out of (whether that be physical space or institutions), whom we will
form relationships with in those spaces is far more uncertain. This
idea led the legendary social scientist George Homans to describe
social behavior as “familiar chaos.” As he wrote, “Nothing is more
familiar to men than their ordinary, everyday social behavior.” But
despite the ordinariness, predictability, and familiarity of our social
life, there remains an unpredictable chaos to our social relationships.
This chaos makes seeking out a relationship with one specific person
an uncertain endeavor. Instead, if you put yourself in the right
spaces, chances are you will meet someone who can be of help.



Meeting, Maintaining, and Terminating

For most of us, our networks are largest when we are twenty-five.
High schools and colleges create ready-made friends, they organize
clubs and parties we simply have to show up to, and create a
common shared identity. In short, they have all of the necessary
ingredients for making close friends: social proximity, repeated
interactions, and an environment in which people naturally feel a
sense of belonging. And at twenty-five, you have a lot of free time.
Family and work obligations have not usually reached their peak.

At our quarter-life social pinnacle, we are in regular contact with
nearly twenty other people during a month. From this peak of
sociability, our core network tends to get smaller and smaller. We are
down to less than fifteen people by the time we turn forty and closer
to ten by the time we turn sixty-five. The composition of our
networks also changes over time, with increasing attention devoted
to family.

Our networks tend to not simply shrink, they churn. Take a
moment and think about the colleagues with whom you have
frequent and substantial business. How many of them do you think
will still be central to your work life a year from now? Half? A third?

Typically, only around one out of four will still be central in your
work world a year from now. In two years, it will be one in ten
colleagues.

Social relations tend to evolve more slowly than work
relationships, though the adage “once a friend, always a friend” is far
from true. Half of our social relationships beyond family will cease to
exist in roughly two years. Adolescents experience even greater
turnover in their network—a third of adolescents have an entirely
new set of friends every six months. Less than 15 percent of teen and
tween friendships continue for multiple years.

To some extent these network changes reflect changes in our
interaction spaces—moving, changing jobs, joining clubs. But they
also reflect life transitions—getting married, getting divorced, having
children, and retiring. Beyond our station in life, different
personalities, gender, and approaches to relationships also shape the
extent to which we focus on meeting, maintaining, or terminating.



And collectively these have consequences for our success and well-
being.

Consider the following statements: (a) I frequently catch up with
colleagues from different departments, and (b) I use company events
to make new contacts. A study that followed 279 employees over the
course of two years to understand what predicted career success
found that agreement with either of these statements significantly
predicted employees’ current salary, their salary growth trajectory
over the next two years, and their career satisfaction. Agreeing with
the first statement, however, which focuses on network maintenance,
predicted close to half of the variance in salary growth and career
satisfaction. Focusing on meeting new people, which is reflected in
the second statement, was much less important.

Outside of work, it is new friends—not the old—who make us
happier and create a greater sense of well-being. Despite the benefits
of meeting new people, few people make it a habit. Instead, we let
history and a desire for self-similarity and familiarity drive our
networks. At the same time, we hold on to relationships far longer
than we should, even though deteriorating relationships can induce
emotional stress and result in poor health.

We constantly make choices about whether to expand our inner
circle, to continue to invest in relationships, and whether it is time to
let a friend go. Should I go to the happy hour or head home for some
much-needed time with the family? Has our friendship finally
become toxic enough that I’d be better off ending it? Do I walk over
and introduce myself or just hang out with my regular crew? These
decisions can have significant consequences, but we often make them
unconsciously. And in that unconscious decision-making, what often
goes unrealized is that there are necessary trade-offs between the
extent to which we can focus on meeting, maintaining, and
terminating.

Hi, I’m Alice



Many of us say we want to meet new people. And we may even go
through the motions of trying to make it happen. But in reality, the
vast majority of us—particularly people over forty—rarely expend
effort expanding their network.

Columbia University professors Paul Ingram and Mike Morris
studied meeting in a cleverly titled article, “Do People Mix at
Mixers?” In the study, they asked close to a hundred highly
successful professionals to don wearable sensors that tracked social
interactions and attend an after-work cocktail event. When surveyed
prior to the event, 95 percent indicated that creating new ties was a
greater priority than reinforcing old connections. Despite their stated
intentions, the executives were three times as likely to interact with
someone whom they had a strong positive connection with prior to
the mixer than someone they did not know. So the answer to the
question was no, people do not mix at mixers.

Other than sheer laziness and a lack of time, fear can also be a
major psychological barrier that inhibits us from meeting new
people.

Fear of strangers and social anxiety are common. As social
animals, we are wired to want to be accepted. The fear of not being
accepted, which is heightened when interacting with strangers, is at
the core of social anxiety. Over the course of a lifetime, 13 percent of
people will suffer from clinically diagnosable social anxiety. This
makes it the third largest mental health problem. Even if it doesn’t
reach clinical levels, almost all of us experience social anxiety at
some point.

Anxiety and fear are not all bad. Anxiety can improve
performance. It also shows you care. It’s when the fear becomes so
great that you start avoiding situations or isolating yourself that it
becomes problematic. The good news is that it is highly treatable.

According to Stefan Hofmann, director of the Psychotherapy and
Emotion Research Laboratory at Boston University, cognitive
behavioral therapy in which clients identify maladaptive thinking
patterns and then address them through repeated exposure to
difficult social situations leads to a response rate of at least 75
percent.

Some exposure ideas that have been used by Hofmann at his
clinic:



Asking an employee at a bookstore for books on farting
Approaching a table at a restaurant and asking them to listen to
you practice your maid-of-honor speech
Requesting condoms from a pharmacist and then following up to
see if it’s “the smallest size you have”

The point of these “social mishap exposures” is not to provide
truth-or-dare style entertainment to the group. Instead, by having
participants confront their greatest fears (which are usually along the
line of “what will they think of me?”), they realize that even the
worst-case scenario really isn’t that bad. This significantly helps
reduce fear.

If you aren’t quite ready to sing on a street corner for ten minutes,
studies have also found that simply being kind can help reduce social
anxiety. A study by social psychologists at the University of British
Columbia and Simon Fraser University split 115 socially anxious
undergraduates into three groups. One group engaged in forms of
exposure therapy, a second group was asked to simply do nice things
for others, and a third group that just wrote about their day served as
a control. All three groups tracked their levels of social anxiety before
and after they were assigned to acts of kindness or exposure
activities. The kindness group experienced the biggest decline in
social anxiety, though exposure also reduced social fear.

A second cognitive bias rooted in fear that makes meeting difficult
is a desire for perceived predictability. If we’ve already met someone,
and especially if we know them well, we think we know how they are
likely to behave. Whether or not this is true, the perception of
predictability makes people we know less frightening. As a result, we
cling to them. While someone with extreme social anxiety would
likely avoid social interaction altogether, perceived predictability will
lead people to hang on to people they already know in social
situations.

It isn’t just fear that keeps people from focusing on network
expansion. Sometimes meeting many new people simply doesn’t
make sense. At the beginning of your career, knowing more people
has enormous benefits. But as your career progresses, the returns
diminish. Early in your career there are probably a lot of people who
have more knowledge and resources than you do. However, as you



progress up the corporate ladder or gain more status, a chance
encounter is less likely to provide access to resources and knowledge
that you don’t already have at your disposal. Of course, this isn’t true
for everyone. If you need a huge platform—you are a marketer, are in
public relations, or are a preacher, for instance—expansion is always
going to be useful.

And sometimes rather than fear or strategy, it’s simply a
preference for devoting more energy to the people you already know
and love.

Life Gets in the Way

Even when we cross the threshold and meet someone new, it can still
be difficult to turn a meeting into a relationship. Alex Williams deftly
described this difficulty in a New York Times article:

It was like one of those magical blind-date scenes out of a Hollywood rom-
com, without the “rom.” I met Brian, a New York screenwriter, a few years
ago through work, which led to dinner with our wives and friend chemistry
that was instant and obvious.

We liked the same songs off Dylan’s “Blonde on Blonde,” the same lines
from “Chinatown.” By the time the green curry shrimp had arrived, we were
finishing each other’s sentences . . .

That was four years ago. We’ve seen each other four times since. We are
“friends,” but not quite friends. We keep trying to get over the hump, but life
gets in the way.

It’s not just new friendships that can be difficult to develop and
maintain. Without face-to-face contact, our emotional attachment to
friends and family quickly deteriorates. After two months without an
in-person gathering, feelings of closeness between family members
dropped by more than 30 percent.

In the first two months of not seeing one another, rates of
intimacy between friends declined at a rate similar to that of family.



After that, friendships go frigid. After 150 days without seeing each
other, friends’ feelings of closeness dropped by 80 percent.

The investments required to maintain friendships differ for men
and women. A study of call patterns among 20 million cellphone
users found that men tend to maintain a greater number of ties than
women. Rather than preferences, though, life events such as
marriage and parenthood create the biggest differences in the extent
to which men and women maintain relationships.

Parenthood—especially early parenthood—is frequently like
falling off a social cliff. Practically everyone who has brought home a
newborn knows this. In the months before your baby arrives,
everyone gathers, bearing teeny-tiny onesies and cuddly teddy bears.
Little do you know, you probably won’t see most of them again until
your child is speaking in sentences. A baby shower could more aptly
be called a going-away party.

A year or two after the shower, your relationship with a few
attendees will be far stronger than it was before baby. But many of
the others will have become much more like acquaintances than
friends. Sadly, that is true even for very close friends. You don’t even
have time to bathe properly, much less go out for cocktails. But
psychological processes also play a role. After parenthood, there
tends to be an increased focus on your child and romantic partner
and your interests diverge from those of your childless friends.

When we are between twenty-five and fifty, there is a precipitous
decline in the size of our network. This is true for men and women,
but the drop-off is greater for men. Women’s networks shrink by
roughly 20 percent, compared to a 35 percent shrinkage for men
over the same period. This is primarily because men start off more
social than women. It isn’t until age forty or so that women’s
networks become bigger than men’s.

A report that analyzed findings from 277 studies involving nearly
180,000 participants confirmed the common presumption that our
networks suffer most during the transition to parenthood. Our ability
to maintain personal contacts also decreases substantially when we
get married and when we move, but it’s during the transition to
parenthood when they take the greatest hit.

Whether it is parenthood, moving, or marriage, life events and
changes in our everyday interaction spaces are the moments when
we are most likely to lose friends and colleagues. And we usually



don’t make new ones to replace the ones we have lost—at least not at
the same rate. Our networks simply shrink. This is part of the reason
that loneliness is so endemic among older adults. Their networks
have slowly decayed.

How can you help buffer against these inevitable life events?
Conveners have either knowingly or unwittingly figured it out.
Examining the actions that conveners take and understanding how
their networks evolve can help anyone become better at maintaining
their existing ties.

Not Fade Away

We rarely break up with friends or family. Instead, most of our
relationships slowly die. We ghost.

Less than 15 percent of relationships end because of a
disagreement or quarrel or another fundamental change in the
relationship. In a Dutch study that followed 600 adults over seven
years, the primary reasons people cited for their relationships
dissolving were a decrease in the frequency of contact and no longer
sharing a social context, such as a book club or church. Collectively,
these two reasons accounted for roughly 40 percent of relationships
that disappeared. People faded away, they weren’t cut off.

Yet many relationships persist even when we find them difficult.
In a study of 1,100 Californians’ relationships, people who were
described as demanding or difficult accounted for close to 15 percent
of relations. Close family members were particularly likely to be
listed as difficult ties. While many found their mothers to be difficult,
twentysomethings were more likely than fifty- to seventy-year-olds
to find their wives, brothers, and sisters challenging. By the time
people hit retirement, their kids increasingly made the list.

Hanging on to difficult and draining relationships causes stress,
poor health, and psychological distress. So why is breaking up so
hard to do? Of course, one could cite guilt, fear, desire to avoid
conflict, potential loss of income, and dread of the painful aftermath



(much of the time, anyway). But it isn’t just that people try to avoid
being uncomfortable in the short term.

Sometimes, as is the case with family and colleagues, we simply
can’t get rid of them. Frequently, though, we also waver because
relationships are multidimensional. Perhaps she is clingy and
annoying, but she is a really great conversationalist. He always steals
others’ ideas, but he can be really helpful. This was at the root of
many of the difficult relationships Professors Shira Offer and Claude
Fischer studied. For twenty-somethings, advice givers often proved
difficult. Among older respondents, those who were common sources
of emergency help and support were more likely to be demanding
than those who provided other types of relational benefits.

Adding to the complexity is the fact that while we talk about
friends, family, and colleagues, these aren’t really distinct categories.
We often are friends with our colleagues. Our family members are
sometimes our closest friends. This entanglement makes ending
relationships complicated and costly. How do we know when the cost
of exit is worth it?

We usually don’t think of sticking with a friendship or ending one
as involving a set of trade-offs, but that is a reality. Except in the
extreme case of breaking up with one romantic partner for another
one, most of our relationships aren’t simply a one-for-one trade. And
even in the seemingly straightforward case of romantic relationships,
people often regret their decisions, recognizing the virtues and
failings of the relationship only in retrospect. However, if we don’t
think consciously about these decisions, our psychological
predispositions, life events, and entanglements will lead us to feel
like our networks weren’t a choice, they were chance—thus leaving us
disempowered, at the mercy of fate.

Your Social Signature

Most people end up as a broker, convener, or expansionist without
even realizing it. Worse yet, they wake up lonely at seventy and



wonder what happened. Whether the decisions have been made
consciously or through a combination of habit, psychological
tendencies, and circumstance, our networks are social signatures.

Expansionists favor weak ties, have vast interaction spaces, and
expend most of their social effort meeting new people. They also
have an easier time ending relationships, because their investments
don’t have a lot of reciprocal obligations.

Brokers have some strong ties, but the strength of their network
comes from their weak ties. Their interaction spaces typically revolve
around many social worlds. Brokers spend a good deal of time
maintaining weak ties. Without continued investment, the weak ties
they do have easily disappear.

Conveners prefer strong ties and devote most of their effort to
maintenance. They don’t spend a lot of time exploring multiple social
worlds but tend to have deep roots in a few.

The nature of social reality—time constraints and cognitive limits
—creates inescapable trade-offs about whether we invest primarily in
strong or weak ties, whether we travel in a wide range of social
spaces or know a few intimately, and how much effort we devote to
expansion and maintenance. We simply can’t make more time or be
in two places at once.

Much of the time, decisions in each of these dimensions hang
together in predictable ways. It is no surprise that if you invest a lot
in network maintenance, you probably have strong ties. This tends to
arise more from habit and character than from anything else. But
brokers, expansionists, and conveners can’t simply be described by
their interaction spaces, propensity to maintain or terminate ties, or
the extent to which they favor strong ties. The beauty of networks,
including your own social signature, is that their properties are
greater than the sum of their parts.
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Conveners

t’s the first Monday in May. Hundreds of paparazzi are gathered on
the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art awaiting jewel-

encrusted headdresses, wings, fur, veils, leather, and chain link. They
soon appear adorning those fortunate enough to be invited to “the
undisputed party of the year on the New York social schedule.”

With her skeletal figure, signature bob, and omnipresent
sunglasses, Anna Wintour has final say over who is invited to the Met
Gala and who isn’t. The six hundred other anointed attendees from
Oscar winners to Silicon Valley wunderkinds spend months
anticipating the event. In feting Anna’s accomplishment as chairman
of the Met’s Costume Institute, First Lady Michelle Obama joked, “I
know that Anna hates being the center of attention, so this all is
probably killing her—but we love it . . . The truth is, I’m here today
because of Anna. I’m here because I have such respect and
admiration for this woman who I am proud to call my friend.”



More is spent on fashion each year than is produced by the entire
economy of Brazil. Anna Wintour is the queen of the industry. And
as the matriarch, she is both feared and revered.

From the most illustrious seat in fashion as editor of Vogue, she
has fielded an influential army of allies who make her one of the
world’s most formidable brands—a brand that extends far beyond
fashion. Forbes named her the most powerful woman in media and
entertainment, and she is an invisible power player in the world of
politics.

Although Ms. Wintour is at the epicenter of culture, fashion, and
art, she is notoriously private. She rarely stays at parties (other than
her own) for more than twenty minutes and is seldom out past 10:15.
Many people would consider calling her private or guarded an
understatement. Her coldness prompted others to nickname her
Nuclear Wintour. She was the purported inspiration for the
tyrannical boss in the novel The Devil Wears Prada, written by a
former assistant. Wintour once told Oprah to lose twenty pounds
before appearing on the cover of Vogue.

Among those close to her, however, she inspires intense trust and
loyalty. As her protégé Marc Jacobs observes, “Her genius is picking
people very astutely, whether in politics, movies, sports or fashion.”
He goes on: “She gets such a bad rap. She stands by the people she
believes in, and if you’re not one of those people, perhaps you take a
different view.” Veteran Met Gala maestro and former Wintour
assistant Sylvana Durrett puts it similarly: “I’m thankful to Anna.
She stands behind me and her decisions and our decisions, and so
it’s nice to have somebody in your corner . . . And she’s been such an
ambassador and a champion of anything I’ve wanted to do. She
treats all her employees that way.”

Wintour keeps clearly demarcated boundaries. As she put it, “I
care deeply about my friends and my family and they know it, but
work is work.” While occasionally friendships emerge from
professional relationships (tennis player Roger Federer and The Late
Late Show host James Corden are friends), her closest friends are
largely anonymous. Describing the importance of these friendships,
Wintour reflected, “I have a really close group of wonderful women
who I’d rather keep to myself . . . I have one girlfriend in London that
I’m thinking about . . . We’ve known each other since we were
sixteen; you just pick up the conversation and there’s nothing we’re



embarrassed about saying to each other and we’re also very honest.
And it’s a great joy.”

“Behind the publicly cold facade is a devoted and generous mother
and friend; there is no limit to the lengths she will go to for those in
that tight circle of people she trusts,” confirmed one friend.

Anna’s fortified social circle is also part of what gives her fame and
power. To study what makes a star, University of Southern California
professor Elizabeth Currid-Halkett and her colleague Gilad Ravid of
Ben-Gurion University set out to understand what differentiates
exclusive A-list celebrities from the ubiquitous C-listers you’ve never
heard of. They studied a year’s worth of photos from nearly 12,000
events taken by Getty Images, the world’s largest photography
agency with access to red carpets across the globe. Hundreds of
thousands of photos were used to create a network of who frequently
appears with whom. The networks of such A-listers as George
Clooney, Angelina Jolie, and Matt Damon, who appear at the top of
the Forbes Star Currency index, look completely different from the
networks of other celebrities.

A-listers “have a tight and densely connected social network.”
They appear to maintain convening networks with other celebrities.
As Currid-Halkett wrote: “While A-listers’ friends tend to be friends
with one another . . . the middle and bottom [rung of] stars have
virtually no special connections with the others in their group.” The
density of A-lister networks helps reinforce their status, ensures their
exclusivity, and makes it hard for outsiders to penetrate the celebrity
elite. Anna Wintour’s network is emblematic in this regard. It is a
fully connected clique.

The key value that motivates her, it seems, is trust. As she
explained, “I try to remain open to new people, but obviously there’s
a stronger element of trust with people you’ve known for a long
time.”

Who Do You Trust?



Around one in three people in the United States believe that
strangers can be trusted. And the proportion of Americans who
believe most people can be trusted has been steadily declining since
the 1970s. Globally, the extent to which we trust one another varies
widely. In Sweden, the belief strangers can be trusted is 60 percent
more common than it is in the United States. But in Brazil, where
distrust runs high, it is close to only one in six.

It isn’t just strangers. Only half of Americans feel that they can
trust their neighbors. Work isn’t better, either. A global survey of
9,800 full-time employees found that less than half have a high level
of trust in their employer.

It can also take a surprisingly long time for people to decide whom
they trust at work. On average, according to a study that Ron Burt
conducted of employees in three firms, deciding takes more than
three years. Given that onboarding in many companies can take
months and most hourly employees stay with an employer for only
about four and a half years, conveners’ ability to swiftly develop trust
can be critical to getting ahead.

Trust is essential for our social relationships and ability to operate
in the world. Brides and grooms take a leap of faith at the altar.
When complaining about coworkers, colleagues trust that those they
speak to won’t share their gripes with the rest of the world. On a
smaller scale, we make dozens of decisions every day that require us
to trust people we do not know. We let strangers drive us around in
taxicabs, invite unknown contractors into our homes, and hand over
deposits in the hope that work will actually get done. As Anton
Chekhov put it, “You must trust and believe in people, or life
becomes impossible.”

In friendship and love, trust allows for forgiveness, creates the
willingness to sacrifice, and promotes relationship stability,
accommodation, and collaboration. The more we trust our husbands
and wives, the less stressed and depressed we are likely to be. As a
consequence, we are healthier.

At school, kids learn more from teachers they trust. In teams,
trust improves performance, learning, and task coordination. Paul J.
Zak, a professor at Claremont Graduate University, has found that
“people at high-trust companies report: 74% less stress . . . 50%
higher productivity, 13% fewer sick days . . . 29% more satisfaction
with their lives, [and] 40% less burnout.”



But how do we know whom to trust?
Imagine that you’ve just sat down next to a stranger at an airport.

He’s medium height, wearing jeans and a button-down shirt. If you
needed to, how would you decide whether to trust him? Check to see
if his arms are crossed? Is he glancing to the right? No? Wait, maybe
he is lowering his voice? For decades researchers have looked for
signals of trustworthiness that could be picked up within a single
interaction. Despite enormous effort—studying everything from eye
movement to body language to vocal cues—scholars have been
unable to identify any foolproof physical signals of trustworthiness.

Most people lie some of the time.
Situational factors influence people’s propensity to lie. Being in a

dark room, not having time to think, feeling emotionally exhausted—
even what we are wearing—can all make us more likely to lie and
cheat. In four separate experiments by researchers at Harvard
Business School, Duke University, and UNC Kenan-Flagler Business
School, participants were asked to wear either real or knock-off
sunglasses under the guise that they were participating in a
marketing study. People who were randomly assigned to wear the
fake sunglasses cheated more on tasks and lowered their ethical
expectations of others. Wearing fake sunglasses made people less
honest.

Despite what the researchers told them, the fake sunglasses
weren’t obviously fake. The fakes were in fact sunglasses from the
same designer. If we can’t rely on external signals to tell us whom to
trust, what are we supposed to do? Ultimately, trust requires
vulnerability. Here is one definition of trust offered by a group of
interdisciplinary researchers that is frequently cited: “a psychological
state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon
positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another.”

It is fairly easy to imagine how vulnerability might make us less
trustworthy. If someone is afraid, shouldn’t he or she be more willing
to lie? It seems to be just the opposite. A study led by psychologist
Bernadette von Dawans found that vulnerability makes people more
honest. To examine the relationship between vulnerability and
honesty, the researchers had half of participants in their study give a
short speech to and answer math questions in front of an audience of
confederates trained to remain unresponsive. The control group
didn’t have to endure this social pain. Groups who had to give the



stressful presentation were roughly 50 percent more likely to engage
in trustworthy behavior in subsequent trust games than the control
group. Vulnerability makes us feel a strong need to belong, and in
turn we become more trustworthy and cooperative.

Rather than figuring out whom to trust and then allowing
ourselves to be vulnerable, we first have to allow ourselves to be
vulnerable. What does that look like?

Arguably, no one wants to (or should) disclose their innermost
secrets to someone within five minutes of meeting them. As Jeff
Polzer, a professor at the Harvard Business School, explains: “People
tend to think of vulnerability in a touchy-feely way, but that’s not
what’s happening . . . It’s about sending a really clear signal that you
have weaknesses, that you could use help. And if that behavior
becomes a model for others, then you can set the insecurities aside
and get to work, start to trust each other and help each other.”

Sometimes people choose to be vulnerable, but sometimes
circumstances choose for them. Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, the CEO of the
Chief Executive Leadership Institute, is probably not the first person
you would think of as a poster child for vulnerability. He regularly
throws himself into the middle of highly visible business and political
battles on CNBC and in the pages of The Wall Street Journal. He has
famously taken on the National Rifle Association and defended
Jamie Dimon, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase, during times when he
thought Dimon was the unfair target of a “witch hunt.”

Sonnenfeld’s willingness to defend others during some of their
most difficult moments can be traced to his own experience. During
the late 1990s, Sonnenfeld was at the peak of an academic career.
CEOs of companies ranging from Coca-Cola to the Chicago Bears
were attendees at the conferences he convened.

However, after nine years as a professor at Emory University’s
Goizueta Business School, he accepted a deanship at crosstown rival,
Georgia Tech. In the weeks before Sonnenfeld was set to leave, his
reputation came under attack in what 60 Minutes referred to as “the
scuffed halls of ivy.” He was accused of vandalism. A camera
captured him jumping up and down in the hallway, which the school
claimed damaged the walls. As Morley Safer of 60 Minutes described
the video of the incident: “There is no mistaking Jeffrey Sonnenfeld
for Fred Astaire or Baryshnikov as he bounces his way down the
corridors of Emory’s business school, legs flying . . . It didn’t get him



a job at the ballet, but it cost him his job at Emory. Based on this
tape, Emory fired him and publicly disgraced him.” But as The New
York Times reported, “that accusation does not hold up.”

Sonnenfeld found himself unemployed and his reputation in
shambles. As he put it, “That was the entirety of what destroyed a
twenty-five-year career, believe it or not, that is, that is it. Did it look
a little silly? Yeah, there certainly was no damage, no intent to
damage, and absolutely nothing that comes close to vandalism.”
During an interview with the Observer, he broke down and
confessed that “every night I cry.”

Rather than simply cowering, Sonnenfeld fought back. He reached
out and asked for help from the powerful executives and politicians
he had been helping for years. Hundreds of CEOs and university
professors showed up to support him. Kent Nelson, the retired CEO
of UPS, backed up Sonnenfeld, arguing that “Jeff has professed to
have not done the things they said . . . it’s inconsistent with my
twenty-five-year relationship with him. And it’s just not fair that
those things can be said without proof. If there’s proof, let’s see it.”
The video Emory produced offered very little evidence. But the
incident made Safer reflect that “the cutthroat politics that go on
behind the doors of academia can make the cutthroat politics of
Washington look positively benign.” From the world of politics,
former president Bill Clinton wrote Sonnenfeld and offered a
signature phrase of his: “I regret what you’ve been through . . . I can
feel your pain.”

Sonnenfeld had powerful supporters to draw upon because many
had been through similar adversities. Those adversities are what
make great leaders.

One of the first people Sonnenfeld called when charged with
vandalism was Bernard Marcus, the founder and former CEO of
Home Depot. Marcus said of Sonnenfeld during that period, “You
know, he was very depressed. He was despondent, frustrated. Just
absolutely beaten down.” Describing a similar experience of his own
when he was ousted as CEO of Handy Dan before founding Home
Depot, Bernie recalled, “There was a lot of self-pity on my part . . . I
was drowning in my sorrow, going several nights at a time without
sleeping. For the first time in my adult life, instead of building, I was
more concerned with surviving.”



Common identity created through shared vulnerability catalyzes
relationships. Built on those kinds of relationships, Sonnenfeld’s
network not only saw him through the darkness of the 1990s but has
made his CEO summits a trusted ground for executives to discuss
personal and business issues frankly. Attendees read like a list of
who’s who from the C-suite. Regulars include David Abney of UPS,
Ken Chenault of American Express, and Indra Nooyi of PepsiCo.

Whether or not it is advisable to deliberately be vulnerable to
create trust is debatable. But we all face true moments of crisis.
When these come, being honest about them and candidly asking for
help can transform something that seems dire into an opportunity to
strengthen relationships and rebuild reputations.

Gossip

We usually don’t make decisions about trust in social isolation.
Ronald Burt, a professor at the University of Chicago and a leading
figure in social networks research, and his colleagues argue that
“trust is 60% network context.” He came to this conclusion after
studying 4,664 relationships among seven hundred entrepreneurs in
China. Burt studied fifty-three different individual characteristics,
ranging from how happy the entrepreneurs were to their age,
education, family size, and political participation. Collectively, these
individual attributes accounted for only about 10 percent of the
difference in who was trusted and who wasn’t. Network
characteristics, including how frequently the entrepreneur was in
contact and whether he or she was around during key events, were
six times more important than individual factors for explaining trust.

While Burt and his collaborators drew the 60:10 conclusion from
Chinese entrepreneurs, decades of research in settings ranging from
families in the United States and employees in global corporations to
Maghribi traders in the eleventh century has consistently found that
network closure—when your friends are also friends with each other



—leads to trust. Simply, conveners are more likely to be trusted and
trusting.

Network closure creates an environment in which norms can be
enforced and you are likely to hear if someone is engaging in dubious
behavior.

Kids, particularly socioeconomically advantaged kids, whose
parents have closed networks perform better in school. Convener
parents can more easily monitor what is going on with their kids. In
a study of around 20,000 youth in 144 schools, researchers found
that for kids from more advantaged backgrounds, parental network
closure is associated with higher high school grade point averages
and lower levels of dropout. If you notice your friend’s teen hanging
around a shop when he should be in school, you’ll probably mention
it to your friend. The broadened monitoring and enforcement of a
large parent mafia ensure that kids get their homework done and
don’t fall through the cracks.

This isn’t just what is happening with kids on the block. Gossip is
also key to doing business between Fifth and Sixth Avenue on 47th
Street in New York City. On these two blocks, billions of dollars in
diamonds—90 percent of the U.S.’s diamond imports—are traded
each year. In a 2011 report from the New York Industrial Retention
Network, the total economic impact was estimated to be around $24
billion. To put that number in context, it is not far off the annual
revenue of Starbucks in 2018. Despite the enormous value being
exchanged, most of the transactions on 47th Street are sealed with a
handshake and the traditional phrase “Mazal and Bracha.” The trust-
based exchange, which has been called “the real treasure of 47th
Street,” depends heavily on the ultra-Orthodox Jewish community
that dominates the diamond exchange. One diamond dealer, Philip
Weisner, who was born into a long lineage of diamond traders,
described the strength of the community’s culture, avowing that “it is
my blood; it is my fabric, whether I like it or not.” The strong sense of
community and history is augmented by Jewish laws against gossip,
except gossip that is necessary or beneficial. The relative rarity and
stature of gossip within the community gives it power. Any potential
negative talk could easily lead to expulsion from both the community
and business.

Gossip often gets a bad rap. People who gossip are frequently seen
as weak and unlikable. This is particularly true for “high frequency



negative gossipers.” But as Professor Robin Dunbar succinctly put it,
“Gossip is what makes human society as we know it possible.” From
an evolutionary perspective, gossip enabled humans to form large
social groups because it allowed for policing and sanctioning of
cheaters.

Like it or not, we spend an inordinate amount of time gossiping.
More than 60 percent of time in conversations is spent gossiping,
according to analyses of casual conversations captured in cafeterias,
bars, and trains by Dunbar and his colleagues. The remaining third
or so of conversation time is largely devoted to politics, sports, work,
and the like. The amount of time people spend gossiping doesn’t vary
substantially by age or sex. It’s not just old women who gossip.

We may be hardwired to gossip. When observing antisocial or
unfair behavior, we often experience it physically—our heart rate
rises and we become agitated. The ability to gossip has been shown
by Matthew Feinberg, a psychologist at the University of Toronto’s
Rotman School of Management, and his colleagues to alleviate the
uncomfortable physical manifestations of observing deceit. Three out
of four people are even willing to pay money to be able to gossip
about cheats and escape the emotional and physical discomfort.

Bandwidth and Booster Clubs

Convening networks are evolutionarily advantageous in part because
they effectively make use of gossip. Their architecture—characterized
by strong ties and redundant connections—provides protection from
potentially nefarious others, and also helps generate trust and
resilience. They are comfortable and safe.

They also have higher bandwidth. This bandwidth makes them
better at conveying complex, tacit, and sensitive information. Strong
and cohesive ties increase people’s willingness and motivation to
share information. A coworker who is also a friend is going to be
more disposed to spend time and effort teaching you than a stranger.
In industries in which sharing complex information is critical, this



can be an important competitive advantage. Studies that examined
collaborations among hundreds of scientists found that tie strength
and cohesion—the hallmarks of convening networks—were
associated with higher rates of knowledge sharing.

Beyond complex information, strong and cohesive ties make it
more likely that people will share sensitive information, even with
their competitors. Prices are a good example. In both the champagne
and the hotel industries, pricing is somewhat arbitrary and a highly
guarded topic. What is an empty hotel room worth? What is the
difference between a $30 bottle of champagne and a $35 bottle of
champagne? As one grower put it, “Price is not something people
talk about in Champagne. It’s a private matter. For some reason, it
makes people feel uncomfortable.”

But within convening industry networks where people are
comfortable talking about prices and other potentially guarded
topics, they benefit. Research on champagne growers by Amandine
Ody-Brasier at Yale University and Isabel Fernandez-Mateo at the
London Business School found that the strong informal relationships
among female champagne growers allowed them to systematically
charge higher prices. The same was true among hotel managers in
Sydney. Each additional close tie a hotelier had with a competitor
was worth an estimated $390,000 in revenue.

But not everyone benefits from the bandwidth of convening
networks. This is why cartels—extreme examples of convening
networks—are illegal. They harm consumers.

Higher bandwidth networks are particularly good for those on the
receiving end of information. But according to a study conducted by
Martin Gargiulo and his colleagues at INSEAD, such networks are
less beneficial for employees who are principally responsible for
transmitting information. They are also more efficacious in jobs in
industries where approval and social support are essential. When
reputations are valued and buy-in is critical, the dense strong ties of
convening networks have been associated with higher bonuses.

Beyond business, convening networks may also increase
resilience. To understand where resilience comes from, consider one
anecdotal example. Monique Valcour looked at how female UN
leaders working in areas of civil unrest, natural disasters, and armed
conflict remained resilient in the face of constant instability and
adversity. Social relationships were key. As she writes: “Positive,



energizing connections to others are vital to resilience. They provide
socioemotional support, a sense of belonging, and people to share
experiences and ideas with. They infuse challenging situations with a
sense of playfulness and optimism, heightening capacity to learn and
perform. Positive relationships, both at work and in personal life,
boost self-confidence, self-esteem, and resilience.”

The resilience benefits of relationships often lead people to form
convening networks after natural disasters. One study compared the
Facebook networks of college students who were exposed to a
natural disaster and others who weren’t directly affected and found a
greater increase in network closure in colleges impacted by the
hurricane. This tendency persisted for more than two and a half
years after the hurricane struck.

Linnea Van Wagenen, who works for the United Nations
Integrated Peacebuilding Office in Sierra Leone, regularly convenes
“an informal monthly lunch” in her community to help her remain
resilient in the face of continual crises. In explaining why the lunches
are so important, Ms. van Wagenen told Dr. Valcour, “It’s an
informal network that functions like a boosting club.”

Mean Girls and the Mafia

While clubs can be great and a mafia of school parents can boost
GPAs, high school cliques are arguably one of the most treacherous
social topographies to navigate. Every school has cliques to varying
degrees. George, a junior at Guilford High School in Guilford,
Connecticut, puts it bluntly: “The day there aren’t cliques in high
school is the day high school doesn’t exist.”

During childhood, kids’ social relations tend to focus on dyads—
one-on-one social attachments. Parents and best friends tend to be
the center of kids’ social worlds. But in the move to adolescence,
cliques start to appear and the pressure for friends to be friends
increases. Beginning in middle school, teachers have to start
rearranging classrooms and orchestrating mean girl bust-ups



because Hailey and Emily have decided they don’t get along. When
that happens, all hell breaks loose because it no longer affects only
Hailey and Emily but has ramifications that ripple through the social
structure of the school.

Cliquishness may be at its peak in high school, but it persists
throughout adulthood. Mom cliques permeate preschools and
playgrounds. There are the breastfeeding, baby-wearing moms, the
PTA moms rushing their six-year-olds off to Mandarin, the moms
who’ve known one another since high school, and a half-dozen or so
other clearly demarcated tribes. As Deborah Hurowitz, a Boston-
based social worker and parent support group leader, reflected,
“When you have a kid, it’s like going back to high school . . .
Everybody is scrambling to figure out who they are, how they’ll fit in,
and who they want to be friends with.” Mom cliques can be savage
and merciless. Amy Sohn wrote of navigating parenting in the
treacherous waters of Park Slope: “Clique warfare in new-mommy
circles makes high school look like fun.”

Work doesn’t always provide a safe harbor, either. In a survey of
close to 3,000 employees by CareerBuilder, 43 percent of people
reported that their workplace was populated by cliques. And in
offices with cliques, nearly half of employees’ bosses are a part of a
clique. While office cliques don’t change the behavior of the masses,
one in five people report doing things they wouldn’t have done
otherwise—watching TV shows, making fun of someone, or smoking
—to fit in at the office.

Think about how you feel when someone says, “Hey, did you see
Madam Secretary last night?” Once you start watching the show, a
line could be crossed. You’ve let the desire to fit in change your
behavior—even outside the office. Before you know it, you may be
hosting the season finale watch party and trying to decide whether to
invite a coworker with an avowed distaste for political drama.

The golden years don’t provide much respite. Cliques are
pervasive in senior centers, assisted living facilities, and nursing
homes. Marsha Frankel, a clinical director overseeing services for
seniors, put it bluntly: “What happens to mean girls? Some of them
go on to become mean old ladies.” In residential settings for older
adults, turf wars can turn public spaces like TV rooms into fiefdoms
and exercise classes can get nastily competitive. Dr. Robin Bonifas of
Arizona State University estimates that up to one in five elders in



senior communities experience bullying—roughly the same rate
observed in high school.

Cliques are ubiquitous because they fulfill deep psychological
needs—a need for identity, familiarity, and social support. These are
the same needs that lead to convening.

Group identification can form almost instantaneously over
completely meaningless distinctions. The social psychologist Henri
Tajfel demonstrated how little it took for in-group favoritism to form
in a 1970s series of experiments known as the minimal group
studies. In one of these studies, Tajfel and his collaborators put boys
in a comprehensive school into groups randomly. But they told the
boys the groups were based on their preference for certain modernist
paintings over others. The boys had no interaction with other
members of the group. The groups were completely meaningless. But
the boys still favored members of their own group. Boys who favored
Klee paintings awarded more points to others who also supposedly
preferred Klee. The same was true of the Kandinsky group. They
favored their “own.”

Random and inconsequential group distinctions determined by
coin tosses, random shapes, and T-shirt colors have repeatedly been
shown to invoke in-group favoritism in hundreds of subsequent
experiments using a much more representative pool of subjects than
teenage boys. People put into meaningless groups give members of
their own group more money. They perceive their group members as
more likable and cooperative even without meeting them. They even
implicitly associate their group with words like sunshine and
outsiders with sickness.

What is remarkable about these experiments is that they show
that strong in-group favoritism develops without competition
between groups or discrimination against other groups. One’s social
identity arises substantially from membership in a group. Such
membership boosts self-esteem, something we can’t do well without.

It doesn’t take an enormous leap of the imagination to see how
systematically favoring your own could be linked to intergroup
conflict. Much of Henri Tajfel’s work was motivated by a desire to
understand where intergroup conflict and dynamics arise from.
During World War II, Tajfel was taken prisoner by the Germans and
had to decide whether or not to lie about being a Polish Jew. He
admitted he was a Jew but claimed to be a French Jew. He survived



the war in a POW camp but lost all of his immediate family during
the Holocaust.

Call them cliques or call them convened groups—some are good
and some are bad. But all groups provide support. Girls who aren’t a
member of a clearly defined clique in high school are twice as likely
to consider suicide as girls in a tight-knit group. Even mafia
networks, which epitomize social closure and corruption, come with
enormous trust, coordination, and reputation benefits. As Joseph
Bonanno, the longtime boss of one of America’s most enduring mafia
families, reflected, “Mafia is a form of clan-cooperation to which its
individual members pledge lifelong loyalty . . . Friendship,
connections, family ties, trust, loyalty, obedience—this was the ‘glue’
that held us together.” And it is the same kind of glue that holds
society together, albeit with different pledges and rules.

Why Andrew Is Likely to Marry Amy, Knows No
Agnostics, and Is Work Friends with Allen

While tight-knit groups can form based on even the most arbitrary
distinctions, a psychological need for familiarity leads relationships
and groups to frequently form based on similarity. Spouses often
have phonetically similar names. People are more likely to trust
someone who orders something similar at dinner.

Friends are often similar—whether it be by class, race, age,
musical preferences, values, or hairstyle. Hundreds of studies have
confirmed that “birds of a feather flock together,” a tendency known
as homophily. Researchers have observed it in networks across the
globe in settings from marriage to online friendship. In the roughly
twenty years between 1985 and 2004, the propensity for friends to
have a similar racial, educational, age, and religious background
remained about the same. As researchers at Northwestern University
wrote, “Homophily’s potency as a social mechanism lies in its
apparent universality.”



Three-quarters of white Americans do not have one nonwhite
friend. Among blacks, the tendency toward homophily is a bit
weaker. According to the American Values Survey, a representative
survey of 2,300 American adults, two-thirds of black Americans
report that their closest confidants are all black.

Race may be the strongest social dividing line in social networks
in the United States. Religion is likely second. Eighty percent of
white evangelical Protestants’ confidants are also Protestants.
Seventy-two percent of Catholics’ ties are to other Catholics.
Religious chasms, however, are weakened by people without a
religious affiliation, who seem to be much happier to hang out with
people with different religious beliefs.

Politics doesn’t divide networks quite as much as race and
religion, but it’s fairly rare for Republicans and Democrats to be
friends. Both religion and politics raise an important question: Do we
choose to be friends with, marry, and associate with people of similar
religious and political beliefs, or do our beliefs converge over time?

This brings to the fore the more general question of whether self-
segregation in networks is intentional or accidental. How much of it
is based on choice versus circumstance? Do preferences,
psychological need, and biases lead to networks built on self-
similarity? Or do jobs, neighborhoods, schools, and voluntary
organizations create limited opportunities for cross-group
interaction and induce homophily?

It appears to be both—choice and circumstance. We’ve seen
evidence from the Tajfel experiments that choice and in-group
favoritism play an important role. And we’ve also seen that
interaction spaces can have a huge impact on friendships and
collaborations. In a small town with no library or clubs, the
likelihood that you will befriend someone different from you is far
smaller than in a diverse urban community with strong traditions
bringing together neighbors from all walks of life.

The lines between mean girls, jocks, hipsters, and hippies are
more strongly drawn in some schools than others. It isn’t the
students but the schools that determine the extent to which choosing
a lunch table feels like taking a mafia oath. Larger, more diverse
schools that give students a greater choice over the classes they take
are more likely to have school social contours defined along clique
lines. A study of social networks incorporating data from 75,122



students in 129 schools led by Daniel McFarland, a professor at
Stanford University, found that school structures that force students
to interact across groups—whether smaller schools, smaller class
sizes, or simply enforced seating arrangements—made cliques less
ubiquitous.

If homophily is a result of both choice and circumstance, it creates
the opportunity for organizations to devise structures, programs, and
practices that help avoid the creation of networks based solely on
self-similarity. But simply having diversity isn’t enough.

This is important because racial and gender homophily often
reinforce patterns of stratification by providing unequal access to
social capital. Even if they are in a richly diverse community, women
and minorities in closed networks of similar others have a harder
time finding jobs and are promoted at lower rates.

To be clear, there is no evidence that conveners necessarily have a
preference for networks built on self-similarity. But the structure of
conveners’ networks can often become homophilious because people
who wear expensive clothes are more likely to befriend others in
designer duds, people who drive pickup trucks tend to associate with
other truck drivers, and so forth. This can generate a dynamic where
even a small amount of self-similarity becomes magnified. Before
conveners realize it, without intention, all of their friends drive
pickup trucks or wear fancy clothes.

Brian Uzzi, of Northwestern’s Kellogg School of Management, and
Shannon Dunlap developed a quick tool to assess the extent to which
your network may be built on the principle of self-similarity. Write
down the names of your closest contacts. In a column next to their
name, write who introduced you to them. If you introduced yourself
to them, make note of that, too.

Uzzi and Dunlap have found that if you introduced yourself to 65
percent or more of your contacts, then “your network may be too
inbred”—whether by age, gender, sector, or role.

Two solutions to this problem are to try to develop relationships
with brokers who can inject diversity into your network and to focus
on shared activities. Emphasizing the power of shared activities, Uzzi
and Dunlap write: “Shared activities also forge ties between diverse
individuals by changing their usual patterns of interaction, letting
them break out of their prescribed business roles of subordinate,
relationship manager, aide, finance whiz, cognoscente, or president



and stand out from the crowd.” Shared activities, such as soccer
leagues and bridge clubs, can quickly help move a network away
from a tendency toward self-similarity while still fulfilling your
psychological needs for familiarity and social identity.

Who Becomes a Convener, and What Can We
Learn from Them?

Age, gender, and race are poor predictors of who is likely to become a
convener. Rather, a preference for convening seems to arise from
subtler psychological predispositions deriving from a desire for
safety and security.

Consider the following statements:
“I dislike questions that can be answered in many different ways.”
“I think that having clear rules and order at work is essential for

success.”
“I think it is fun to change my plans at the last moment.”
Agreement with the first two statements and disagreement with

the last imply what psychologists call a need for closure—or a dislike
of ambiguity. Research led by Francis Flynn of Stanford University,
Ray Reagans, and Lucia Guillory found that people who prefer
certainty have a view of the world in which networks are much more
closed than they really are. The psychological need for closure likely
reflects more general preferences for certainty and risk aversion. As
we’ve seen, convening networks are safe.

One reason why people may want a safer and more secure
network is that they are more sensitive to social rejection. In one
study, Joseph Bayer, a professor at the Ohio State University, and his
colleagues combined fMRI scans of the brain, psychological
experiments on social exclusion, and analyses of Facebook networks
to better understand the causes and consequences of convening.

In the study, participants engaged in a game of Cyberball. During
a round of Cyberball, three participants represented with avatars
play a ball toss game. The game begins with everyone getting the ball



in equal turns. But two avatars, who are presented as study
participants but are really controlled by the computer program, start
to exclude the participant. The game reliably induces social distress
and feelings of exclusion.

Previous neuroscience research had found that certain regions of
the brain light up when people experience social disconnection and
social pain. Playing Cyberball activates these same regions. Professor
Bayer wanted to know whether this differed for conveners, brokers,
and expansionists. Bayer found that the social pain regions of
conveners’ brains were more active in response to social exclusion.

Sensitivity may also translate into more effective perspective
taking. This ability is an important predictor of the number of strong
ties in your network—another defining feature of convening
networks. Can you intuit another person’s feelings? What is it like to
walk in their shoes?

To examine how perspective taking relates to the number of
strong ties in someone’s network, Professors James Stiller and Robin
Dunbar asked sixty-nine participants to list those people they had
contacted in the last month and whom they would turn to if they
needed advice or support when facing a serious life problem. The
participants were told seven stories involving complex social
situations in which they had to deduce the thoughts and intentions of
the characters.

Emma’s dilemma is an example: “Emma worked in a
greengrocer’s. She wanted to persuade her boss to give her an
increase in wages. So she asked her friend Jenny, who was still at
school, what she should say to the boss. ‘Tell him that the chemist
near where you live wants you to work in his shop,’ Jenny suggested.
‘The boss won’t want to lose you, so he will give you more money,’
she said. So when Emma went to see her boss, that is what she told
him. Her boss thought that Emma might be telling a lie, so he said he
would think about it. Later he went to the chemist’s shop near
Emma’s house and asked the chemist whether he had offered a job to
Emma. The chemist said he hadn’t offered Emma a job. The next day
the boss told Emma that he wouldn’t give her an increase in wages,
and she could take the job at the chemist’s instead.”

After reading the scenarios, participants completed a
questionnaire that gauged their ability to engage in perspective
taking. The second level of questions asked what the participant



thought the actor in the story thought. For instance, what did Emma
want? Third-level perspective-taking questions asked what the actor
thought another actor thought. Fourth-order questions asked what
the actor thought a second actor thought another actor was thinking.
An example of a fourth-order question would be: Did Emma think
that the boss believed that the chemist wanted her to work for him?
Questions continued to increase in complexity through the ninth
order, though most people were unable to go beyond the fifth level.

There was a strong correlation between higher-order perspective
taking, which is a bit like thinking through several moves ahead in
social chess, and the number of strong ties in a network.

The link between the number of strong ties in someone’s network
and their perspective-taking capacity is consistent with a growing
body of work in social psychology establishing that perspective
taking promotes interpersonal understanding and encourages
compassionate behavior and empathy. It helps reduce interpersonal
conflict by allowing people to anticipate the feelings and reactions of
others. And it fortifies social bonds by enabling us to see more of
ourselves in others, as well as more of others in ourselves.

Perspective taking is not just a cognitive exercise, and it certainly
isn’t a fixed ability. You can learn to see the world as others see it by
seeing more of the world. This is true in both our personal
relationships and our relationships at work.

During his time as the CEO of Virgin Mobile South Africa, Peter
Boyd kept hearing complaints from the director of Virgin’s call center
about employees repeatedly being late for the eight �.�. shift. After
enough complaints, Peter decided to try to figure out what was going
on. As he recalled, “What had I learned from the past? That you try
to walk in someone else’s shoes. You can’t do that, but you can walk
alongside them.”

Rather than simply walking with them, he decided to commute
home with them. Most of the call center employees lived in the
township of Soweto, which was roughly forty kilometers from
Virgin’s office in swanky Sandton. There is no public transportation
between Sandton and Soweto. On a Friday afternoon, Peter packed
into a white Toyota van with a handful of men and women from the
call center and passed his money forward to the driver. Two and a
half hectic hours later, they finally made it to Soweto. The
interchange in the central business district where they transferred



vans was chaotic, almost to the point of physical aggression. Queues
for the vans looked nothing like a normal taxi line. If a queue filled
up, you had to pick a new line and hope this van wouldn’t fill before
you got on. It was completely unpredictable and emotionally
exhausting. There was a huge margin for error in the grueling
commute. It wasn’t surprising someone would occasionally be fifteen
minutes late.

The experience not only allowed Peter to understand a key
managerial issue but also deepened his bond with his employees.
They invited him out dancing with them that evening. Peter
reflected, “That power of walking next to somebody is hopefully a
humble power and one that is incredibly useful . . . Your willingness
to give something of yourself, to open up, and say I want to
understand and then be understood is incredibly powerful as a
manager.”

Perspective taking is a potent way to deepen social connections
through greater insight into others. Self-disclosure also helps
strengthen relationships by allowing others to see aspects of yourself
that you usually keep hidden. The power of self-disclosure became
wildly popular in early 2015, when The New York Times posted an
article entitled “To Fall in Love with Anyone, Do This.”

The article went viral, and within days potential romantic partners
all over New York could be overheard asking each other a series of
thirty-six increasingly personal questions that were the focus of the
article:

3)     Before making a telephone call, do you ever rehearse what
you are going to say? Why?

13)   If a crystal ball could tell you the truth about yourself, your
life, the future, or anything else, what would you want to
know?

36)   Share a personal problem and ask your partner’s advice on
how he or she might handle it. Also, ask your partner to
reflect back to you how you seem to be feeling about the
problem you have chosen.

After completing the thirty-six questions, Mandy Len Catron, the
author of the article, and her partner decided to gaze into each



other’s eyes for four minutes for good measure. They fell in love. So
also did two participants in the original lab study conducted by Dr.
Arthur Aron.

The reliability of the exercise in producing lasting love is
debatable. But the study did demonstrate that self-disclosure leads to
interpersonal closeness. Of the fifty pairs in the experiment, those
who completed the thirty-six questions reported significantly higher
levels of closeness than pairs in the control group who engaged in
small talk. “One key pattern associated with the development of a
close relationship among peers is sustained, escalating, reciprocal,
personalistic self-disclosure,” according to the study.

Revealing your values, goals, beliefs, past mistakes, and fears can
accelerate deeper feelings of intimacy. A meta-analysis that brought
together the results from more than ninety separate studies found
that self-disclosure reliably leads to connection. And the effect is
causal—we are liked more when we share more of ourselves. It is not
just that we reveal more to people when they like us.

But self-disclosure can also backfire. More than three out of five
workers say they have a colleague who overshares at least once a
week, according to responses from 514 professionals to a
questionnaire conducted by SurveyMonkey Audience.

Amelia Blanquera was once the victim of an office oversharer. He
would stop by her desk incessantly to complain about his nonexistent
love life, grouse about his family, and describe in detail new yoga
practices he was trying. She wore headphones and moved desks to
try to get away. When he whipped out a book on tantric yoga, she
pushed back. “He needed a therapist or a best friend or a companion,
which ultimately he got.” Just not from her.

Where is the line between positive self-disclosure and
oversharing? Disclosure has a more positive effect when it occurs in
an ongoing relationship or is happening between cross-sex pairs.
Revealing deeper truths about oneself is more likely to produce a
sense of closeness than just disclosing a greater volume of
information. Finally, and critically, interpersonal intimacy is greatest
when disclosures are reciprocal. There needs to be turn-taking and a
natural sense of deepening. Suddenly disclosing vulnerabilities about
yourself to your boss probably isn’t a great idea. This helps explain
why the thirty-six questions work but Amelia’s coworker was off-
putting. When self-disclosure has depth and is reciprocal, it can



quickly deepen the strength of our attachments. Too much disclosure
to too many people can cost you your friends, and sometimes even
your job.

Convening Cool

Anna Wintour has the Met Gala. Jeff Sonnenfeld hosts CEO
summits. Linnea van Wagenen has her monthly lunches. By simply
creating social events in which friends have the opportunity to
become friends, one can become more of a convener. Part of what
makes a convener is the depth and strength of their ties. Perspective
taking and self-disclosure create depth. The other hallmark is the
fact that all conveners’ friends are friends. Cliques are created by
repeatedly bringing people together. Particularly for people who have
a high sensitivity to social exclusion or anxiety, convening can be a
powerful network building tool. But it can also be a divisive one. As
Wintour put it, “On the whole, people who say demeaning things
about our world, I think that’s usually because they feel in some ways
excluded or not part of the cool group, so as a result they just mock
it.”

Whether composed of cool kids, class clowns, or colleagues, the
cliques of conveners have unparalleled trust and resilience.
Conveners also are extraordinarily good at transmitting and
receiving complex information because they have a high bandwidth
and lots of redundancy in their networks. The downside is that they
generally have little diversity. The information within cohesive
networks often lacks novelty. Within convening networks,
disagreement rarely surfaces and new ideas aren’t readily flowing in.
Many people live in an echo chamber of some sort, but conveners are
at higher risk of having a louder echo chamber. This trade-off—the
diversity-bandwidth trade-off—is at the heart of social networks.
Conveners favor bandwidth and redundancy. Brokers are hot for
diversity.
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Brokers

oam margaritas overflowing from cubes of snow, liquid peas
swirling like magic ink before congealing into solid ravioli, paella

made from Rice Krispies. The mastermind behind these dishes,
Ferran Adrià, has been called “the best cook on the planet” by French
chef Joël Robuchon. He is one of the pioneers of molecular
gastronomy and made surprise a hallmark taste. Willy Wonka and
Salvador Dalí are frequent comparators.

The emotion and enchantment that transpired at Adrià’s El Bulli
helped it garner three Michelin stars and the coveted title of the best
restaurant in the world a record five times. But El Bulli wasn’t just a
restaurant. It was an innovative madhouse full of delight, where soup
becomes solid and food frequently explodes.

Ferran’s ability to revolutionize cuisine is all the more impressive
given how mundane food can be. We ingest it daily. Renowned chef
and TV personality Anthony Bourdain described the feat, stating:
“People say that when you are talking about cooking, you are talking



about cuisine, that there is nothing new under the sun. That you
can’t reinvent the wheel, that you basically are reinventing the same
thing over, and over, and over. Maybe adding a spoke here and
there . . . but when you mention Ferran Adrià and what he is doing at
his restaurant El Bulli, people tend to get confused.”

Confusion and contrasts are part of Adrià’s genius. He brings
together hot and cold, soft and crunchy, solids and liquids, the
familiar and surprising. In doing so, he tries to invoke what he refers
to as the “sixth sense”—an introduction of irony, humor, and
nostalgia into cuisine. Much of Ferran Adrià’s brilliance comes from
something quite simple—brokering. Bringing together concepts,
ideas, and people from worlds that are normally far apart.

In Adrià’s workshop, which was once a Gothic-era palace, are
backlit displays of bottles; computers; notebooks filled with sketches,
photographs, and diagrams; strange-looking equipment; and
unusual vessels. There is surprisingly little food. As the equipment
evinces, much of Adrià’s genius can be boiled down to the application
of chemistry to food.

Brokerage and recombination are at the core of innovation.
Consider the printing press. A driving force behind the Scientific
Revolution and Protestant Reformation, Johann Gutenberg’s
creation was just the combination of a coin punch and a wine press.
Countless other innovations—from the Model T and hundreds of
patents filed by Thomas Edison’s group at Menlo Park to the
discovery and understanding of DNA—have arisen from brokerage.

But Ferran’s ability to broker, similar to that of Edison and many
of his predecessors, required a diverse network of specialists with
deep expertise. Describing the importance of his team, Adrià
emphasized, “One of the very important things is the team. Normally
the chef is the center of the universe in the kitchen. I might be the
media star . . . but they are part of the history of El Bulli. They
participate in the creativity in the same level as [I do] . . . This is the
big and great difference between El Bulli and other creative
restaurants. They never say ‘I.’ ‘I did.’ ‘I made.’ It’s ‘we’ . . . It’s the
team.”

Adrià’s team is as unusual as his workshop. There are the heads of
the salty and sweet worlds. His brother Albert, Swiss industrial
designer Luki Huber, organic chemist Pere Castells, partner Oriol
Castro. In more recent human recombinations, he has delighted in



bringing together a butcher, a scientist from NASA, and a Nobel
Prize–winning economist.

Describing the logic of brokering, Adrià reflected, “One shouldn’t
speak only to other chefs; inbreeding is no good . . . It’s also very
important to be connected to other disciplines: the world of art, of
design, of science, of history. When an architect designs a building,
he has to work with engineers and people in new technologies. It’s
the same in cooking. We need experts in other fields. We turn to
science, for example, to explain the ‘why’ of things.”

Insular Islands

Brokerage is valuable because it is rare. People tend to be sealed off
in dense convening clusters—their own little worlds. Chemists know
other chemists. Chefs know other chefs. But it is relatively unusual
for a chemist to work with a chef.

To understand why brokerage is rare, imagine entering a new
social situation, perhaps starting college. Who do you think is likely
to become your friend?

By far the strongest determinant of whether you are likely to
interact with someone is whether you already have a close friend in
common. A study of millions of emails sent by more than 20,000
university students found that having a strong tie in common more
than doubled the chance that two people would interact. Having a
close tie in common trumped being in the same class, being the same
age, and having three mutual acquaintances as the strongest
predictor of tie formation.

If we think of social structures as equivalent to the elements in the
periodic table, this tendency for a friend of a friend to become a
friend, which is known as triadic closure, has the elemental
importance of oxygen. Just as oxygen makes life possible, triads
make social life possible. The triad, a party of three, is the foundation
of social structure. Only when you have a party of three does it



become possible to form alliances, create a community, and engage
in the dark art of social exclusion.

Imagine your network as a set of possible triangles. Take any two
friends. Let’s call the pair in the first draw from your network
Stephen and Maya. If Stephen and Maya know each other, then the
triangle created by you, Maya, and Stephen would be closed. If you
repeated this for all possible pairs of friends in your network, you
would have a sense of how much triadic closure there is in your
network.

Since the celebrated sociologist Georg Simmel first introduced the
idea of triadic closure more than a hundred years ago, studies of a
variety of network types, such as core discussion groups, Facebook
networks, email exchanges, and scientific collaborations, have found
that more than half of these triangles are closed. Our friends tend to
be friends.

The tendency toward closure is partially created by circumstance.
If you are friends with Stephen and Maya and see each of them
frequently, chances are the two will meet—perhaps at a party you
throw, a birthday, or a barbecue. They’ll also probably meet on more
than one occasion, increasing the likelihood of developing their own
relationship. In cases when you have strong ties to both, triadic
closure is particularly likely. The same doesn’t hold for weak ties and
acquaintances.

Another factor at play is a need for psychological balance. This has
been described by the adages that a “friend of a friend is a friend”
and “an enemy of an enemy is my friend.” When this isn’t the case,
relationships become unstable. If two of our friends don’t like each
other, it’s awkward. Someone becomes the third wheel. We’re likely
to either try to help them smooth things over or stop being friends
with one of them.

Unsurprisingly, this tendency toward closure becomes stronger
with social similarity. The same is true if your friends are from the
same realm of your social life. The likelihood that your friends are
also friends is 4 times higher if you all are coworkers than if you
don’t work together, 3.5 times greater if they are neighbors than if
they are not, 52 percent higher if they are of the same race, 45
percent higher if they have the same religion, and 35 percent higher
if they have similar levels of education.



Triadic closure creates a social world composed largely of islands
of similar people. It creates conveners. In similar and familiar
groups, we tend to have the same conversations (albeit with slight
variations) over and over again. New information and ideas are
rarely introduced. Instead, people tend to converge on the same
opinions and views. They are reluctant to voice disagreement or
question assumptions. These convening islands become echo
chambers that inhibit creativity and innovation. But not everyone is
stuck on an island. Frequently people will float between two or three.
Brokers are the bridges between islands.

The Science of Creativity

Scientists, like most humans, tend to collaborate with the same
people again and again. Multiple studies analyzing more than 6
million publications found high rates of triadic closure among
researchers. In physics and neuroscience, more than half of the
collaborative triangles are closed.

When Richard Freeman, an economist at Harvard, took a look at
scientific labs, he noticed that they also seemed to be homogenous
islands. Labs appeared to be disproportionately composed of people
with similar ethnic backgrounds.

Richard and his collaborator, Wei Huang, analyzed 2.5 million
research articles and found Richard’s observation was accurate.
There was significant homophily in research teams. Authors with
European surnames tended to work with other authors with
European surnames. Scientists with Korean surnames tended to
have collaborators who also had Korean surnames. This pattern held
for nine ethnic groups, and the effects were quite large. For seven of
the nine ethnic groups, co-ethnic collaborations were more than
twice as likely as what would be expected by chance.

But Freeman and Huang found that papers written by diverse
teams were more likely to produce novel and important insights.



They appeared in more esteemed scientific journals and were more
likely to be referenced by other scientists.

More diverse teams are thought to be more creative because they
provide groups with access to a broader range of information and
perspectives. But when scholars from Columbia University, MIT, and
Carnegie Mellon University analyzed 1,518 project teams, they found
that the networks, not the demographics of the people in them, really
matter for performance.

Brokers’ networks tend to be more diverse and more creative
because they span what University of Chicago sociologist Ron Burt
calls structural holes. Instead of focusing on the islands and what
type of people are on them, Burt argued, we need to pay attention to
who creates the connections between them. The spaces between
groups are what he calls structural holes.

In study after study examining the networks of mid-level
managers and executives in industries from electronics to financial
services, employees who bridge structural holes are more likely to
receive positive outcomes such as favorable job evaluations, raises,
larger bonuses, and early promotions.

To understand why the brokers were successful, Burt studied the
networks of 673 managers in the supply chain at a large electronics
firm. He mapped managers’ networks by asking them whom they
frequently discussed supply chain issues with. He collected data on
salary, promotions, and evaluations. Finally, he asked managers to
write down suggestions about how to improve the supply chain and
had senior executives evaluate the ideas.

The best ideas came from managers occupying structural holes.
The early promotions and better salaries they received were a result
of their creativity. As Burt reflected, “The usual image of creativity is
that it’s some sort of genetic gift, some heroic act. But creativity is an
import-export game. It’s not a creation game.’’ Since brokers sit at
the intersection of multiple social worlds, they are exposed to novel
ideas and perspectives. This allows them to excel at importing,
exporting, and recombining ideas.

The link between brokerage and idea generation is one of the most
robust findings in network science. Burt’s discovery has been
replicated in dozens of settings ranging from patent filings among
inventors to product development at the renowned design firm
IDEO. An analysis of the patents of more than 35,000 inventors



found that collaborative brokerage was instrumental in innovation.
When studying the firm IDEO, which helped develop Apple’s first
mouse and redesign baby food, Andrew Hargadon and Bob Sutton
found that technology brokering was at the heart of the firm’s
innovative success. The genius of IDEO was creating “new products
that are original combinations of existing knowledge from disparate
industries.”

Despite the value that can arise from brokerage, most people don’t
do it, largely because they are myopically focused on their own little
island. ‘‘Often people are like sheep eating grass,” according to Burt.
“They’re so focused on what’s right in front of them, they don’t look
for the whole.’’

Edges

When Yo-Yo Ma, an iconic classical musician, looked around, he
noticed that “the most interesting things happen at the edge. The
intersections there can reveal unexpected connections.” Within
ecology, this is known as the edge effect. Where the edges of two
ecosystems meet, there is the greatest biodiversity.

Yo-Yo Ma’s human-scale experiment with the edge effect is known
as the Silk Road Ensemble. The musical collective brings together
everything from the Chinese pi-pa, Korean drums, the Persian
kamancheh, and folk vocals from Azerbaijan. It’s the musical
equivalent of the diverse labs Freeman and Huang studied. And the
experiment has been extraordinarily successful. They won a Grammy
for their album Sing Me Home.

But Silk Road doesn’t have a home. It is a journey. As the Galician
bagpipe player Cristina Pato said, “In Silk Road, you also have to
keep going and meeting new strangers, meeting new communities,
meeting communities of people that you have never imagined of
working with.”

Unlike what happens at the edges of ecosystems, where
biodiversity naturally emerges, successful brokers have to work to



actively create connections. The tendency toward triadic closure
makes brokerage positions inherently unstable. Silk Road is able to
continually broker and innovate by appearing in various
configurations with an ever-changing cast of members.

Some brokers—like Ferran Adrià and Yo-Yo Ma—purposefully
create their positions. Like Yo-Yo Ma, Ferran Adrià worked to
constantly generate brokerage opportunities. As Adrià wrote, “We
were very aware of the necessity to avoid falling into monotony. For
this reason, we constantly changed the timetables, calendars, and the
people on our team.” Without such dedication, the structural holes
they created would likely close.

Others become brokers by taking atypical career paths instead of
focusing on edges. Within many organizations, there is a fairly
conventional progression by which careers unfold. Lawyers move
from associate to partner to managing partner. Investment bankers
try to move through the ranks from analyst to associate to vice
president to director to managing director. Although the sequence
may not be as straightforward in other industries, some paths are
more well-worn than others.

When careers wander, according to research by Adam Kleinbaum
at Dartmouth’s Tuck School of Business, professionals are more
likely to be brokers. Take two employees described by Kleinbaum,
Kellie and Sheryl, who worked at a large IT firm with the pseudonym
“BigCo.”

Kellie has spent nearly twenty years at BigCo. She works in middle
management as a consultant in Louisiana. Over time, her work has
become slightly more specialized, with an increased focus on serving
clients in financial services. At the beginning of Kleinbaum’s study,
Sheryl’s position in BigCo was similar to Kellie’s. She had also been
with BigCo for more than twenty years and was a similarly ranked
consultant. But in 2002, their paths deviated. Sheryl moved into an
executive administrative role in the technology consulting division.
She was there for a year before moving into a marketing role in the
same division. In 2006, she moved to company headquarters to work
in the supply chain group.

Using networks created from emails exchanged among 30,328
employees and career histories constructed from human resources
records, Kleinbaum found that employees like Sheryl were more
likely to be brokers. Compared with her peers, Kellie (who remained



in an increasingly specialized consulting role) ranked in the bottom
6th percentile of brokerage. Sheryl was in the 94th percentile of
brokerage. Kleinbaum dubbed people with career histories like
Sheryl’s “organizational misfits.” One potential problem with this
type of research is that the type of person who is more likely to be an
organizational misfit might also be more likely to become a broker.
Even after Kleinbaum took this into account by comparing people
with similar previous career trajectories, salaries, job functions,
office locations, and so forth, misfits were still more likely to be
brokers. The diverse contacts misfits make as they journey through
uncharted organizational waters put them in an ideal position to
broker.

But just because someone is in a position to broker doesn’t mean
he or she can do it well. You could put a lot of people in a room with
a Persian kamancheh player and a cellist and they might create
nothing but cacophony. So what makes a good broker?

Code-Switching

Brokers are adaptable translators. Can you blend in anywhere? Do
you adapt what you say or change what you wear depending on
where you are? Are you the friend that thrives at the
random/assorted table at weddings or gets asked to tag along to
potentially awkward fundraisers because your friends know that you
can pretty much fit in anywhere? Would throwing a party and
inviting all your friends be a potential invitation to disaster because
they all know a slightly different version of you?

Or are you pretty much the same regardless of who and where you
happen to find yourself? You say what you think and you think what
you say.

Depending on your answer, you are what psychologists would
classify as either a high or low self-monitor. According to Mark
Snyder, a professor of psychology at the University of Minnesota who
created a scale to distinguish between high and low self-monitors,



“Self-monitoring gets at a fundamental difference between people,
on whether your view of how to handle social situations is to fit
yourself to the context and to play a role versus whether you view it
as finding a way to do what you want, express who you are, show
other people your true inner self.”

High self-monitors are keenly aware of the image they are
projecting to others. According to Snyder’s research, which over the
course of decades has involved tens of thousands of participants,
high self-monitors find it easy to imitate others, can make
“impromptu speeches” on topics they know little or nothing about,
often defer to friends for choices about music and movies, and laugh
a little harder when watching a movie with friends than when alone.

Consider the following situation posed by Snyder: It’s a beautiful
Sunday afternoon in September and you’re looking for a partner for a
round of tennis. Let’s further imagine that you have a decent tennis
game. “Let’s say you have one friend who is a really good tennis
player, but is actually not your favorite person—not the most likable
person you know . . . And you have another person who is really
likable—you share a lot in common with them—but they’re not really
a great tennis player,” offered Snyder. Your likable friend is hilarious
but may unintentionally garner some laughs for his enthusiastic but
somewhat wild playing style. But you could count on the good player
to behave appropriately and potentially improve your game. Whom
would you invite to join you?

“The high self-monitor plays tennis with the person who’s great at
tennis, even if they’re not the most likable,” according to Snyder.
“The low self-monitor plays tennis with the person who they just
enjoy their company, even if they’re not the best at that activity.”

High self-monitors are keenly attuned to situational cues and
social norms. When traveling, they quickly pick up that hugging in
public is frowned upon in Qatar. One kiss is culturally appropriate in
Colombia, two in Italy, and three in Slovenia. And they rarely face
the awkwardness of inappropriately leaning in for an extra kiss.

Suppose you are trying to discern whether someone else fits into
this category. High self-monitors often speak first in conversations
and break silences. They use humor to lighten the mood, willingly
reciprocate self-disclosures, and are less judgmental.

High self-monitors make great brokers. Of all of the personality
characteristics that have been investigated as predictors of what



position in a network someone will occupy, the relationship between
high self-monitors and brokers is the most robust.

If someone wants to become a better broker, is it possible to learn
to behave more like a high self-monitor? Professor Snyder’s first
response is that most people will not want to. They see their way of
being as better. High self-monitors perceive their behavior as being
more attuned, flexible, and adaptable. Low self-monitors, on the
other hand, cringe at this approach and perceive it as inauthentic or
fake.

When high self-monitors do it well, their behavior helps them
broker. But if their behavior comes across as contrived, they risk
being seen as doing “whatever it takes to enhance their social
appearance in a given situation.” Depending on the situation and
interpretation, high self-monitors can either be seen as trying to get
along or attempting to get ahead. It’s the latter that creates
problems.

Ultimately, high and low self-monitors have different conceptions
of the self. Chameleonlike high self-monitors don’t have a unified
sense of self. They see themselves through the lenses of the roles they
play—“I am a father, I am a media analyst, I am a host.” Low self-
monitors are more likely to have a unified and essentialist vision of
themselves. They believe there is one true self. Neither way is right or
wrong. But the different conceptions of self that high and low self-
monitors have make it difficult to fundamentally change their
approach. Anyone can become better at reading social cues and
situations, but not everyone is willing to change.

Hongseok Oh and Martin Kilduff, researchers currently based at
Yonsei University and University College London, who were
instrumental in uncovering the relationship between brokerage and
self-monitoring, offer another piece of advice: “There is a route to
brokerage . . . that does not involve attempting to alter their
characteristic dispositions: They can develop many acquaintances.”

The Power Paradox



While high self-monitors are more likely to be effective brokers,
people in power are more likely to think that they can broker. Power,
which psychologists often define as having greater control over
valued resources in a relationship, has a paradoxical effect on
brokerage. Power makes it more difficult to identify brokerage
opportunities, but simultaneously increases people’s willingness to
broker. It makes people willing to act with an inaccurate map.

Powerful people tend to feel more psychologically distant from
others. When people are primed to feel less powerful, they tend to be
more empathic and sensitive to others’ emotions.

Power also promotes abstract thinking. These propensities, which
Pamela Smith and Yaacov Trope documented in a series of studies,
lead powerful people to think about their friends and colleagues in a
more removed and heuristic fashion. For instance, one mid-level
manager described her feelings about her new position to the
researchers, stating: “It’s like I have to think differently, to use a
different part of my brain, now that I’m a supervisor . . . I’m thinking
about the agency’s five-year plan, not just what I need to do to get
through the week. But I feel so removed from what’s going on in the
office.” In contrast, people who feel less empowered tend to pay
more attention to relationships and are more accurate in their
perceptions of social ties.

In general, people are extraordinarily inaccurate when it comes to
perceiving their networks. Overestimating triadic closure is one of
the most common biases people default to when guessing what
networks look like. They assume that if two people are friends, their
friends are also going to be friends. This predisposition to see triadic
closure in networks makes people miss brokerage opportunities.

While most people are pretty inaccurate when it comes to
identifying opportunities to broker, powerful people are the worst. In
a study of more than 160 employees at a media firm led by
researchers at University College London, employees were asked to
respond to a series of items on a Sense of Power scale. The items
included measures of high power, such as “I can get them to listen to
what I say,” as well as statements like “Even when I try, I am not able
to get my way,” meant to capture low power. Blaine Landis and his
colleagues then mapped the network of the organization, which
allowed them to know where opportunities for brokerage really
existed. They then compared this map to employees’ perceptions of



the network. The more powerful employees perceived themselves to
be, the less likely they were to see brokerage opportunities. This
effect held in a second experiment in which 330 participants were
randomly assigned to either a high-or a low-power role and then
were asked to identify brokerage opportunities on an imaginary
network. Even when people were simply randomly assigned to a high
power position, their brokerage perception was impaired. Power
made people more likely to fill in social blanks where they actually
existed, but it didn’t make them more likely to engage in other errors
in network perception. This suggests that the cognitive shortcuts
people take when they are feeling powerful—using abstract reasoning
rather than empathic social perception—blind them to brokerage
opportunities. Perhaps this is the root of the folk wisdom that power
corrupts.

Despite their impaired perception, when people were primed to
feel powerful, they were more likely to try to control information
regardless of whether or not people were actually disconnected.
Imagine the following scenario: Intoxicated with a little bit of power,
a newly appointed manager overhears from Naomi that the research
division has finished testing a new product that looks incredibly
promising. The manager immediately realizes the potential value of
the product to Kevin. Rather than putting Kevin directly in contact
with Naomi, he tries to describe the new product and mentions that
he might be able to help him get an early account. But he bungles the
new product’s specs. And he doesn’t realize that Kevin and Naomi
frequently get together for coffee and have been talking about the
product for months. He’s left with egg on his face.

Even among parties who were already connected and therefore
wouldn’t benefit from brokerage, high-power individuals were
almost 20 percent more likely than low-power individuals to try to
control information. These misguided brokerage efforts not only
consume unnecessary effort but can also create reputational risks.
Trying to act as an intermediary between people who don’t need it
can come across as nothing but selfish obstruction.

Ferran Adrià keenly understood the potentially devastating effects
that power could have on brokerage opportunities He began a lecture
on cooking and science at Harvard University by pulling out an
orange. After acknowledging that everyone knows what an orange is,
he asks a question: “What type of orange is this?” This deflates egos,



since no one can identify it by visual inspection, even in rooms full of
chefs. There are more than 2,500 types of citrus in the world.

Adrià explains that, “To know about citrus, probably you would
have to live many lives. Probably it is impossible . . . It is impossible
to know about everything.” Adrià argues that you need “a lot of
humility or you are dead.” Without humility, you are dead, because
“to create, you have to have the willingness and desire to be
challenged—to be learning.”

Power and Politics

The only citrus on the table when Anthony Bourdain and Barack
Obama dined on noodles in a Hanoi hole-in-the-wall may have been
lime in the sauce for Vietnamese bun cha. Bourdain captioned the
photo he tweeted of their dinner together: “Low plastic stool, cheap
but delicious noodles, cold Hanoi beer.” According to Rolling Stone,
“Obama and Bourdain appear to be the only Westerners in the
frame, but they blend in effortlessly.”

That ability to blend in effortlessly is a hallmark of high self-
monitors. The combination of brokerage and adaptability is critical
for political success. Barack Obama adapted a professorial air during
fundraisers in New York, responded “Nah, we straight” when asked if
he needed change at Ben’s Chili Bowl, and boogied on The Ellen
DeGeneres Show in front of a group of mostly white women. Bill
Clinton—like Lyndon Baines Johnson before him—would adopt a
southern drawl when visiting below the Mason-Dixon Line. In
Taiwan and Canada, politicians change the language they speak
depending on the audience. Politicians routinely get called out for
code-switching—changing the way they talk to different audiences.

It’s not just how they say it. It is also what they say. A field
experiment conducted by researchers at the University of Southern
California, Stanford Graduate School of Business, and University of
California, Berkeley, found that U.S. senators tailor response letters
to constituents depending on which side of an issue constituents



supported in their original letter reaching out to the senator. Those
senators who sent tailored responses were viewed more favorably,
particularly by those who disagreed with their position.

The political power of being able to tailor messages and messaging
to different audiences isn’t something new. Studies examining
political coups from Cosimo de’ Medici’s rise to power during the
birth of the Renaissance state to the successful implementation of
reforms within the UK’s National Health Service repeatedly find that
brokers make great change agents because their actions and words
are interpreted differently by audiences with different agendas.

The Medici family were the precursors to modern-day politicians.
Decades after Cosimo’s rule ended, Machiavelli still held them in
“awe—attributing both all good and all evil in recent Florentine
history to Cosimo’s deep and ruthless machinations.” A well-known
study of marriage, political, familial, and trade networks among
Florentine elite families revealed that Cosimo de’ Medici’s power
arose from an obfuscated brokerage position at the center of these
overlapping networks. Cosimo hardly ever gave a public speech, and
he did not hold formal office for a long period of time. Rather, his
power came from his ability to use his brokerage position to apply
the principle of divide et impera (Latin for divide and conquer) that
Machiavelli would later write about. According to John Padgett, a
professor at the University of Chicago, and Christopher Ansell, a
professor at the University of California, Berkeley, who analyzed the
Florentine networks, Cosimo’s sphinxlike character was as critical as
his network position for his ability to consolidate power and create
the Renaissance state. Padgett and Ansell referred to this sphinxlike
character as multivocality, or “the fact that single actions can be
interpreted coherently from multiple perspectives simultaneously.”

In its extreme form, if used without empathy or morality and for
personal gain, this form of brokerage gives rise to the eponymous
personality trait of Machiavellianism. A defining trait of
Machiavellianism, for instance, is to “never tell anyone the real
reason you did something unless it is useful to do so.” But what
about more benign forms of adaptation?

Because brokers sit at the intersection of non-overlapping social
worlds, they can change what they are saying to different audiences
without worrying about offending constituents who have a different
world view. Obama could emphasize one aspect of a policy to the



New York fundraising crowd while accentuating another on Ellen’s
show without worrying too much that the audiences would overlap
and notice contradictions.

That tactic can work equally well closer to home. Kids frequently
try it with their parents. And parents who successfully navigate their
school’s parent-teacher association (PTA) often deploy multivocality
adeptly. In many ways, a school’s PTA is the embodiment of local
politics. And frequently the organization draws a disdain typically
reserved for politicians. Even a super socially savvy mom lamented,
“I have PTA PTSD.” Terry Haward described her unsuccessful efforts
to ingratiate herself with the PTA: “There was also a smugness, a
closed-circle ‘we’re inside and you’re not’ attitude. They knew things
that I would never know, and I couldn’t tell if these were things I
needed to know. They were the school’s Power Moms, and they held
that power close.”

However, when I reached out to several of the heads of the PTA in
the country’s most successful school districts, the majority self-
identified as brokers. The “Power Moms” may think they rule
Haward’s school, but that is because they largely live on their own
island. When Jordan Rosenfeld confronted her stereotypes of the
“Perfect Type A” and became involved in her local PTA, she “found a
much wider array of parents than I expected: A mom who had to
bring her groping toddler along, hair frayed at the edges in a shirt
half-arranged from breastfeeding. A mom who was there on her
lunch break from work at a local grocery store. A former
schoolteacher who wanted to stay involved. These moms (and a few
dads) were a lot more diverse than I had expected.”

Diversity makes brokerage critical for successfully mobilizing and
creating change—particularly when change is contentious.

Take a movement in a small town to implement what would
seemingly be a straightforward improvement for high schoolers—
pushing back school start times. Far from being straightforward, it
ignited a town-wide fight that has gone on for years. As Dr. Craig
Canapari, a pediatric sleep specialist, described: “When I moved to
town, I was shocked to see high schoolers getting on the bus at 6:20
�.�. on my block. As a sleep physician, I was aware of the
overwhelming evidence which shows that early school start times
cause harm to teenagers by resulting in chronic sleep deprivation.
The American Academy of Pediatrics, the Centers for Disease



Control, and many other organizations recommend that junior high
and high school start times start no earlier than 8:30 �.�. . . . I
brought my concerns to the local board of education, and they were
very receptive to the information and expressed interest in making a
change. This was five years ago, and we have yet to implement a
meaningful change. The scientific evidence was so overwhelming I
thought that this would be easy, but I was wrong.”

Successfully navigating the political perils of the PTA requires the
same political acumen as creating change in the workplace or getting
a bill through Congress. Changing bell times is politically fraught
because it is a personal issue for families. Some needed earlier start
times to ensure they could get to work on time. And still others were
against the change because it would mean they wouldn’t get home
from sports until late. Evidence alone doesn’t create change.

In a town just sixty-five minutes to the south, the high school
headmaster spoke to proponents of a later start time. He listened to
the concerns of opponents. After acknowledging arguments on both
sides, he made a case for small changes in a letter to the editor of the
town newspaper. He did so even though it was not his “usual practice
to express my perspective through the press on a topic currently
under review.” But after careful consideration, he thought it was time
to try to publicly broker a compromise by making “commonsense
adjustments that will allow us to benefit from the later start time and
address some of the negative impacts of the change.” Since he was
not firmly entrenched in either camp, he could speak to both sides.
He needed to appeal to parents whose kids’ athletics were a priority,
while addressing other parents’ personal pain points. In the face of
what had previously been seen as a zero-sum game, a compromise
was reached.

Describing how she effectively brokered a potentially treacherous
workplace change, a nurse in a study conducted by Julie Battilana
and Tiziana Casciaro recounted how she tried to get support from
hospital management. She “insisted that nurse-led discharge would
help us reduce waiting times for patients, which was one of the key
targets that the government had set. I then focused on nurses. I
wanted them to understand how important it was to increase their
voice in the hospital and to demonstrate how they could contribute
to the organizational agenda. Once I had their full support, I turned
to doctors.” Expecting strong resistance, she argued the new



discharge process would reduce their workload while putting them
more in control of the time spent with patients. One by one, the
nurse went to different factions with different appeals. When
Battilana and Casciaro studied more than five dozen change
initiatives implemented within the United Kingdom’s National
Health Service, the researchers from Harvard and the University of
Toronto repeatedly found that brokers were more successful at
implementing disruptive changes. They could use brokerage and
message tailoring to their advantage.

Whether in the PTA, the workplace, or the realm of politics,
brokers can effectively help move contentious change forward by
tailoring their message, controlling who knows what, choosing the
order in which they engage with consistencies, and carefully deciding
when to bring different camps together or keep them apart. This isn’t
an option for conveners, whose connections are already connected
and who are usually deeply embedded on a side.

Arbitrage or Cooperate?

Brokers are faced with a choice: do they bring together disconnected
parties and make introductions, or do they play a game of arbitrage?

To distinguish between cooperative and arbitraging brokers,
Giuseppe Soda, a professor at Bocconi School of Management, and
his team, presented more than 460 employees in the human
resources department of a large global consumer product company
with the following scenario:

Consider the situation in which you have been appointed to accomplish an
important organizational task. This task requires specific knowledge that
you don’t have, but two of your contacts (let’s call them Mike and Jenny) do
have. Mike and Jenny do not know each other, or, if they do, they don’t
usually work together; however, thanks to your credibility, you are in a
position to ask Mike and Jenny for help, and access their knowledge and
expertise.



They then asked participants how they would approach the task.
Would they (a) try to put Mike and Jenny in touch with each other
and find a time they could all work together? Or would they (b) think
that working with both Mike and Jenny would be inefficient? It
would make more sense to just meet with them individually and
combine their insights.

Option A is a cooperative approach. It was the approach favored
by 85 percent of respondents. Option B is an arbitraging orientation
and was preferred by 11.5 percent of respondents. The remainder
preferred a middle ground.

Soda and his collaborators also collected information on
employees’ network positions, supervisors’ evaluations of
respondents’ job performance, work experience, education, job rank,
and the type of work the respondent did. Consistent with previous
studies, brokers were found to have better job performance.

Arbitraging brokers—despite being in the majority—performed
much better than cooperative brokers. Brokers with an arbitraging
approach were 14 percent more likely to have above average job
performance. Conversely, cooperating brokers were 16 percent less
likely to have above average job performance. Arbitraging brokers
control information flows, have the ability to exploit information
gaps, and can distort information. Whether it is Cosimo de’ Medici or
PTA parents, brokering can be politically advantageous.

But it can also be morally perilous. This was foreshadowed by Ron
Burt a quarter century before it was studied as he laid out the idea of
structural holes—disconnects in who knows and talks to whom—
writing: “The information benefits of structural holes might come to
a passive player, but control benefits require an active hand in the
distribution of information.” An arbitraging broker is an
“entrepreneur in the literal sense of the word—a person who
generates profit from being between others.”

While an arbitraging approach affords power and control benefits
for individual brokers, cooperative approaches are more likely to
produce innovations that benefit the group. When studying seventy-
three innovations that arose during the five-year process of designing
a new vehicle for a Detroit auto manufacturer, David Obstfeld found
that people who don’t feel the need to control information flows and
simply like to cooperate instead were more likely to be involved in
major product and process innovations. One employee described his



intuitive understanding of cooperative brokering to his boss, Ed. He
said, “Ed, I create these networks . . . That’s half the battle. Half the
battle is creating the networks. I’ve created the networks between
functional specialists and my staff. I created the drivetrain and
chassis [connection].” And these connections were critical to the
successful design of the vehicle.

The potential to create value for everyone involved by
cooperatively joining disconnected parties isn’t new. Headhunters,
agents, and matchmakers all exist to ideally create mutual benefit.

Marriage matchmakers existed in early Aztec civilizations and in
ancient Greece and China. Even in an era in which getting a date can
be as easy as swiping right, the market for matchmakers continues to
grow. Matchmakers focus on finding the right person rather than on
generating endless possibilities. They also provide quality assurance
in a realm in which assessing whether someone is embellishing or
outright lying can be difficult. Almost everyone who has dated online
has discovered that their date is a little older or less attractive than
their picture promises.

While cooperative brokerage can produce a happy marriage
brimming with love—or at the very least benefit multiple parties—
arbitraging brokers can infuriate people who feel manipulated or
taken advantage of. Arbitraging brokers may not make good friends.

Tortured Brokers

Most of us have had to suffer an intolerable colleague or a frenemy.
There are all sorts of reasons relationships hit rough patches. With
colleagues, turf wars over resources or fundamental differences in
approach can generate entrenched battles in the office.
Incompetence can evoke indignation. Lives diverge. Jealousy can
creep into friendships. But occasionally colleagues and even friends
have a character flaw. Some people just seem like assholes.

Brokers are more likely to be pegged as assholes. When asked to
name “people who make life difficult,” a study of approximately



seven hundred Chinese entrepreneurs found that difficult colleagues
were disproportionately brokers. Ron Burt and his colleague Jar-Der
Luo of Tsinghua University wondered why this was the case and
looked into the reasons people cited for calling a colleague difficult.
It tended to be factors like they “say bad things to stir up employees,”
“[they] secretly stir up trouble with the government,” or they steal
things. Comparatively rarely were factors related to competence
cited. It was their duplicitous, conniving, and deceitful character that
made brokers unlikable.

Due to their location in networks, brokers are at higher risk for
misunderstandings and conflicts of interests than conveners or
expansionists. But it is a particular type of broker—one that connects
to a weaker tie (shown with a dotted line) in a convening network—
that Burt and Luo found was particularly vulnerable to “character
assassination.” Within convening networks, negative sentiments
about the broker’s character tend to become amplified as
sympathetic friends weigh in.



Consider the following example of a drunk night guard on the
edge of a dense convening network, provided by Burt and Luo:

When the respondent tells his friends about the night guard who was drunk
on the job when a major theft occurred, his friends share sympathetic stories
about the irresponsibility of such employees. “I had an employee just like
that. I fired him on the spot, but I’m still recovering from the damage done.”
The function of the stories is to display empathy, letting the respondent
know he is not alone. Deepening their social support, friends in convening
networks embellish the stories about such drunks, shading ambiguous
behavior into malignant intent. Over time, the repeated stories create a
shared feeling of having had more experience than has actually occurred,
amplifying negative opinion of the drunk employee, justifying angry rhetoric
deriding the employee’s character.

Without other friends in the group to help dampen the dynamic,
the drunk night guard can become a social pariah.

Brokers who stand between two groups of conveners, a position
known among network researchers as the ties that torture, can be in
an equally difficult position. Not only are brokers in this position
(shown with the shaded circle) frequently tortured by divided
loyalties, they may also be perceived to be uncaring.

In two separate surveys of MBA students and hospital employees,
Stefano Tasselli and Martin Kilduff asked if the respondents would
strongly agree with the statement “If I shared my problems with this
person, I know (s)he would respond constructively and caringly,” for
each person in the student and employee network. Tortured brokers
were thought to be devoid of empathy.



The most untrustworthy of the tortured brokers were blirters.
BLIRT is an acronym for Brief Loquaciousness and Interpersonal
Responsiveness Test. It is a measure of how much of a filter someone
has. Blirters agree with statements like “If I have something to say, I
don’t hesitate to say it” and “I always say what’s on my mind.”
Generally speaking, blirters are perceived to be smarter, more
likable, more attractive, and more interesting. While blirtatiousness
can be a good thing, it creates problems for tortured brokers.
Blirtatiousness, like convening networks, is an amplifier of human
traits. Brokers are typically treated with suspicion due to their
structural position, but it’s worse if you are a blirter. Among tortured
brokers, blirters at the hospital were around a full point lower than
non-blirters on a seven-point trust scale. Blirters at the business
school saw an even bigger impact. Blirters can’t be trusted to act with
discretion—and this is precisely the characteristic that brokers
spanning cliques need.

Chameleonlike high self-monitors, on the other hand, face no
trust penalty for being in a brokerage position. They are trusted even
more than non-brokers, according to Tasselli and Kilduff. Their



flexible self-presentation and diplomatic style allow them to meet the
expectations of both cliques they span and avoid distrust.

Mogao Caves

For brokers of all types—from investment bankers to online avatars
in virtual games to marriage matchmakers—the rewards from
brokerage have repeatedly been shown to be contingent on
reputation. Sitting between two groups in a network makes someone
vulnerable to being seen as being “two-faced.” It isn’t that brokers
lack empathy or diplomacy. But their network position naturally
presents them with a choice: to either cooperate or arbitrage.

Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road is emblematic of cooperative brokerage. As
Yo-Yo Ma described, “At Silk Road we build bridges. In the face of
change and difference, we find ways to integrate and synthesize, to
forge relationships, to create joy and meaning.”

Jeffrey Beecher stands in a full-size replica of one of the Mogao
cave temples, and the top of his double bass reaches the shoulder of
an open-palmed Buddha flanked by two imaginary lions. The replica
caves are adorned with thousands of colorful earth-toned Buddhas
and bodhisattvas, many playing instruments. Fellow Silk Road
member and tabla player Sandeep Das reflects on the bridging of
religious traditions within the caves’ imagery: “Of course, all these
caves include so many things that I’ve literally grown up with. One of
the major images in Cave 285 is Shiva and Ganesh on one side, and
Vishnu on another. To me the blurring of lines between what is
Buddhism and what is Hinduism is so obvious. It’s just amazing to
see them all there—the same names, just looking different.”

The original art-filled grottoes, also known as the Caves of the
Thousand Buddhas, served as a central node on the Silk Road. As Yo-
Yo Ma wrote of the Silk Road playing in replicas at the Getty Center,
“The murals and sculptures owe their existence to people who
followed the best human instincts: openness to the unknown and an
inclination to meet, connect, and create—the values that can shape a



world guided not by fear but by empathy and commitment to the
results of radical collaboration.” The murals owe their existence to
cooperative brokers.



A

5.

Expansionists

fter a spectacularly unsuccessful first, and last, day of work at
Los Padrinos Juvenile Hall, Shep Gordon pulled into a modest

and off-the-beaten-track hotel in Los Angeles. The Landmark Motor
Hotel was, unbeknownst to Shep, a regular stop for rock stars
looking for privacy in Los Angeles. A Jewish kid from Long Island
who “never had a friend over” growing up, Shep took to hanging
around the hotel pool with fellow residents Jimi Hendrix, Janis
Joplin, and Jim Morrison.

He got his start when Jimi Hendrix asked him, “What’s your real
job?” (He didn’t have one.) “You Jewish?” According to Shep, he
“had no idea that would be the luckiest moment of my life.” Hendrix
told him, “You’re Jewish, you should be a manager.”

Shock rocker Alice Cooper became Shep’s first client. He also
managed everyone from Groucho Marx, Blondie, and Kenny Loggins
to Luther Vandross. Sylvester Stallone, Tom Arnold, Willie Nelson,



Mike Myers, and the Dalai Lama were close friends and associates.
He shared custody of a cat with Cary Grant.

Emeril Lagasse, another client, credited him with inventing the
celebrity chef. As TV personality and renowned chef Anthony
Bourdain said, “Shep has been there at so many titanically significant
moments in cultural history (and he’s been in many cases,
responsible for them): the birth of theatrical shock rock, the demise
of the exploitative ‘chitlin’ circuit,’ the celebrity chef phenomenon,
some really great indie films, and so much more. There’s no one like
him. He knows everything and everybody. He can walk through
walls. And he’s the most loved guy I’ve ever known.”

Part of Shep’s success has been a deep understanding of the
dynamics of popularity. He understands that popularity is a self-
fulfilling prophecy. He frequently hired photographers with no film
in their cameras to follow clients around relentlessly snapping shots.
He also understands the value of creating a buzzworthy spectacle.
When trying to launch Alice Cooper’s career, Shep had him booked
to play Wembley Arena—a venue with more than 10,000 seats. Just
days before the show, they “had only sold fifty tickets.” With little
time and no budget for traditional marketing, Shep needed media
coverage. He needed to get people talking. What people tended to
talk about in London at the time was traffic. So Shep hired a truck to
display a billboard with a photo of Alice naked except for a snake
wrapped around his genitals. He then arranged for it to
“accidentally” break down in Piccadilly Circus, a main intersection in
London. The press called the moment a “landmark in the decline of
the British empire,” the show sold out, and Alice’s song “School’s
Out” went to number one in England and then around the world.

Shenanigans involving snakes are only a part of what has made
Shep so successful. Reflecting on his career, Shep “looked for some
common threads linking the events in my apparently accidental life.
One of the things people seem to respond most strongly to . . . [is]
that I’ve managed to become successful in the cutthroat worlds of the
music and movie businesses while staying a nice guy, and apparently
a happy one. It’s not something we are used to seeing.” For Shep,
that’s been possible because he practices “compassionate business.”
He tries to ensure that deals make everyone better off. He looks for
win-wins. Part of that philosophy is his coupon system. “When
somebody does me a favor, I feel I am obligated to return that favor.



I say they have a coupon with me. They can redeem that coupon
anytime, in any way, and I will honor it. That’s win-win too.”

Shep’s principles and personality have garnered him the
nickname Supermensch. Mike Myers, his good friend, the Wayne’s
World star, and the producer of a laudatory documentary about
Shep, put it simply: “Shep Gordon is the nicest person I’ve ever met
—hands down.”

Despite his famous friends, after an illness left him with a slim
chance of survival, it was his longtime assistant who sat vigil. “After
the surgery, I would just sit by the bed and hold his hand,” recalled
Nancy Meola. “But he finally looked up and I could see in the
fogginess he was looking for someone else to be there . . . I felt really
bad for him that the person sitting there was me, his paid assistant.
Going through that experience you would want it to be your life
partner, and there it was me. And I felt really, really lonely for him.”

Mere Mortals and Super Connectors

Shep is a force, an inspiration. He embodies many of expansionists’
greatest qualities: generosity, an uncanny ability to read others, and
social competence. He is both popular and likable. When those two
traits come together, they are potent. But you don’t need one to have
the other.

While most mortals have networks that conform to Dunbar’s
number, a cognitive limit on the number of relationships we can
maintain, a few outliers are super connectors. Shep is one of those
people.

Expansionists’ power comes from knowing many times more
people than the average person. The average person knows
approximately 600 people. Super connectors can know 6,000 or
more. Their unimaginably large networks roughly follow a power-law
distribution. This means that while most people know hundreds of
others, there is a long tail to the distribution where a small
percentage of individuals know orders of magnitude more.



Many of the phenomena in the world we are familiar with follow a
bell-curve distribution. Height, for example: most of us know a few
people who are under five feet and one or two who are over six and a
half feet. But most of the people we encounter are in the range of five
and a half feet to six feet tall, right in the middle of the distribution.
If height followed a power law, at least one person on the planet
would be more than 8,000 feet tall.

Popularity follows a similar distribution. It is hard to know how
many people have heard of Barack Obama, but he has almost 108
million Twitter followers. Eight sheep even recognize his face. In an
era that predated social media, Franklin D. Roosevelt amassed more
than 22,500 acquaintances. And while social media makes it much
easier to collect acquaintances and followers than it was in FDR’s
era, only 1 percent of LinkedIn users have more than 10,000
connections. These extreme outliers—at the very tail of the
distribution of network size—are the social equivalent of the 8,000-
foot-tall person.

Expansionists live on the tail end of the distribution of network
size. This position is associated with popularity, status, and power.
Expansionists can inspire.

Popularity comes with a whole host of perks. Popular teens are
better paid than socially excluded peers almost forty years after high
school ends. A study of 4,330 men who graduated from Wisconsin
high schools in 1957 found that men who were more frequently
nominated as friends by their peers had higher wages decades later.
And the effects can’t be explained by IQ or social background.
Moving from the bottom 20th percentile in popularity to the top
80th percentile would have yielded a 10 percent increase in earnings.

Even as adults, popularity comes with privilege. At the office,
popular adults perform better and are more successful. A meta-
analysis of more than 130 studies confirmed that the larger the
network someone has, the more rewards they get from work.
Expansionists also have a more pleasant experience at the office.
Popular employees—not just those who are liked more—are more
likely to get help and are more welcomed. They are less likely to be
belittled, treated rudely, or ignored.

In certain domains—such as public relations, marketing, or
entertainment—having a large network isn’t just nice. It can be
essential.



Good Luck, Good Looks, and Good Genes

Is there something different about expansionists that put them on a
path to develop inordinately large networks? Was there something
predestined about Shep Gordon? Perhaps it was his generosity? His
likability? Common sense suggests that personality and good looks
probably play a role. But maybe it is simply chance?

It isn’t possible for scientists to randomly assign popularity
advantages when kids enter school or to give people initial boosts in
their career to see whether luck can make someone popular.
Princeton sociologist and network scientist Matthew Salganik
conducted an online experiment with songs by unknown artists to
see whether he could make something popular.

Matt and his colleague Duncan Watts, who’s now at the University
of Pennsylvania, asked more than 12,000 participants to listen to
songs and download the ones they were interested in. For several
weeks, they allowed the preferred song ranking to emerge naturally
and provided the ordered list to participants.

They then presented the same list to new participants but reversed
the order. The most popular song, “She Said,” became the least
popular song. The least popular song, “Florence,” was presented to
new participants as having the most downloads. For the majority of
songs, this false ranking of the popularity of the songs continued. It
became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Telling people that songs were
popular made the songs popular. It’s likely the same is true for
people.

Both songs and people have the peculiarity that there are huge
disparities in popularity.

These disparities are created by a phenomenon known as the
Matthew effect. The name arises from Matthew 25:29 (KJV): “For
unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance:
but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he
hath.” Or more colloquially, the rich get richer (and the poor get
poorer). As its appearance in the Bible evinces, people have
intuitively recognized the cumulative advantage process underlying
the Matthew effect for millennia.

The renowned sociologist Robert Merton gave the phenomenon
its name in the 1960s. But it has been independently identified by



scientists in a range of fields from statistics to political science.
British statistician Udny Yule discovered it in 1925. The American
social scientist Herbert Simon noticed it in 1955. The British
scientometrician Derek Price rediscovered it under a different name
again in 1976. But it was the physicists Albert-László Barabási and
Réka Albert who explained why we observe such extreme disparities
in network popularity.

The Barabási-Albert model shows that if one person in a network
has twice as many connections as another person, then they are twice
as likely to be befriended by someone new entering the network. Put
simply, the more connections you have, the easier it is to grow your
network.

This process of preferential attachment means that even small
early differences in popularity can generate large inequalities in
subsequent fame. This is where Shep Gordon’s publicity genius
comes into play. His stunts, which frequently relied on using the
fame of friends to make new clients famous, would set off cascades of
visibility and popularity for his clients.

Getting a large network going is difficult. But after a certain point,
expanding your network is pretty much effortless. The work becomes
figuring out how to manage it, not grow it.

When people try to understand success, they frequently
underestimate the role luck plays. Instead, they tend to look back on
an outcome and attribute it to characteristics that seem obvious in
retrospect. It is a great song, obviously destined to be a hit. Of course
she won—she is clearly more talented. Naturally he has a ton of
friends—he is incredibly charming. She couldn’t help but become
famous—just look at her.

This tendency, which is frequently referred to as hindsight bias or
the “knew it all along” effect, is particularly acute when events are
unpredictable. And long-tail events are particularly unpredictable
because it is hard to know in the beginning what is going to take off.
But what happens early on sets the course for outsize gains through
cumulative advantage. These dynamics make understanding what
content will go viral or who will become popular nearly impossible,
despite the billions of dollars advertisers spend on identifying
influencers and trying to develop the next hit song, shoes, and drug.

This isn’t to say that expansionists aren’t special. Dozens of
studies have found that popularity can be reliably predicted as early



as age three. How popular someone is at three remains a remarkably
accurate predictor of popularity beyond elementary school and into
adulthood. It even persists across contexts as people move from
place to place. At the same time, some people aren’t so popular in
school and find great popularity as adults. As Lyle Lovett croons,
“Well, I went to high school and I was not popular. / Now I am older,
and it don’t matter.” It isn’t just Lyle Lovett. Taylor Swift, Lady Gaga,
and Adam Levine all weren’t popular on the playground.

Whether expansionists are simply lucky beneficiaries of
preferential attachment or are exceptionally socially skilled, though,
depends on how you define luck.

Are genetics luck? Winning the genetic lottery can help make you
popular according to research done by scholars at the University of
Groningen who identified a polymorphism within the 5HT2A

serotonin receptor gene that they believe is the “secret ingredient for
popularity.”

To find out just how much genetics matter for popularity, James
Fowler, Christopher Dawes, and Nicholas Christakis studied 1,110
twins. Twin studies determine how heritable characteristics are by
comparing same-sex identical (monozygotic) and same-sex fraternal
(dizygotic) twins. Identical twins share close to 100 percent of
genetic material. Fraternal twins share closer to 50 percent. By
comparing how frequently identical and fraternal twins are
expansionists, researchers can make a rough estimate of the
expansionist trait’s heritability. When looking at the twins’ networks,
Fowler, Dawes, and Christakis found strong evidence that both
expansionist and brokerage tendencies are inherited. Genetic factors
accounted for almost half—46 percent—of the variance in network
size.

But maybe genes aren’t capturing popularity itself but something
else that is hereditable—like looks? We know that physical
characteristics are inherited. Perhaps similar looks give twins similar
networks? Common inherited personality traits? Or behaviors?

Children that are physically attractive are twice as likely to be
popular than their less attractive peers. A similar but slightly smaller
effect persists in adults. To examine the power of beauty, scholars
have used a variety of methods from having coders rate photographs
to relying on computer-generated faces that represent beauty ideals.
The latter approach is particularly interesting because it also reveals



the two key dimensions of beauty—symmetry and averageness. Work
done by the University of Texas at Austin professor Judith Langlois,
and her colleague Professor Lori Roggman, has found that faces
generated by taking photographs of multiple people and repeatedly
morphing them together results in mathematically “average” faces
that are by no means average—they are perceived to be beautiful.
Beauty has a powerful influence on individual experience and is
strongly correlated with the number of positive and negative social
interactions a person has and their social standing.

Children’s attentiveness to attractiveness suggests that we may be
hardwired, rather than socialized, to privilege beauty. In studies
where infants were held by their blindfolded parents and presented
with two faces, the babies paid more attention to the more attractive
face. When the attractive images moved from one screen to the other,
so did the infants’ gazes. In a separate study, a professional actress
donned theatrical masks made from a mold of her face but with
slight adjustments to one mask—the eyes were narrowed, the
eyebrows lowered, and the nose lengthened—to make it slightly less
attractive but still within normal range. The masks were constructed
to feel the same on the inside and any mirrors or other signal of
which mask was worn were hidden from the actress to ensure it
didn’t affect her behavior. When she wore the more attractive mask,
the one-year-olds were significantly more likely to use a positive
affective tone and play with the actress.

Physical attractiveness gets our attention. But so does popularity
and status.

This is true for humans and monkeys. In an experiment in which
monkeys were rewarded with sips of juice if they looked in certain
directions, male rhesus macaques were willing to sacrifice fruit juice
to gaze at the face of popular group members. (They would also forgo
juice to look at the booty of a female.) But they required extra juice to
look at low-status monkeys’ faces.

A study that followed preschoolers for nine months found that
kids with the most friends were more likely to be watched by other
children in the classroom. This is also true for adolescents. When
shown pictures of popular and unpopular classmates, tweens were
more likely to look at pictures of popular kids first and stare at them
for longer. So perhaps it is not surprising that adults tend to visually
fixate on more popular adults. This remains true even after taking



into account physical attractiveness. While popularity and beauty are
clearly related, beauty alone can’t explain popularity.

The first response, looking at the popular face first, suggests that
part of the response to popularity is unconscious. But continuing to
look at it means that even once the more conscious part of our brains
are activated, popularity still has an effect.

Perceiving Status

While we are evolutionarily predisposed to pay attention to
popularity, expansionists are particularly attuned to status signals.
Their brains are more likely to light up at the sight of someone who is
popular.

To understand the neural processes that track popularity, a study
led by Noam Zerubavel and Peter Bearman of Columbia University
compared the functional MRI (fMRI) scans of popular and
unpopular group members. The research team assessed popularity
by asking members of two clubs how much they liked each group
member. By aggregating everyone’s scores, they were able to devise a
popularity rank ordering. They then put the club members in an
fMRI scanner to see what happened to their brains when they were
shown pictures of group members who varied in their position in the
social hierarchy.

Two areas of the brain activated when group members saw
pictures of popular people: first the neural valuation system, which
in turn engaged the social cognition system. The neural valuation
system has previously been shown to register the rank of primates in
monkey studies. The social cognition system is involved in making
judgments about others’ mental states and intentions. The study was
pathbreaking in showing that human brains encode and value social
status. These status valuations then guide our behavior. We are
wired to read networks.

Popular people were better at detecting status differences. And at
a neural level, expansionists recognized and valued status more. This



puts them at an advantage.
Being able to identify who’s popular is valuable because unlike in

high school, when it is fairly easy to tell who is popular (because they
are frequently bestowed with titles like Prom Queen and Prom King),
a variety of psychological biases frequently lead people to misjudge
their popularity.

One fact that makes accurately assessing popularity difficult is
that your friends are almost always more popular than you are.
Rather than being the result of some warped social reality, this is due
to a phenomenon known as the friendship paradox. Discovered in
the early 1990s by the sociologist Scott Feld using data on adolescent
school friendships in the sixties, the friendship paradox has been
shown to hold in studies of more than 700 million Facebook users
and close to 6 million Twitter users. It also applies to networks
ranging from sexual partners—your sexual partners will typically
have had more sexual partners than you have had—to scientific
collaborators.

Take Facebook friends as an example. You could spend much of
your free time posting, stalking, and friending, but your friends
would likely still have more friends than you on average. A team
composed of researchers from Facebook, Cornell, and the University
of Michigan studied the networks of all active Facebook users—close
to 10 percent of the world’s population at the time of the study—and
compared the popularity of each user to the friend count of others in
their network. More than 90 percent of the time, users had fewer
friends than their friends had on average.

How? It goes back to the power-law distribution. In social
networks, many people have a few friends, but a few people have a
very large number of friends. It’s your friends at the tail of the
distribution—the extreme expansionists—who create the paradox.
People with lots of friends are more likely to be in your friendship
network in the first place. And they have a disproportionate effect on
the average number of friends your friends have.

Expansionists’ ability to accurately assess popularity may help
explain why they are popular in the first place. If you know who’s in
and who’s out, you can arrange to be seen with the in-crowd. There is
a halo effect.

Shep Gordon calls it “guilt by association.” As he described it, “If
you take somebody really famous and put them next to someone else,



that other person melts off the fame.” And he used it to make
Canadian folk singer Anne Murray’s career. The fresh-faced Murray
arrived in Los Angeles, white-bread and almost completely
unknown. She even appeared on stage wearing Raggedy Ann
overalls. To gain publicity for the folk singer, Shep literally got on his
hands and knees and begged Alice Cooper, John Lennon, and other
members of the Hollywood Vampires to take a photograph with her.
The Vampires acquiesced. According to Murray, “That picture has
had more mileage than any other picture that I have had taken in my
career . . . I was all of the sudden the it girl.”

Reading and Misreading Others

Expansionists are extraordinarily good at being able to read others.
They excel in one-on-one interactions and understand how to make
an instant connection. Perhaps this makes them more likable?

Decades of research in psychology has found that humans send
strong social signals through verbal cues and nonverbal behavior.
From very short observations of interactions, known as thin slices, it
is possible to accurately predict everything from salary negotiation
outcomes to teachers’ ratings at the end of the semester.

In a study of more than 900 speed dates, Stanford University
professors Dan McFarland and Dan Jurafsky found that a handful of
behaviors predicted the likelihood of successfully landing a follow-up
date. What were some of the best predictors of interpersonal
attraction? Men signaled interest by laughing. When women were
excited about a prospective male partner, they spoke louder and
talked about themselves.

In an entirely different instance of trying to win someone over,
MIT professor Alex (Sandy) Pentland found that a third of the
differences in salary negotiations for new employees can be
explained by the degree to which two people mirror each other in the
first few moments of negotiations. Our tendency to mimic or mirror
people we trust begins in infancy.



Mirroring is just one of four cues that reveal how well a social
interaction is going. According to Pentland, consistency, activity, and
influence are the others. The degree to which someone’s voice is a
monotone or fluctuates between higher and lower pitches—its
consistency—is a good marker for how mentally focused they are.
More consistency equates to more focus. Their overall level of
physical and verbal activity is a great barometer for their level of
interest and excitement. More activity, more interest. Finally,
influence can be detected from how frequently one person can
induce another person to copy their way of speaking.

In a competition at MIT in which executives pitched business
plans, Pentland and his colleagues asked competitors to wear
sociometers. The cellphone-sized sensors detect face-to-face
interactions, sample speech, and measure physical activity. They also
asked the executives, who had more than a decade of working
experience, to rate one another. Collectively, consistency, mimicry,
and influence accounted for close to a third of the difference in
assessments of pitch persuasiveness. In a different study, they found
that the same factors have similar explanatory power in job
interviews.

Expansionists are extremely adept at reading body movements,
interpreting the ums and aahs of conversation, and following the
rhythm of conversation. They also have specific social signatures. In
order to understand the conversational cues and behavioral
characteristics that allow expansionists to develop inordinately large
networks, my colleagues and I studied interactions among hundreds
of professionals in thirteen different offices, showed that
expansionists speak in longer segments, talk more frequently than
their peers, and are less likely to interrupt. This is our verbal
equivalent to chimpanzees standing up straight, hunching shoulders,
and hurling rocks.

The importance of volubility and speech also helps explain the
puzzling finding that personality explains very little of who is likely
to be an expansionist. As you might expect, extroverts who are more
sociable, outgoing, and assertive are more likely to be expansionists.
But the effect is, at most, fairly small. In a study of hundreds of MBA
students, for instance, extreme extroverts have only twelve more
friends than extreme introverts.



It isn’t extroversion itself that matters so much. Extroverts and
introverts communicate differently. Extroverts use a stronger voice
and talk faster. When strangers watch a short recording of someone
speaking, they can accurately guess their level of extroversion.

Much of the verbal fluency of extroverts appears to be developed
rather than innate. A study by researchers at the University of
Helsinki asked the parents of more than 750 seven- and eight-year-
olds to rate the level of extroversion of their children. Parents’
perceptions of how extroverted their child was predicted the child’s
popularity the following year. But the effect was largely explained by
teachers’ assessments of the children’s oral ability. How well and
how easily they communicated their ideas, not just personality, made
them popular.

Once again, this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Small initial
differences in verbal and social skills in childhood have positive
effects on the number of social interactions a child has and their
popularity. In turn, this gives them the opportunity to practice more
frequently and develop social confidence, which leads to social
competence.

Being Loud Is More Important Than Being Right?

It isn’t just competence. Confidence makes people more popular.
Cameron Anderson, a psychologist at the Haas School of Business,
University of California, Berkeley, made this point by giving 243
MBA students a list of items and asking which ones they were
familiar with at the beginning of the semester. Included along with
real names, events, and concepts were some fictitious ones like
Windemere Wild and Queen Shaddock. This allowed Anderson and
his colleagues to see how much the MBA students overestimated
their knowledge. After the semester ended, they assessed the
students’ popularity. Students who reported knowing more about the
fakes were more popular at the end of the semester.



It isn’t just in MBA classrooms (where we might expect
overconfidence to be valued) that this holds. Business schools are
arenas where young professionals who have already experienced
extraordinary success duke it out to reach the top rung of the next
ladder. Many of them have never failed at anything, but suddenly
they are pitted against one another for a few select spots at McKinsey
and Goldman Sachs. In a world where everyone is talented,
sometimes confidence literally pays. It does for pundits as well.

Jim Cramer is the epitome of brash overconfidence. On March 11,
2008, the CNBC Mad Money host responded to a question from a
viewer named Peter about pulling money out of Bear Stearns.
Cramer literally screamed, “No. No. No. Bear Stearns is fine.”

Six days later Bear Stearns’s stock was down 90 percent. The
funny thing is that in the world of punditry, accuracy doesn’t matter.
Mad Money viewership increased substantially after Cramer’s
disastrous Bear Stearns prediction.

Being loud is more important than being right—for pundits at
least. Two economists currently at the University of Nebraska
Omaha and Pennsylvania State University analyzed more than a
billion tweets from the 2012 baseball play-offs. After filtering out
tweets that did not make predictions, each tweet was coded for its
level of confidence. Words like annihilate and destroy were given
higher scores than beat. Using words that exuded confidence
increased the number of followers a pundit had by 17 percent—far
more than being right. In comparison, if a pundit were to correctly
predict the outcome of every game, it would have increased their
following by only 3.5 percent.

Displays of overconfidence—cocksure expressions, expanded
postures, a calm and relaxed demeanor, speaking a lot and using a
confident tone—make people more popular. It is often possible to
know who among the MBA students will get a coveted job and
become the class president within the first week of classes. And it
frequently isn’t their skills or intellectual acumen that matter.
Overconfidence is often falsely mistaken for competence. As a
consequence, it leads to higher status because even when
overconfidence is exposed and real ability is revealed, groups still
reward the overconfident. This helps fuel the relationship between
overconfidence and popularity.



Mr. Nice Guy

Expansionists are not only confident. They are surprisingly generous.
In his role as CEO of the accelerator program at Y Combinator,

which has helped launch more than 2,000 start-ups collectively
valued at over $100 billion, including Airbnb and Dropbox, Michael
Seibel spends most of his day helping others. “Founders are always
surprised that I answer their emails and that my email address is in
my Twitter profile. Helping each other is a core value in the tech
start-up world. Everyone should practice it. The start-up community
is a family—we should look out for one another.”

Seibel isn’t alone in his policy of trying to help strangers by
answering their emails. Adam Rifkin has a similar policy. He calls it
the five-minute favor. This idea is simple. “You should be willing to
do something that will take you five minutes or less for anybody,”
according to Rifkin.

Rifkin and Seibel may not fit your vision of an expansionist. Rifkin
is frequently likened to a shy panda bear. He has an affinity for Star
Trek, anagrams, and tech. Yet he has been named one of the best
networkers by Fortune magazine and was featured in Adam Grant’s
book Give and Take for building an extraordinarily successful
network through generosity.

Keith Ferrazzi probably is closer to the stereotype of an
expansionist. He wrote the bestselling networking book Never Eat
Alone. When he walks into a room he’s usually flashing a huge smile,
quickly begins engaging in rapid-fire conversation, and exudes so
much energy it can be almost exhausting just to watch him. Despite a
difference in disposition from Seibel and Rifkin, Ferrazzi has a
similar message: “It’s better to give before you receive. And never
keep score. If your interactions are ruled by generosity, your rewards
will follow suit.”

Shep Gordon put it even more simply: “Do something nice for
someone today.” He embraced this motto in spite of Alice Cooper’s
hit “No More Mr. Nice Guy.”

The advice given by Gordon, Rifkin, Seibel, and Ferrazzi is borne
out in research. It is the same sage advice that appears in Luke 6:38:
“Give, and it shall be given unto you.” Givers have larger networks.



There are many ways to give. You can informally provide advice or
emotional support to individuals. Or you can more formally give to
organizations, volunteer, or donate blood. People rarely do both—
except expansionists.

A study that analyzed the networks and prosocial behaviors of
close to 1,000 respondents found that conveners with dense
networks of strong ties frequently provide social support. But they
rarely engage in organized prosocial behavior. Expansionists,
however, were more likely to be there for the people they know and
were also likely to give their time, money, and blood to voluntary
associations.

Perhaps not surprisingly, expansionists appear to be more likely
to give in public than they are to give in private. In a study of
popularity and the giving behavior of more than 200 kids, how likely
popular kids were to hand over one or more of four colored
wristbands depended on whether the decision was made in private or
in public. Popular kids were more likely to share their wristbands—
but only when asked to do so in public. Unpopular kids didn’t
significantly change their behavior in public or private. Perhaps
understanding the value of publicly showing prosocial behavior is
part of what allows expansionists to build large networks.

The nature of expansionists’ networks also makes giving easier.
An extensive network makes it easier to learn about potential
opportunities to provide social support and advice. Their wide
networks also make expansionists likely targets for volunteer
recruitment. About two-thirds of people who volunteer didn’t begin
doing it on their own initiative but were recruited by others. Not only
are expansionists more likely to be recruited, but their networks
make them more valuable recruits. A similar dynamic works for
charitable giving. Most charitable donations are given in response to
a direct request. When people were asked why they had made their
most recent contribution, about 80 percent said they did so “because
someone asked me.” Since expansionists simply know more people,
they are more likely to be asked to give. And the more they give, the
larger their network and reputation for generosity become.

This also puts them at risk for generosity burnout. Adam Grant’s
book highlights one of the puzzles of generosity. Givers such as
Gordon, Rifkin, and Seibel who want to help others regardless of
anticipated payback are more likely to get ahead. But they are also



more at risk of failure and victimhood. Compared to takers, who
prefer to get more than they give, givers earn 14 percent less, are
twice as likely to be targets of crimes, and are perceived to be less
powerful. Yet a meta-analysis of dozens of studies representing
thousands of business units has consistently found that giving is
associated with greater financial success, efficiency, customer
satisfaction, and lower turnover. Givers who can successfully prevent
burnout and being taken advantage of succeed. Those that don’t are
worse off than those who are more selfish.

Successful giving requires self-preservation. In order to give
effectively, expansionists in particular need to be careful to avoid
burnout.

Expansionists can help stave off giving burnout by being careful
about setting boundaries. Rifkin has the five-minute favor—not the
five-hour favor. Shep Gordon tries to do something helpful for
someone each day. He doesn’t try to help everyone every day.

According to Grant, a second possible strategy is to chunk giving.
If you set aside a chunk of time specifically devoted to giving, your
giving becomes more focused and efficient and the psychological
rewards that come from giving are amplified.

Finally, and somewhat paradoxically, a study led by Cassie
Mogilner Holmes, currently at UCLA’s Anderson School of
Management, found that giving more of your time can actually make
you feel like you have more time. Participants who were directed to
use that time to help others instead of wasting time or doing
something for themselves subjectively perceived themselves to be
more time affluent.

Creating More Time

But changing perceptions of how much time you have available is
quite different from actually creating more time. And as we have
seen, time and cognitive capacity are the two biggest constraints that
limit the size of someone’s network. Expansionists are frequently



great at establishing social connections, but have a harder time
developing and maintaining them. As a result of their difficulty
cultivating deep social relationships, they also have difficulty getting
value from their network.

Effective expansionists have a system. Vernon Jordan had rows of
black three-ring binders with home phone numbers, cellphones, and
information about contacts’ families. David Rockefeller had his note
cards with details of past meetings. Ronald Reagan kept note cards
with quotes and jokes.

People who work in an office receive an average of 200 emails a
day and spend more than 12.5 hours a week on email. In 2018,
people spent an average of 142 minutes a day or more than 16 hours
a week on social media. Expansionists have substantially more
traffic.

Expansionists make the unmanageable manageable by setting up
systems. They use customer relationship management tools, typically
used by sales forces to store contact information; keep call logs;
create task lists; set reminders to touch base; and keep detailed notes
about past meetings and personal information. Most of this can also
be done with a simple Excel spreadsheet—but if you want to
maintain a large network, it needs to be maintained meticulously and
consistently.

The same goes with dealing with incoming emails. There is usually
a system (and an assistant) in place. For instance, Michael Seibel
usually responds to emails with only one or two sentences, rejects
practically all public speaking requests, and uses a scheduling tool to
allow people to sign up for a limited number of phone call slots each
week. He writes blog posts that answer the most frequent questions
he gets and then just points people to them. “And I just kind of
realized that ninety percent of the value is that someone replies.”

Keith Ferrazzi doesn’t just keep track of the people he knows, he
keeps a list of “aspirational contacts,” people he wants to know. “I’m
constantly ripping out lists in magazines . . . I had been ripping out
forty-under-forty lists for years and continue to do so. Those are
individuals who somebody has spent enough time to identify as an
up-and-comer, a mover, an intellectual, and these are the kinds of
people I want to surround myself with. I rip out lists of top CEOs,
most admired CEOs, regional lists.” Ferrazzi or his assistant then



enters the lists into a database, along with background research on
each of the individuals. Ferrazzi then creates call sheets by region.

The idea of creating calling lists isn’t a recent development.
America’s elite have had one in the form of the Social Register since
at least 1887. Louis Keller, whose obituary described him as “known
to more persons here and abroad than any other one resident of New
York,” began the Social Register with the names and addresses of
America’s most prominent families. Keller’s original list of 2,000
families now contains around 25,000 entries with information on
their primary residences, the location of their summer homes, the
names of their yachts, and a code that denotes memberships. (“Sfg”
denotes the San Francisco Golf Club, “BtP” represents the Bath and
Tennis Club of Palm Beach.) For decades, “It used to be if someone
wasn’t listed, you just didn’t know them,’’ according to Brooke Astor.

Stretched Too Thin

When signing new artists, Shep Gordon sits down and warns clients,
“If I do my job perfectly, I will probably kill you.” Popularity and
fame have a lot of pitfalls. Picking up any celebrity gossip magazine
will confirm the seriousness of Shep’s warning.

In personal relationships, there is a danger of spreading one’s self
too thin. Research by Christina Falci and Clea McNeely found that
having too many “friends” increases risk of depression. (Having too
few friends has the same effect.) Relationships come with a set of
expectations and obligations. As the number of relationships a
person is embedded in increases, so do the expectations and
obligations. This can eventually produce a phenomenon known as
role strain, in which expansionists simply cannot fulfill the demands
of their multiple roles. In turn, this leads to depression and burnout.

Having too many friends may also increase the risk of depression
and loneliness because we face trade-offs between the strength of our
ties and the number of relationships we have. A study led by James
O’Malley at the Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy and Clinical



Practice and Samuel Arbesman found an inverse relationship
between the number of contacts someone has and how close they feel
to the rest of the people in their network. This was confirmed in
another study using an entirely different data set. People with small
networks considered roughly 6 percent of their non-family
relationships to be “very close.” For expansionists with much larger
networks, the figure was less than half of that.

This can create a situation where expansionists know a lot of
people but feel like they don’t have any friends. As Selena Gomez, the
singer and actress, puts it: “I know everybody, but have no friends.”

At work, too, popularity can lead to collaborative overload and
burnout. Using research done in more than 300 organizations, Adam
Grant, Reb Rebele, and Rob Cross found that 3 to 5 percent of
employees provide 20 to 35 percent of the value added in
collaborations. These employees are unsurprisingly highly desired
and popular collaborators. But they are disengaged and the least
satisfied with their jobs.

While having an extremely large network isn’t without its
downside, University of North Carolina professor Mitch Prinstein
argues in his book Popular that there are two kinds of popularity.
The one we’ve been talking about, which Prinstein would call status,
is the most damaging one. It reflects our “visibility, power, and
influence.” It is why Dale Carnegie is creepy. It helps explain why
pushy MBA students aren’t the ones who are invited to their
classmates’ weddings.

But there is another form of popularity, likability, which is far
more positive. Prinstein argues that most people spend their life
pursuing the wrong type of popularity.

What makes someone likable as a child is also what accounts for
likability decades later. There is an incredible persistence to
likability. People who are likable, according to Prinstein, aren’t
aggressive. They listen. They aren’t always the first ones to jump into
a conversation. They make other people feel valued and welcome.
They aren’t domineering.

A study that followed more than 14,000 Swedish adolescents for
forty years found that the most likable children turned into the most
successful adults. Even after one takes into account cognitive ability,
socioeconomic status, parental mental health, misconduct, and a
host of other factors that one would think would matter for long-



term success, likable kids are more likely to graduate from high
school and college and succeed in the workplace. They are less likely
to face economic hardship and struggle with depression, anxiety, and
addiction.

Most of the time, likability isn’t related to popularity or network
size. Only about 30 percent of people with high network-based status
are also likable. When children are young, the two are linked to each
other. But with the onset of neurological changes during puberty,
status seeking takes root and the two begin to diverge. As cumulative
advantage sets in, there becomes increasing opportunity for
divergence between the underlying human characteristic that set off
popularity—likability—and popularity itself.

The most effective and enduring expansionists, like Shep Gordon,
manage to remain likable while becoming unimaginably well-known.
But even Shep didn’t avoid all the pitfalls of popularity.

When Shep was sitting in his hospital bed, his loneliness activated
his ego. And as he put it, “I think my ego probably said, because I
was feeling sorry for myself, I said, ‘Yeah, yeah, maybe that’s a good
way to come out of this thing. If I live, let’s do the movie.’” After ten
or twelve years of saying no, he finally let Beth Aala and Mike Myers
make a documentary about him. If the movie hadn’t been made,
Shep would likely have remained in relative obscurity.

While the actual making of the film might have been initially
motivated by a momentary need to inflate his ego, what comes
through in the movie is Shep’s generosity, his willingness to help
others. After a screening of the movie in the Midwest, he was
approached by a couple. “They said, ‘We’re so thankful. We wanted
to talk to you. We just moved here from Saint Thomas and our
children are grown up and we’re empty nesters. We came back and
we realized we have so much to be blessed for. We just don’t do
enough good stuff. Watching the movie made us realize we have to
change that in our lives.’”

Giving, service, and gratitude guard against loneliness. Through
renowned chef Roger Vergé and His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Shep
learned “how to live a happy and fulfilled life in service to others.” He
learned how to be likable and popular.
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In the Mix

verybody has a longing for belonging . . . Deep in the human
spirit is a longing for belonging. It’s why the worst kind of

punishment is solitary confinement. We’re made for relationships . . .
That’s why people will join all kinds of stupid causes just because
they want to belong,” preached pastor Rick Warren, who is better
known by his congregants at Saddleback Church as “Papa Rick.”

Warren was called to Orange County, California, to plant a church
for people who didn’t like church. When he arrived in a U-Haul from
Texas with his wife and four-month-old baby, he knocked on doors
asking people why they didn’t go to church. The answer was partially
sociological. As he put it, “If a young couple walk into a church, the
first question they’ll ask is: ‘Are there any other young couples here?’
If all they see is gray hairs, they’re not staying.”

He wanted to create a church where everyone could find
community, a place where worship was accessible and entertaining.
Rather than an organ or a choir, Saddleback has a rock band. It also



has a “Praise” tent with gospel music, a “Traditions” area featuring
old-fashioned hymns, “Overdrive” blasting heavy Christian rock, and
Spanish language services. People come in jeans and have a place for
their kids to play. Baptisms on the beach are often followed by
barbecues.

As a teenager, Papa Rick grew out his hair and aspired to be a rock
star. A conversion experience drew him to ministry. Saddleback
began as a Bible study in Rick and his wife Kay’s home. To recruit
new members, Warren penned a letter. He and Kay along with his
tiny congregation hand-addressed the envelopes and sent the letter
to more than 15,000 community members. On Easter in 1980, the
church’s first official service at the Laguna Hills High School Theater
drew 205 people.

Today Warren is a rock star in the world of evangelical
megachurches. His services draw close to 22,000 people a week. One
in nine people in the area consider the church their religious home.
Saddleback is “one church in many locations,” including places as
far-flung as Buenos Aires and Berlin. Warren’s book The Purpose
Driven Life has sold more than 34 million copies.

“Churches, like any large voluntary organization, have at their
core a contradiction. In order to attract newcomers, they must have
low barriers to entry. They must be unintimidating, friendly, and
compatible with the culture they are a part of. In order to retain their
membership, however, they need to have an identity distinct from
that culture. They need to give their followers a sense of community,”
wrote Malcolm Gladwell in his article on Saddleback. Warren
overcame this tension, which also confronts expansionists and
conveners, by using small prayer groups.

Small groups consist of three or more who come together to
socialize and worship. They are dense convening networks. On a
typical Wednesday in Los Angeles, there are more than a hundred
small-group meetings. There are meetings for military personnel,
fifth graders, Spanish-language speakers, moms and toddlers, Bud’s
Beach Buddies, the Notorious Sinners, and Praying Pickles groups.

Small groups are what have made Warren America’s most
successful “pastorpreneur.” His success is network genius. Malcolm
Gladwell dubbed the model “the cellular church.” These small prayer
groups came at no extra cost to the church. Worshippers were free to
pick whomever they felt most comfortable with. Gladwell believes



that the forty million Americans now in these small religious groups
have brought about “a profound shift in the nature of the American
religious experience.”

The cellular model, which is really a network of networks,
overcomes many of the limitations that are inherent to conveners,
brokers, and expansionists by mixing elements from all three
configurations. It allows for extraordinary network growth while still
retaining a sense of community. It accommodates people’s
preferences to affiliate with others who are like themselves, while
still allowing for an extraordinarily diverse network that
encompasses everyone from Praying Pickles to Notorious Sinners.

It is the same model that has sustained Alcoholics Anonymous, an
organization that has as a defining principle that it “ought never be
organized,” for more than eighty years. The Communist Party was
similarly structured.

A few extraordinary individuals—Rick Warren, Vernon Jordan,
and Heidi Roizen among them—have been able to build networks
that simultaneously maximize the benefits of brokerage, convening,
and expansion while minimizing the downsides. While most people
don’t need a network capable of recruiting a megachurch,
understanding the potential value of combining and mixing multiple
network styles can help you make the most of your network.

There is no one best or right network. Based on my analysis of
close to a thousand individuals’ networks, I’ve found that one out of
three people don’t have a clearly defined style. An additional 20 to 25
percent have a mixed style—they are simultaneously brokers and
expansionists, conveners and expansionists, and so forth. An
ambiguous or blended style, as we will see, can be an asset.

The most appropriate network is the one that matches your
personal goals, career stage, and needs. The visibility, popularity,
and power benefits that accrue to expansionists are often most
valuable early in a career or to professionals who need to see and be
seen. The innovation benefits that accrue to brokers are greatest in
creative industries or arenas that privilege unique work. Conveners’
trust and reputational benefits help ensure emotional well-being,
guard against loneliness and burnout, and are advantageous in
arenas with a lot of interpersonal uncertainty. Different moments
and challenges require different networks. Just as your emotional,
social, and work needs change over time, so can your network.



Turbulent Times

Leaving his house at five thirty each morning, Marvin Powell made
his way to Pontiac, Michigan, where he worked at the Pontiac
Assembly Center on the line for Chevy Silverados and GMC Sierra
pickup trucks. Marvin, a tall, stocky African American man
approaching his forties, followed his father into the auto assembly
industry. “It’s not a glamorous job, to say the least,” reflected
Marvin. But it allowed him to buy a home in the racially integrated
middle-class neighborhood of Kingsley Estates, take his children to
Disney World, and order takeout on the weekends.

Marvin was among the last six hundred employees at Plant 6.
Close to 3,000 employees there manufactured 1,300 trucks a day in
2003. But two hours into Powell’s shift on a Monday in 2009, the
line was stopped for an all-company meeting. The plant would be
closing.

Powell is an optimist and a man of faith. “Over time, I think I’ll be
okay,” he said. He planned to look for a job on another auto assembly
line nearby. But Jonathan Mahler, the author who profiled Powell for
The New York Times Magazine, “was constantly torn between
marveling at his faith, his stubborn belief that everything was going
to work out, and the urge to tell him to look around, to read the
paper on any given day, to see the train that’s heading straight for
him and so many others and try to make a viable plan for his future
before it’s too late.”

Mark Gorham, a former vice president at Hewlett-Packard and a
Harvard Business School graduate, was laid off around the same
time as Powell. Gorham took a different approach. Upon the advice
of his personal job coach, Jeffrey Redmond, he set out to figure out
how to network. He contacted three people a day. His goal was to
reach out to sixty people a month. His first cold call was to a
colleague he hadn’t spoken to in almost a decade. He rehearsed the
call with his job coach for weeks and then practiced at least five more
times before picking up the phone.

“Part of the dread was saying I didn’t have a job. I’ve never not
had one,” recalled Gorham. “But I realized, I wasn’t calling to say,
‘Hey, can you hire me.’ I basically was letting him know what’s going
on and getting his advice on my plan. He was very engaged and



threw out a bunch of ideas. He said, ‘Let’s get back together.’
Afterward I wondered why was I so worried.”

Marvin Powell’s and Mark Gorham’s stories were invoked by
researchers Ned Bishop Smith, Tanya Menon, and Leigh Thompson
to show the contrasting cognitive responses people have when faced
with job threat. While Marvin turned his focus to friends and family,
Mark began to work his extended network.

The researchers were interested in whether the network
winnowing and widening that Marvin and Mark experienced were
generalizable. They were also curious about whether people’s
network responses differed if they were of higher or lower
socioeconomic status. A large body of research in social psychology
has demonstrated that people with power are more likely to be
optimistic and confident in the face of risk. In contrast, people who
lack resources are less likely to ask for help because it heightens
feelings of powerlessness. This may make people with relatively little
power more likely to default to the security of the smaller denser
convening-like parts of their networks.

They first confirmed their hunch by looking at survey data. After
taking into account that people with greater resources have larger
and more far-reaching networks to begin with, they looked at the size
and convening tendencies of 806 respondents in the face of job
threat. Respondents with greater power had larger and broader
networks when they thought they were likely to be laid off sometime
in the next year. Potentially losing their jobs was associated with
network broadening. Faced with the same possibility of getting laid
off, people without power constricted their networks. Their networks
were smaller and took on greater convening tendencies.

The researchers also wanted to see if the relationship was causal—
if it really was the threat of job loss that was causing changes in
people’s perceptions of their networks. They recruited 108
participants who were about to graduate and begin new jobs to come
into the lab. They then randomly assigned half of the participants to
imagine a scenario in which after a year of working at their job, they
were informed the company would be downsizing. They would lose
their job. After imagining the scenario with a high threat of job loss,
participants were asked to write about how they would likely feel if
confronted with the unfortunate situation. The other half of the
recruits were simply asked to think and write about how they would



feel if they were to land their ideal job. There was no mention of
potentially losing it. Both groups were then asked to list whom they
spoke to about important issues and what relationships existed
among their contacts.

Once again, the trio found that lower status participants were
more likely to recall smaller and more convening-like networks when
faced with job loss. When confronted with the same threat of job
loss, higher status participants perceived their networks to be larger
and broader. Mentally, people with greater resources and financial
security recalled networks that would be more advantageous when
looking for a job.

Network winnowing in times of uncertainty can be particularly
detrimental. Dense convening networks can provide important
psychological support during uncertain times, but larger, more
diverse networks are more likely to yield potential job leads.

It isn’t just the threat of job loss that seems to lead to network
narrowing. Difficulty, uncertainty, and negativity lead people to
perceive that their networks are smaller and more convening-like
than they really are. When asked to recall negative, positive, and
neutral life experiences, people randomly assigned to think about
their worst moments recall networks that are more convening-like.
Since they were randomly assigned to recall different life
experiences, it isn’t that their underlying networks or experiences are
different. They aren’t necessarily conveners to begin with. But the
negative emotional experiences lead them to recall denser parts of
their network. In turn, this is whom they are likely to reach out to.
From moment to moment, our networks change based on our
emotional states.

In some difficult circumstances, as when one is dealing with an ill
spouse or depression, focusing on the densest convening-like parts of
one’s network can be helpful. The security of convening clusters can
provide needed emotional support. But in situations of uncertainty
or threat, broker-like networks with their information benefits are
more likely to yield solutions. When employees are facing rounds of
layoffs, organizations are suddenly confronted with new competition,
law enforcement officials are searching for a terrorist, stock prices
tank, or doctors are trying to figure out what is causing an outbreak,
networks “turtle.” People focus on their densest, strongest ties. They
go inward. And it’s precisely the opposite of what they should do.



If powerlessness is part of the problem, one seemingly reasonable
solution would be to try to create a sense of empowerment. Perhaps
recalling a time in which one was powerful might generate the
confidence necessary to think beyond the dense convening-like
subparts of one’s network? This approach can backfire.

When Tanya Menon and Ned Bishop Smith asked people to “recall
a particular incident in which you had power over another individual
or individuals,” they found that empowerment led to network
winnowing for those who typically don’t have a lot of power—the
people who most needed network widening. It conflicted with their
identity and their experience. Being told they had power when they
were used to having none created more threat and uncertainty.

Rather than prompting power, confirming one’s identity proved to
be a more successful strategy. According to the researchers, “the
emotional signature of having a confirmed identity is feeling
comfortable and in control.” Control was more important than
power. Power just provided the illusion of control. Focusing on
aspects of the situation that one might be able to change is a better
way to override the psychological tendency to convene when faced
with uncertainty.

Turbulence and fear can lead people to squander their network
resources. It isn’t that their networks are actually smaller or more
convening-like during difficult times. People just perceive them to
be. Rather than trying to build new relationships in times of
difficulty, one should access the more diverse, far-reaching parts of
one’s network—reach out, rather than turtle in.

Acting Your Age

At different moments in our lives and at different points in our
careers, it can make sense to turtle in. When Ron Burt, the
University of Chicago professor who first discovered the value of
brokerage, began to investigate brokerage’s returns over the life
course, a distinct pattern began to emerge. Studying the networks of



close to 2,200 managers working in computer manufacturing,
human resources, financial services, banking, supply chain
management, and software engineering, Burt found that brokerage
was most common mid-career. Managers who were in their late
thirties and early forties were most likely to be brokers.

The greatest returns for brokering also accrue to middle-age
managers. For brokers to be successful, they need to come up with
good ideas, but they also need enough stature or respect to get those
ideas implemented. Even if new employees have groundbreaking
ideas, chances are they will likely have a hard time getting them
implemented. They don’t have the political clout to see an idea
through to implementation. In some divisions and sectors, those that
focused on human resources and computer manufacturing, Burt
found that the advantages of brokerage arrived a little later. But
young employees were never the biggest beneficiaries of brokerage.

For the young, a very large network is likely to yield the biggest
benefits. Imagine being a recent college graduate. You are likely
entering a firm with little experience, close to the bottom of the
organizational hierarchy. You probably wouldn’t have access to a lot
of resources, and you are unlikely to have a lot of power. Anyone you
meet is likely to have more power than you. They are also more likely
to have better information and more resources. So the more people
you meet, the better.

Over time, this changes. Assuming you do well, you and your
peers will become better resourced. Fewer and fewer people have the
resources and information you need. The pyramid gets narrower.
Instead, people are trying to get your time and attention to see if you
can help them out. As you move up the social pyramid, you need
equally or better resourced contacts to help you out. And there aren’t
that many of them. As a result, being an expansionist becomes less
valuable.

At the same time, brokerage networks can become quite unwieldy.
It is possible to imagine brokering between three or four social
realms with relative ease. Five or six might even be a possibility. But
beyond a certain point, no one, no matter how adept he or she is, can
continue to act as a broker across a multitude of social circles. At that
point, you need people you can trust to act as liaisons. You need a
network of networks.



Without them, you may fall into one of the common network traps
that Rob Cross, a professor at Babson College, identified over the
course of studying the networks of thousands of mid-level managers
and executives. Many of the traits that initially allow managers to
succeed—they are smart, accessible, willing to offer help, and
responsive—can eventually lead to collaborative overload. This is
especially so because many of the collaborative tools that exist make
it easy to reach out to managers instantaneously. If mid-level
managers and executives can’t figure out how to network down—
create connections between others beneath them—they will
eventually drown.

Heidi Roizen reached that point in the middle of her career when
working as the worldwide head of developer relationships at Apple.
She was in meetings for eight to ten hours a day while hundreds of
emails piled up. Even with two assistants, she couldn’t keep up. As
Royal Farros, a friend from college, put it, “I could tell Apple was
getting overwhelming based on the length of emails Heidi sent me.
When she started there, she would send me emails that were at least
a paragraph long. Then a few months later, her emails changed to
short sentences. By the end of the year, she was simply using
incomplete phrases.”

Heidi Roizen is one of the best-networked women in Silicon
Valley. Harvard Business School wrote a case study about her
networking prowess. Over the course of her career, she has worked
as an entrepreneur, a technology executive at Apple, and a venture
capitalist. Whether intentionally or accidentally, Heidi created a
textbook example of how a network successfully evolves over the
course of a career.

After graduating from Stanford, Heidi began her career writing a
company newsletter. It may seem like a bit of an odd choice. But as
she explained, “It’s difficult to develop a professional relationship
with anyone, let alone a senior-level executive, when you have no
reason for interactions. So it would be tough to start working at a
company and say, ‘Gee, I think I’ll get to know the CEO.’ That’s
probably not going to happen unless the CEO has some reason to
interact with you. As the editor of the internal newspaper, there was
a good reason why the CEO was going to talk to me—I was one of his
main communication vehicles to his employees. Now you could
either take the opportunity and not run with it, or you could take it



and say, ‘This is a rare opportunity for me to demonstrate my
performance and consistency, to deliver on promises, to put my best
foot forward . . . and to build my reputation.’ I chose the latter
approach.”

Heidi’s first jobs—in communication at Tandem Computers, as a
founder of one of the first spreadsheet software companies, and as
the VP of worldwide developer relations at Apple—gave her
extraordinary reach into tech networks. Many of the early contacts
she developed, including Bill Gates, became household names. “It
took a long time to build that network. I don’t think you can expect
that you are going to suddenly have this network of super important
people . . . Not all those people were that important when I first met
them. They may be important now, but they weren’t that important
back then. Neither was I.”

As a venture capitalist, Heidi was able to capitalize on those
relationships. A good venture capitalist acts as a broker between a
business founder and the people they need to know to be successful—
whether technology or industry experts, other investors, advisers,
potential high-value employees, or customers.

But it became too much. She was receiving hundreds of emails
and close to a dozen business plans a day from people she knew or
who were referrals from people she knew. To manage that
complexity, she had to become more efficient.

Brian Gentile, a former work associate of Roizen’s, described the
transition: “Constellations form, which are comprised of many
different networks . . . There are very few people who become the
nucleus of a network. Heidi is one of those people. As the nucleus of
her own network, Heidi will forge a deep relationship with the nuclei
of other networks within her vast constellation, which allows her to
keep in touch with all the people in those other networks. I can only
imagine how many networks Heidi touches.”

Trajectories and Oscillation



Over time, networks evolve, sometimes naturally and sometimes
purposefully. New relationships form, old relationships fade away.
Some individuals experience continuous gains in network status.
Others take reputational hits and lose stature. Brokerage
opportunities disappear and people who were previously brokers
become conveners. A move or a transfer from one division to another
can turn a convener into a broker. Heidi Roizen transitioned from an
expansionist to a broker to a convening nucleus.

Ron Burt and his collaborator, Jennifer Merluzzi, studied 346
bankers and documented common network trajectories. Over four
years, the majority of bankers experienced considerable churn in
their networks—they established new connections while other
relationships faded. Close to 20 percent experienced a continuous
increase in status, 13 percent saw their prominence diminish over the
four years, and 40 percent saw their status fluctuate from year to
year. Similarly, roughly 10 percent saw an increase in brokerage
opportunities, 13 percent lost their ability to broker, and 45 percent
experienced ebbs and flows in brokerage.

The most advantageous of these trajectories were oscillations
between brokerage and convening. Higher compensation was linked
to going deep into convening relationships for several months, then
focusing for several months on brokering, then switching back to
convening, and so forth and so on.

Oscillating helps overcome the trust issues that pure brokers
routinely face. In fact, brokers benefit most from oscillating. Another
potential reason that oscillating is advantageous is that it promotes
fluidity and flexibility in identity. Children who grow up in multiple
countries, for instance, have an easier time shifting between
languages and culture. The same is true for employees. As Burt and
Merluzzi wrote, “Experience with change is preparation for change.”
This flexibility may allow for more rapid adaptation when
circumstances change in social circles at work.

It’s possible to switch network styles by changing either your
situation or your behavior. Moving between project teams or taking
part in a rotation program can encourage oscillation at work. Joining
seasonal sports teams or a volunteer project can produce the same
effect outside of work. While moving between interaction spaces is
the easiest way to encourage oscillation, you can also change your
network by modifying your behavior. Self-disclosure, perspective



taking, and vulnerability can encourage convening. Working on
translating between groups can help someone become a better
broker. Another approach is to use your network to change your
network—that is to say, to enlist the help of others.

Make New Friends but Keep the Old

Remember that guy who used to live down the street from you? He
may be able to give you better insight than your most trusted adviser.
Daniel Levin, Jorge Walter, and J. Keith Murnighan asked hundreds
of managers in their executive MBA classes to reconnect with former
colleagues whom they hadn’t spoken to in at least three years. The
researchers called these folks dormant ties.

Either in person or via the phone, the managers were to ask
dormant ties for advice about an ongoing project. As you might
imagine, the executives weren’t thrilled about the task of
reconnecting. As one put it, “If there are dormant contacts, they are
dormant for a reason, right? Why would I want to contact them?”
Another described the potential awkwardness: “When I thought
about reconnecting . . . I found myself feeling very nervous. Some
thoughts that ran through my head were: What would be the best
way to make first contact with little chance of being rejected? What if
they do not return my call? Will they be uncomfortable reconnecting
after so long? How do I begin the conversations? What if there are
awkward moments during the conversations? What if they do not
want to help me with this project?”

But reconnecting paid off. Compared to current strong and weak
ties, dormant ties provided more useful and novel knowledge.

Old contacts provide more valuable insight because they have
novel perspectives and are less likely to be in your echo chamber.
They provide the same benefits that arise from brokerage. What’s
more is that the trust and shared perspective you have with former
friends and colleagues whom you once had a strong relationship with
doesn’t disappear over time. Strong dormant ties provide both the



novel insights that arise from brokerage and the trust benefits of
convening.

Reaching out to dormant ties is a way to blend network styles
within your current network.

Most people have thousands of acquaintances and even formerly
close friends they are no longer in touch with. Expansionists have
even more. Which one should you reach out to? Maybe the one who
has truly excelled and is now at the top of his field? Another tactic
might be to reach out to the person who you think is most likely to be
willing to help. Or the person you’ve known the longest or used to
interact with most frequently.

To see which cold connections people were most likely to reach
out to, as well as who actually enriched one’s life, the trio of
researchers conducted a second study. They once again recruited
executives who were taking MBA classes, 156 this time around. The
managers were asked to list and rank-order ten dormant ties whom
they could possibly reconnect with. Of the ten, they were asked to
reach out to two—their top choice and one that was randomly picked
from the remaining nine on the list by the researchers.

When they had the opportunity to choose for themselves, the
executives reached out to people whom they had known the longest
or previously interacted with most frequently. But those former
colleagues didn’t prove to be the most valuable. The most useful
knowledge came from former coworkers with the highest status who
were perceived to be trustworthy and willing to help. But pretty
much all of the dormant ties that came to mind were worthwhile.

If there is so much untapped value in relationships that have
faded away, why are people so hesitant to reconnect? Part of it is
simply finding the time to reconnect. Feeling embarrassed about not
keeping up is another common obstacle. Others don’t want to impose
or are hesitant to ask. But the primary reason is that people are
afraid it will be awkward.

As the executive who previously expressed his hesitance attested,
“From a personal standpoint, I believe that I completely
underestimated their reactions to assisting me with my project and
hence was worried for no reason . . . Though nervous at first, I am
now looking forward to maintaining both these connections, since I
believe it will be beneficial for all of us—on a business and personal
level.” A year later, he was still in touch.



Go ahead and pick up the phone. Or draft an email if you are
feeling timid. It isn’t nearly as awkward as you think. If an old
associate whom you consider a friend reached out to you, wouldn’t
you be happy to hear from them?

Finding a Network Partner

When asked for a loan by an acquaintance, financier Baron de
Rothschild purportedly said, “I won’t give you a loan myself; but I
will walk arm-in-arm with you across the floor of the Stock
Exchange, and you soon shall have willing lenders to spare.”
Rothschild understood the value of association. How we are
perceived by others is deeply influenced by the people and things we
are connected to—even if we did little or nothing to contribute to
their success.

Men who are randomly paired with an attractive “girlfriend” are
perceived more favorably than those seen with someone more
homely. If they were able to land such an attractive date, they must
be smart or successful, right? Or at least have some redeeming
quality?

You’ve almost certainly been in a conversation when a friend or an
acquaintance name-dropped a connection to someone famous or
quasi-famous. Or perhaps talked about the time they were eating at a
restaurant and a celebrity was dining nearby. In an attempt to bask
in the reflected glory of their team, university students are more
likely to don sweatshirts and T-shirts with their school’s name or
mascot after the school’s football team has been victorious. They are
also more likely to use we when talking about the team’s victory than
the team’s loss. Following elections, yard signs for winning
candidates stay up longer than signs for losers.

A long line of research has confirmed the notion that we are
judged by the company we keep. A study of the British village of
Winston Parva conducted in the late 1950s and early 1960s, entitled
The Established and the Outsiders, illustrates the truth of the



assertion. “Newcomers who settled in the ‘good streets’ of the
‘village’ were always suspect unless they were obviously ‘nice people.’
A probationary period was needed in order to reassure the
established ‘good families’ that their own status would not suffer by
association with a neighbor whose standing and standards were
uncertain,” wrote the cultural sociologist Norbert Elias. “The
ostracised ‘black sheep’ was in this case a woman who had recently
moved into the neighbourhood and who made the following
comments when she herself was asked about her relations with her
neighbours: ‘They’re very reserved. They speak on the street but
nothing else.’ She then told how she had asked the ‘dustmen in for a
cup of tea one cold day,’ soon after she had arrived . . . ‘They saw it.
That shocked them round here.’”

Just as inviting a garbage collector in for tea can apparently ruin a
reputation, affiliating with someone of prominence can elevate it.
Employees who have an influential boss, for instance, are more likely
to develop large networks.

Network researchers Martin Kilduff and David Krackhardt, who
are professors at University College London and Carnegie Mellon
University, were curious about whether the status of an employee’s
colleagues and work friends affected how he or she was perceived at
work. In particular, Kilduff and Krackhardt were interested in how
perceptions of networks impacted perceptions of job performance.
They collected data on the employee’s friends, as well as to whom
they turned for advice. But they also asked everyone in the
organization whom they thought their colleagues would turn to for
advice and whom they would consider a friend. For instance, they
would ask Steve for the names of his friends. But they also asked
Steve for the names of those he thought Maria would consider a
friend. This allowed them to construct actual friendship and advice
networks within the organizations, as well as create a network based
on perceptions of relationships.

Perceptions were far more important than the actual friendships
within the firm. Thinking that Maria had powerful friends made
Maria more powerful. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t actually friends
with them. So it seems that Rothschild was right. Perception matters
—perhaps more than reality.

Halo effects like the one Kilduff and Krackhardt observed likely
have the strongest effect in large organizations or communities



where people might not know one another well. Their study took
place in an organization with roughly thirty-five employees. When or
where coworkers or potential friends have less information, halos are
more likely to glow. These are also the situations in which frequently
being seen with someone who is popular might make you more
powerful.

Beyond prominence, it is possible to seem more trustworthy by
creating relationships with the right colleagues. The most obvious
way to gain your coworkers’ trust (other than by earning it) is by
getting your team’s formal leaders to trust you. Studies of trust found
that more than 7 percent of how much your colleagues trust you is
explained by whether or not you help them. By comparison, 6
percent of trust can be chalked up to whether the group leader trusts
you. Interestingly, it doesn’t matter how much the group itself trusts
the leader—having his or her trust is still an endorsement. Having
the trust of the team leader is especially important if your team isn’t
performing well. If everything is going smoothly and your team is
performing great, your teammates are more likely to trust the
judgment of their fellow coworkers. But if there is turmoil or
uncertainty, they look to the group leader.

It’s also possible to garner trust by relying on advocates. The best
advocate is a convener whose contacts do not overlap with yours. The
denser your advocate’s network, the more influence they will have.
When studying managers in a very large firm that provides
emergency response services, research led by Sze-Sze Wong found
that the best backers frequently provide advice to people who
wouldn’t normally turn to you for advice. This helps extend your
reputational range by increasing the number of people who might
hear about your good deeds and strong character. The value of an
advocate whose network spans parts of the organization that your
network doesn’t reach is huge. If your advocate’s network is large
and spans multiple parts of the organization, your peers trust you 70
percent more than if your advocate’s network was large but confined
to your mutual department.

However, Wong and her coauthor caution that “managers should
not view advocates as a substitute for providing support. Rather,
advocates are complements to their own reputation-building efforts.”
Helping behaviors were more important than supervisor support.
Trust—unlike prominence or popularity—has to be earned. It can’t be



achieved solely through halos. But it can be augmented and extended
by carefully cultivating promoters.

Borrowing brokerage is more complicated. As we’ve seen, brokers
frequently encounter reputational challenges. The nature of their
position—spanning different social circles—makes them inherently
suspect—sometimes for good reason. Brokers can strategically
withhold information. Even when they share information, their
contacts might not benefit. Many of the innovation benefits of
brokerage come from recombining specialized knowledge. But the
broker, who isn’t necessarily an expert, may have difficulty
translating and sharing information with his or her peers. The
potential benefits get lost in translation. Even when information is
shared and effectively translated by the broker, it may be
disregarded, since there is a well-documented tendency for
conversations to focus on shared or common knowledge.

Studies in contexts ranging from headhunters to inventors have
found a dark side to being connected to a broker. In a network of
more than 18,000 inventors in thirty-seven pharmaceutical firms,
University of Minnesota professor Russell Funk found that scientists
who established a relationship with a broker were subsequently less
likely to file patents or invent new drugs. In headhunting, there is
also a price to pay for brokerage. London Business School professor
Isabel Fernandez-Mateo shows that brokers often favor one party
over another and treat them more favorably. The other party suffers
as a consequence. In other settings, brokerage doesn’t seem to cause
problems for the parties being brokered. But it doesn’t produce
advantages, either. Only the broker benefits.

One exception seems to be if the broker is your boss. Being
connected to a senior broker can help you help your colleagues.
According to a study of more than 2,200 bankers by researchers at
INSEAD and Singapore Management University, being connected to
a broker who is of your same stature or a subordinate doesn’t allow
you to add more value to someone seeking your advice. But if your
boss or a higher ranked contact is a broker, you add more value to
those around you.

Bosses are more likely to be beneficial brokers because they are
more motivated to cooperate and share information. While a
competitive peer broker might withhold information, your boss’s
success is likely to depend at least partially on your success.



Put differently, brokerage is most likely to be beneficial when it is
combined with cooperative motivation. One arrangement that
produces this potent combination is when the broker is your boss or
someone higher up in the organization who is less likely to be
threatened by your success. Another beneficial combination that
rests on the same logic is when the broker’s associates are conveners.

Beyond business, it is reasonable to imagine that similar
combinations of brokerage and convening could be advantageous.
Many of the psychological tensions that come from brokerage—role
strain and illegitimacy—can be offset by relationships with
conveners, who are more likely to offer emotional and social support.
Child translators who act as a go-between—interpreting messages
from doctors, schools, and other institutions for migrant parents—
are a good example. Anne Chiew, whose parents moved from China
to Australia, recalled going to the bank with her parents and trying to
open an account: “I remember being on my tippy-toes, trying to see
over the teller counter, that’s how small I was still . . . It did cause a
lot of stress, because if I didn’t know something, I didn’t know who
to turn to for help.” Some of the potential stress arising from
brokering can be offset by strong relationships at home and support
at school or other outside institutions. Research finds most children
who act as go-betweens don’t buckle under the strain and continue to
be steadfastly devoted to their families.

Under the right conditions, alliances between brokers and
conveners can be mutually beneficial. But cooperation and trust are
essential.

Six Necessary Partners

When studying the networks of managers, Rob Cross and Robert
Thomas found executives who were consistently in the top 20
percent of company rankings of well-being and performance had
networks with a very specific set of characteristics. They typically



have a core network of twelve to eighteen contacts and with six kinds
of critical connections.

At least one person within their inner circle offers:

1. Access to information
2. Formal power
3. Developmental feedback
4. Personal support
5. Sense of purpose
6. Help with work/life balance

One person within their inner circle could fulfill multiple roles.
The key is that they don’t try to fulfill any themselves.

The first three roles are key to professional success. Mentors and
sponsors, as we will see in chapter 9, can be instrumental in
providing access to information and formal power, as well as
developmental feedback. Beyond success, the most satisfied
executives also have people in their inner circle they can vent to, who
will listen to them and provide support—protégés, bosses, clients,
friends, or family members who help them find meaning in their
work and reorient them toward a primary purpose. Lastly, they have
supporters who remind them of their values and hold them
accountable to maintaining a life outside of work. Whether it’s
activities that support mental, physical, or spiritual well-being,
without someone to encourage you to sign up for a new art or music
class, show up at the gym, or volunteer, it is easy for work to take
over your life.

Beyond these roles, according to Cross and Thomas, “what really
matters is structure: Core connections must bridge smaller, more-
diverse kinds of groups and cross hierarchical, organizational,
functional, and geographic lines.” There are brokers within your
convening core.

The fluidity of networks allows them to transform as our lives,
emotional needs, and work demands change. What may be the
optimal network structure for those in sales early in their career
likely won’t meet the demands of their work once they are in senior
management. The expansionist network of a mid-twenties social
butterfly isn’t likely to provide the social support she needs to get her



through the loss of a spouse. Moves, layoffs, and children all require
adaptation.

While networks are perpetually evolving, there are a few
constants: the people we need in our lives and emotional rewards
that can come with even the briefest of encounters. In the next
chapter, we move from looking at more enduring network structures
to what defines the quality of our interactions in any given moment.
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In the Moment

it three feet apart. Try to gaze between the brows. Maintain
direct eye contact. Don’t touch. Sit in silence. Be still and slow

your breath “until it is ‘almost unnoticeable.’” At least an hour of
uninterrupted gazing is ideal, according to Marina Abramović. She
spent eight hours a day, six days a week, for nearly three months
staring into the eyes of over 1,500 strangers at the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA) in New York as part of her performance The
Artist Is Present.

“Nobody could imagine . . . that anybody would take time to sit
and just engage in mutual gaze with me,” reflected Abramović.
People camped out on 53rd Street to get a chance to sit with the
striking Serbian performance artist. Many cried. Some laughed. A
few put their hands on their hearts. One man commemorated the
twenty-one times he sat with Marina with a tattoo.

“There was so much pain and loneliness. There’s so [many]
incredible things when you look in somebody else’s eyes. Because in
the gaze with that total stranger, that you never even say one word—
everything happened.” Abramović believes our lack of eye contact is
socially crippling. That we should set up “eye-gazing stations” in
hotel lobbies and shopping centers. “It was [a] complete surprise . . .
this enormous need of humans to actually have contact.”



Humans have a profound need to feel seen, heard, and
understood. But it is a privilege we are not frequently granted. “What
is so beautiful about the MoMA performance,” according to Klaus
Biesenbach, the former chief curator at the museum, is that “she’s
treating, actually, every human being she encountered with the same
attention and same respect. That is pretty shocking. And some
people are shocked by this. And some people think they deserve this
attention and they are finally where they should be. And others fall in
love with her.”

How is it possible to fall in love with someone without ever
speaking to them? Love, according to Barbara Fredrickson, who is
the Kenan Distinguished Professor of Psychology at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, is an emotion. Like all emotions, it is
created in brief ephemeral interactions.

Fleeting moments—like those Abramović sought to create—
determine the quality of our interactions. Jane Dutton, a professor
emerita at the University of Michigan, calls these interactions high-
quality connections. According to Dutton, John Paul Stephens, and
Emily Heaphy, they arouse or increase energy, positive regard, or
mutuality. As therapist Lisa Uihlein says, “It is this sense of your
aliveness, your beingness, your presence. That’s what in my
experience is so enriching about being with another and being in
relationships. It is really the wow-ness of being alive in the present
moment.” Unlike love, these interactions aren’t necessarily positive
in the usual sense. They aren’t necessarily happy. But they have a
high emotional carrying capacity. This allows them to hold more
emotion, both positive and negative, than typical interactions. It
makes them resilient and allows them to bounce back.

Our bodies respond physically when we are in high-quality
interactions: blood pressure lowers, heart rate slows, oxytocin is
released. You can literally feel a high-quality connection. This may
help explain why more than half a million people gathered to witness
Abramović connect with strangers.

The ephemeral potential of connections—a fleeting interaction in
an elevator can produce the same effect as a beloved’s kiss upon the
forehead—helps explain one of the more puzzling features of social
life. Even short interactions can have a transformative effect on our
life and sense of well-being. While our networks are the



constellations created through repeated interaction, brief moments
are central to our emotional experience.

Imagine going to order a coffee. You approach the barista, ask him
how his day is going, make eye contact, and smile as you hand over
your credit card. Now picture going for a coffee, but being in a hurry.
You order and pay as efficiently as possible. A study by Gillian
Sandstrom and Elizabeth Dunn at the University of British Columbia
randomly assigned people to one of these two scenarios. Having a
brief social interaction with the barista made people happier, largely
because they felt a stronger sense of belonging.

A glance and a smile from someone while you are walking down
the street can have the same effect. At a Midwestern university, a
research assistant walked by 282 strangers and either looked them in
the eye and smiled, looked them in the eye without smiling, or looked
in the direction of the person but past them. In German there is an
expression for the last behavior: wie Luft behandeln, “to treat like
air.” A second experimenter then approached. Without mentioning
the look or lack thereof, the experimenter asked the unsuspecting
walker, “Within the last minute, how disconnected do you feel from
others?” Being acknowledged with a smile, even by a stranger, led to
a greater sense of social connection—but only among participants
who were aware of the smile. For the 55 percent of people who didn’t
notice the smile and gaze, their sense of social connection was no
different than if they had been looked at as though they were air.

Spending a couple of minutes casually interacting with a stranger
or barista can make us as happy as spending the same amount of
time with our romantic partner. A study led by researchers at the
University of British Columbia found that conversing with a stranger
can be as pleasant as communing with a loved one because we tend
to try to put our best foot forward when interacting with a stranger.
The very act of trying to seem pleasant actually makes us feel
pleasant.

Innately, we have the capacity and know how to have
transformative connections, even with strangers—when we try.
Things that we do every day are at the heart of powerful social
connection. But we rarely take the time to reflect on them. Truly
seeing, hearing, and listening to another leads to connection. Too
often, however, we are either too hurried or afraid to deeply connect.



Good Samaritans, Clowns, and Other
Distractions

In Luke 10:25–37, Jesus tells a parable about a traveler who is
making his way from Jerusalem to Jericho. Along the way, the man is
robbed. He is stripped of his clothes, beaten, and left by the side of
the road. Two men, first a priest and then a Levite, walk past the
injured man. They offer no help. Finally a Samaritan approaches,
bandages his wounds, and carries him by donkey to an inn, where he
leaves money with the innkeeper to look after him.

In the 1970s, two psychologists restaged the parable near Green
Hall at Princeton University. They wanted to understand why the
priest and the Levite walk by the man without helping. Perhaps the
priest only espoused religious values but didn’t really believe in
them? Or maybe the intrinsic nature of the Samaritan’s values made
him more willing to act?

John Darley and Daniel Batson recruited forty-seven priests in
training from the Princeton Theological Seminary to help them
untangle what led to helping behavior. Under the guise they were
studying placement opportunities for seminarians, the professors
asked half of the group to prepare a lecture on job opportunities and
half of the group to prepare a talk on the Parable of the Good
Samaritan. After preparing their remarks, the volunteers were
instructed to head to the building next door to record their sermons.

Along the way, they encountered a man hunched over on the
ground in a doorway. The victim’s head was down and his eyes were
closed. As the seminarians walked by, he coughed twice and moaned.

Who stopped? The priests reminded of the parable and asked to
prepare a lecture on it weren’t more likely to stop. As the researchers
reported: “Indeed, on several occasions a seminary student going to
give his talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan literally stepped
over the victim as he hurried on his way!”

Whether the men were told to hurry because they were late made
a huge difference. Only 10 percent of seminarians who were told they
needed to hurry because they were late stopped to make sure the
injured man was okay. When there was no mention of urgency, 63
percent stopped.



Close to a quarter of Americans always feel like they are in a rush.
“The world is moving so fast now. People barely have an attention
span at all,” noted Chrissie Iles, a curator at the Whitney Museum of
American Art, when describing Marina Abramović’s work. “She
slows everybody’s brain down. She asks us to stay there for quite a
length of time, which we are not used to doing. She transforms us as
a result.”

When we are in a rush, our ability to connect with others—
whether friends, family, colleagues, or strangers—is impaired. Being
hurried and harried impairs our ability to read and understand
others’ emotional expressions, from their gaze to their verbal
intonation. When people are distracted, stressed, or under time
pressure, they are much more likely to be self-absorbed and
egocentric. They don’t have the ability to read others well.

Now imagine that the seminarians of the study had had a
cellphone in their hand. Chances are they might not even notice the
man in need of help. Cellphone use induces what researchers call
inattentional blindness. Unless people are devoting their full
attention to who and what surrounds them, they often fail to notice
unexpected stimuli that are in plain view. It’s hard to imagine that
you might miss a clown cycling by on a unicycle, for instance. But in
a study of inattentional blindness, only one in four cellphone users
noticed a clown unicycling right by them. More than two out of three
people talking with another person noticed the clown.

Even when we are with others, we often aren’t fully present.
Almost 90 percent of smartphone users confessed to using their
phone during their most recent gathering. One in ten adults even
check their phone during sex.

Our divided attention makes it difficult to notice what is going on
around us, impairs our ability to read the emotions of others, and
ultimately makes us socially disconnected. Even when we set out to
spend time with those close to us, our phones can impair our ability
to connect. As they entered a museum in Vancouver, researchers
asked parents to participate in a study in which they were randomly
assigned either to use their cellphone as much as possible or to avoid
using it. Following their museum visit, parents who were asked to
use their phones reported feeling 23 percent less socially connected
than parents who put their phones away.



A phone’s simple presence can deleteriously affect your
relationships. A study that randomly assigned three hundred friends
and family members sharing a meal to either leave a cellphone on a
table or put it away found that simply having a phone on the table
made the meal less enjoyable. While the effect wasn’t huge, it was
measurable and significant. Once you take into account what people
are talking about, you find far larger effects. For instance, one study
asked half of the participants to have a casual conversation about
plastic holiday trees, while the other half were instructed to discuss
the most significant events in their lives from the past year. For those
engaged in casual conversations, the presence of a phone didn’t have
much of an effect. When a phone was present during a meaningful
conversation, however, the overall quality of the conversation was
perceived to be much lower. Perceptions of trust and empathy
declined. If a phone was present—even if you weren’t using it—you
would have been better off talking about plastic Christmas trees than
trying to engage in a more meaningful conversation.

While phones may seem trivial, the cumulative effect of cellphone
snubbing can harm even the most enduring and persistent
relationships we have as adults—marriages. A study titled “My Life
Has Become a Major Distraction from My Cell Phone” found that
perceptions of overall relationship quality were lower in couples in
which one partner frequently checks his or her cellphone during
meals or keeps it in a hand when the couple is together. The decrease
in marital satisfaction was largely due to conflict over cellphone use.
Fighting over cellphone use led to a decline in marital satisfaction,
which in turn was associated with lower life satisfaction and higher
rates of depression. It is almost hard to believe that picking up your
phone could have such a huge effect, but a follow-up study conducted
among 243 Chinese adults also found that phone use impacted
marital satisfaction and ultimately resulted in feelings of depression.

Of course, people in unhappy marriages or unhappy people may
be more likely to use their cellphone to numb and distract.
Cellphones have even been shown to be effective anesthesia. Patients
undergoing medical procedures without a cellphone were more than
six times more likely than patients who were allowed to text a
stranger to need supplemental fentanyl to reduce pain.

But it isn’t just the numbing effects of cellphones or the conflict
that they can induce that can lead to poorer social connections. It’s



the distraction. When examining why parents using their phones at
the science museum or couples having dinner found their social
interactions to be less pleasant, researchers in both studies found
that people felt socially disconnected because they were distracted—
much like the priests.

Staring at Strangers

Imagine you are walking down a sidewalk after leaving a coffee shop
on a brisk fall day. A stranger walking alone is roughly twelve feet
away from you on the uncrowded sidewalk. The person isn’t on his
phone, smoking, or eating. He’s just walking. You stare at your shoes
and don’t look at him. Will he look at you? Marina Abramović would
probably guess no.

Strangers look less than half the time. What if you glance at them?
Their chances of looking at you now increase to 55 percent. If you
look at them and smile, the odds that they will make eye contact are
close to 2.75 times higher than if you stared at your shoes.

If you are in Japan, rather than, say, Saint Louis, the chance of
your glance eliciting a smile plummets. In Japan it is 2 percent. In
general, how welcome eye contact is differs by culture. However, an
analysis of ethnographies from 306 cultures across the globe, one
considered the “gold standard” for cross-cultural studies, found that
eye contact was the most frequently mentioned cue of attraction. In
cultures ranging from Imperial Romans to Iranians, Javanese to
Jívaro, Turks to Trobriand Islanders, eye contact was positively
associated with liking. In only one case (the Zulu) did eye contact
have a negative connotation.

What is the optimal duration of eye contact? When people
encounter strangers in malls, in hotel lobbies, or on the sidewalk and
glances are exchanged, they are usually short. People feel most
comfortable with roughly three seconds of eye contact. Any shorter
and you seem shifty. Any longer and you may come across as overly
intimate or domineering.



People are two to three times more likely in a conversation to
initiate eye contact when they are listening than when they are
speaking. When people are discussing intimate matters, there tends
to be less eye contact. People look at each other more when they are
cooperating than when they are competing.

When someone is looking straight at you, they are hard to ignore.
From birth, infants prefer a direct mutual gaze over averted eyes. A
direct gaze is detected faster, generates more physical arousal, and
makes hearts race. Joint attention, empathy, and memory all
increase when we look straight at each other. Individuals who make
direct eye contact (within reasonable limits) are perceived to be more
likable, intelligent, credible, attractive, and powerful than people
who look away.

Couples who are deeply in love spend 26 percent more time gazing
at each other in conversation than those who are less smitten,
according to a classic study by Harvard psychologist Zick Rubin.

In a subsequent study entitled “Looking and Loving,” researchers
wanted to know if they could induce feelings of love in strangers by
having them stare into each other’s eyes. Ninety-six strangers were
randomly paired to a member of the opposite sex and assigned to
either look at their partner’s hands, look at their eyes, or count how
many times their partner blinked for two minutes. This was all done
under the ruse that the various gazing exercises were preparation for
the real experiment, which would be coming later. Feelings of respect
and affection were significantly higher among pairs in which both
participants were instructed to gaze into each other’s eyes instead of
having one partner look at the other’s hands or count blinks. It isn’t
just that we like to look at those we love, looking itself can make you
fall in love.

Whether it’s affection, amusement, arrogance, or annoyance, our
eyes convey how we feel. And the ability to read another person’s
eyes is one of the best predictors of a person’s social intelligence.
Simon Baron-Cohen initially developed the “reading the mind in the
eyes” test to diagnose autism in the late 1990s. (You can take the test
here: http://socialintelligence.labinthewild.org.) The test presents
thirty-six black-and-white photographs of the eyes of actors and
actresses who are conveying different emotional states. For each
photograph four potential emotional states are presented. Is the man
with the furrowed brow upset or annoyed? Is the man with the

http://socialintelligence.labinthewild.org/


cocked bushy eyebrow uneasy or friendly? The better you are at
inferring someone’s mental state by looking at their eyes, the more
likely you are to be prosocial, perform well in groups, and respond
empathically.

So look into someone’s eyes, but don’t look for too long. The
psychologist Giovanni Caputo found that ten minutes of mutual
gazing in low illumination can lead people to lose their connection
with reality. It also produces odd sensations. Among those recruited
to engage in prolonged staring, there were frequent reports of facial
disfigurations and “hallucinatory-like phenomena of strange-face
apparitions.” Reports of time slowing down were also quite common.
Perhaps it is worth a try?

The Most Powerful Question

You walk into a cocktail party. Drink in hand, you approach a high
top and introduce yourself to a stranger who has just finished eating
a pretzel. Your cellphone is buried in your bag and you’ve made
perfect eye contact—not too long, not too short. Now what do you
say?

In his classic book How to Win Friends & Influence People, Dale
Carnegie advised: “Ask questions that other persons will enjoy
answering.” More than eight decades later, a research team at
Harvard confirmed the wisdom of Carnegie’s advice. Asking
questions leads to connections.

Testing Carnegie’s assertion, Karen Huang, Michael Yeomans,
Alison Wood Brooks, Julia Minson, and Francesca Gino investigated
the relationship between the number of questions that someone
asked and how much they were liked by their conversational partner.
In one study, four hundred participants were recruited to have a
fifteen-minute online chat in the researchers’ behavioral lab. After
pairing participants, one person in the duo was randomly assigned to
ask either no more than four questions or at least nine questions.
(The thresholds were based on a previous study.) People who



randomly received many questions liked their partner roughly 9
percent more than people who were on the receiving end of only a
few questions.

Taking the research outside the lab, Huang and her colleagues
also examined question-asking among 110 speed daters. The speed
daters each went on fifteen or so dates, each lasting four minutes.
Microphones captured conversations during the speed dates. Again,
they found that people who asked more questions were more likely to
make a connection with a stranger. More questions were associated
with a higher likelihood of getting a second date.

But not all questions have the same effect. The psychologists
considered six different types of questions: introductory questions,
full switches, partial switches, follow-ups, mirrors, and rhetorical
questions. An example of an introductory question is the perfunctory
“How are you?” Full switches and partial switches change the topic.
For instance, the stranger eating pretzels is telling you about her job
as an accountant and you interject to ask her about her hobbies. That
is a full switch. Follow-up questions ask about something your
collocutor was just discussing. A mirroring question is similar in
content to the question just asked of you but now turned toward the
questioner. If someone asks you how many kids you have and you
respond, “I have three kids. How about you?” you’ve asked a
mirroring question. Mirroring questions differ from follow-up
questions because they are preceded by a question rather than a
statement.

Follow-up questions were the elixir. They explained almost all of
the benefits of asking questions.

While follow-up questions are undoubtedly potent, people tend to
fail to recognize their power. When asked to recall how many
questions were asked during a conversation, people have surprisingly
good recall. But they don’t link questioning to likability.

Rather than asking questions, people tend to talk about and try to
sell themselves in conversations. This is particularly true in job
interviews, first dates, and new social situations. In doing so, they
sell themselves short. Questions, and particularly follow-up
questions, help establish rapport through their focus on the other
and by evoking self-disclosure. Conversational behaviors that are
other-focused—saying their name, matching their language style,
affirming their statements—have all been shown to increase liking.



People also get intrinsic pleasure from being able to talk about
themselves. In experiments, people are even willing to sacrifice
money to answer questions about themselves and will sacrifice even
more money to have those answers disclosed to another person.
We’ve previously seen the power of self-disclosure when talking
about conveners. Arthur Aron’s thirty-six questions followed by the
four-minute stare laid the groundwork for the power of questions.
But what Aron missed was the magic of the follow-up question.

The First Duty Is to Listen

Part of the follow-up question’s magic is that it shows you were
listening. We spend close to 44 percent of our time listening. But it is
rare for someone to be truly heard.

Being listened to is a gift. As Thích Nhất Hạnh, the Vietnamese
Buddhist monk, wrote: “The best gift we can offer our beloved is our
true presence, our true listening.” The theologian and philosopher
Paul Tillich similarly remarked, “The first duty of love is to listen.”

Carmelene Siani recalled a transformative conversation with a
friend that prompted her to commit to listening more deeply.
Carmelene’s friend had been badly scarred during an accident as a
child. Her friend revealed why she had decided to refuse further
treatment. Each skin graft—she had endured fifteen—brought her
back to the trauma of her childhood. Each cut made her feel more
alone, as if she were at the “bottom of a deep well. I’d look up and see
my mother and my family on the edge of the well peering back down
at me,” she told Carmelene. “‘We’re here for you . . . We love you,’”
they would repeatedly tell her. “But they never left the rim of the
well. Not one of them ever came down into the well with me.” She
quietly continued, “I wish they had listened to me . . . I wished they
had let me be, exactly as I was; afraid and in pain. I wish they hadn’t
told me the pain would go away, that I would feel better some day. I
wish they had just let me talk about what it was like for me and even
though I was little, to not deny my experience.”



Sometimes people don’t want advice or reassurance.
Listening can literally make pain go away. Multiple clinical trials

have found that listening reduces patients’ physical pain. Effective
listening improves leadership ability, sales performance, school
outcomes, marriage, dealing with adolescents and crying children,
and hostage negotiations, among other outcomes. When employees
feel like their boss is listening to them, they are less likely to be
emotionally exhausted and less likely to quit. When people feel
listened to, they are more likely to trust you, like you, and feel
motivated.

Yet, listening can be deceptively hard. As clinical psychologist
Richard Schuster has written: “Although this requirement appears to
be extraordinarily easy to accomplish, in reality it continually slips
through our fingers. We all seem to know how to listen, yet many of
us (even trained psychotherapists) fail to listen correctly.” Because
we have two holes in our head through which sound enters, people
think they know how to listen.

And almost everyone thinks they are good at it. A survey
conducted by Accenture that included more than 3,600 professionals
from thirty countries found that 96 percent of respondents thought
they were a good listener. Anyone who has spent a day in an office
knows that this isn’t true. Even the respondents themselves admitted
to being highly distracted and multitasking.

It’s the psychological phenomenon of positive illusion—people’s
unrealistically positive assessment of their self—once again.

Viewers who just watched the evening news recall less than a
quarter of the content. Listening, it turns out, is extremely difficult. A
typical conversation unfolds at 150 words per minute, while the
average person can comprehend speech at a much higher rate. This
leaves a lot of time in conversational space for our minds to wander.
A study by Matt Killingsworth and Dan Gilbert used cellphone
technology to ping participants to see how frequently their minds
wandered. According to their study, we spend 47 percent of our
waking hours thinking about something other than what we are
doing.

Who is a good listener? Ralph Nichols, a professor at the
University of Minnesota, had the feeling that his students weren’t
listening in class and set out to answer this question. He recruited
schoolteachers for classes from first grade through high school to



help him figure it out. Each teacher was asked to occasionally
interrupt their class and ask their students: “What was I just talking
about?”

As he wrote in his book, Are You Listening?, written with Leonard
Stevens, “If we define the good listener as one giving full attention to
the speaker,” it turns out that “first-grade children are the best
listeners of all.” This may be difficult to believe if you have young
children, but the answers revealed that first and second graders were
listening 90 percent of the time. Among middle school kids, less than
half of the students were listening. Less than three out of ten high
schoolers were listening.

How is it possible that children are better listeners than adults?
Attention spans increase throughout the school years, and typically
won’t begin to decline until much later in life. So, it isn’t that
elementary schoolkids are more attentive.

Many years after Nichols, “the father of the field of listening,”
began investigating what was going on in Minneapolis classrooms,
another study examined self-perceptions of listening skills across the
life course. Across the age groups, from elementary school to the
elderly, most people thought they were “able listeners.” But children
have a quality that was perceived to be the single most important
criterion for effective listening—being open-minded. Younger minds
are more open, intrinsically flexible, and exploratory, according to
research led by Alison Gopnik at the University of California,
Berkeley. Kids are also “less biased by their existing knowledge.”
Perhaps this is why elementary schoolkids were found to be better
listeners?

Open-mindedness is an asset when one is listening, because
people frequently hear only what they want to hear. According to
Nichols and Stevens, this is one of the biggest impediments to
effective listening. “Listening ability is affected by our emotions,” he
wrote. “Figuratively we reach up and mentally turn off what we do
not want to hear. Or, on the other hand, when someone says
something we especially want to hear, we open our ears wide,
accepting everything—truths, half-truths, or fiction. We may say,
then, that our emotions act as aural filters. At times they in effect
cause deafness, and other times they make listening altogether too
easy.”



This all begs the question of what it means to be an effective
listener. Within the field of listening research, there are at least sixty-
five different ways of measuring listening. But these can be boiled
down to a few essential dimensions. There is a cognitive element: Are
you actually hearing sounds and remembering what you hear? (“I
understand.”) A behavioral factor: Do you engage in and convey the
behaviors that are typically associated with being a good listener, like
making eye contact and smiling and nodding? (“I do.”) There is also
an affective component: Are you grasping the meaning and emotion
of the conversation? (“I value.”) And what has been dubbed the
“ethical” dimension—whether you are listening without judgment.

It is estimated that less than 2 percent of the population have
participated in organized listening training. Of that 2 percent, the
vast majority have been trained in styles like active listening, which
focus on cognitive and behavioral components. Many people think
that effective listening is nodding, smiling, asking open-ended and
probing questions, and paraphrasing. That it is understanding and
doing.

But listening is about more than comprehending words. It is about
suspending judgment. A team at the University of Minnesota called
this form of listening deep listening, which “is a process of listening
to learn.”

Focusing on the actions of being a “good listener”—making sure
that you smile when you should smile and thinking of follow-up
questions—can distract you from actually listening. Silence can tell
us as much as focusing on the nodding, smiling, and uh-huhing. A
study of 167 students compared the effects of a twelve-hour imposed
period of silence to those of a short course on listening that included
information about listening types and common obstacles to listening.
The two groups performed similarly on a listening assessment. But
students who observed the period of silence had insightful
revelations about their behavior. As one participant reflected, “It is
hard to listen because I dwell on my own thoughts.” Another
realized, “The quieter I am, the more people around me want to open
up.” And very aptly, “People want to talk more than they want to
listen.”

It doesn’t take twelve hours to achieve the same effect. Many of
the same insights can be gleaned in less than twelve minutes. Find a
friend or colleague and take just two minutes to listen to him or her



respond to the simple question “What is it like to be you today?”
without any form of interruption. Don’t ask questions or provide
advice or affirmations; just listen.

The experience is usually quite uncomfortable in the beginning.
Notice any inclinations you may have to want to interrupt. At what
point do these arise? Why? Are you thinking about what you want to
say before the speaker has completed their turn? Do you want to
jump in with your own experiences?

Understanding your conversational habits is essential to becoming
a better listener. As the saying goes: name it, claim it, tame it.

For the speaker, the opportunity to be listened to in this way can
be cathartic. On more than one occasion, I’ve seen executives
brought to tears by this simple exercise. It is unusual to be given the
space to speak and be heard. Strangers frequently remark that they
learned more about each other in 240 seconds than they otherwise
would have in two weeks.

This practice is a form of deep listening. According to Thích Nhất
Hạnh, “Deep listening is the kind of listening that can help relieve
the suffering of the other person. You can call it compassionate
listening. You listen with only one purpose: to help him or her to
empty his heart . . . Even if he says things full of wrong perceptions,
full of bitterness, you are still capable to continue to listen with
compassion. Because you know that listening like that, with
compassion, you give him or her a chance to suffer less. If you want
to help him or her to correct his perception, and then you wait for
another time. But for the time being, you just listen with compassion
and help him or her to suffer less . . . One hour like that can bring
transformation and healing.”

When we listen deeply, our brains synchronize with the person we
are listening to. In a pathbreaking study, researchers at Princeton
University found that a neural dance unfolds to match
conversational flows. While a woman told an unrehearsed story of a
prom date gone wrong, Uri Hasson and his colleagues used an fMRI
machine to see which areas of her brain activated as she told the
story. They then recruited eleven people to listen to a recording of
the story in fMRI machines. The brains of the listeners and the
storyteller were coupled. The same areas of the speaker’s and the
listeners’ brains were activated during similar points in the story.
When the story was told in Russian (which the participants didn’t



speak), there was no synchrony. The same was true when the speaker
told a different story than the one participants listened to—no
synchrony. It was mutual understanding that created the neural
coordination. What’s more, the coupling was strongest for listeners
who were listening more deeply. Their brain activity even
occasionally preceded that of the speaker. They knew where the
speaker was going before she even got there.

Listening deeply allows people to reveal themselves through
words and tone. As Ralph Nichols wrote, “The most basic of all
human needs is the need to understand and be understood. The best
way to understand people is to listen to them.”

It’s Touching

I recently counted how many times someone purposefully touched
me at work. It happened twice in three days. And it was the same
person. Touch is one of our most neglected senses. This is as true in
science as it is in life. “Over the past fifty years, there have been
probably a hundred papers about vision for every paper about touch
in the scientific literature,” according to David Linden, a professor of
neuroscience at Johns Hopkins University and the author of Touch.
Beyond science, touch has no real art. All of the other senses have a
devoted art: the eyes feast on paintings, drawings, and sculpture;
music for ears; the tongue has gastronomy. Even the neglected nose
has perfumes. There isn’t an equivalent for touch. Unlike voice and
sight, which can be conveyed through audio recordings and video, we
also don’t have an artificial way of conveying touch.

But touch is our first sense to develop. It is estimated that the
sense of touch begins as early as the first trimester in utero. The
average adult has twenty-two square feet of skin. It is the physical
edge of our being. And according to Dacher Keltner, a professor at
the University of California, Berkeley, “Touch is the ‘primary moral
experience.’” He elaborated, “Skin to skin, parent to child, touch is



the social language of our social life. It lays a basis for embodiment in
feeling.”

Matthew Hertenstein, along with Keltner and other colleagues,
wanted to see whether it was possible to convey emotion through
touch alone. In a slightly weird setup, the team erected a barrier
between two strangers. One person stuck an arm through the barrier.
The other person was provided a list of emotions to try to convey to
the stranger on the other side only through touch. The researchers
assumed there was a 25 percent chance that the person receiving the
touch would guess the right emotion just by chance. Astonishingly,
participants were able to identify gratitude, anger, love, and
sympathy by a simple touch more than 50 percent of the time.
Sympathy was conveyed by stroking and patting, fear with trembling,
anger with hitting and squeezing.

What’s more, love and gratitude could be differentiated through
touch—something that people typically can’t do well through facial
expression and vocal communication. When trying to guess the
emotions of love and gratitude based on short vocal clips, people are
correct less than 20 percent of the time. Touch was far more telling.
Equally revealing are the emotions that people couldn’t convey
through touch. Embarrassment, surprise, envy, pride, and other self-
focused emotions weren’t readily identifiable through touch. Touch
seems to be a medium of social, not self, expression.

If you want someone to do something, touching them at the right
moment also increases the likelihood they will comply with your
request. Whether you are asking someone to divulge personal details,
dance at a nightclub, lend you some change, sign a survey, give a
good tip, or sample pizza, touching them makes them more likely to
say yes.

People are more likely to acquiesce to requests when touched
because they have more positive evaluations of the person touching
them. Regardless of whether the person was a teacher, librarian, or
server, multiple studies in both touch-friendly and touch-averse
cultures have found that positive perceptions of touchers explained
why recipients were more likely to comply. Touchers are seen as
more friendly, sincere, agreeable, and kind. This was even true in an
experiment with a used car salesman—an occupation typically
greeted with suspicion where one would imagine touch wouldn’t be
welcome. The car salesman was seen as 28 percent more friendly, 38



percent more sincere, and 34 percent more honest by men he
touched on the forearm for one second than by men he didn’t touch.

The benefits of touch sound like a modern-day cure-all: it reduces
stress, lowers blood pressure, and slows the heart. Prior to stressful
events from surgeries to public speeches, holding someone else’s
hand or receiving a hug reduces anxiety, lowers blood pressure, and
reduces levels of cortisol, which are a biomarker for stress.

A hug or a handshake can boost your immune system and help
fight the common cold. Researchers at Carnegie Mellon University,
the University of Virginia Health Sciences Center, and the University
of Pittsburgh asked more than 400 adults to document every social
interaction they had, including fights and hugs. They then
quarantined them on an isolated hotel floor and exposed them to a
cold virus. (They also took blood before exposing them to the virus to
make sure they were not already immune.) Then they waited to see
who would become ill. A little more than 30 percent of the
participants got sick enough to meet the clinical criteria for illness.
But those who had more social support were less likely to catch the
cold. And hugging accounted for almost one-third of the effect of
social support. While we often think of hugs as a way of catching
colds, they can be surprisingly good at preventing them.

And the right kind of touch—whether a caress, a cuddle, or a clasp
of a hand—feels good, can create synchrony with those around us,
and eases pain.

After observing that holding his wife’s hand during the birth of
their daughter seemed to provide some relief from the pain for her,
Pavel Goldstein undertook an investigation that demonstrates the
profound effects of human touch and has begun to illuminate why it
may have so much social power.

Goldstein and his colleagues recruited twenty-two couples who
had cohabitated for at least a year and observed their brain waves,
heart rates, and breathing. The couples were put into one of three
situations: sitting in separate rooms, sitting together but not
touching, or sitting together holding hands. Just being in each
other’s presence, regardless of whether they were touching, led to
increased synchronization of the alpha mu band (the alpha mu band
is associated with perception and empathy of pain), as well as of their
breathing and heart rates.



When heat was administered to the woman’s forearm to cause
pain, the brain coupling, breathing, and heart rates of couples who
couldn’t touch each other became asynchronous. But among couples
that were holding hands, synchronization increased and the woman’s
pain diminished. The stronger the coupling of the couples’ brain
waves, the more relief the woman felt.

And the more empathic the man, the more the couples’ brain
waves synchronized. Men who identified with statements like “I
would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person” were more
likely to synch with their partner. Science around touch, empathy,
and pain is still in its infancy, so it is hard to know how brain
synchronization with an empathic partner reduces pain. But
Goldstein and his colleagues offer a potential explanation: “One
possibility is that observer touch enhances coupling, which increases
the tendency of the target to feel understood.” Previous research has
found that empathy and feeling understood reduce perceptions of
pain and increase feelings of pleasure. “You may express empathy for
a partner’s pain,” according to Goldstein, “but without touch it may
not be fully communicated.”

Getting touch right, even for the empathic, is surprisingly
complicated from a biological and neurological perspective. A soft
caress feels like a soft caress only if it is applied at the right speed
with just the right amount of pressure. Too slow, and it feels like a
bug crawling. Too fast, and it’s superficial.

The perfect touch according to neuroscience? “Warm skin, . . .
moderate pressure, [and] moving at one inch per second.”

Touch isn’t a single sensation. According to David Linden, it is
created by multiple sensors working in parallel. Nerve fibers exist for
cold, pain, itch, vibration, and pressure. Different parts of your body
have different densities of nerves, which make them more or less
sensitive to certain types of touch. Your fingers are especially
sensitive to pressure. It’s one reason why a hand massage feels good.
The same massage on your thigh or eyeball wouldn’t have the same
effect.

Nerve endings specifically attuned to interpersonal touch were
discovered by Håkan Olausson and his colleagues at the University of
Gothenburg in Sweden. These caress-sensing fibers, which are
known as C-tactile fibers, are distinctively slow. The signals
registered by caress-sensing fibers send signals to the brain at a



relaxed rate of 2 miles per hour. Other sensors, like those that
register vibration and pressure, transmit information sixty times
faster, at around 120 miles per hour. Caress-sensing fibers are
moving at the rate of a mother pushing a stroller, while other tactile
sensors are closer to a race car.

These two different touch systems send their signals to different
parts of your brain. Caress-sensing fibers activate a region of the
brain that helps distinguish between positive and negative emotions.
The body’s capacity to separate out affective and emotionally laden
touches from neutral touches is somewhat miraculous. Without it, a
sneeze and an orgasm would feel quite similar. It also highlights the
contextual nature of touch: the same touch could feel welcome or
repulsive depending on if it was delivered by a friend or a stranger.
And it isn’t just the context that is different; the touch itself actually
feels different.

Context also matters. In Italy, you are likely to see people greeting
one another with a hug and a kiss (maybe even two). In Japan, there
is a bow and no physical contact. Over the course of an hour a study
found pairs in coffee shops in England didn’t touch at all. In the
United States, people were relatively touchy-feely. They touched
twice. In Paris, there were 110 points of contact in an hour.

While considerable differences exist in the frequency of touch in
high- and low-contact cultures, there seem to be universal norms
about who can touch whom and where people feel comfortable being
touched. A study of close to 1,400 individuals in five countries used a
map of the human body to see where people would feel comfortable
being touched by a stranger, acquaintance, friend, cousin, parent, or
partner. Unsurprisingly, more of the body was available for touch
when people were closer. This was true whether the respondent was
from Finland, France, Russia, Italy, or the United Kingdom. Partners
could touch pretty much anywhere, while the head and upper torso
were available to friends and relatives. Strangers were restricted to
the hands.

Ambiguity over the appropriateness of touch often reflects
ambiguity over where you are in a relationship. In America, this
often translates into the awkward hug versus handshake dilemma.
Consider the question posed by Shane Snow that led to a heated
debate on the internet: “When I run into a male acquaintance in a
work setting, I know exactly how to greet him: shake his hand.” But



with females, “I often feel like I’m trapped between two walls of a
deep-space garbage compactor . . . On the first meeting, we shake
hands. Easy. But the next time we cross paths? Is a handshake now
too formal (especially if we got along well in the first meeting)? Will a
hug be awkward?” The answer seemed to boil down to the need for
one person to be assertive and make the call. The worst case is two
tentative huggers.

Our complicated relationship with touch is evidence of its power.
As Tiffany Field quoted in her book Touch: “Touch is ten times
stronger than verbal or emotional contact, and it affects damned
near everything we do. No other sense can arouse you like touch . . .
We forget that touch is not only basic to our species, but the key to
it.”

Nothing

During her three months at MoMA, Marina Abramović broke
protocol only once—when Ulay, her former romantic and artistic
partner, came to sit across from her. Marina and Ulay marked the
end of their twelve-year relationship in 1988 by walking from
opposite ends of the Great Wall. They had intended to marry there.
Instead they broke up because he impregnated his translator. Years
of acrimony followed.

When Ulay sits, Marina smiles. He takes a breath and shakes his
head to the left, which says something only she seems to understand.
Maybe it’s an apology? She searches for breath, then reaches across
the table and holds his hand. The conversation, during which she
never says a word, lasts less than two minutes. “We came to this
moment of really peace,” Abramović said.

Two minutes can have more transformative power in a
relationship than the previous twenty-two years. While our networks
are the constellations created by enduring patterns of interactions,
the quality of our relationships is determined in the moment.



In each moment, we have the choice of whether and to what
extent to connect with the person before us. Sometimes it can take
enormous courage to show up and be present for someone else. In
moments of hardship—a friend has lost a parent or is going through
a divorce—you don’t always know exactly what to say. At other
moments, it requires self-forgetting—when you have a million things
to do but someone catches you in the hallway and asks for a couple of
minutes.

Regardless of whether it is the person you love most or a complete
stranger, the intensity of a social interaction happens only in the
moment. It happens through our most basic human senses—seeing,
hearing, and feeling. While tomes have been written about how to
enhance charisma, relationships, and love, arguably doing nothing is
the best way to have more meaningful connections. As Abramović
reflected, “The hardest thing is to actually do something which is
close to nothing [because] it’s demanding all of you.”
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Human Design

t’s dark outside. I can see the lines of lights down below from roads
and this thing suddenly lurches and there’s a big bang. And then

there’s another big bang. At that point it started lurching around all
over the sky. That was horrendous and my skin just absolutely
crawled because . . . we weren’t anywhere near the ground,”
recounted Chris Thompson, a father of one, who was on a flight
returning from a boat show in London. He was seated in 1E.

After the plane began to jerk violently, smoke poured into the
cabin. Captain Kevin Hunt, a forty-three-year-old veteran pilot,
calmly announced that the right engine was experiencing difficulty.
He was going to shut the engine down and make an emergency
landing at East Midlands Airport. The smoke began to clear. The
crew started cleaning up trays and tidying the cabin in anticipation of
the landing.

Passengers, particularly those seated at the back of the plane, were
confused. Among those worrying that the pilot might be making a
mistake was Mervyn Finlay, a bread deliveryman who was returning
to his wife and son. He was seated in 21A. He wasn’t confused about
why the pilot was shutting off the engine. He was confused about
which engine. Smoke and fire were pouring from the left engine, not
the right.



“We were thinking: ‘Why is he doing that?’ because we saw flames
coming out of the left engine. But I was only a bread man. What did I
know?” recalled Finlay.

The passengers didn’t say anything. The flight attendants, who
could see fire emanating from the left engine, also didn’t speak up.
Minutes later the Boeing 737 crashed onto the motorway outside the
hamlet of Kegworth, less than a thousand meters from the runway.
The front section of the plane ripped off as the plane plowed through
a field, hitting trees and plunging into an embankment. Luggage flew
out of the overhead bins, causing head injuries to most of the 118
passengers. Seats thrust forward, crushing legs. Mervyn Finlay and
Chris Thompson were among the survivors of the Kegworth disaster,
which killed forty-seven people on January 8, 1989. Mervyn Finlay’s
“spine was ‘left hanging by a thread.’” Both of Chris Thompson’s legs
were shattered.

If the flight attendants or one of the passengers had spoken up,
nearly fifty lives could have been saved. But no one did. The pilots
had tried to restart the functioning engine that he shut down during
the final moments of the flight, but it was too late. The investigation
into the crash concluded, ‘‘Had some initiative been taken by one or
more of the cabin crew who had seen the distress of the left engine,
this accident could have been prevented.”

Human error is the most common reason planes crash. Of
accidents caused by pilot error, 84 percent occurred because junior
officers were afraid to raise concerns or contradict senior pilots, or
there was a lack of monitoring, according to an analysis of crashes
between 1978 and 1990 by the U.S. National Transportation Safety
Board. To try to prevent tragedies like the one that occurred at
Kegworth, crew training programs that encourage lower-ranking
crew members to speak up have become commonplace. But they
don’t seem to be that effective. In roughly half of the cases where
flight attendants, pursers, and pilots felt it was necessary to speak up
because of safety, they didn’t say anything.

Why do people remain silent even when silence can be deadly?
Why do they fail to make some of the most urgent immediate human
connections they need to make?

Fear. According to Nadine Bienefeld and Gudela Grote, professors
of management at ETH Zürich, flight team members do not speak up
because they are afraid of damaging relationships and afraid of



punishment. As one flight attendant put it, “I didn’t want to get into
trouble and risk a negative entry in my personal file. I am sure she
[the purser] would have gotten angry if I had told her it was a
violation of safety procedures. So I just hoped that I would never
have to fly with this one [purser] again.”

It isn’t just in aviation that there is a fear of speaking up. In a
study of professionals working in industries ranging from financial
services to pharmaceuticals, 85 percent of respondents reported that
there had been at least one instance in which they didn’t feel
comfortable raising an important issue at work. The reasons they
gave were similar to those offered by the airline crews: fear of being
seen as a troublemaker, damaging a relationship, and experiencing
retribution.

Whether people are in the air or at the office, a fear of being seen
negatively prevents them from speaking up. Most people want to
seem friendly, competent, and smart. While this completely normal
human tendency may serve someone well in airport lounges, it can
be detrimental or deadly at work. At the same time, negative
interactions have a disproportionate effect on a team’s productivity,
creativity, and well-being.

How can organizations, leaders, and team members create teams
in which candor trumps fear? Where positive interactions prevail
over negative ones? Where speaking the truth doesn’t damage
relationships? Where things get done and people get along? Outside
of our families, we are most likely to face our greatest relationship
challenges at work. So let’s begin by looking there.

The Perfect Team

If fear and silence can have disastrous consequences for teams and
organizations, what is the antidote? If we were to create a network
map of interactions within the perfect team, what would it look like?

In a project code-named Project Aristotle, Google set out to create
the perfect team. The project, which studied 180 teams for two years,



was given its moniker after Aristotle’s famous quote “The whole is
greater than the sum of its parts.” In an era when many companies
are embracing big data to try to figure out how to make their
employees more productive (and sometimes happier), Google is a
leader.

To build the perfect team, Project Aristotle analyzed everything
from how often people ate together to whether teams were composed
of introverts, extroverts, or a mix. All told, it conducted more than
200 interviews and analyzed more than 250 team attributes.

As Julia Rozovsky, a researcher on Project Aristotle, put it, “We
were pretty confident that we’d find the perfect mix of individual
traits and skills necessary for a stellar team—take one Rhodes
Scholar, two extroverts, one engineer who rocks at AngularJS, and a
PhD. Voila. Dream team assembled, right? We were dead wrong.
Who is on a team matters less than how the team members interact,
structure their work, and view their contributions. So much for that
magical algorithm.”

As the team began to dig deeper, it was clear high-performing
teams had different cultures. They felt different. But culture is a
somewhat amorphous term. It is even harder to measure than it is to
define. Some effective teams hung out together outside of work.
Others saw one another only at the office. Some of the best-
performing teams had a strong manager. Others were less
hierarchical.

Ultimately, Project Aristotle identified five keys to a great team:
something psychologists call psychological safety, dependability,
structure and clarity around goals and roles, the discovery of
personal meaning in work, and the belief that the work the team is
doing matters. “Psychological safety was far and away the most
important of the five dynamics we found—it’s the underpinning of
the other four,” according to Rozovsky.

Psychological safety is a climate in which people feel safe to speak
up and take interpersonal risks. It isn’t about friendship or liking one
another, it is freedom from interpersonal fear. It is a shared feeling
that exists in the group, not something an individual has. When team
members feel that they can take risks in their team, they can bring up
problems and tough issues, people on the team don’t undermine
their efforts, they can make mistakes without its being held against



them, they can ask for help, and their skills and talents are valued,
teams have psychological safety.

Fifteen years before Project Aristotle kicked off, Amy Edmondson,
who is now a professor at Harvard Business School, stumbled upon
the value of workplace psychological safety. During graduate school,
Edmondson was studying high-performing hospital teams. She
administered surveys to capture how well teams worked together and
observed them in action. Reasonably, she expected that high-
performing teams would have fewer medical errors. But when she
analyzed the data, she found just the opposite. The teams who
worked together well had the highest error rates. And the difference
was huge. Edmondson was puzzled. Why would better teams have
higher error rates? Eventually she realized that the good teams
weren’t necessarily making more mistakes but were simply more
likely to admit to errors, discuss them, and learn from them.

In retrospect, Edmondson thinks psychological safety might not
be the most apt term. It is too warm and fuzzy. It feels too nice.
Psychological safety isn’t about being nice. “What it’s about is
candor,” according to Edmondson. “What it’s about is being direct,
taking risks, being willing to say, ‘I screwed that up.’ Being willing to
ask for help when you’re in over your head.”

Over the next twenty-plus years, Edmondson and collaborators
building on her work studied psychological safety in hospitals,
schools, government agencies, and factories. Dozens of studies have
found that in companies where there is ambiguity, volatility,
complexity, or uncertainty, psychological safety saves lives, makes
employees more engaged, and increases profitability.

Yet only 30 percent of working Americans feel that their opinion
is valued. Doubling that number could reduce safety incidents and
turnover by 40 percent and 27 percent, respectively. Productivity
could increase by 12 percent.

Psychological safety makes companies and teams more successful
because it facilitates innovation and learning. In studies of teams
working in environments ranging from German industrial and
service firms to Taiwanese technology companies, researchers have
found that in the absence of psychological safety, employees are
unwilling to put forth new ideas because they are afraid of being
rejected or embarrassed.



Fear impedes learning. It can be an effective short-term
motivator. If you need quick and specific action, fear can be helpful.
But the physical and cognitive demands that arise when we are
frightened—heart racing, palms sweating, rapid breathing—make
ingenuity and innovation difficult. When we are panicked or
frightened, physiological resources are diverted from the parts of the
brain that manage working memory and process information to deal
with what the body deems are more pressing issues.

Ending the Blame Game

In neonatal intensive care units (NICUs), teams work around the
clock to save the lives of tiny patients whose eyes are often still fused,
their skin translucent. The smallest of babies can fit snugly in its
father’s hand. The technical work is exacting. A blood transfusion of
two teaspoons can save a life, but an equally small mistake can end
one.

On September 14, 2010, at Seattle Children’s Hospital, critical
care nurse Kimberly Hiatt turned panic-stricken to nearby staff when
she realized she had given Kaia Zautner, an eight-month-old baby,
ten times too much medication. It was the only major mistake she’d
made in her twenty-four years as a nurse. But it left her “devastated,”
according to Kim’s partner and co-parent. Ultimately, Kim couldn’t
live with the mistake and took her own life. The anguish over her
mistake led Kim to become the “second victim” of the medical error.

Imagine the difficulty of admitting a mistake in an environment in
which the stakes are so high. In order to help prevent further
tragedies like the one that killed Kimberly Hiatt and Kaia Zautner,
Amy Edmondson and Ingrid Nembhard, a professor at Wharton,
wanted to understand how to create psychological safety. They
studied 1,440 physicians, neonatologists, nurses, respiratory
therapists, social workers, and other health care professionals in the
neonatal intensive care units. If it is possible to create psychological



safety in such extraordinarily difficult and demanding
circumstances, it should be possible in much more mundane milieus.

Edmondson and Nembhard found that leaders need to invite
participation. They need to go out of their way to ask what their
coworkers are thinking. They need to be approachable and accessible
and to acknowledge fallibility. In huddles and meetings, they need to
ask the opinions of others before speaking to make sure they don’t
have undue influence.

When Julie Morath joined Children’s Hospitals and Clinics in
Minneapolis as their new chief operating officer, she began trying to
lay the foundation for more open discussion of errors in order to
meet her ultimate goal of 100 percent patient safety. She
acknowledged that the health care system in which doctors, nurses,
and medical assistants worked was complex and error prone. Rather
than asking people if they had seen problems or errors, she invited
participation. She asked, “Was everything as safe as you would like it
to have been?” She replaced blame with curiosity.

Isn’t blame necessary? Won’t work turn into a free-for-all without
it? Is it possible to have accountability without blame? This is a
question that Edmondson hears a lot. No doubt some failures are
blameworthy. Purposefully deviant or clearly fraudulent behavior
deserves blame. If an employee is repeatedly careless, they are
probably culpable. Somewhere in the middle of the spectrum from
blameworthy to praiseworthy failures are tasks in which the process
itself, not the employee’s skill, created the error. Individuals aren’t
really at fault if the complexity of the problem or the challenge of the
task leads to errors. Finally, when experimentation creates failures
that teams or companies can learn from, those failures should be
celebrated.

“When I ask executives to consider this spectrum and then to
estimate how many of the failures in their organizations are truly
blameworthy, their answers are usually in single digits—perhaps two
percent to five percent,” said Edmondson. “But when I ask how many
are treated as blameworthy, they say (after a pause or a laugh)
seventy percent to ninety percent. The unfortunate consequence is
that many failures go unreported and their lessons are lost.”

By clearly delineating what types of failures are blameworthy and
which are praiseworthy, leaders create boundaries that increase
psychological safety. But it isn’t only leaders who can help create



psychological safety. Teams themselves can be the architects of
psychological safety.

When teams are psychologically safe, their relationships resemble
the network of a convener. A study that followed sixty-nine teams
working on government community projects for ten months found
that teams with higher levels of psychological safety had dense
networks in which coworkers more frequently collaborated with one
another.

This isn’t all that surprising given that convening networks are
safe and imbued with trust. But trust and psychological safety aren’t
the same thing. While they are related, trust is about a relationship
between two people or two parties. Is someone trustworthy or not?
Psychological safety is about the group. There is usually consensus
about whether the group has a climate of psychological safety, even
when there may be disagreement over how trustworthy various
members are. Trust is also about the future. Do you expect that
someone will fulfill their obligations or be true to their word?
Psychological safety is an immediate experience. In this moment, do
I feel like I can say something?

Given their commonalities, though, it makes sense that networks
high in trust and high in psychological safety would look similar.

Imagine being a part of a team in which everyone, regardless of
rank, felt that their opinion was valued; in which saying “I made a
mistake” wasn’t preceded with hours of anxiety. The phone wouldn’t
feel like it weighed a hundred pounds when you had to pick it up and
ask for help. In such a world, it is easy to imagine that coworkers
would more readily turn to one another for advice.

When Mathis Schulte, a professor at HEC Paris, and his
collaborators at Wharton began studying how networks within teams
and perceptions of psychological safety unfold over time, they found
that this was the case. How much psychological safety there was in a
team predicted whether the team would become a convening team.
Further, as connections within a team became stronger, team
members began adopting one another’s perceptions of psychological
safety.

Psychological safety is contagious. When people think their team
is psychologically safe, their colleagues start thinking it is
psychologically safe, too. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.



The contagion of psychological safety can be accelerated by
seeding teams with conveners. Conveners can help create the
connections necessary for psychological safety to take root. More
connections leads to more candor.

There is a moment of opportunity when teams are first formed to
make them psychologically safe. If that window is missed, it can
literally take years for the team to become safe again. A study of 115
research and development teams found that psychological safety is
highest in new and old teams—teams that have been together a
moderately long period of time fare worst. On average, teams won’t
see the same level of psychological safety that they experienced at six
months again until they have been together for close to six years.
Taking advantage of this window of opportunity, ensuring that a
convener is on the team, and creating participatory norms can help
ensure that a team is as well engineered as possible.

Jerks at Work

All it takes is one snide comment to destroy psychological safety.
Imagine you’ve been working closely with five people for a couple of
months. Your team has established practices and principles to help
ensure that everyone feels like their voice will be heard and
respected. Colleagues listen to one another and question with
genuine curiosity; there is a clear understanding of what is and what
isn’t blameworthy. It’s a Monday and you are brainstorming process
improvements. You pitch a new idea. In response, you get a
“seriously, that will never work.” Or maybe a “we’ve already tried
that.” Perhaps even just a sideways dismissive glance. If you are like
most people, you’ll keep thinking about the incident long after the
meeting is over. You might be rehashing the conversation in your
head, saying what you wish you would have said or ruminating about
what a jerk one of your teammates is. You’ll probably also think twice
before making another suggestion. Other team members will, too.
The team’s psychological safety has just taken a hit.



Something as seemingly benign as a rude remark can have life-
threatening consequences. In twenty-four NICU teams in four
hospitals, thousands of miles from where Edmondson studied
psychological safety, a team of researchers observed the potential
consequences of toxic collaborators. After randomly assigning
physicians and nurses to teams, the teams were told they were being
observed by an expert in the United States. Embedded in a longer set
of remarks, the “expert” made a number of rude remarks, including a
mention that other teams he’d observed “wouldn’t last a week” in his
department. In the control condition, he didn’t say anything nasty.
After listening to the “expert,” the teams were presented with a case
of a baby who was several months premature and had a bowel that
was rapidly failing.

Teams that heard the rude remark were less likely to share
information and ask for help. As a consequence, they were less likely
to accurately diagnose the infant’s condition. They also were less
likely to ask for the correct lab tests, perform resuscitation well, and
give the right medications. All told, rudeness accounted for more
than half of the variance in diagnosis and 43 percent of the variance
in effective treatment. To put this in context, chronic sleep
deprivation explains only around a quarter of the variance in clinical
performance. You might be better off having a care team that hadn’t
slept for the past thirty hours than one that had just encountered an
asshole.

But it isn’t just nurses. Rudeness and incivility are endemic in
most organizations. Research by Christine Porath, a professor at
Georgetown University, finds that 98 percent of workers report being
the victims of rudeness at work. Close to half of employees were the
targets of incivility on a weekly basis. Our coworkers are some of our
most difficult connections.

Almost everyone who experiences incivility reacts negatively one
way or another. Many retaliate. Almost 95 percent of employees who
were treated uncivilly say they got even with the instigator, while 88
percent say they retaliated against their employer. Oftentimes this
will spiral out of control, and what are initially small acts of rudeness
will eventually become more overt forms of outright aggression.

Another common response is resignation. As one manager
reflected, “I was hurt and angry and a little scared. At first I wanted
to get even, but there was too much at stake. I tried to respond in a



calm, logical way and that set him off more. As he blew up again, I
knew that he had crossed a line—things wouldn’t be the same. I
stayed another two years, but I never worked as hard again. I just
didn’t care as much.”

According to Porath and Christine Pearson, who wrote “The Price
of Incivility,” victims of office incivility experience significant
changes in behavior: 48 percent don’t work as hard, 47 percent
spend less time at work, 38 percent purposefully produce poorer
quality work, 80 percent lose valuable time worrying about the
incident, 78 percent are less committed to their organization, 66
percent experience a decline in work performance, and 12 percent
eventually quit their job.

Even if boorishness doesn’t lead workers to be intentionally less
effective, the hot emotions insolence induces can impair
performance. Anger, for instance, decreases cognitive functioning
and consumes psychological resources. In one experiment, Porath
and her colleague, Amir Erez, gathered participants for an
experiment and had an actor who was in on the experiment arrive
late. The experimenter told the actor he had to leave because he was
late. Once he exited, the experimenter commented to the remaining
subjects in the experiment, “What is it with you undergrads here?
You always arrive late; you’re not professional. I conducted this type
of study at other universities, and I can tell you that students here
leave a lot to be desired as participants.” Porath and Erez then asked
the subjects to come up with uses for a brick—a somewhat strange
but common way of assessing creativity. Participants who were
treated rudely came up with 25 percent fewer ideas and their ideas
were less creative.

Just as psychological safety is contagious, so is negativity. Anger,
anxiety, loneliness, and fear are all contagious. They propagate
through networks.

“Incivility is a virus that spreads,” wrote Porath, “making the lives
of everyone exposed to it more difficult. Incivility might start in one
office, and before you know it, it’s down the hall, up three floors, and
in the break room, infecting someone who may have contact with
clients and customers. Left unchecked, incivility can drag down an
entire organization. It makes people less kind, less patient, less
energetic, and less fun. Those exposed to incivility also contribute
less.”



To see how the contagion unfolded, Will Felps created teams of
four, composed of three college students and an actor, Nick, who
would act like “a jerk, a slacker, or a depressive pessimist.” The group
was charged with making some fairly basic business decisions. The
group that performed best would be given $100. In some groups,
Nick would hurl various insults like “Are you kidding me?” or “Have
you actually taken a business course?” In others, he would act like a
slacker, feet on the table, snacking, and texting a friend. As the
depressive, he’d frequently lay his head down and try to conjure up
memories of his cat dying.

Despite the purported power of groups, invariably when a group
had Nick behaving badly in it, it performed worse. It didn’t matter if
the other group members were extremely smart, talented, or
charismatic. In trial after trial, the groups that had a jerk, a slacker,
or a pessimist performed 30 to 40 percent worse.

What was more surprising to the experimenters was how the team
members acted toward one another. When Nick was acting like a
jerk, people would withhold information. They would fight. “But
what was sort of eerily surprising was how these team members
would start to sort of take on his characteristics,” according to Felps,
who videotaped teams working together. When Nick would act like a
jerk, other team members would start to be a little more obnoxious
or insulting. When he portrayed a slacker, that behavior, too, would
spill over. In one video, “All the members are sitting up straight,
energized, very excited to take on this potentially interesting and
challenging task. And then by the end, they are, like him, all with
their heads on the desk.” His depressive pessimism infected the
team.

For the most part, one bad apple spoils the bunch. But there was
one case that stood out as different. One team didn’t get thwarted by
Nick’s behavior. A member of that team was a diplomat’s son. He
asked a lot of questions and solicited everyone’s opinion, and got
everyone to listen to one another. Remarking on this in his interview
with Will Felps, Ira Glass of This American Life reflected, “If that is
true, if listening is all that it takes to overcome bad behavior, if
listening is more powerful than meanness, sloth, or depression, it’s
like a trick from a children’s story, a golden-rule kind of lesson that
seems way too after-school-special to possibly be true: that by



listening to each other, trying to understand each other, we can get to
the point where nobody can ruin things for everyone else.”

If incivility is so detrimental, why does it happen so frequently?
Christine Porath has found two common explanations in surveys of
hundreds of employees working in more than seventeen industries.
More than 50 percent of workers say they were rude because they
were overwhelmed, and 40 percent said they didn’t have time to be
kind.

Another reason is power. Many employees—one in four—believe
that if they are kind, they will be seen as less of a leader. And at times
they might be right. A study that examined 4,428 employees found
that kindness, cooperativeness, and sympathy were negatively, albeit
somewhat weakly, related to promotion. Other work has found that
disagreeableness increases the chance a group will adopt your ideas.
However, research has also found the reverse to be true—civility
increases perceptions of leadership. Part of the inconsistency in
research may come from the fact that being a jerk is risky. It
produces extreme outcomes. Companies with narcissistic CEOs, for
example, either do really well or do really poorly.

Unfortunately, being nice can become harder with each
promotion. Perpetrators of incivility are likely to be powerful. If
someone is a jerk to you at work, it is most likely your boss or a
superior. Our more powerful colleagues are three times more likely
than other employees to interrupt, hurl insults, and shout.

Power makes people rude, more likely to swear, gamble, and
inappropriately flirt. Even when you give people a small amount of
fake power, they are more selfish and impulsive. Power also makes
people more inconsiderate of others’ perspectives. Adam Galinsky, a
professor at Columbia University, and his colleagues creatively
demonstrated how feelings of power can result in self-centeredness.
After inducing feelings of high or low power, the researchers asked
each participant to draw the letter E on his or her forehead. Those
that were primed to feel more powerful were nearly three times more
likely than those made to feel powerless to draw an E from their own
perspective. They would be able to read it, but it would be backward
to another person. In contrast, people in the lower power condition
were more likely to write an E on their forehead that would be legible
to others but backward from their perspective. As Dacher Keltner,
who wrote The Power Paradox, summarized, “When you feel



powerful, you kind of lose touch with other people. You stop
attending carefully to what other people think.”

Power can certainly be a good thing. It leads to an action
orientation, encourages people to take initiative when there is risk or
uncertainty, and increases the well-being of those who have it. As
Keltner wrote, “My research has shown that power puts us in
something like a manic state—making us feel expansive, energized,
omnipotent, hungry for rewards, and immune to risk—which opens
us up to rash, rude, and unethical actions.”

Why Bad Beats Good

Less than 10 percent of colleagues are true adversaries. Studies
typically find that somewhere between 1 percent and 8 percent of our
work relationships are negative. Unlike acts of incivility, negative
relationships are enduring and recurring. They are frequently
characterized by conflict, jealousy, criticism, humiliation, and
rejection. Despite being few in number, they have a disproportionate
impact on our mood, well-being, and productivity.

“Bad emotions, bad parents, and bad feedback have more impact
than good ones, and bad information is processed more thoroughly
than good . . . Bad impressions and bad stereotypes are quicker to
form and more resistant to disconfirmation than good ones,” begins
a seminal paper on the power of bad by Roy Baumeister and
colleagues.

There is considerable debate about how many core emotions there
are, but for the sake of example, take a look at six of the most
common and essential emotions: anger, fear, sadness, joy, disgust,
and surprise. Notice any commonalities? The majority of words we
have for emotions are negative. In a more far-reaching study, James
Averill found 558 English words to describe emotions. There were
more than one and a half times as many words to convey negative
emotions as there were words to describe positive emotions. There



was a negative valence to 62 percent of words, while only 38 percent
of emotions were considered positive.

Our lived experience is much the same. When something bad
happens to us, it has a stronger impact on our mood than when we
experience a happy surprise. Bad moods are significantly more likely
to persist and create an emotional hangover the next day than are
good moods. The same is true for people. The power of bad means
that we need significantly more positive interactions with a friend or
colleague in order to overcome one bad interaction. In discussing
marriage, relationship guru John Gottman put this ratio at five to
one. He contends that for a marriage to survive, you need five times
as many positive interactions as negative ones. Fall below that
number and your relationship will likely be on the rocks.

Bad’s power comes from its danger. As Baumeister and his
colleagues put it:

From our perspective, it is evolutionarily adaptive for bad to be stronger than
good. We believe that throughout our evolutionary history, organisms that
were better attuned to bad things would have been more likely to survive
threats and, consequently, would have increased probability of passing along
their genes . . . A person who ignores the possibility of a positive outcome
may later experience significant regret at having missed an opportunity for
pleasure or advancement, but nothing directly terrible is likely to result. In
contrast, a person who ignores danger (the possibility of a bad outcome)
even once may end up maimed or dead.

While it is unlikely that you will end up directly maimed or dead
from an office enemy, a study that tracked women for ten years did
conclude that stressful jobs elevated the risk of a cardiovascular
event by 38 percent. Seven percent of workers in one survey reported
that workplace stress had sent them to the hospital. Of course, not all
workplace stress is due to negative interactions with coworkers. But
a poll found that half of respondents ranked stress at the office as the
primary impact of a toxic coworker. Whether it is an enemy, an
exploitative relationship, or an opponent, such negative ties aren’t
simply the opposite of positive relationships.

All of the basic rules that govern social networks—reciprocity,
homophily, a tendency toward closure—do not generally apply in
adversarial relationships. Perhaps most surprising is the relative lack



of reciprocity. Just because you don’t like someone doesn’t mean
they don’t like you. Past studies have found that reciprocity of
positive ties—friendship, for instance—is roughly three to six times
higher than that of negative ties. Put differently, private enemies are
more common than public ones.

It’s Not Just About Nice

If they wanted to try to encourage civility, rather than be a source of
incivility, what can companies do? “Many companies have nice
sounding value statements displayed in the lobby, such as: integrity,
communication, respect, excellence,” begins Netflix’s famous slide
deck on culture. “Enron, whose leaders went to jail, and which went
bankrupt from fraud, had these values displayed in their lobby . . .
The actual company values, as opposed to the nice-sounding values,
are shown by who gets rewarded, promoted, or let go,” continued the
document, which went viral and was called by Facebook COO Sheryl
Sandberg one of “the most important documents ever to come out of
Silicon Valley.”

At the core of Netflix’s hiring and promotion policies are two core
values: the company doesn’t tolerate anything less than stellar
performance and there is no pass for “brilliant jerks.” As CEO Reed
Hastings said, “Some companies tolerate them. For us, the cost to
effective teamwork is too high.”

Netflix has what Stanford University professor Robert Sutton calls
“the no asshole rule.” In his excellent book, named after the rule,
Sutton offers critical advice, including:

1. It takes only one or two schmucks to ruin an otherwise
healthy and congenial workplace.

2. The rule works only if it is followed and enforced. “Say the
rule, write it down, and act on it. But if you can’t or won’t
follow the rule, it is better to say nothing at all.”



3. One of the best tests for identifying an asshole is observing
how they treat people who have less power than they do.

Hiring is one of the places where managers have the greatest
impact. But it can be difficult to discern what someone is really like
in an interview. As Weebly CEO David Rusenko said, “Assholes can
hide it in interviews, but for whatever reason, they cannot hide it for
a whole week. I don’t know why, but it all comes out within a week.”
To suss out potential jerks, Weebly invites job candidates to come
work for a week to see how things go.

If it isn’t possible to do a full-on tryout, get as much information
as possible. When checking references, ask for feedback from
subordinates as well as superiors. Take the potential coworker out to
lunch with a couple of people from the office. How do they treat the
waitstaff? Do they dominate the conversation talking about
themselves, or do they take genuine interest in other people at the
table? Are they dismissive of women or minorities? Finally, if you
hear anything approaching a red flag from an administrator or
someone who would be their subordinate, it’s over. No matter how
good they seem on paper, they probably aren’t worth it.

It’s worth pointing out that you may not find Netflix a particularly
“nice” place to work. People don’t sit around eating chocolate chip
cookies and drinking warm milk. Just as psychological safety isn’t
about being nice, civility isn’t, either. Netflix is arguably one of the
most competitive and cutthroat companies around. The company has
something known as a “keeper test”—they fire anyone that their
manager “would not fight to keep.” Even Patty McCord, who helped
write Netflix’s culture deck, was fired by the CEO.

Netflix may be taking it too far. Fear often comes up in discussions
of its company culture. But the point is that keeping out assholes
doesn’t mean everyone needs to be nice.

Beyond hiring, there is a crucial moment of opportunity when a
team is first formed to get the team’s culture right. Psychological
safety is the highest it will be for years. Each year, I see dozens and
dozens of teams come together just after MBA orientation. You can
usually tell within thirty minutes of observing them how they are
likely going to fare months later. Giving teams the opportunity to see
for themselves how they behave toward one another by recording



them and asking them to honestly reflect on their individual
behavior, as well as establishing early group norms, can help put
teams on the right trajectory.

A powerful technique for dealing with jerks is to show them their
own behavior and let them arrive at their own conclusions. Direct
confrontation isn’t always the most effective approach. If you are
planning on confronting someone, providing feedback on specific
behaviors they engage in that aren’t well received is better than
generalizing or making broad characterizations. The more examples
and people you have to back up your assertions, the better.

Before attacking, try to suspend judgment. The truth of the matter
is that much of the time people do not realize they are spreading
negativity. You never really know what else might be going on in
someone’s life that could make them more temperamental than
usual. If they are in the middle of a divorce, they may be a little more
distracted than usual or quicker to escalate a problem. Hurt people
hurt people. Simply bringing it to their attention may do wonders.

The truth is that we’ve all probably acted like an asshole at some
point. Take an extreme case of workplace bullying. According to a
2017 survey of 11,000 Americans, close to 20 percent reported being
the target of abusive conduct by others, but less than 0.5 percent said
they had bullied someone else. Employees were almost 60 times
more likely to call someone else out than to see they had been at
fault. As the saying goes, before pointing the finger at someone else,
realize that there are three pointing back at you.

Sutton offers some diagnostics that might help you realize if jerk-
like tendencies are emerging: Do you think of your coworkers as
competition? Feel like you are surrounded by imbeciles and feel like
it is your responsibility to occasionally let them know? Have a
penchant for teasing and making digs? Do you find yourself in email
flame wars? Does the room empty when you walk in?

Power, stress, and exhaustion can often make otherwise sweet,
kindhearted souls act like tyrants and tormentors. If you are guilty of
occasionally acting in ways you regret, try not to beat yourself up. We
are all human. Take a look at the circumstances that led you to act
out. Did you feel threatened? Afraid? Intoxicated by power?
Addressing behavioral triggers can be a useful starting point for
personal change. If you are feeling particularly brave, you might even



consider apologizing. It is far easier to change one’s own behavior
and perspective than try to fix everyone else at the office.

Respect and candor aren’t just nice to have at the office. In some
teams and workplaces, civility may actually lead to better
performance and enhance promotion prospects. In one biotech
company’s R&D department, employees who were seen as civil—
people felt these employees treated them with respect and were
polite—were asked for advice more frequently and “were twice as
likely to be viewed as leaders” compared to uncivil employees.

There are two reasons why being respectful may ultimately pay
off. The first is retribution. Close to a third of victims of incivility
retaliated by spreading rumors or withholding information from the
perpetrator. The second is that civility allows you to overcome what
Susan Fiske and her colleagues identified as the warmth-competence
trade-off. The combination of warmth and competence explains close
to 90 percent of the variance in how you will be perceived and
received. The problem is that if you are seen as warm, you are often
perceived to be incompetent. The opposite is true if people think you
are competent. However, Porath found that small acts of civility—a
smile and thank-you—increased perceptions of warmth and
competence by 27 percent and 13 percent, respectively. The opposite
is also true. One employee who was quitting a “toxic, horrible, and
depressing company” vented: “I have never once had my supervisor
say ‘Good Morning’ to me. When I said ‘Good Morning,’ my
supervisor did not respond at all.”

Good mornings, thank-yous, and small acts are where civility
takes root. “We dramatically underestimate how powerful
appreciation is,” according to Adam Grant. “For instance, just getting
a simple thank-you after you give somebody feedback on a job
application cover letter. Would you have guessed that just the words
thank you would be enough to not only lead to a fifty percent
increase that they’re willing to help you again, but also then make
them more likely to help somebody else who reaches out?” Respect
doesn’t require a radical personality change.

Much of this book has focused on the multitude of benefits that
social relationships can provide. But the health of our relationships
ultimately depends on the balance between positivity and negativity.
Outside of our family, we are most likely to have difficult
relationships at work. Relationships at work are often fragile. Much



of the time, they do not have the same depth and resiliency as our
relationships with friends. Relationships with family and friends are
often strong enough and multiplex enough to hold both positivity
and negativity. This isn’t as true at work. Our work relationships
need protection against negativity.

It is a whole lot easier to build a happy, healthy, well-functioning
team than to fix one that has gone toxic. There is a moment of
opportunity during the birth of every team to develop the candor
necessary to thrive—to create a culture of respect and civility.

Sometimes cultures become so toxic, though, that it is better to
just go. As Sutton writes, “I believe in quitting.” Some provoked
employees make more dramatic exits than others. When Steven
Slater, who had been a flight attendant for twenty years, asked a
passenger to remain seated since the plane wasn’t yet parked, she
refused. The luggage she was messing with fell from the overhead
compartment and hit Slater. The woman then began cursing at him.
Slater couldn’t take the hostility anymore. He called out the
passenger over the PA system, announced “It’s been great,” grabbed
two beers from a service cart, activated the emergency exit chute,
and joyfully fled.

“Slater is our icon. He has done what I could only think of,”
admitted one flight attendant. Some organizations manage to create
a community of cordial respect even though they are built on
transactional footings, like buying a plane ticket. Some don’t. But as
individuals we can choose to look for and contribute to the joy or the
positivity. If all else fails, it may be time to head for the emergency
exit.
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9.

Work/Life

wo days before my fortieth birthday, my husband, our three kids,
and I piled into a van headed to the airport at four thirty in the

morning. We didn’t come home for more than three months and
31,000 miles. My eldest daughter, Sydney, surfed in her namesake
city. The baby, Julian, began to crawl in Costa Rica. Grace, our three-
year-old, fell in love with a stuffed monkey given to her by a friend in
Indonesia. It was my own Eat, Pray, Love, with all the privilege that
entails. But rather than seeking spiritual enlightenment, I was on a
search for work/life balance.

For the hundred and five days we were away, I was a full-time
mom. On Mother’s Day, Sydney made a video for me in which she
interviewed Grace. One of the interview questions was “What is
Mom’s job?” With a puzzled look on her face, Grace responded after
a pause, “Umm . . . To keep me safe?” The fact that she knew about
only one aspect of my identity filled me with unexpected joy.



The trip was possible because I wasn’t able to take a traditional
maternity leave. My leave came six months after Julian was born.
Both Julian and I were incredibly lucky that the birth went smoothly
and he took a bottle. No one told me I had to go back to work so soon
after he was born. But I didn’t really feel like I had another option. I
teach as part of a team. They are my friends. I felt obligated to them.

Our “big trip,” as we called it, was also a backlash against previous
bouts of burnout. I had realized after my last maternity leave that if
we didn’t physically remove ourselves from anywhere close to the
office, I wouldn’t have any time with the baby. I was also more spent
than I knew. In my case, I was a big part of the problem.

For many parents, taking time off to be with their newborns isn’t
financially feasible. I was lucky I could take time away from work at
all. One in four women in the United States return to work two weeks
after giving birth. Three weeks after her son Jayden was born,
Natasha Long was pumping breast milk in her truck outside the
ACCO Office Supplies factory where she worked, tears running down
her face. “I felt like I was alone,” she said. “I wanted to fall off the
face of the earth.”

For many men and women, relationship entanglements with work
aren’t created solely out of financial necessity. In her parting words
to her “PepsiCo family,” former CEO Indra Nooyi shared one of her
greatest regrets: “Think hard about time. We have so little of it on
this earth. Make the most of your days, and make space for the loved
ones who matter most. Take it from me. I’ve been blessed with an
amazing career, but if I’m being honest, there have been moments I
wish I’d spent more time with my children and family. So, I
encourage you: be mindful of your choices on the road ahead.” As a
painful reminder to herself of the stakes, she keeps a letter her
daughter wrote to her when she was young. It reads, “Dear mom,
Please, please, please, please please come home. I love you, but I’d
love you more if you came home.”

I once heard that balance is something you know when you are
passing it by. I’ve given up on the idea of balance. It reminds me of a
coin standing precariously on edge. Within a week of returning to the
office from our trip, I was once again checking emails in the lead-up
to dinnertime. The next morning, Grace grumpily told me to “just
go” when it was time to leave for work. It was time for yet another
adjustment. But a tweak, rather than a trip.



Work isn’t just about the work we do, it is about relationships. The
relationships we have and the ones work leads us to forsake. Indra
thinks of her colleagues as family. Some people recoil at the notion of
a work family. I didn’t return to work because I was told to or was
afraid of losing my job but because I felt obligated to my colleagues.

As we have seen, arguably no place is harder to manage
relationships than the workplace. But certain networks are more
adept at managing the complexities that arise when our relationships
have multiple dimensions. Brokers have more work/life balance.
According to my research, extreme brokers, whose networks place
them in the top ten percent of the broker-convener continuum, are
roughly 30 percent more likely than conveners to report having
work/life balance. Why?

Segmenters and Integrators

Speaking of his relationship with the office, one cardiologist
reflected, “I try to leave this place behind when I go home at night.
That’s one of the therapeutic things about having a long drive home.
If I needed only five minutes to get home, I might spend a good deal
more time thinking about things. You have to try to have some life
other than here.” I would not be surprised to find out that the
cardiologist is a broker.

Everyone has a different tolerance for how comfortable they are
with their personal lives and work lives overlapping. Segmenters, like
the cardiologist, prefer to keep work and family life separate. They
erect “mental fences.” They often use spatial distance and time to
demarcate the realms. Segmenters prefer to live a drive away from
work, rather than within walking distance. They keep separate
calendars, maybe even separate phones, for home and work.

Integrators are more comfortable with the lines between
friendship, family, and work being fuzzy. They have an easier time
transitioning between the world of work and the world of home.
Changing a diaper in the morning and leading a meeting in the



afternoon doesn’t require as much of a mental and physical pivot.
Pictures of their family adorn the walls in their office. They answer
emails in bed on Saturday.

Segmenters tend to agree with statements like “I prefer to keep
work life at work” and “I don’t like to have to think about work while
I’m at home.” Integration and segmentation lie on a continuum. In
their influential work on the subject, Blake Ashforth and his
colleagues give two extreme examples. An exotic dancer who
conceals his work from his friends and family is an extreme
segmenter, while a nun living in a convent is an extreme integrator.
But most of us live somewhere between these extremes.

There are a lot of dimensions to the segmentation/integration
continuum: how we deal with time, interruptions, spatial
boundaries, and, critically, the boundaries of our relationships.
These get reflected in our networks.

When my collaborator Nicholas Caplan (who is also my husband)
and I surveyed more than 500 individuals, we found that most
people were closer to the segmenting end of the scale. If someone
was a complete integrator, they would have scored a 1 on our scale. If
they were a complete segmenter, they would have scored a 5. If they
were completely indifferent, they would be a 3. On average, the
people we surveyed scored around a 3.8. They tended to prefer
segmentation. But close to a quarter of people were at the very high
end of the scale, scoring over a 4.5. They were truly segmenters.

Other studies have found similar numbers. An ambitious study by
Google, which tracked more than 4,000 Googlers over time, found
that 31 percent were segmenters. But what was particularly
interesting is that more than half of integrators in their study wanted
to get better at segmenting.

One isn’t necessarily better than the other, though. Integrators
expend less time and energy transitioning between domains. As
Sheryl Sandberg, the chief operating officer of Facebook, told
graduates during a keynote speech at Harvard Business School, “I
don’t believe we have a professional self from Mondays through
Fridays and a real self for the rest of the time.” Seeing work in this
way probably makes Mondays a little easier. Integrators’ ability to
bring multiple parts of their identity to work—for example, mom,
engineer, and painter—also reduces the tension of trying to keep the
roles separate. It can also enhance integrators’ experiences at home



and work. For instance, if someone truly loves his or her job and is
energized by it, that can create positive emotional spillovers at home.
On the other hand, as Nancy Rothbard, a professor at Wharton and
expert in work/life balance, summarized, “One of the benefits of
segmentation is that people who are segmenters actually report
higher levels of well-being than integrators.”

Some of the well-being benefits that befall segmenters might arise
from how they handle relationships. Segmenters don’t just want to
leave work at work. A “classic segmentist”—according to Christena
Nippert-Eng, who coined the term—also eschews work friendships.
For segmenters, relationships that cross over from home to work or
vice versa are “threats to the integrity and purpose of each realm and
the selves associated with them.”

Jimmy, a thirty-year-old machinist in a lab and a father of three,
described his uneasiness with the “personal” encroaching on his
work life to Nippert-Eng: “If they needed something from me, I
would do it. No matter what it is. If it’s not personal . . . People
having problems with their marriage or something like that. I just
feel uncomfortable because I’m very personal about it. First of all, I
feel like I can’t be very much of a help. But then people say, well, just
lending the ear is help. But I just, I feel uncomfortable just— Like I
said, especially if I’m not that friendly with him, I don’t relate to him
on the outside.”

For Rob, a research coordinator at a university, there is
comparatively little distinction between work and the “outside.” He’s
an integrator and a convener. On a random Tuesday, he has plans to
play volleyball with Kayla, whom he’s been friends with for twelve
years. She moved four doors down from him. Later, there are
birthday drinks with Ashley and six other coworkers. Rob is the guy
everyone in the office loves. They come to him when they need help
figuring out how to work through bureaucratic red tape. They also
come to him when they are trying to figure out where to host a party.
They tell him things they wouldn’t disclose to anyone else in the
office. He makes other people comfortable, lowering their
boundaries.

When planning a big fortieth birthday, Rob was trying to figure
out whom to invite. When a friend asked Rob whom he would like to
invite, rather than whom he felt obligated to invite, Rob responded,
“Well, if I could, I would invite my therapist, my hairdresser, and my



massage therapist.” Recounting his friend’s disbelief, Rob recalled
that his response was, “You’re the only person I know who hangs out
and has drinks with their massage therapist and hangs out and has
drinks with their hairdresser, and that would invite them to your
birthday party with your inner core group of friends.”

Why are some people more comfortable blurring the boundaries
between work friends and “real” friends? Between transactional and
affective relationships? “Well, I don’t know how much of it is nature
versus nurture, right?” Rob reflected. “Growing up in Turkey, not
having very many Americans around on the high school campus that
I grew up on . . . almost all of the ex-pats regardless of age were my
aunts and uncles . . . I’ve got very used to having nonblood relatives.”
Due to the itinerant nature of his parent’s work, he attended nine
schools in five years. In his view, “Home’s not a physical place.
Relatives aren’t blood related.”

Preferences for segmentation and integration are shaped by the
way we grew up, our personalities, caregiving responsibilities, and
gender. But the demands and nature of work—whether a boss
expects an email response within an hour, if the job offers a flexible
schedule, whether company social events are obligatory—determine
what’s really possible.

We are all being nudged to varying degrees toward more
integration. Email, smartphones, and online meetings make it
possible to be more available than ever. Social media makes parts of
our lives that historically wouldn’t have been visible to colleagues
accessible. As work becomes more global, nine-to-five isn’t really an
option for a lot of workers. Companies have on-site gyms and day
care, and allow people to bring their pets to work. They are
embracing community service days, offer free dinners, and have kegs
in their kitchens. Increasingly, people are encouraged by the popular
press and CEOs to “bring their whole selves to work.” There is a
rampant rhetoric of authenticity. For instance, a recent article in
Forbes opened, “How well do you know your coworkers? Really
know them. Do you know their highest aspirations? What did they
want to be when they were kids? What keeps them up at night?
Chances are we keep even our personal conversations at work at a
surface level.”



Work Friends

Most of us don’t have many close friends at work. We consider most
of the people we work with coworkers or strangers. On average,
people have five friends at work, but we usually don’t count them
among our nearest and dearest. Only 15 percent meet the criteria of a
“real friend.” Put differently, most people only have one real friend at
work.

Why is it so hard to have friends at work? And if it is so hard, is it
even worth it?

Employees often don’t have a whole lot of choice about whom they
interact with at the office. Our teammates, office neighbors, and
bosses are frequently assigned. The quasi-voluntary nature of our
work relationships is one of the reasons making friends at work can
be more difficult than making friends “in the wild.”

Another reason the workplace is inhospitable to friendship is its
transactional nature. For a salary, you agree to work a certain
amount of hours or produce a given amount of a good. But in
friendship, you help your friends out because they need it, not
because you expect something in return. Work life is primarily a
pursuit of instrumental goals, often making money. Our friendships
are about affect—love, joy, shared sorrow.

Money and social connection are conflicting values, according to a
study by Fred Grouzet, a psychologist at the University of Victoria,
and his colleagues. The researchers asked 1,854 university students
living in Australia, Egypt, China, the United States, and South Korea
among other places to rate how important fifty-seven different goals
were to them. The goals covered multiple domains, including
hedonism, safety, spirituality, popularity, conformity, self-
acceptance, and community. Based on the respondents’ answers, the
researchers created a map. Goals that people rated similarly—for
instance, physical health and safety—were close together. Values that
were rated differently—if one was very important, the other tended
to be less important, and vice versa—were farther apart in the map.
Financial success was the polar opposite of community and
affiliation.

Dozens of psychology experiments have found that thinking about
or touching money makes people less generous, less helpful, and less



likely to socialize. People are happiest when they are either
socializing or having sex. But simply mentioning money can make
people change their priorities, according to Cassie Mogilner Holmes,
a professor at UCLA.

Holmes gave 318 adults the task of creating as many three-word
sentences as possible from four words in three minutes. Some of the
participants in the study were given words that had to do with
money, for instance, the, change, price. Others were given words that
had to do with time (e.g., the, change, clock). A third control group
was given neutral words. The group who thought about money were
more likely to report that they planned on working in the coming
twenty-four hours. They were also less likely than groups who
thought about time or random things like socks to report that they
planned to socialize or have sex over the next twenty-four hours.
Beyond what people planned to do, people in a separate study in
which they were asked to think about money were more likely to
work and less likely to socialize than people asked to reflect on other
topics.

The increasingly transactional nature of work may partly explain
the decline in workplace friendships, according to Adam Grant.
Historically, it was far more common for our work and personal lives
to overlap. In 1985, close to half of Americans had a “close confidant”
at the office. By 2004, only 30 percent reported having a cubicle
confidant. If we look across generations, 54 percent of baby boomers
graduating from high school in 1976 placed value on finding a job
where they could make friends. Among generation Xers, who
graduated when the first Bush was president, it was 48 percent.
Among millennials, it dropped to 41 percent.

At the same time, the value placed on leisure time has consistently
increased—almost doubling from 1976 to 2006. As Grant wrote,
“When we see our jobs primarily as a means to leisure, it’s easy to
convince ourselves that efficiency should reign supreme at work so
we have time for friendships outside work.” Increasingly, we work to
get a break from work.

The tension between instrumentality and affect can lead people to
avoid work friends altogether or to worry that a friendly hello in the
hallway has ulterior motives, or can make it difficult to manage and
sustain office friendships.



Consider the following situation, which has likely been enacted
with variations in hundreds of offices: John and Mario immediately
hit it off when a mutual friend introduces them. They both work in
sales, have kids in seventh grade, and are avid Manchester United
fans. They chat about Premier League scores but also vent when sales
are slow. When a position opened up at Mario’s firm, he helped John
secure the job. Things move along swimmingly for a while. Their
families occasionally get together for dinner and they trade sales tips
over coffee a couple of times a month. When Mario gets asked to
spend six weeks at a training in Germany, he doesn’t think twice
before asking John to cover his accounts. When he returns, John
keeps calling on some of the customers that were formerly Mario’s.
But John is his friend. Despite the lost commissions, Mario doesn’t
say anything. Maybe John misunderstood and thought Mario was
permanently giving him the accounts? Mario tries to forget it.
Resentment builds. Weekend invitations get declined. Mario
becomes a little more guarded when they discuss tactics or office
politics. Eventually all that is left of the former friendship is an
awkward brief man hug when they meet and empty talk about how
they should get together soon.

Present Company Excluded

Regardless of what they would prefer, women and minorities have a
harder time developing close relationships with colleagues. They
often face different demands at home and role expectations at work.
But they are also frequently excluded.

One of the first studies to examine gender differences in
workplace networks was conducted by Herminia Ibarra, who is now
a professor at London Business School. She compared men’s and
women’s communication, advice, social support, influence, and
friendship networks in an advertising firm in New England during
the 1990s. She asked both men and women to make a list of those
they were friends with and the ones they turned to for advice. Men



went to friends for work advice. This wasn’t the case for women.
Women’s networks were more segmented. They were more likely
than men to have separate spheres for home and work. This
difference was most conspicuous for working moms, whose life
outside of work is often dominated by family, school, and their kids’
activities.

“Maintaining separate spheres can put women at a disadvantage
for two reasons,” Ibarra explained. “First, it’s more time-consuming
to manage two separate networks; you can kill two birds with one
stone when you are talking shop over a drink, and you’ll be better
informed about what is going on. Second, participating in
conversations about important work matters outside formal
meetings creates camaraderie and increases trust. Because women
are consistently excluded from informal gatherings such as golf
games and private dinners, it takes longer to achieve influence.”

More than half of women and 45 percent of men think it is
inappropriate to have dinner with someone of the opposite sex who
isn’t your spouse. According to a New York Times poll of 5,282
registered voters, about 40 percent of people think it is inappropriate
for men and women to have lunch together. A third don’t think it is
okay to ride in a car. Roughly one in four thought it was
inappropriate to have a work meeting alone with members of the
opposite sex.

Underlying this tension is a question about whether it’s even
possible for women and men to be just friends. To see if platonic
means different things to men and women, researchers brought
eighty-eight mixed-gender pairs of friends into the lab. The
experimenters wanted to see if one or both of the friends secretly
hoped “romance” was in the cards. The research team from the
University of Wisconsin, Eau Claire, carefully ensured that the
participants’ answers were anonymous and confidential to avoid
relationship fallout after the study. They also required both friends to
verbally agree not to talk about the study after it ended. After being
sworn to secrecy, the friends were separated and asked about their
romantic feelings toward each other.

Even among young adults, where boundaries are likely less rigid,
there was far from overwhelming evidence of attraction to opposite-
sex friends. On a scale of 1 to 9, with a 1 equal to definitely not
attracted to your friend and a 9 equivalent to “extremely attracted,”



college students averaged around a 4.5—fairly agnostic. Both men
and women saw the clear downsides of being attracted to a friend—
they were five times more likely to list it as a cost than a benefit. It is
the threat, not the reality, that creates the problem.

As Rob said, “Most of my work friends tend to be women who are
between the ages of twenty-nine and thirty-five right now. And most
of them are in relationships, but not all of them. And I think one of
the reasons I can be friends with them is because there is clarity that
this is not something that’s romantic or sexual . . . There’s nothing
going on.”

It isn’t just on the golf course that women and men aren’t hanging
out. It is in everyday interactions. This exclusion potentially has huge
implications for careers. Summarizing the problem, Shannon Healy,
a property manager in Michigan, said, “If I couldn’t meet with my
boss one-on-one, I don’t get that face time to show what I can do to
get that next promotion.”

It isn’t just women. All demographic minorities face similar
obstacles. Two factors we’ve seen again and again as key
determinants of friendship explain the persistence of the problem:
likes attract and self-disclosure.

Company parties and picnics won’t help solve this problem. It isn’t
simply about individuals having the opportunity to get to know one
another. Developing close relationships that cross cultural, racial,
gender, or sexual orientation lines can be difficult even when there
are opportunities to interact outside of work. Another part of the
problem, according to a study by Tracy Dumas, Katherine Phillips,
and Nancy Rothbard, is that opening up about elements from your
personal life is easier within your own group. The researchers
surveyed 228 MBA students, 40 percent of whom were working full-
time, and asked them about the types of work-related social
engagements they participated in.

Just over half of the people they surveyed went to holiday parties,
picnics, sporting events, and other get-togethers their companies
sponsored. Forty-one percent went to employee-organized social
events like happy hours and lunches. Out of the assortment of
activities, drinks and happy hours were the most common (35
percent), followed by holiday parties (25 percent) and outings to the
theater or sporting events (13 percent). The researchers also looked
at whether employees brought friends or family along with them to



company gatherings and social events with colleagues, as well as how
much they talked about their life outside of work. They dubbed these
integration behaviors.

Showing up at company parties and other integration behaviors
were associated with feeling closer to colleagues—but only for
employees who were in the demographic majority.

It wasn’t that minorities didn’t show up. They were more likely to
attend. But they were also more likely to tell the researchers that they
participated because they felt obligated to or were afraid of the career
consequences of not showing up. Any time anyone shows up to an
event out of a sense of obligation, their chances of making a new
connection are about as good as if they had never walked in the door.

Finding Boundaries

Despite the barriers to having work friends—the lack of choice over
whom we interact with, the instrumentality of work, tendencies of
likes to attract, preferences for segmentation in a time of increasing
integration—some people have and keep friends at work, even close
friends.

Companies are founded by them. High school friends Bill Gates
and Paul Allen brought us Microsoft. Ben and Jerry met circling the
school track in middle school gym class. William Harley and Arthur
Davidson, founders of Harley-Davidson, were childhood friends
fascinated by how to develop a small engine that could power a bike.

Work spouses are a thing. These surrogate spouses provide
support in the same way real husbands and wives do. You’d turn to
them if you needed an aspirin or a phone charger or wanted to vent
about a coworker down the hall. Work spouses know how you take
your coffee and what you like for lunch. Estimates of how common
work marriages are very widely, but Vault.com estimates that around
30 percent of people have a work spouse. Jack Donaghy and Liz
Lemon from 30 Rock are a quintessential example. In their words,
Jack is Liz’s “work-husband-slash-uncle,” while she’s his “coworker-



slash-little-brother.” When they try to confine their relationship to
strictly work, they are at a loss. Floundering for words, Liz asks,
“Hey, Jack. How’s . . . business things?”

And the evidence is incontrovertible: having work friends has
benefits. A meta-analysis that brought together the results from
twenty-six studies incorporating more than a thousand teams found
that teams composed of friends perform better than teams made up
of acquaintances. Social support from coworkers reduces job stress,
helps people cope with work and time pressures, reduces
work/family conflict, and helps people guard against burnout. In his
book Vital Friends, Tom Rath explores the relationship between
friendship at work and performance. Utilizing a large database of
respondents, he finds that employee engagement increases sevenfold
when someone has a “best friend at work.” Employees who report
having close friends at work are more efficient, more satisfied with
their job, and even less likely to get in accidents at work. The select
few who have more than three close friends at work have a 96
percent greater chance of being extremely satisfied with life.

But their inherent contradictions make work friends a mixed
blessing. Work friendships are difficult to maintain, can create a
sense of felt obligation, and are emotionally exhausting. These
downsides, according to a study of restaurant, insurance, and retail
employees by Jessica Methot of Rutgers University and colleagues,
can impair productivity as well as employees’ emotional well-being.

While relationships with colleagues can be energizing, at some
point they become taxing. Expansionists in particular are often
overloaded, which puts them at risk for burnout. When coworkers
are looking for advice or help, they disproportionately turn to
expansionists. Research by Rob Cross and coauthors Reb Rebele and
Adam Grant found that in collaborative work as much as a third of
the value added comes from no more than 5 percent of the
employees. As Cross and his collaborators wrote, “What starts as a
virtuous cycle soon turns vicious. Soon helpful employees become
institutional bottlenecks: Work doesn’t progress until they’ve
weighed in. Worse, they are so overtaxed that they’re no longer
personally effective.”

How can you reap the benefits of having friends at work while
minimizing the downsides? Brokers are particularly adept at this.



To better understand how to balance the competing tensions that
workplace relationships present, Nick and I surveyed around 500
employees and students about work/life balance and burnout; we
ascertained whether they were segmenters or integrators, and we
looked at their networks. They ranged in age from seventeen to sixty-
four. A little more than half were female, 65 percent were white,
most were employed, and around 30 percent were married.

Brokers were more likely than conveners and expansionists to
report that they have work/life balance. On a scale where a 1
indicated that someone strongly disagreed with the notion that they
had work/life balance and a 5 indicated they strongly agreed,
conveners and expansionists were the worst off. Both groups
averaged close to a 3. On the other hand, people at the top of the
brokerage scale averaged a 3.7. The difference equates to moving
from being ambivalent about whether you have work/life balance to
pretty much agreeing that you do.

The benefits to brokerage remained statistically different once we
controlled for other factors that one would suspect would influence
perceptions of work/life balance, including the number of hours
respondents worked, the length of time they had been in the work
force, their age, their gender, their race, whether they were married,
and their position along the segmentation scale. (People who were
younger and worked fewer hours also felt that they had more
work/life balance. There wasn’t a difference between segmenters and
integrators in our study.)

The same was true when we looked at work/life conflict. When
asked questions about how strongly they felt that their “job produces
strain that makes it difficult to fulfill outside obligations” and that
the demands of their work interfere with their home and personal
life, once again brokers had significantly less work/life conflict.

Like other researchers, we found that people with more colleagues
they felt close or very close to were less lonely, felt more connected,
and were less likely to feel personally burned out.

Brokers do not completely avoid developing close relationships at
work. But they manage those relationships differently. Their worlds
do not overlap. They may be close to their colleagues, family, and
club friends. But they don’t invite their work friends to hang out with
their family. The structure of brokers’ networks allows them to
benefit from these upsides, while minimizing the downsides.



Courage to Change the Things You Can

As the world pushes toward greater and greater integration, brokers
are holdouts. Their networks are frequently segmented. Sigmund
Freud purportedly said, “Love and work are the cornerstones of our
humanness.” Brokers don’t try to build bridges between the two.

Separating work and family is associated with less work/family
conflict. Regardless of whether one wants their life to be segmented,
there is often less choice about how to manage these boundaries than
one would hope. As we have seen, half of integrators want more
separation between their home and work lives. Much of the time,
where we work and when we work is determined by our employers.
One might prefer to work from home in the comfort of one’s pj’s, but
for many people that is simply not an option. Neither is not
responding to an urgent email from a boss on a scheduled day off.

One solution—according to organizational psychologists Nancy
Rothbard, Katherine Phillips, and Tracy Dumas—is finding a work
environment that matches your preferences. Segmenters probably
won’t be happy somewhere that expects employees to “bring their
whole selves to work.” But they would be thrilled with Google’s
“Dublin Goes Dark” initiative where employees left their devices at
work each night. German automaker Daimler’s Mail on Holiday
policy would make vacation even better. The policy lets employees
switch on an autodelete option that informs senders that their email
will be deleted since the recipient is on vacation. It’s easy to imagine,
though, that either of these policies would just create anxiety for
integrators. Integrators, on the other hand, would likely be happier
with on-site child care and gyms in the office. When integrators work
in environments that allow the boundaries of work and home to blur,
they are more satisfied with their jobs and more committed to their
workplace. The opposite is true for segmenters.

But what if it isn’t possible to find a match? Some companies and
managers have tried to create policies that give employees greater
control over how they manage work/life boundaries—for instance, by
allowing them to schedule “predictable time off.” Summarizing one
such policy, Nancy Rothbard and Ariane Ollier-Malaterre wrote, “It
was the degree of control that individuals experienced when working



that was associated with significantly lower family-work conflict and
depression,” as opposed to the policy itself.

One of the key differences between relationships at work and
other aspects of our job is that we have greater control over the
relationships. You don’t control whom you work with but you do
control the nature of your relationship with them. Will you use that
power to segment or integrate? People who prefer segmentation tend
to be brokers. In fact, we found that segmenters are more than twice
as likely as integrators to be brokers. And while segmentation doesn’t
completely explain brokers’ better work/life balance, relationships
are one arena in which we actually have the ability to choose how
much work and life collide. Many people might be expected to show
up to office social events, but they probably aren’t required to invite
coworkers to their birthday party. No matter how privileged your
position is at work, whether at a coffee shop or Goldman Sachs, you
do control the nature of your relationships.

Surviving the Company Party

For people who prefer to keep home and work separate, company
social events can be challenging. What may seem warm and inclusive
to an integrator, like inviting families to company parties, is
downright nauseating to a segmenter. An invitation may feel like an
obligation. Being mindful that these differences exist when
organizing company events and parties can go a long way toward
helping everyone feel included.

As we have seen, for women and racial minorities these challenges
can be daunting. Minorities are often reluctant to open up at work
because they fear that they may not be understood, according to
Sylvia Ann Hewlett, Carolyn Buck Luce, and Cornel West. “When I
do try and open up personally, people just don’t get it . . . So you stop
trying,” explained Latisha, an African American consumer goods
executive. Describing his reticence to talk with colleagues about his
experience working on the board of a prominent charity that



supports faith-based groups and focuses on minorities, Michael, an
Asian American energy firm executive, said he doesn’t mention it
because it involves “the big taboo subjects of the workplace: religion
and ethnicity.” He worries that this will lead his colleagues to
conclude, “You’re different. I have always suspected that—and now
you’re confirming it.” A fear of seeming different can lead anyone to
feel excluded.

The fear of difference is primarily a problem when we are
searching for similarity. One solution Katherine Phillips and her
colleagues offer is to adopt a learning mindset. It is advice that is
widely applicable for those looking to create closer relationships at
work. Instead of asking, “Did you see the Patriots game last night?”
inquire, “Have you watched anything good lately?” As the trio wrote,
“This legitimizes everyone’s choices and reduces the feeling that
people may be judged on their answers, or that certain parts of the
culture should be universal.” Not only will it avoid offending
someone who hates the Patriots, you also won’t create a conversation
stopper and potential relationship killer for non–football fans. You
also might discover something new to keep you entertained, as well
as deeper and less obvious commonalities.

Similarities lead to greater feelings of closeness if they are rare.
When people in an experiment were told they had similar
fingerprints, feelings of closeness increased a bit. When participants
were informed that they shared extremely rare “type E” fingerprints
—occurring in just 2 percent of the population—their connection was
stronger. If you want to build trust and connection, Adam Grant
suggests, “don’t just look for commonalities. Look for uncommon
commonalities.”

Ben Friberg, a photographer, was waiting with his colleague for an
interview. While waiting, the pair began talking about the film Troy.
(Hopefully, he didn’t ask her if she had seen Troy, but had asked
what movies she had recently seen.) “We were still in the ‘getting to
know you’ phase,” recalled Friberg, who had just joined the television
station. When his colleague began pointing out differences between
the Iliad and the film, they discovered a mutual love of Greek
mythology. “I can remember thinking, ‘This is going to be a different
type of relationship,’” recalled Friberg.

As Phillips, Dumas, and Rothbard wrote, “Bonding around the
work itself is powerful, especially for those who are collaborating



across racial boundaries. But over time, deeper relationships depend
on people’s opening up about their personal lives. For that to
happen, colleagues must be intentional about getting out of their
comfort zones and connecting with people who are different. That
may feel like a risk, but it’s one worth taking.”

And while companies can’t force people to be friends, it is possible
for them to design events that harness the diversity of the workplace
and allow trust to develop. The lack of choice and need to overcome
preferences for similarity, which can make developing close
relationships at the office so difficult, turn out to have potentially
radically positive benefits for companies and society—if companies
can get it right.

We encounter people who don’t look like us at the office—this is
true irrespective of race. While workplace racial segregation remains
significant in the United States, offices are far more racially and
ethnically diverse than schools, voluntary organizations, and
churches. Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “It is appalling that the
most segregated hour of Christian America is eleven o’clock on
Sunday morning.” More than sixty years later, churches and other
voluntary organizations are the second most segregated domains of
life. Schools are even more racially and ethnically divided than
churches. Friendships created at school have a 13 percent chance of
being interracial, according to a representative survey of more than
1,000 adults by University of New Mexico professor Reuben Thomas.
At the office it’s almost twice as likely that we will have friendships
that cross racial lines. Close to one in four work friends are racially
dissimilar.

If we are going to have a society where people understand people
who are different from them, work is where that is most likely to take
root.

The Career-Making Relationship



Consider for a moment the person who has most profoundly
impacted your career. Take a moment to thank them. Whether you’d
call that person a mentor, sponsor, or something else entirely, the
more significant a presence he or she has had in your life, the more
successful you are likely to be. To succeed at work, you need
someone to advocate for you, put your name in the hat for stretch
assignments, and make introductions. Sometimes the person is a
friend, but sometimes he or she isn’t.

The vast majority of men and women—76 percent and 83 percent,
respectively—report having at least one mentor during their careers.
The relationship between mentors and protégés differs from other
types of relationships, such as friendships, supervisor/employee, or
therapist/patient, though it combines elements of all of them.
Mentors are role models with more experience than protégés. They
provide guidance, emotional support, and an opportunity for self-
reflection and development. As Simmons College professor Stacy
Blake-Beard put it, mentorship is a “dynamic, reciprocal relationship
that is mutually beneficial, empowering and enabling.”

Like most social relationships, mentor/protégé relationships
usually form along lines of surface-level similarities. Mentors and
protégés look alike. This disadvantages women and people of color,
since post-MBA protégés make roughly $28,000 more if they are
mentored by a white man. As Sylvia Ann Hewlett and her
collaborators wrote in the Harvard Business Review, because cross-
gender relationships “can be misconstrued as sexual interest, highly
qualified women and highly placed men avoid” them. In the wake of
recent waves of sexual harassment charges, the number of men who
report being uncomfortable mentoring or sponsoring women has
tripled.

But research consistently finds that the best mentoring, like many
of the best relationships, occurs when there is some similarity and
some difference. A study of more than 220 pairs of doctoral students
and their advisers found that approximately two-thirds of protégés
had a mentor of the same sex. In the short term, when a doctoral
student had a same-sex adviser, they received more emotional
support, assistance, visibility, and sponsorship. However, as time
went on, the relationships stagnated. They didn’t get better or worse,
just stayed the same. But for opposite sex mentorships, there was a
marked improvement over time. Once mentors and mentees got past



the difficulties of working with someone who was different, those
differences actually made for a better relationship.

Mentoring relationships based on deeper similarities—beliefs,
values, and experience—have better outcomes. For instance, a study
that examined how much psychological support and satisfaction was
provided by mentors found that relationships based on deeper
similarities provided far more emotional and instrumental support
than relationships in which partners were simply of the same sex or
race.

We gravitate toward people who are similar to us, though we are
most likely to benefit from difference.

Mentorship can help create more productive and advantageous
relationships at work by providing access to people with power and
influence, developing the social skills of the protégé, creating
opportunities to form new ties, and acting as an endorsement and
signal of respect. It is one of the most effective relationship
interventions companies have at their disposal. While trying to force
workplace friendships isn’t advisable, even if it is possible, assigning
mentors is. Yet many companies still insist on assigning mentors
along demographic lines. Recruiters often tout mentorship programs
for women and other minorities in which people are paired with a
mentor of the same sex, same race, or same sexual preference.

A formal program could help obviate some of the endemic
problems of networks built on self-similarity. However, despite the
potential benefits of formal network interventions, 82 percent of
women and 84 percent of men found their work mentors informally
through their own networks.

A study by Sameer Srivastava, a professor at the University of
California, Berkeley, compared the career outcomes of employees
with high potential in a software development laboratory who were
randomly assigned a mentor to the careers of similar employees in a
matched control group. Employees who were randomly assigned a
mentor gained greater access to people in power and developed a
broader network as a result of participating in the mentorship
program. Similarly, Forrest Briscoe at Penn State and Katherine
Kellogg at MIT found that lawyers who were randomly assigned to a
powerful supervisor when entering a firm had bonuses that were on
average $30,000 higher and were 18 percent less likely to quit than



associates who spent no time with powerful supervisors when they
joined the organization.

In a separate study of MBA alumni from across the globe,
Herminia Ibarra and her colleagues compared the effect of formal
and informal mentors on career success. Women who connected
with a mentor through a formal program received 50 percent more
promotions than women who found their mentor informally. The
same isn’t true for men. They are more likely than women to find
powerful mentors who can advance their careers through their
informal ties, so they may be less likely to benefit from formal
assignment.

“Intentionality on both sides really matters,” according to W. Brad
Johnson, a professor at the U.S. Naval Academy and author of
several books on mentoring. “If there is one variable that shows if
mentorship relationships are likely to take off or not, it’s frequency of
interaction during the first several months of the relationship.”

While many people can fondly recall a mentor who provided
guidance and emotional support, there is a relationship that is far
rarer but much more important for career advancement:
sponsorship. One in five men have a sponsor. One in eight women
do.

Sponsors differ from mentors in that they advocate for the
sponsee, make social connections, and use their own social capital on
behalf of the sponsee. The former Chief Diversity Officer at GE,
Deborah Elam, said the distinction between sponsors and mentors
lies in the fact that a sponsor will “put their name next to your
performance.” While both mentors and sponsors often provide
emotional and instrumental support, mentors are closer to friends.
Sponsors are advocates and investors. Their support is public and
they use their reputation to support yours.

Sponsorship is one of the strongest predictors of promotions and
salaries—roughly equivalent to the number of hours someone works
—according to a study that examined the careers of tens of thousands
of employees and dozens of predictors of job success. For promotion
prospects, sponsorship matters more than someone’s gender,
personality, education, and experience. The same was true for career
satisfaction. Career success is as much a game of getting a sponsor as
it is one of performing well.



Unlike mentors, sponsors are difficult (if not impossible) to
assign. Given the nature of the relationship, sponsorship has to be
earned. When asked what it took to build relationships with three
great sponsors, Sian McIntyre, the Managing Director of Advocacy
and Customer Experience at Barclays, put it succinctly: “I’ve
delivered.”

Stretch assignments in which you have the opportunity to
showcase your skills can be helpful if you are looking for a sponsor.
Other options are volunteering to take on roles and tasks that give
you exposure to people you might not otherwise come across—
organizing panels, writing special reports, or participating in
programs to onboard new employees. However, performance and
loyalty may not be enough to earn sponsorship, according to
Hewlett. You need to be able to differentiate yourself from peers.

We need sponsors at work and we often need mentors in life.
Work isn’t all there is to life, and in life—just as at work—we often
need help to get by and realize our full human potential.

You Are Not Crazy

Work friends have many benefits, but those friendships often come
with a lot of baggage. This is particularly true when friends from
work become “real” friends—when our work relationships overlap
with family, neighbors, and confidants. Brokers have found a way to
have friends at work while mitigating some of the potential
downsides.

Brokering is one personal strategy for overcoming some of the
work/life conflicts that arise at the office. The personal nature of the
approach is part of what allows brokers to achieve work/life balance
even when their employers are pushing for more and more
integration. Yet the benefits of work/life balance must also be
weighed against other upsides. Some expansionists thrive both
personally and professionally by meeting other people. Feeling
disconnected may be the real threat for them. Convening provides



psychological support. A desire to feel supported may be more
important to conveners than balance.

When we walk into the office, we all have different needs. We also
bring with us different roles—parent, son, daughter, wife, husband,
artist, advocate. No matter what approach we take, it is always a
struggle to meet competing demands and negotiate different roles.
As Indra Nooyi put it, “I think it’s very important that we all
understand that if you struggle with these choices, you’re not crazy.
You are human.”

Thirty-three days after we returned from our trip, my mother
died. In the immediate aftermath, I burrowed deep in the cocoon of
my immediate family. My mentor, Lisa, who had reminded my mom
and others gathered at my wedding that “Love is the only path,” and
who had brought me Hershey’s Kisses in the delivery room, was the
only person outside my family I could let in. Once I could open up a
tiny bit more, I emailed my sponsor. He’s never seen me cry and we
don’t get together outside work. His position isn’t official, but he has
been instrumental in my career. I knew he would help manage what
needed to be taken care of at work so I could grieve. After expressing
his sympathies, he said of the help I needed, “Consider it done.”
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Everyone’s Connected

nna Wintour is among the New York City elite who frequented
the Grill Room at the old Four Seasons. She is a huge fan of red

meat. At the Four Seasons, it seems likely that she crossed paths with
fellow regular Vernon Jordan. Vernon Jordan was a pall bearer at
The Washington Post publisher Katharine Graham’s funeral, where
Yo-Yo Ma performed the Allemande from Bach’s Cello Suite no. 6.
The cellist also performed at Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration,
where Rick Warren delivered the invocation. A few years prior, the
pastor sat near Sharon Stone at the L.A. premiere of An Inconvenient
Truth. The actress has described herself as a friend of the Dalai



Lama. She introduced her onetime boyfriend Shep Gordon, whom
she met at a Cannes Film Festival party, to His Holiness. The talent
manager once served the Dalai Lama yak tea.

The notion that all 7.7 billion people on the planet are closely
connected was popularized in the John Guare play Six Degrees of
Separation. As his character recounts:

I read somewhere that everyone on this planet is separated by only six other
people. Six degrees of separation. Between us and everybody else on this
planet. The president of the United States. A gondolier in Venice. Fill in the
names. I find that A) tremendously comforting that we’re so close and B) like
Chinese water torture that we’re so close. Because you have to find the right
six people to make the connection. It’s not just big names. It’s anyone.

The idea is often attributed to a clever experiment conducted in
1967 by famed psychologist Stanley Milgram. During his travels to
locales as far-flung as Madagascar and American Samoa, Milgram
would engage locals and fellow travelers in a game. Approaching
someone, perhaps at a bar overlooking a beach, he would ask if they
would humor him and see if they could find friends or acquaintances
that would connect them to him. It was a shortcut to the common
cocktail party phenomenon of discovering a common acquaintance
and proclaiming, “What a small world!” Eventually Milgram decided
to formally test the proposition. The experiment and the paper that
reported his findings were aptly titled “The Small-World Problem.”

Milgram and Jeffrey Travers sent packets describing the
experiment to close to three hundred people in Nebraska and
Boston. The goal was to pass the packet through the shortest possible
chain to a target. The target was a stockbroker who worked in Boston
and lived in Sharon, Massachusetts.

A third of the people at the beginning of the chain were people
who lived near Boston but didn’t have any other known connections
to the stockbroker. A third were Nebraskans who were “blue chip
stockholders.” And the final third were randomly chosen
Nebraskans. The idea was to see if being geographically closer or
loosely professionally connected to the target would produce shorter
chains.

The experiment had a critical rule: messages were to be passed
along only to someone the sender knew on a first-name basis. If the



sender happened to know the target personally, which was unlikely
at the start, they could send him the letter directly. If not, they were
asked to send it to someone they knew who they thought would be
closer to the target.

The average chain length or number of intermediaries required to
link the initial sender to the target was 5.2. Of the initial 296 letters,
217 were passed on at least once. Of those, 29 percent eventually
made it to the stockbroker in Massachusetts. Chains beginning in
Boston were a bit shorter than those originating in Nebraska.
Boston-based letters required 4.4 intermediaries, compared to 5.7
for randomly selected people in Nebraska. Stock owners didn’t have
any real advantage. The length of their chains was indistinguishable
from others. Rounding the average number to the nearest whole to
avoid partial people, there were six degrees of separation.

Of letters that reached the stockbroker, close to half reached him
through the same three people. One of which was Mr. G., a clothing
merchant in Sharon. He was responsible for completing 25 percent
of the chains. Packets weren’t passed at random. They funneled
through key channels.

Three questions remained for decades after the small world
experiment: Was the world getting smaller? Why was the world
small? And could Milgram’s experiment be replicated? Duncan
Watts, a sociologist and pioneering network scientist, set out to
tackle these questions more than thirty years after Milgram’s original
experiment.

Watts, along with collaborators Peter Dodds and Roby Muhamad,
who were then all at Columbia University, set out to once again see
how small the world was. In their version of the experiment, more
than 60,000 participants in 166 countries tried to reach one of
eighteen targets in thirteen countries, including a Norwegian army
veterinarian, an Australian police officer, an Estonian archival
inspector, and an Indian technology consultant. Despite the
enormous geographic and social distances, the researchers reached a
familiar conclusion. After accounting for chains that were never
completed, it took roughly six steps for the messages to reach their
targets.

This time, however, they didn’t find a Mr. G. or a Kevin Bacon.
Chains didn’t funnel. As Watts wrote: “Ordinary individuals . . . are
just as capable of spanning critical divides between social and



professional circles, between different nations, or between different
neighborhoods, as exceptional people.”

Successful searches disproportionately relied on professional
relationships. It is at work where diversity is most likely to take root,
where we are most likely to interact with people who don’t look like
us or think like us, where brokers are likely to thrive. Without weak
ties or professional relationships, the world wouldn’t be quite so
small. The wonder and awe that comes with connection across
cultures would be diminished. Whether it is Facebook friends, a
stockbroker in Massachusetts, or Rick Warren and Yo-Yo Ma, we are
all closely connected. But how?

Perfect Order or Perfect Disorder?

Neural networks, food chains, power grids, corporate board
interlocks, movie stars, the internet, and your neighbors all share a
set of network properties. They are all small worlds. But as Watts
wrote, rather than asking, “‘How small is our world?,’ one could ask,
‘What would it take for any world, not just ours, but any world at all,
to be small?’”

Rather than going out into the world and measuring different
networks and comparing their properties, he took a different
approach. Watts and his dissertation adviser, Steven Strogatz,
decided to approach the problem by relying on mathematical
models. The problem seemed answerable by graph theory, the
mathematical domain for studying and representing social networks.
Watts and Strogatz began by creating two extreme forms of a
network.

One is what they called a “regular” network. Its name derived
from its consistent pattern, not its ordinariness. Visualize a network
as twenty dots on the perimeter of a circle, with each dot
representing a person with connections to four others. In a regular
network, everyone is connected to the person directly to the right
and the person to the right of their neighbor. The same is true on the



left side. If your neighborhood worked like this, you would be friends
with your next-door neighbors and the person two doors down on
either side. A regular network is perfectly ordered, there is nothing
random about it.

At the other extreme is a perfectly random network. There isn’t a
pattern to who is likely to be friends. You could drop four marbles
and whichever dot they were closest to on the circle would be your
friends. Random networks that were the same size as regular
networks didn’t have clusters. There weren’t neighborhoods. But
there were very short chains between everyone in the circle.

Small world networks, of which human networks are just one
example, lie in the middle of the continuum. They have enough order
to make them searchable and enough randomness to provide the
shortcuts necessary to create a small world. They strike a perfect
balance of chaos and order.

To illustrate how small worlds work, let’s go back to the circle
imagery. Imagine you are sitting in a circle of twenty people trying to
pass a message to the other side of the circle. Each person can talk
only to the people on their immediate right or left. To pass a message
to the other side of the circle with these rules, it would have to go
through nine other people. Now imagine even one person can send a
message to a random person in the circle who isn’t their neighbor.
The number of needed intermediaries to pass the message drops,
possibly precipitously. If a few people have this power, it almost
certainly declines dramatically. All it takes is a few shortcuts and the
world quickly becomes smaller.

In their pathbreaking work, Watts and Strogatz found that small
world networks have two properties: they have dense connected
clusters or cliques and a few random ties connecting the clusters that
create short chains between everyone in the network. Small worlds
also tend to have a few nodes that have a very large number of
connections. It is the same property we saw in human networks—
most people have hundreds of connections, but expansionists have
many times more.

Put differently, to create a small world you need the dense cliques
of conveners. Within their dense networks, everyone is easily
reachable. Within convener-heavy neighborhoods, schools, and
communities, information can quickly spread. For simply passing a
letter, this doesn’t mean much. But, when living, procreating,



building a life, and taking risks to plan for the future, these deep
redundant networks help us find trust and support.

Small world networks also need brokers and expansionists to
bridge the gap between these groups. In a simple note-passing
experiment, these roles may seem similar. However, in society, their
roles diverge. Brokers have an extraordinary ability to have
differentiated relationships with people spanning different social
worlds that provide benefits from creativity to organizational
influence. While expansionists, with more plentiful but shallower
contacts, have an incredible ability to mobilize large groups quickly
and inspire.

In combination, brokers, expansionists, and conveners make the
world small. They strike a beautiful balance between order and
randomness. This is how brains and ecosystems and ant colonies
work. Despite the differences in personality and preferences of
brokers, expansionists, and conveners, they all contribute to creating
a brilliant, vibrant human order.
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