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all trained by the experimenter to give the wrong answer. When the 123 unwitting subjects, all tested one at a time,
were asked to look at a black line and pick out one that matched it from three different choices, 75 per cent of the
subjects were swayed by the group's wrong answers.
What's interesting about this experiment is not just that it's common and very human to conform, but that when asked
to explain, the subjects blamed their poor vision, or said: "There were so many against me that I thought I must be
wrong."
In his recent book, Iconoclast, Emory University neuro-economist, Gregory Berns shows that the fear of being different
is not only anxiety-provoking, it actually changes what you see.
Using MRI scans to watch what happens in the brain when people solve a mental rotation task, he writes that "the
group's wrong answers imposed a 'virtual' image in the subject's mind. In the case of conformity, this virtual image
beat out the image originating from the subject's own eyes, causing the subject to disregard her own perceptions and
accept the group's."
What's more, when subjects caved to the group's wrong opinions, there was decreased activity in the prefrontal lobes,
the seat of reasoning. Faced with a prior consensus their decision making had shut down.
This brings me to the second reason I think you should speak up. When an expert is in the picture, many of us stop
thinking for ourselves.
That's the outcome of a more recent brain imaging study by Dr. Berns, published this past March in the online journal
Public Library of Science One. In this study, college students were first given the choice between receiving a sure
payment (like a bond) and investing in a lottery (more like stocks), thus assessing their baseline preferences.
Then, when Dr. Berns brought in a financial expert, most of them opted for investments that reflected the expert's
advice - even if this meant they would lose much more money than if they had assessed the risk themselves. In Dr.
Bern's words, they neurologically "offloaded" the financial decision making, and this was reflected in their brain scans.
"So they're in the scanner and when they make a decision on the advice of an expert, those areas of the brain that
deal with rewards - that are rich in dopamine receptors and that encode the value of our decisions - show less activity
when the expert's opinion is there," Dr. Berns told me in a telephone interview.
We're not all the same, There are individual differences in how much we respond to a group's influence, and how
persuasive we find an expert's opinion to be. You have to assess that in yourself and evaluate it in your manager. If he
or she values independent thinking, then mention your doubts and suggest some concrete alternatives. And seek
some support from some colleagues, given our clear biological tendency to find strength - and truth - in numbers.
Dr. Berns agrees that your skepticism means something. "Trust your own instincts and do your own due diligence. I've
heard this often from people in companies. They're forced to hire experts to tell them something they knew all along."
Susan Pinker is a psychologist and author of The Sexual Paradox: Extreme Men, Gifted Women and the Real Gender
Gap. Her blog, the Business Brain, is found at susanpinkerbusinessbrain.blogspot.com
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