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Preface


Some years ago I started writing this book for myself. It was just an exercise in working out advice for me and straightening out my own thinking. A bit late, perhaps, as I am near the end of my working career but it was therapeutic to think what I wish I had said at various moments in my life.


It was also an opportunity to resolve moral conflicts I felt when pressured to sell by employers and during occasional ethical challenges.


There have also been long periods where I fought battles to overturn bad ideas and bad practices. Although I was probably more influential than most people, it was not enough. I struggled especially when people used manipulative tactics against me. Through writing this book I wanted to work out what I could have done differently.


But, at some point during the years of research and writing, this personal project became something better than I expected. I realized it could help many more people and even our society. That motivated me to put still more effort into this book. Now I want to share it.


  INTRODUCTION


Chapter 1: Introduction and overview


This is a handbook for influence through reason and fairness but with fair use of power as a last resort (abbreviated to Reasonable Influence). It is for people who want to be rational and fair but not taken advantage of by cheats and bullies. It helps you get to the truth or a good course of action and have others get there with you.


With this approach you can probably improve the behaviour of those nearest to you, such as your family, friends, colleagues, customers, and people who comment on social media where you do. You can also do your share of the work needed to promote reason and fairness in your society and push back against threats. All this is done using techniques you would be proud to share with others. There are no manipulative tricks here.


The book has been designed as an e-book, to be carried on your smartphone or other devices, for convenient self-study and so that you can refer to it when challenged by an influence problem. This is a big book with a lot of advice covering many challenging situations. However, you do not need to be a psychologist or communication specialist to understand this book and there is no need to read it all.


Once you have read and understood the rationale (in Part 1) and the foundational advice on how to behave during exchanges (in Part 2), you can use the book as a reference and source of inspiration whenever you need it (typically from Parts 3 and 4). There is also advice on how to get the most from this approach by implementing it in your life (in Part 5).


This book will change you for the better but only if you make a persistent effort. The book is rich with advice, some of it unfamiliar or even surprising, so pace yourself. Slow down for unfamiliar material and stop occasionally to think about important points. Read some each day and stick at it. Try things out. Gradually you will change.


The advice is illustrated with numerous examples. These are usually fictional but based on reality. They are provided to help you increase and test your understanding and ability to apply the advice in practice. If you only want the principles then you can easily skip the examples because they are formatted as separate, indented paragraphs. However, if you want to learn to apply the advice then reading the examples is recommended, along with thinking about how the ideas might apply to situations in your own life.


The book often lists possibilities. You may wish to skim over these at first. However, improving your skills requires learning to recognize a large number of situations and, to do that, you must form each as a familiar idea in your mind.


The detailed technical recommendations are structured into three timescales: brief exchanges within discussions, encounters (whole discussions), and campaigns (sets of encounters). They are then divided into Cases, each of which introduces new challenges and new recommendations on top of those already offered. In this way the advice starts with general points that are always relevant and gradually adds more recommendations to tackle more specific and difficult challenges.


The handbook does not go into detail on logical and critical thinking techniques, fallacies, or traditional rhetorical techniques, all of which have been well covered by others. Instead, it focuses on how to explain clearly and patiently, so that people listen and understand, and how to counter tricks and bullying. Most of its advice shows how to use reason and fairness to best effect for influence and how to stick to reason and fairness despite challenges. There is also some advice on fairly using power.


An outline of the rationale for Reasonable Influence


The rationale given in Part 1 of this book begins by clarifying the meaning of reason, fairness, and fair use of power. Reasonable Influence is not a novel approach; it is one of the most familiar and often attempted approaches to influence in recent centuries. It is what we want a responsible government to do. However, it has many competitors and is often overlooked despite its great advantages.


The next chapter describes other approaches to influence grouped into tricks, abuses of power, and sole reliance on rules. If you have read a lot about how to make friends and be persuasive, including books and papers that report scientific tests of tactics, then you may be disappointed to see how many of the tactics often recommended are insincere, manipulative, and not part of Reasonable Influence.


The approaches to influence are then evaluated using four different comparisons. At the heart of the main comparison is the fact that Reasonable Influence is somewhat more powerful at changing minds than manipulation, when a fair comparison is made, but also has other major advantages. It is morally agreeable to most people and produces less wasted mental work and anxiety. Reasonable Influence is less risky, especially in the long term and when many people are involved. It leads to more progress and fewer mistakes.


Its main limitation is that Reasonable Influence is a poor choice if you want to persuade someone of something that is not true or get them to do something that is not a good course of action.


Influence is contrasted with persuasion. Influence is getting to the truth or a good course of action and taking people with you. Persuasion is getting people to agree with you, no matter what is right. Reasonable Influence is a poor approach to persuasion but an excellent approach to influence.


The main line of argument for Reasonable Influence ends there but the case for Reasonable Influence is supported by the many subsequent chapters explaining how to do it superbly.


What you can do with Reasonable Influence


Clearly there are limits to what can be achieved even with the most skilful use of reason and fairness, and of power if necessary. However, it should be possible to make more progress using Reasonable Influence and the specific techniques in this handbook than most people make most of the time, and with less stress.


The techniques tackle common problems in single encounters with people and across multiple encounters. The people could range from friends and family through to difficult religious or political groups. The situations considered include deeply frustrating and frightening situations where we feel unfairly treated and powerless.


For many people, family members and work colleagues are the greatest source of frustration and unhappiness. These are often people we did not select as companions but still must get on with. There is often much at stake, such as competition for resources and opportunities. If someone is not doing their fair share or is expecting too much of us then that can be distressing. Improving our influence with them and doing it in a way that is easy for us can be enormously helpful.


Unreasonable social, political, and religious ideas circulating in our societies also have powerful effects on our lives. In addition to altering the way our societies are administered (i.e. their political effects), these ideas permeate our everyday relationships and conversations so that we have to tackle them. For example, some people become hostile if they suspect that a person they know has voted for a particular political party or voted a particular way in a referendum. Attending to news media leaves many people unhappy, even angry, for hours afterwards. Identity politics has permeated the UK so thoroughly that ordinary misunderstandings between lovers are sometimes misinterpreted as evidence of ‘toxic masculinity’ or ‘radical feminism’, leading to problems being created rather than resolved. Young people considering their life plans can be deterred by exaggerated perceptions of likely future discrimination. Children with religious parents often suffer restricted childhoods and life opportunities.


We also have a responsibility to reach out beyond our immediate circle of people and try to promote reason and fairness more widely. There is continuing conflict between reason and unreason in our societies, and reason does not win automatically. It wins because of the many people who promote it by thinking and influencing well, and by tackling those whose activities would otherwise do harm.


Techniques in this book will make speaking out in support of reason and fairness easier, less stressful, safer, and more effective. If you are someone who finds most news media disturbingly biased, is saddened by the angry tone of online debate, fed up with politicians, mildly insulted by advertising ploys, frustrated by behaviours at work that should have been reformed decades ago, or tired of arguing with those closest to you then you should find something useful in this handbook. There are better ways to change your world.


Counters to predictable objections


Various potential objections to using Reasonable Influence are discussed and dealt with in this handbook. In summary:


Objection: This all assumes people are rational but they are not.

Response: Although not completely rational, most people are largely rational and some people are close to rational most of the time and often try to be rational. Being imperfect is a reason for trying to be better.


Objection: Emotion is stronger than reason.

Response: Using emotion to influence is not an alternative to using sound reasoning. We are emotional in response to situations as we understand them. Thinking clearly and logically helps us understand situations correctly and so react with appropriate emotions.


Objection: Surely it is normal to schmooze and use debating tricks to get your way. How can something so many people do so often be wrong?

Response: We see a lot of tricks because they generate arguments, take time, and get attention, not because they work well. There are better ways to achieve the same or better outcomes. These are explained and illustrated over several chapters.


Objection: The behaviours you are trying to replace are just human nature. You are not going to change anything.

Response: We can each decide to use better methods; that is human nature too. Anyone who uses the methods explained in this handbook will change things for themselves.


Objection: This emphasis on logic is cold and inhuman.

Response: Caring is a reason for using logic. Making a better, safer, more humane world involves solving problems and the best way to do that is with clear, logical thinking. Without thought, caring is just a display, not a solution.


Objection: Sometimes being rational hurts the feelings of others and damages relationships.

Response: Being rational and short-sightedly selfish can do that but being rational and fair is different. People much more often appreciate being spoken to in a rational, fair way.


Objection: Explaining reasons takes time and attention. Why bother when I can get people to do what I want in a quicker way?

Response: If you quickly trick people into agreement then they may just as quickly realize they were tricked and change position. When there are many reasons to explain, the result of patiently doing so is usually longer lasting influence.


Objection: This emphasis on reason surely means that less intelligent, less knowledgeable people will lose against more capable people.

Response: Using reason cooperatively as described in this handbook is not a contest to be won by the smartest person. We all win if, instead, we just build sound reasons towards good conclusions that people understand and agree with.


Objection: It's all very well saying that power is a last resort but what about all those times when we need to influence people but don't have any power? For many people that's a typical day at work or the usual situation with politics.

Response: That exaggerates the scale of the real problem. There are some less obvious sources of power that you might have. Besides, reason and fairness on their own can be effective in many situations, despite lack of power, especially if done well.


Objection: But surely there are times when it is morally justified to use deception or other tricks, like when facing powerful but unfair exploitation?

Response: That might happen but such actions are risky and have consequences for future credibility. Many people give up on reason and fairness far too early. We should hope never to have to go outside the Reasonable Influence approach, which provides many tactics to avoid this ever being worth considering.


Objection: There is no point because I cannot hope to influence politics, big business, or the media – and they control everything

Response: Typically, people are most stressed by the individuals in their lives, such as family members and work colleagues. Influence them and you can improve your life even if the government and big businesses are out of reach. (This handbook also discusses ways to increase your small influence on wider issues in your society, and do it more easily and with less stress.)


Dealing with our past failings


We have all had beliefs that were a bit silly. Me too but I will not reveal what they were. We have all had occasions, probably many, where we were not entirely honest or fair in a discussion, or where we antagonized someone by being rude in some way, or we were verbally aggressive and bullying. This is completely normal.


This book will give many reasons for never doing those things again but there is no need to feel guilty for past behaviour or to feel indignant with the book. It will not try to shame or ridicule you. It is hard to imagine anyone having a spotless record. The purpose of the book is to make it easier to do better in future.


Ideological neutrality


I am a science and technology person who cares about people and other living things in a rational way. So, please do not imagine me as an ideological stereotype even when you read things you think are signs of one.


I am not a member or supporter of any political party and my whole life has been free of religious indoctrination. I do not feel I belong to any group whose views I must agree with.


My best ideas so far about what would be helpful to societies do not match any familiar groups of political views. For example, I have often argued for sustainability and reduction of wasteful consumption and yet I think well-managed markets are vital for achieving sustainability and I can explain why identity politics is unhelpful.


PART 1: RATIONALE


Chapter 2: The Reasonable Influence approach


A combination of elements


Reasonable Influence uses sound reasoning (for intelligent decisions) and fairness (as a moral basis). It also recognizes that some people, on some occasions, want more than is fair and are extremely reluctant to cooperate in a reasoned and fair way. For those people on those occasions, it may be worthwhile using power fairly to motivate or even impose a fair outcome. Also, if you have fair power then that encourages other people to stay with reason and fairness.


E.g. Imagine you live in a flat and your neighbour below has a loud party that continues until daybreak. You have work in the morning and need to sleep. The evening after the party you go downstairs and talk to your neighbour, calmly explaining the effect the party noise had on you. The neighbour is sincerely apologetic and promises it will not happen again. There are no more noise incidents. This is an example of reason and fairness in action.


But what if the neighbour is unreasonable? Suppose they seem apologetic and promise it will not happen again but a few days later it does. Again you visit after work to remind them of the effect on you and ask for a reasonable arrangement but this time they tell you to ‘**** off’ and close the door in your face. You research your options and talk to your local council. When the next party starts a few days later you record the noise level using the council’s app. This is the start of the process for getting authorities involved and, potentially, them taking legal action. A council officer has already offered to talk to your neighbour if they cause nuisance noise again. This is an example of fair use of power.


When we use reason and fairness, our discussions are cooperative, even during disagreements, and we share our thinking through descriptions, explanations, suggestions, and even recommendations. When we shift to fair use of power, we begin to give instructions backed by power.


Using reason and fairness, with fair use of power as a last resort, expresses respect and consideration for others but is not the same as being friendly and agreeable. People who are just friendly and agreeable can be exploited by manipulators. For example:



  	A manipulator can threaten confrontation to get an agreeable person to keep quiet or back down.


  	The agreeable desire to let others go first can be exploited to shut agreeable people out of discussions.


  	An agreeable person can be interrupted and will not usually interrupt in return or try to continue talking.


  	The agreeable determination to always listen and respond directly to what others say can be exploited to control the focus of discussions and stop agreeable people making contributions the exploiter does not like.


  	An agreeable person's worries about accidentally being patronizing, conceited, or a bigot can be exploited to make them feel guilty or at least hesitant even when they have done nothing wrong.


  	An agreeable person might not respond to nasty insinuations because they are trying to see the best in people and do not want a confrontation.


  	When an agreeable person makes a unilateral concession or apology, the exploiter can take that, give nothing in response, and demand more.


  	When an agreeable person takes their share of responsibility, a manipulator can deny theirs and leave the agreeable person seeming to be the only one responsible.





Agreeable people expect others to be honest and considerate, not selfish and exploitative, so they can be exploited for some time before they realize their mistake. Sadly, being just agreeable invites exploitation. Using Reasonable Influence instead is not aggressive yet still discourages exploitation.


The following sections explain more about the three elements of Reasonable Influence: reason, fairness, and fair use of power.


Reason


Characterization


‘Reason’ here means the thinking that works best in objective tests of thinking effectiveness. Reason is not a system based on arbitrary choices of axiom or cultural prejudices. The truth is not a matter of opinion. Reason is the thinking that really works.


Reason works to understand, and sometimes influence or control, systems that cannot be charmed or pleaded with. It’s the thinking that can understand complex natural systems, cure diseases, raise agricultural productivity, understand people, win most games and sports, organize complicated human activities efficiently, make an aeroplane fly, and much more.


Reason has achieved scientific understanding and advanced technologies that have given life to billions of people who otherwise would have died early or never been born. Reason also helps each of us be happier, contribute more, live longer, and alleviate stress, anxiety, and low mood.


This definition is simple in principle and, if you accept that effective thinking is a good thing, you should prefer the methods that prove effective.


Of course, not every attempt to use reason is successful and sometimes a lucky guess can be correct but over a long series of objective tests it is reason that will (almost) always win.


There is also a task where unsound thinking has an advantage: persuading someone to accept a wrong belief or poor course of action. In this task a person who does not use reason might convince themselves of something and have similar success convincing others.


With these minor qualifications, the ultimate test of reason is that it works.


The main elements of reason are a firm basis in reality and use of logic. These can be elaborated as follows:


Efficient observation: The foundations of reason are meticulous observation (i.e. noticing specific factual details objectively), counting, timing, other measurement, and recording. This may be just passive but is usually more effective in exploratory trials, tests, and experiments. Sound reasoners, individually and working together, understand how observations can be unreliable and design observation methods for reliability.


Orderly representation: It helps to summarize recorded observations in ways that promote understanding. This can be with graphical summaries (e.g. charts, animations), tables, breakdowns, summary statistics, and mathematical models that fit the data.


Possible explanations and other elements of thinking can also be represented in neat, orderly, precise ways. Sound reasoners use clear, precise language to say only what they intend to say. They use terms consistently and recognize when distinctions are needed. Their thinking is mostly methodical and the results are orderly. They often document their ideas and use explicit models, sometimes including mathematical models and simulations.


Logic: Sound reasoning is consistent with conventional propositional and predicate logic, and with conventional mathematics but not restricted to situations of complete certainty. It is also consistent with the Bayesian meaning of probability as degree of belief and with probability theory. Facts and possible explanations are compared with each other. Deductions from alternative models are made and compared with what has been observed to assess how likely it is that each model is the best.


Controlled, accurate doubt: Sound reasoning requires considering multiple possibilities carefully – not jumping to conclusions. Evidence accumulates, models are refined and combined, and yet there can still be doubt as to which is best and new evidence can prompt quite deep revisions.


To reason well it is important to minimize the extent to which we are confident of beliefs that are in fact wrong. This requires avoiding certainty on points for which evidence is weak. Premature certainty can distort observations and thinking. Sound reasoners also check facts.


Sound reasoners understand statistical effects, psychological biases and illusions, and typical errors, especially in their areas of expertise, and work to avoid or overcome them. Sound reasoners are aware of the many ways that others might go wrong in their reasoning or attempt persuasive tricks, and they take precautions against them.


Long practice of careful, sound reasoning is a great basis for continued sound reasoning.


Efficient design: Developing new designs, plans, technologies, and so on also involves design work. This is best done in an orderly, focused way, exploring the most promising alternatives first, driven by insight, facilitated by deep knowledge of potentially useful solutions yet unimpeded by habit, combining good ideas, and evaluating ideas using knowledge and practical tests.


 


Set out in this idealized way, sound reasoning may seem difficult or even impossible. But remember that this is the ideal and we can approach it by making repeated attempts to tackle each mental challenge, gradually improving as we remove our errors. We can work with others whose contributions help compensate for our weaknesses. We can also get radically better throughout our lives by study and experience.


The limits of reason


Successful reasoning is not just a matter of being smart. One issue is that it relies on knowledge. A brilliant reasoner might make predictions about the future based on what the reasoner knows but be wrong because other, unknown factors are more important.


Also, problem solving is often a search process where, if you happen to search in the right place initially, by luck, then you might solve a problem quickly while someone else with a better method or a quicker brain might fail.


Choice of method is also important. Some methods work better with some problems and we often do not know why. On average, methods that are equally orderly and logical are not necessarily equally effective and efficient for a particular problem.


More generally, rationality is ‘bounded’ in the sense that most real problems are too complex and involve too much uncertainty for conclusions to be drawn without simplification and taking uncertainty into account in some way.


These limitations do not stop reason from being extremely powerful and useful but we often must be patient and tolerate struggles to reach good conclusions.


The limits of influence by reason


Although reason is valuable and effective, it has limits as a method of influence.


Although many people rely on reason most of the time, especially on important matters where they have expertise, everyone makes mistakes sometimes and some people make many more mistakes than others. Since the 1970s, when this theme first became popular with psychologists, thousands of studies have demonstrated that, on average, people are not completely rational.


However, the extent of irrationality has often been exaggerated. Studies usually must be designed carefully so that the irrationality is revealed because in most ordinary situations people perform too well, especially when the stakes are high, they are trying, and they have extensive, relevant, previous experience. For example, while many people might make mistakes in an abstract logic task, far fewer do when the same logic is put in a familiar real-world context.


Also, individual differences are important. In a typical study of irrationality, some people are significantly irrational while others are nearly or perfectly rational.


Despite our largely rational nature, some people cannot be influenced sufficiently by reason alone, at least in some situations:


Lacking specific skills or knowledge: While babies cannot be reasoned with, most young children soon become amenable to logic if you keep it simple and persist. Just shaping them with rewards and punishments is mistaken, though it might be necessary to reinforce reason. Some people with severe learning difficulties may struggle to use reason but may just need more time and help. More patience is also needed with most people if the reasoning involves some rare mental skill (e.g. advanced mathematics).


Not in a fit state to think clearly: If someone is too emotional to think clearly then you might wait 30 minutes and try again. You have to wait longer if a person is inebriated by a substance or unwell. Some people struggle to focus on one thing for long because of attention problems or brain damage but while they are focused on a topic they can still think about it rationally. People with serious psychoses (e.g. schizophrenia) can still be amenable to rationality and, perhaps surprisingly, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (i.e. helping people think more rationally) is used to help such people cope with their symptoms.


With other priorities: You cannot reason with someone who is too busy with other things they consider more important but they may change their priorities if given a good, concise reason. If someone has decided not to listen to you then that blocks influence by reason but perhaps not permanently.


Caught in an ideology: Some ideologies include beliefs that insulate a person from evidence and reason (e.g. some political positions, conspiracy theories, belief that Earth is flat). However, this problem might still be overcome using ideas from Chapter 14.


 


In these cases, an alternative is to use power fairly. This usually involves rewards and punishments, not necessarily physical coercion. The more power you have the easier it is to deal with people on issues where they are not influenced by reason and fairness.


Developing reason


Although reason is now a recognizable approach with familiar elements, it has developed over centuries and is still being refined and improved. Early highlights include Aristotle’s work on logic and Euclid’s work on geometry.


At one time, mathematicians wrote equations as sentences but today we use the familiar notation of letters for variables and special characters for operators, comparators, and a range of functions. Mathematics by hand is far more productive as a result and software has taken this further. For example, there are systems able to reason symbolically in calculus as well as crunch numbers.


In the 20th century great progress was made in understanding the cost of thinking and the idea of bounded rationality. Psychologists uncovered a variety of irrational behaviours, including biases and thinking mistakes, that good reasoners can learn to defend against. Research methods developed and some of these are improvements over past methods, at least in some situations.


Far more people today are interested in developing systematic ways to think about problems, especially difficult ones.


Breakthroughs in probability theory that began over 300 years ago continue to push forward as new computational technologies make modern Bayesian methods increasingly quick and easy to use.


The frontiers of reason for humanity have advanced and the same is true for groups of people and individuals. Countries can advance their reasoning, usually by absorbing and applying discoveries made by others. Individuals can make progress if they try.


Sound reasoning involves many skills. Use of some of these has been correlated with IQ test scores or numeracy skills but not all. If you want to use sound reasoning more in your life then the main determinant of your success is your determination to learn and act differently. Opportunities to learn are available to almost everyone in the developed world. All you need is a public library, internet connection, or wise mentor.


Potential confusions and concerns


The following paragraphs cover potential confusions and concerns about this idea of reason:


Other names: Synonyms for reason include ‘sound reasoning’, ‘rational thinking’, ‘logical thinking’, ‘effective thinking’ and some other permutations of these words. Philosophers and psychologists have written in detail about phrases like these and fine distinctions have been drawn. In this handbook there are no such distinctions.


Reason versus science: Reason probably sounds a lot like science but it is not the same. Good science makes intensive use of reason but (1) not all work presented as science is entirely done with reason and (2) reason is used often outside science.


E.g. Imagine two people open a small sandwich shop but at lunchtimes, when they are busy, work is chaotic and stressful. One evening they talk over what happens, carefully itemize the problems, and consider possible solutions. The next day they make some changes to the layout of their shop, slightly change who does what, and prepare ingredients differently. Subsequently, as they work they are more aware of issues and try to evaluate the operation of the shop objectively. They continue to tweak their approach day after day. This thinking is not what most people would recognize as science but they are using reason.


They did not do all the things that are typical of the best reasoning but they did enough to make good progress. It could have been much worse. They could have been less systematic or tried to work out their processes, shop layout, and menu from mystical principles, ignoring the evidence of their own observations and trusting in vibrations or a supernatural being to bring them success.


Reason and emotion: Reason is not an alternative to emotion. Our emotional responses are to situations as we understand them. (Sometimes that understanding is primitive and may be arrived at without cortical involvement. Nevertheless, it is an understanding of the situation and can be revised and improved.) Reason helps us understand situations correctly, and so react with appropriate emotions to the right things and to the right extent.


Also, using reason does not mean ignoring emotion in favour of more easily measured outcomes like money or time. Depending on your interpretation of fairness, the emotional consequences of a course of action could be important considerations. In some situations they might be quantifiable and measurable.


Rationality and selfishness: Some people associate the word ‘rationality’ with selfishness or money orientation but those are overly narrow ideas and not what is being described in this chapter.


Competitive advocacy: Reason is not the same as competitive advocacy (e.g. in a courtroom, a debate, or some scientific publications and conferences), even when the advocacy is carefully controlled.


Discussions using competitive advocacy put two sides against each other in a situation where they can say anything they like to get their way, within the rules imposed (e.g. by a judge), usually to persuade some decision-makers (e.g. the jury). Managed, competitive advocacy is a way to control bad behaviour and a potential fall-back if cooperative thinking cannot be achieved. It has disadvantages, one being the unfair advantage to the side with the most brain power.


In contrast, discussions using reason feel like cooperative analysis or problem solving, though they can be quite one-sided if one person has done most of the thinking on a problem. Being cooperative does not mean people are unwilling to find fault; it just means they are as determined to find faults in their own reasoning as in the reasoning of others.


Creativity: Reason is not restricted to analysis, as the descriptions of typical mental activities above make clear. Problem solving and design – including generating unexpected, fresh solutions – are crucial to reason.


Intuition: What we call ‘intuition’ is not a mystical unconscious process that operates outside reason. Typically it is the result of pattern recognition and response, so it can be developed by acquiring more skill, through reason.


Speed: Effective thinking is fast and efficient. In practice, unless thinking is carried out by a digital computer, we usually need lines of reasoning to be short and simple or we get confused and make mistakes. Mathematical reasoning is a remarkable exception but even here there are arguments too long to be checked reliably by humans.


Fairness


Characterization


Just as reason is what works, so too is fairness. A fair society is one where people cooperate peacefully, live freely but considerately, and beneficial change is not impeded. The opposite is a society where those with the most power (e.g. the best fighters or most ruthless tricksters) just take what they want, leaving most people with miserable lives.


The origins of fairness (roughly the same as justice and morality) are in what works to promote a society in which most people want to participate, where they have good, enjoyable, long lives, and there are few or no stragglers.


Our sense of fairness must have begun to develop long before philosophers and clerics first proposed theories for it. Evolution operating through natural selection almost certainly started things off. Genes were selected if they promoted cooperation and taking care of one’s own young and other genetically related individuals.


Beyond that there has probably been some cultural evolution. Groups with cultures that emphasize cooperation, mutual care, appropriate incentives, fair dealing, and so on have thrived more than others – lasting longer and growing larger.


In addition, human invention and deliberate implementation have contributed. Ideas have been developed based on reasons rather than just randomly and have been taught, copied, and enforced (often implemented through the details of laws).


State-of-the-art fairness in the UK today is not the finished article but it works well. The better we do fairness the better the results when evaluated over everyone in our society and over time, considering the quality and length of lives enjoyed, and checking for stragglers rather than just looking at averages.


Fairness works for individuals, groups, and whole societies, and works best when everyone is fair consistently. Encouraging fairness is encouraging a form of cooperation that benefits those who participate. Discouraging or preventing unfairness is protecting those benefits of cooperation.


People who are largely successful at implementing reason and fairness in their lives:



  	are good friends, neighbours, team members, and citizens


  	work hard on their studies and to be useful to others


  	are considerate towards others, consume moderately, and clear up after themselves


  	stay well informed


  	take care of their health and fitness


  	take care of their property, and


  	participate diligently when they join community activities.





Overview of the guidelines


The following pages offer an attempt to articulate modern British fairness using 47 guidelines across 8 areas, with practical justifications. (A further 11 guidelines are given later to describe fair use of power.) These are more complex than a handful of key moral principles but less complex and more fundamental than the law.


Fairness is defined by the system of guidelines collectively, with different guidelines being applicable in different contexts. There is no short definition from which everything else is deduced.


I have focused on points I think most British people today would agree with and highlighted ways they promote wellbeing across a society. Nevertheless, you will still probably find points you disagree with and others you would have written and justified differently. Perhaps you favour a particular moral system from western philosophy or rely on a religion. Perhaps you are an expert on the evolution of morality and recognize many of these mechanisms but have detailed quibbles about the theories or terminology.


You might be right but I've been working hard on this for a long time and it probably will be worth your while thinking about what you can learn from the points you do not agree with at first.


If we surveyed views across the United Kingdom and similar countries then we would find many different opinions on the definition and principles of fairness. And yet there would be considerable agreement on how to deal with most everyday situations (when people consider situations where they have nothing to gain or lose). We develop our sense of fairness over many years and learning from many sources and experiences. However, abstraction is difficult and writing this chapter took a lot of effort.


Setting out guidelines like this with pragmatic justifications is useful:



  	They are more likely to be accepted when used in a discussion where others have a mixture of approaches to morals or you do not know their approach. This is a pragmatic approach most of us can go along with most of the time. It’s a great starting point in trying to find common ground.


  	Many problems in discussions arise from mistakes with fairness. Having clear guidelines and justifications makes it easier to identify missed guidelines, misapplied guidelines, and outdated ideas then explain and justify a better approach.


  	Just explaining guidelines of fairness, with their justifications, will motivate people to behave consistently with them. Not only are the guidelines beneficial directly and indirectly because of what they encourage us to do, but showing those behaviours is a way to tell people we would be good as a friend, cooperation partner, or in a responsible role.





Here are the guidelines that describe fairness and their effects (excluding those related to use of power).


Personal attributes


PA1: It is desirable for people to be capable, rational, fair, and diligent.


These are not the only desirable attributes. We look for more from friends and lovers.


Capability is important to develop because it increases the positive contributions a person can make to their society.


Rationality is important because it supports capability and allows reason to be effective as a means of influence. This in turn helps develop collective capability.


Being fair is important for all the reasons that understanding fairness and the fair use of power are important.


Diligence is important because we do not expect people to be perfect all the time but would like them to keep trying to be good.


Decision methods


DM1: The hierarchy of acceptable group decision-making methods, starting with the most preferred (but not the most powerfully binding), is:


  	consensus achieved entirely through reason and fairness


  	first-come-first-served or randomness used when there is no other basis for a decision


  	following agreed rules


  	freely made decisions in a fair market


  	voting.





We make decisions involving more than one person in various ways.


The fairest way is to reach a consensus entirely through reason and fairness. A consensus is where everyone affected agrees without having to be pressured by use of power. (Most of the guidelines below focus on this method.)


When there is no other practical basis we often form a queue or otherwise apply the idea of first-come-first-served.


Another method uses randomness. When it is impossible to share and there is no fair basis for choosing who loses out, we prefer random choice, perhaps flipping a coin or drawing straws.


E.g. Who goes first in many games is decided by a randomizing mechanism such as a coin toss because someone must start and there is no basis for choosing one team or person over the other.


E.g. Sometimes oversubscribed tickets are distributed by a lottery. The view in these cases is that every applicant is equally entitled to a ticket so randomized selection is the best way.


If the people involved have agreed to use random choice then the result is considered binding. It is unfair to dispute the decision arrived at if you don’t like it.


Decisions can also be made by passing and enforcing laws. This has proved a highly successful method even though some laws and some decisions have been unfair.


Another favoured method is freely made decisions in a fair market. A fair market is one where no buyer or seller has significant control and unfair tactics such as price fixing, dishonest product descriptions, and lies about discounts are outlawed.


E.g. The problem of oversubscribed tickets can also be solved by auctioning them or by other pricing mechanisms. The view here is that those who want the tickets most will pay most, and perhaps also those who have contributed most to the society (net of consumption) and now have most money will be more able to buy the tickets.


When a consensus based on reason and fairness is unlikely or impossible then the favoured method is often to resort to voting. Voting is better than selfish rule by a tyrant or oligarchy but has problems even when outright voter fraud is prevented:



  	Some voters often do not try to be fair, use reason, or be well informed.


  	Some voters just vote for the candidate who shares their religion or ethnicity, regardless of personal qualities or policy ideas.


  	Some people trying to win votes often target gullible voters they can sway with tricks and lies.


  	If a few people are affected very badly by something while most people are affected positively but only slightly then voting can be tough on the minority.


  	A lot of damage can be done through the choice of what is put to the vote.





E.g. The saga of the UK’s efforts to leave the European Union exposed many of the problems with voting mechanisms.


In a parliamentary democracy, the electorate votes for people to form a government, effectively delegating important decisions to those chosen people. Those politicians are supposed to think carefully about decisions and balance competing interests among the electorate (e.g. between old and young, rich and poor). The parliament members also use voting to settle arguments that otherwise would not end and to confirm decisions.


In court cases, jury voting is preceded by controlled competitive advocacy in the courtroom. Each side tries to put its case and win the arguments rather than reach the truth together. The hope is always that all jury members will agree, making this a situation where perhaps consensus was achieved. However, verdicts are acceptable with one dissenter or two in some circumstances.


If there has been agreement to decide something with a vote then that decision is binding unless there has been cheating. It is unfair to ask for another vote on the same matter unless there have been considerable changes in circumstances and that usually requires time to pass. We also repeat votes on leadership positions after specified periods of time.


The least preferred group decision-making methods are also the most binding, once agreed. Voting ultimately determines our laws, which constrain decisions in fair markets. Yet, reason and fairness remain our best guides and the best preparation for voting, law making, and market decisions.


Attempts to get decisions made without any of the above methods, through abuse of power, should be resisted. People who abuse power are encouraged to keep doing it when their tactics work.


DM2: When making decisions, predict the practical consequences for all affected.


Members of a fair society can expect others to think about their interests when making decisions. This makes participation in the society and its approach to fairness more attractive. Predicting consequences is the preparation for considering them in a decision.


Exact quantitative prediction is not common in practice but can be helpful.


Relevant outcomes will be in the future, perhaps the far future. Our current awareness of the need to live sustainably reflects increased understanding of the consequences of our actions for future generations.


When predicting practical consequences it is often crucial to understand that resources are limited. Societies need to be efficient. It is not usually possible for everyone to have exactly what they want. Collectively, even advanced societies today are struggling with aging populations, providing for people who have greater needs, coping with people who are disruptive, and achieving sustainability. While some people in some societies are so wealthy that they can have what they want, their consumption leaves less for others.


E.g. University level courses in mathematics are designed to (1) identify people who have the motivation and ability to contribute to their society through mathematics and (2) increase their abilities. The courses are not provided just so that people who find mathematics interesting can have an enjoyable university experience even if they are not particularly good at mathematics. That would be inefficient.


To predict the practical consequences for all concerned we must often communicate with others to learn how easily they could do something, how they would be affected by possible outcomes, and what they would enjoy or not.


E.g. I am much taller than my wife, so tasks that involve reaching up high are easier and safer for me to do. This is obvious and needs no discussion. However, my wife loves raw tomatoes and would have shared raw tomatoes equally with me if I had not explained that I can’t stand them.


Consideration should be for everyone affected, not just the person or other creature we are currently looking at.


DM3: Try to choose actions that lead to good outcomes when considered across all those affected.


In short, be considerate towards others and yourself. This idea is applied to decisions by individuals and by groups, for themselves and for others. Fairness is applicable to almost all the decisions we make. Ideally, everyone in a society will do this, creating mutual consideration.


E.g. Individual decisions on how much effort we each make to stay fit and healthy should consider the costs and benefits to ourselves and also the impact on others. These include, for example, the impact of our poor health on others and the impact of time we spend exercising instead of doing things for other people (e.g. time with family).


E.g. Decisions on how much to pay people for the work they do in employment and on what basis are not simply a matter of negotiating for as much as we can get. That is because fair agreements tend to last longer and promote better cooperation.


E.g. What we do with our rubbish affects others. It is wrong to drop rubbish instead of putting it into a rubbish bin. This ranges from petty littering to fly tipping. Why is it wrong? Dropping rubbish creates extra work for someone in finding and picking it up, and problems before that happens (if it ever does). Litter is unsightly and encourages more littering. It may harm people and other animals, attract vermin, catch fire, or make a nasty smell. The tiny convenience of dropping rubbish is outweighed by bad indirect consequences to the litterer and others. On a short-sighted, purely selfish view, littering may seem a worthwhile convenience but dropping litter is a mistake when the effects on the environment and others are factored in along with the benefits of being part of a considerate society.


Sometimes people have problems that lead them to ask for special consideration from others. For example, some people have sensory hyper-sensitivity, autism, a mental illness, a physical illness, or a disability that leads them to ask others to refrain from doing some things (e.g. making noises) and do things they would not normally do (e.g. clean up far more often than usual). Similarly, some people have issues that make them less productive at work or restrict what they can do, which may or may not be mitigated fully by making potentially expensive and inconvenient accommodations (e.g. special equipment, software).


Sometimes their situation is visible and they do not need to ask for special consideration.


E.g. On a crowded train, an elderly or pregnant person standing can expect to be offered a seat by someone who can stand more easily and will be expected to express gratitude for this kindness.


In these situations, mutual consideration means we will usually accommodate the person with special requests but will expect them to also accept some limitations and make a similar degree of effort themselves to mitigate the problems. We expect to be thanked for the special consideration provided. That a person is struggling with a special problem does not excuse them from the requirement to act considerately to others. If they make demands of others, make no effort to mitigate the issue themselves, express no gratitude for consideration given, and instead berate people for not doing everything they demand then that is unfair.


E.g. At a classical music concert the expectation is that people will sit quietly while music is playing and applaud in breaks. Unwanted noise from audience members is a major problem that spoils the experience for everyone. This noise might be the result of a persistent cough, a baby that will not stop crying, or a person with some kind of problem that causes them to call out or make other noises at the wrong times. If the problem continues for more than a minute or so then most audience members will wonder, quite rightly, why the person making the noise risked coming to the concert at all and why they have not left the concert hall out of consideration for everyone else. Classical music can also be enjoyed in private so the noise maker is not losing much by missing the live concert.


E.g. UK employment law requires employers to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to help employees, contractors, and job applicants with disabilities. Although the adjustments need only be ‘reasonable’ it has become established that some quite onerous adjustments are ‘reasonable’. This means that people with disabilities sometimes have the power to ask for more than is truly fair.


When people have roles that require them to make decisions on behalf of others, we expect them to do so fairly. It is wrong if they just take into consideration the interests of a subset of stakeholders or are biased in their assessment or weighing of interests.


Many of the guidelines below elaborate on points that may seem to be just consequences of choosing courses of action based on outcomes. However, they are often not obvious or are just one way to achieve similar ends.


DM4: Only value legitimate interests.


For example, if a course of action would make it harder for a person to commit a crime then the benefit of less crime counts in the consideration of consequences. However, the disadvantage to the criminal does not count because the desire to commit crime is not a legitimate interest.


Excluding illegitimate interests from consideration is in addition to punishing bad behaviour. Some bad behaviour is incentivized by the gains made from it and we should not be discouraged from removing those incentives as well as punishing bad behaviour.


Cooperation and compliance


Cooperation is not the same as compliance. Cooperation usually involves a mutually beneficial arrangement. Compliance is just doing what we are told. We usually prefer cooperation to compliance.


C1: Look for ways to benefit from cooperation without creating possibilities that are very unattractive for some people.


Fair decisions should ideally be good for each individual and the society as a whole. As a result, each individual is motivated to participate or, at least, is not deterred and the group as a whole survives and thrives. It is an informal deal between people.


Our devotion to fairness may be strongly motivated by enlightened self-interest. This is the realization that, whether we are altruistic or selfish, our best course of action in the long run is the same: cooperation. Fairness tends to create a safe, productive society in which most people can be relaxed and secure most of the time. It is almost as if each individual puts the good of their society first, even though usually they do not.


Ethical rules that make innocent people fear for their lives tend to discourage participation in the society and so are not fair.


E.g. Suppose several people desperately need organ transplants and donors cannot be found among the recently deceased (e.g. from road accidents). A healthy, living person is found whose organs would be compatible and would save several lives but they would die from having all the organs removed. In simple utilitarianism the good of the many outweighs the good of the individual and, in this case, the outcome of death is equally important for all involved. But many people would not want to live in a society where they might at any time be identified by a computer as a life-saving donor, apprehended, and killed to harvest their organs without their consent for the sake of people they probably do not know. In this situation, having no choice is off-putting.


It is fair to allow people to donate an organ they can live without if they want to but not to compel people to donate their organs while they live. We hope the supply of donated organs will remain high enough to avoid tougher choices.


E.g. In contrast, we usually accept compulsory taxation, though it can persuade very rich people to go to another country where the tax rates are more competitive.


The organ donation example above resembles an ethical dilemma written specifically to challenge a person’s moral ideas and educate them. In these dilemmas the rules are usually written to limit the choice to two horrible alternatives in which one person’s gain is another’s loss. Real life is rarely as clear cut. In addition, our preference is usually to seek another way that lets us avoid the dilemma. We prefer outcomes where everyone wins to being forced to act uncooperatively.


C2: To get people to do the right thing, give them good reasons. If that fails then using rewards is acceptable. If that too fails then punishments may be used.


Direct material incentives (a use of power) are far from the only way to motivate people. Ideally, people do the right thing because they understand why it is the best course of action for all legitimate stakeholders.


E.g. The way we treat our children gradually changes as they grow up. When they are too young to reason with, we tend to encourage them with practical help and affection. When they can understand simple reasons, good parents explain why the child should do good things (i.e. not just because the parent says so). We typically treat our children generously and multiple children with equal generosity. Only if we are struggling to get through to them will we consider using direct material incentives (e.g. treats). Difficult children are treated differently from more cooperative, self-controlled children. This is partly to incentivize better behaviour and partly out of practicality. For example, if a child often behaves recklessly then it will usually be given fewer opportunities to do so.


Explaining why a course of action is good for all legitimate stakeholders goes beyond explaining rules, punishments, or teaching what other people are angered by. Many people who commit crimes or other anti-social behaviours know the rules and the punishments but still do not consider their own behaviour to be wrong. Instead they think the rules are petty, wrong, or do not apply to them or to their particular behaviour. They may be unaware of or forget the harm they cause to others. They may think that they have been treated badly by others and that some kind of compensation or revenge is due. They may say that others do the same or worse but do not get punished, so punishment for them is unfair. They may even argue creatively that their bad behaviour helps rather than harms others.


A good explanation of why something is fair makes it clear that fairness is not arbitrary, petty, or a conspiracy of oppression but instead is the route to a better society in which everyone gains. When people punish unfair behaviour and reward fair behaviour they are justified and no amount of pleading or excuse-making will change this.


The use of punishments has advanced over the centuries. Revenge is a crude approach to deterring exploitation and so encouraging cooperation. The old eye-for-an-eye form of personal retribution has some helpful effects but also some serious problems. The retribution may be poorly judged, perhaps too brutal, and even when it is not it may still be judged too harsh by the person being punished. They in turn seek to avenge the harsh revenge, potentially generating an escalating cycle of attacks.


In modern fairness, this kind of retribution is almost entirely avoided. We may withdraw cooperation for a while from someone who has wronged us but do not consider it fair to attack. Instead, we usually rely on an independent authority (e.g. a justice system, manager, or parent), often applying rules, to decide any punishment and carry it out. This reduces the risk of escalation and allows punishments to be given that the wronged person might not have been powerful enough to give.


E.g. Urban crime gangs often pursue eye-for-an-eye revenge and this is probably a major reason why murder is much more common for crime gang members than for law abiding citizens. The criminals cannot rely on the justice system to help them so fall back on the older, more costly revenge/honour system.


As a society we punish crimes and try to recover profits from crime to make crime less attractive. Prison sentences for crimes deter at least some future crimes. They also keep more serious criminals apart from law-abiding citizens. Where people have a predisposition towards criminal behaviour due to genes or experiences then they need more incentives to behave well, not less. The same applies to other forms of bad behaviour with a genetic component.


C3: Cooperate with arrangements designed for collective benefit (except in exceptional circumstances).


By this guideline we cooperate with collective arrangements even when unsure if they are collectively beneficial. Cooperation is the default. We just need to think they have been designed for that purpose by people who have been given that role. This helps because we are often unsure of the eventual effect and non-cooperation by default would be catastrophic.


E.g. Signs and other cues tell us to queue and we do so.


E.g. Most people follow most government and health service advice and rules designed to limit the spread of infectious diseases.


In exceptional circumstances, when compliance is extremely hard or there is compelling evidence that the arrangements are useless or worse, we might not cooperate fully with arrangements designed for collective benefit.


C4: Tell the truth and keep your word (except in some specific exceptional situations).


Fairness expects people to tell the truth in nearly all situations and keep their word. Keeping your word extends to being punctual. Agreements made are to be honoured, whether in writing or not, with very few exceptions:



  	where keeping your word becomes impossible


  	where other parties to the agreement have already broken it


  	where the agreement was obtained under duress or by trickery


  	where the agreement was greatly unfair.





When people are reliable like this, precautions can be reduced and life is easier. Cheats create problems and need to be warned, discouraged, and, ultimately, excluded from their society. It is helpful for individuals to develop a reputation for honesty, reliability, and fairness generally. It encourages others to cooperate with them.


We try to be clear about what is promised and what is not because doubt creates problems.


C5: Do not use, take, or damage property that belongs to others without their permission.


We respect the property of others. Human wellbeing is greatly helped by efforts to create and improve assets (e.g. our homes, vehicles, roads, farmland). Respecting property rights assures owners that their investments in an asset will not be lost to them because the asset is taken or used by someone else without permission.


Respecting property extends to not touching the property of others without their permission, explicit or implied, let alone using it. This also reduces the spread of infectious diseases.


C6: If you harm someone else or cause them a loss, deliberately or through negligence, that they did not deserve, then compensate them if you can.


Compensation may include:



  	repairing or replacing something damaged, or paying someone to do it


  	cleaning up a mess, or paying someone to do it


  	giving money or some other gift to compensate for the inconvenience and other harms.





This system provides incentives to avoid causing unnecessary harm to others and the reassuring prospect of some compensation that reduces the need for potentially costly precautions against careless actions by others.


Exactly how, when, and to what extent we compensate is more complex. There are difficulties when the person harmed contributed to their own harm and when the person entitled to compensation is far wealthier than the person providing it. It can also be hard to decide who is at fault rather than just playing some other role in the chain of cause and effect that led to the harm.


E.g. Imagine that a parent is late home from work due to chatting with a friend. Left alone at home, her two young sons go outside and start playing with a football next to a quiet road. One son kicks the ball wildly and it goes into the road. The other son rushes after it and does not notice a cyclist approaching. The cyclist swerves to avoid the boy but gets into the path of an approaching car. The driver is momentarily distracted by the sound of a message coming up on her phone and fails to stop in time. The cyclist is knocked over. The cyclist is just a little bruised but his bike is ruined. Who pays compensation, if any, in this situation?


Most people would probably say the children are too young to be considered responsible. The cyclist did not have time to make a better decision and just reacted instinctively to the boy. The mother could have supervised her children better that day and should have taught them not to play with a ball next to the road but this seems too indirect to require compensation. Attention would probably focus on the driver. If she was using her phone in an illegal way then most people would say she should compensate. If not, then most people would probably call it an accident with no compensation due.


The person giving compensation should be able to do so efficiently. It is better for them to perform repairs or cleaning themselves (or arrange for it to be done) than to have the person wronged make an unnecessarily expensive arrangement.


Compensation is often paid directly to the individuals affected but sometimes the harm is distributed over many people and so compensation is to a government that then distributes the benefits across the society, perhaps indirectly.


E.g. If a company produces a lot of pollution then many people will think the company should pay for doing that. It helps to compensate others and provides an incentive for the company to produce less pollution. This over-rides the fact that the company and its employees and owners might be hit hard by paying the compensation. The compensation might be to people living locally or might be to a government agency that then distributes benefits in some indirect way to everyone in the society.


Paying for pollution is one of the most important examples of this idea in action. There have been several major types of atmospheric pollution whose scale and impact were not understood at first. These have been linked to acid rain, ozone layer damage, climate change, and premature deaths caused by fine particulates. In the UK, fossil fuels for vehicles are taxed heavily but this system would perhaps be understandable and acceptable to more people if the government dedicated this revenue to funding efforts to reduce greenhouse gasses and their effects.


The compensation system requires mutual adherence. We will not happily compensate someone who would not compensate us if the roles were reversed.


E.g. Mutual adherence is an issue for environmental problems. At present there is pressure on relatively rich countries to give money to relatively poor countries to compensate them for climate change caused mainly by use of fossil fuels. However, higher consumption levels do not necessarily mean higher pollution levels and climate change is not the only major environmental issue. Some relatively poor countries produce a great deal of pollution, including plastic waste released into rivers or directly into the sea, and might be reluctant to pay compensation to other countries for this.


The cost of compensation is sometimes more than the liable person can afford. In some activities (e.g. driving vehicles) we require an insurance policy to remove this risk.


C7: When choosing people to cooperate with, it is fair to favour close family members, people we have previously cooperated with, people who follow similar conventions or have similar values relevant to the cooperation, and people who are better able to cooperate.


Choosing cooperation partners is like allocating roles (discussed later) but broader.


The fair extent of favouring close family members is considerable but limited. Favouring people with whom we have previously cooperated is much like preferring friends, and also limited.


Previous cooperation must be relevant, though this might just have established that the person has a generally cooperative and trustworthy character. Following similar conventions and having similar values also need to be relevant to the cooperation.


E.g. If you were picking people for a football team then you might prefer people with experience of working with the formations and style of play you favour for the team. These are relevant conventions. Whether the player is used to driving vehicles on the right or the left is not relevant to their football skills and should not affect team selection.


Sharing conventions and values is valuable. In our own country we know the rules, norms, systems, and language so we are more comfortable and efficient. We have family and friends in the same position. These are two reasons to stay put and help your country thrive.


None of this means wishing harm to other countries, because cooperation is better than conflict. We just do not go to such lengths to help others with whom we do not have such strong cooperative bonds.


Although sharing conventions and values is helpful, being generally the same as cooperation partners is not itself a good thing. Often it is better to have people with different knowledge and different approaches working together.



  	Mental variety increases the total knowledge and capabilities available to the group, including understanding of different stakeholder perspectives.


  	If people try different approaches and share their discoveries then the group’s rate of learning is usually higher than if everyone tries the same method.


  	Specialization is helpful and can make it easier to decide who will do what.





Use of rules


UR1: If it is efficient then encode mutual commitments as rules.


The formal and informal mutual commitments we have with others (often more like customs, expectations, or informal arrangements than contractual agreements) can be formalized as rules. This often  makes decision-making more efficient, makes us more predictable and so easier to cooperate with, and can be useful in guiding decisions under uncertainty.


E.g. If drivers always stop for a red light even when they see no other traffic then this helps prevent accidents where people incorrectly think there is no other traffic.


At the highest level this use of rules gives us the ‘rule of law’. This is vital for modern societies to live peacefully and efficiently. The UK’s legal system, for example, involves thousands of pages of rules that are largely an attempt to apply principles of fairness to life in detail. We employ official enforcers of that law to keep the system working and respected.


Although UK law typically applies our sense of fairness to specific issues, it is not the same as fairness or even a detailed version of it. Typically, fairness is a higher standard than the law and there are many bad acts that are still legal. For example, you can persistently shame your children, lie to get relationships and sex, have casual sex outside your marriage, and deliberately post incorrect information online. You can play online poker all day or speculate short term on bitcoin instead of doing useful work that helps others. You can also eat unhealthily, smoke tobacco (with some restrictions), and get no exercise. All these are unfair but legal.


UR2: Do not apply rules to behaviour that happened before the rule was put in place.


Rules are not usually made to apply retrospectively. Unfair behaviour before a rule is made that applies to it is still unfair – just not unfair or punishable under the rule.


UR3: Ignorance of the law is no excuse.


Laws are an important type of rule that typically apply to people within a country and often encode aspects of fairness.


The justification for saying that ignorance of the law is no excuse is that:



  	The law is a crystallization of fairness so a person should know they are doing wrong even if they do not know they are breaking the law. (However, this principle still applies even if the law involved is far from obvious.)


  	To allow ignorance as an excuse would invite ignorance defences in a huge number of court cases; defendants would claim they were ignorant of the law and it would be hard to prove otherwise.


  	Not accepting ignorance of the law as a defence creates a desirable incentive to learn the law.





UR4: Act fairly within the law.


Using a loophole does not make a fair action unfair; you might be getting around a bad law. Using a loophole also does not make an unfair action fair.


E.g. Tax planners examine tax laws carefully and sometimes come up with imaginative ways to avoid paying tax. This is legal but if it leads to someone not paying tax that lawmakers intended them to pay and would have been fair then the avoidance is unfair. Tax experts sometimes try to justify unfair avoidance by saying they have broken no laws, the laws should have been better written, and their job is to help their clients in a constant battle with tax collectors. That still does not make it fair to help people avoid fair taxes they should have been happy to pay as members of their society.


UR5: Do not act like an official law enforcer unless you are one.


Although anyone can remind others of the law, help law enforcers with information, and even help arrest criminals (with stringent conditions), many tasks are reserved for the official justice system. These include making final judgements about who is guilty of offences and carrying out serious punishments such as fines, seizing property, and imprisonment. Violently taking the law into our own hands when we think the justice system is not going to act is unacceptable.


(The traditional rules in action movies are different to real life. In action movies it is fine for the hero to brutally kill many henchgoons, especially if they threaten his daughter.)


Sharing


S1: Share by default.


Fair distribution of consequences (good and bad) applies in a variety of situations. In particular, when we work together for mutual benefit there is usually a fair level of effort or other contribution from each person and a fair level of rewards to each person.


Another important sharing situation is where we share with someone who is unable to provide for themselves, such as a child or sick person.


A more complex but important sharing situation is where there is a resource that renews itself but would be depleted if it was used too quickly (e.g. shared grazing land, fish stocks, water in aquifers). Those with access to the resource must take only their fair share so that the resource does not become depleted.


In ongoing relationships the fairness of the distribution is managed over time so that imbalances are temporary. Within families this may play out over decades with devoted parents ultimately cared for in their old age by their children.


S2: Divide work and rewards equally if and only if there are no fair bases for unequal division.


Fair does not usually mean equal because several factors can shift the distribution. However, if those factors do not apply then we expect equality.


E.g. When someone does something for us we usually expect to reciprocate by doing something for them that is of similar value and difficulty. However, there are several factors that can change this.


E.g. Lovers living together who are, overall, about equally capable and healthy will usually expect to put in equal work and enjoy equal pleasures. A serious imbalance will threaten the continuation of the relationship. However, this does not mean them contributing equally on every task. It is fair for one partner to do all of one type of work if the other compensates somewhere else.


S3: At all levels of achievement, share work and rewards to encourage helpful, productive, diligent, honest, and otherwise fair behaviour and to discourage and not reward bad behaviour.


Other things being equal, honest, hard-working, cooperative people should get more rewards than dishonest, lazy, uncooperative people. At all levels of achievement, the more you put in the more you are entitled to take out.


Incentives may encourage helpful, productive, fair behaviour. Withholding incentives or applying punishments can discourage bad behaviour. Both may be desirable.


Incentives are not limited to money.


S4: Division of work and rewards should not be affected by irrelevant characteristics or behaviours.


Although we are comfortable with justified differences in shares we do not like differences based on characteristics we think irrelevant.


E.g. While sickness and effort are relevant to decisions about how to distribute consequences between people, a person’s race and gender are, typically, irrelevant in themselves and should not usually affect shares.


When people champion equality, they usually mean shares should not be affected by irrelevant characteristics. They do not mean that, for example, people should get equal rewards even when some make a great effort and others make none. Undermining incentives to that extent would result in too many people choosing to sit back and let others do the work.


It is better to assess individuals using directly relevant evidence than to use group averages. This is especially so if we focus on their behaviour because this creates an incentive for good behaviour.


E.g. For deciding motor insurance premiums it is fairer to assess how safely each individual drives (through periods without claims and by monitoring driving behaviour) than to use group averages for different sexes, ages, or postcodes.


However, when individual assessment is not practical, we will accept statistically guided decisions as fair enough, at least until individual assessment becomes practical.


E.g. Imagine you are walking along a quiet street after dark and a group of ten young people is approaching. It is fair to be more worried if the group is all male than all female, other things being equal. This is because you have no opportunity to assess the people individually and, objectively, there is more danger if they are male and that is all you know. Also, the action you might take (e.g. crossing the road to avoid them) is not harmful to them. It would be unreasonable for them to take offence at this, though they might.


S5: Reward people for trying to improve their capability.


This encourages people to work hard at their studies, try to improve their skills at work, try to stay fit and healthy, and continue to develop useful skills throughout their lives.


The direct rewards for self-improvement are often not financial. At one extreme they may be no more than moral support but at the other trainees are paid as if they are already doing a useful job.


S6: Instances of good and bad behaviours do not fairly have everlasting effects on fair shares.


Bad behaviour is forgiven and more quickly if evidence suggests future behaviour will be better. Similarly, instances of good behaviour do not have an everlasting effect on fair shares. Good behaviour must continue.


Controlled, pragmatic forgiveness is crucial. If people do not forgive then cooperation will rapidly decline. There will be no incentive to mend reputations and relationships.


S7: Expect less work from, and give more support to, babies and children, the elderly, the sick and injured, the disabled, those temporarily out of work, and those made homeless or destitute by a disaster.


This lifelong mutual care is attractive to most people. We are helped when least capable in return for giving help when more capable. Anyone can find themselves in need through no fault of their own, though taking care greatly reduces the risk.


Often, helping the needy avoid the worst consequences of their situation and get through crises reduces the burden on others.


E.g. It is better for a sick person to be cared for, recover, and return to productivity than to die.


E.g. In a less extreme example, it is also better to help people fill in official forms if trying to do it on their own would lead to errors and confusion.


This special consideration is given to people with an obvious and usually temporary reason for being less productive than usual. It does not extend to people who are less capable for reasons that cannot be confirmed as this would undermine incentives; lazy people could claim their low contribution was due to a fictitious disadvantage. Ideally, the fair share of rewards for people with low capability but none of the observable reasons for it will be enough for an adequate life but still capable of significant improvement.


Disabilities can be obvious at a glance (e.g. a missing limb, blindness) or obvious when the person is observed over time (e.g. autism, deafness, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder).


S8: The support given to people who are disabled, temporarily out of work, destitute, or homeless should not create an incentive to become disabled, out of work, destitute, or homeless.


There are limits to the help provided. We do not help disabled people into jobs they will do poorly (even with reasonable accommodations) because their poor performance would harm them and others. We also do not give struggling people luxuries that ordinary people do not get because this would create perverse incentives and be wasteful. A motive to take care to avoid getting into difficulty is beneficial.


E.g. A person who is in prison for a crime should not get education and help finding employment later that would not be available to someone with the same background who had refrained from crime.


E.g. A person who has lost a leg at work and is not wealthy should get help with adjustments to their home but is not entitled to a luxury home with a swimming pool, extra bedrooms for guests, and a private cinema. The resources for these luxuries are better used to support others with extra needs.


The extent of special help depends on the resources of the society. A society in which even the most productive people are struggling to subsist is not expected to give as much as a society with huge wealth and advanced technologies that can provide comfortable, sustainable lives for all.


Also, we recognize that a person’s contribution to their own misfortune is important.


E.g. A person who breaks a leg while skiing on holiday (trying to show off with a stunt) should get a bit less special support than a firefighter whose leg is broken while rescuing a family from a burning building.


S9: It is fair for people to favour their own family, especially their immediate family, up to a point.


This is typical of many species and probably has an evolutionary basis: genes that look after themselves survive better. However, there are limits to this because favouring one’s family undermines wider cooperation.


E.g. It is not acceptable to murder someone to advance your son or daughter’s career.


E.g. A less obvious example illustrates the dividing line. It is acceptable to run a ‘family business’ where owners and most of the top managers are family members, not necessarily the best people willing and available to do the jobs. However, it is not acceptable to join a company that is owned by someone else and appoint your relatives regardless of ability. It reduces the effectiveness of the company and rewards for its stakeholders. The acceptability of a family business is less when that business is very large and so affects the economic interests of many people.


S10: It is fair to make gifts and leave an inheritance to people in your family and others you consider worthy.


Gifts and inheritances are considered broadly fair, though we rightly resent people gifted huge wealth by their parents who now live a useless life spending it wastefully. Gifts and inheritances are an extension of the idea of taking care of your own family and tend to put assets into the hands of people likely to use them wisely.


A person who is unusually productive and frugal is likely to reach the end of their lives with more wealth than most others. They have provided value to others in exchange for money and, instead of spending it to consume resources wastefully, they have lived frugally and accumulated wealth. Consequently, wealth and the power to make things happen that it provides are concentrated, to some extent, in the hands of people who are productive and frugal. They are more likely to take care of their assets (e.g. houses, land, and businesses) than people who are less productive.


Their children, typically genetic descendants and raised by the productive and frugal parents, are more likely to be productive and frugal themselves. Passing assets and power to them is usually better than passing them to someone chosen at random or spreading them across the whole population. This is undermined when wealthy parents do not raise their children to have the desirable qualities but instead indulge them. We call this ‘spoiling’ the children.


Some have argued that we should be as willing to help, and make gifts to, unrelated people in other countries as we are to help our own families. Indeed, the extreme poverty of some in South East Asia and Africa should trump the relatively mild problems of the children of relatively wealthy parents in the UK, it is said. However, this does not agree with the views and behaviour of most people. We are more likely to make our larger gifts only to family and a very few others, bearing in mind factors such as the following:



  	We care more about our close family, which may be an evolved instinct.


  	What might appear to be surplus wealth now could prove a vital reserve if we or our loved ones suffer a major setback.


  	Our wealth is usually in the form of ownership of real, hard-to-move assets (e.g. land, buildings, companies) rather than money that we can send away. Ownership of assets is a responsibility as well as a source of income and security because the assets should be properly looked after for all their stakeholders.


  	Help given to those far away within alien cultures is more likely to be ineffective because it does not address all the real problems faced and we do not know enough to evaluate whether an aid project will be effective.


  	Help given in poor countries is more likely to be stolen.


  	Help given might create dependency on aid (e.g. encouraging people to (1) live in areas occasionally blighted by drought or floods because they know they will be helped through difficult times, or (2) have more children than their land and technology will support).


  	Aid from afar can reduce the pressure on those who have a more direct responsibility to help (e.g. families, employers, and governments) and encourage them to expend resources on less important objectives (e.g. having a nuclear arms programme because food aid is paid for by other countries).


  	Generosity to people in other countries can make them a little wealthier and more ambitious, and encourage them to migrate to the source of the generosity rather than staying at home and making their own country a better place to live, for the benefit of themselves and everyone else.





An extreme philosophy of philanthropy claims that we should give away our wealth to the poorest until we are as poor as they are. Implemented thoroughly this would remove important incentives to learn and work, which would be devastating for societies. We do not follow this approach.


S11: Recognize that losses tend to have more impact than gains of the same size and that losses have more impact on those who have little.


A serious loss for one person may be more important than the aggregate of small gains for many others.


The non-linear relationship between money and the value it provides is known as the diminishing marginal utility of money. It suggests that most actions that take money from a rich person and share it out between many poor people will improve overall wellbeing. One of the problems with this idea is that complete reallocation destroys incentives and undermines the mechanism where valuable assets are owned and cared for by more competent and diligent people. Another problem is that transfers of money are not necessarily matched by transfers of real resources.


E.g. Suppose we take some money from an extremely wealthy person and give it to someone who is poor but not the poorest person. The receiver of the money can now buy more goods and services and so will consume more real resources. Who will get less real resources as a result? It will not be the extremely wealthy person because they can still afford anything they want. It will instead be the poorest people in the society. The result of the money transfer will be a slight rise in demand that will cause a slight increase in prices. This will affect the poorest people most. This is not surprising; economic challenges nearly always affect the poorest people most.


S12: When sharing rewards, if resources given are not directly proportional to the outcomes they produce then distribute resources according to outcomes if this is practical, otherwise adjust towards distribution by resources.


Sometimes it is clear that resources given as rewards are not directly proportional to the outcomes enjoyed from those resources, leading to unfairness, so adjustment is desirable.


E.g. In a society short of food, everyone having the same food ration would mean some obese people losing weight beneficially, some slim but small-framed people having plenty of food, and some slim and large-framed people slowly starving. Fair shares would give everyone a calorie intake adequate for their needs or cause similar starvation.


This idea of giving outcomes rather than resources is moderated by resource constraints. Sometimes, a challenging few people need huge resources to enjoy the same outcomes as others. In this case, limited resources may restrict what can be done and what is considered fair is adjusted back towards equal sharing of resources.


This idea is rarely applied, probably because it does not apply to money, which is a typical way to share rewards. Money can be exchanged for such a variety of goods and services that we assume a simple and consistent relationship between money and the total benefit of spending it.


S13: Do not give special opportunities to high contributors to get away with behaviour that unnecessarily harms others.


Nobody should be ‘above the law’. Incentives are so important that we do not give high contributors exemption from punishments. Even though it sometimes seems irrational in the short term (e.g. imprisoning a leading cancer researcher for a sex crime) we stick to our approach.


S14: Do not waste resources.


Wasting resources, including human labour, is not only inefficient but also unfair on others. If we use resources then, usually, they are not available for others so wasting resources on things that give us little if any real benefit is unfair to others.


This applies to resources generally, including our own labour and the labour of others, whether we have paid for it or not.


This idea is not applied stringently by many people in developed countries and wasteful lifestyles are common. However, examples of extremely wasteful consumption (e.g. lavish parties by movie stars, huge houses and yachts, 10 children, extreme obesity) still elicit disapproval, many people have a more frugal lifestyle out of concern for sustainability, and most people are unhappy when someone else creates needless work for them.


S15: Build up reserves.


Having reserves (typically money saved) provides a protective buffer against misfortune. If a person has not obtained food for two days then having some stored in a cupboard means they will not go hungry. If a person’s income drops for a while then they may not need extra help from others because of their saved money.


People who waste resources are less likely to have reserves. If a person wastes resources, consequently has no reserves, and then suffers a fall in income, they should still get help from others but this typically is less sympathetic and may be less generous. They need to learn to live less wastefully and give a higher priority to building reserves.


Deals


D1: A fair deal is consistent with what would be achieved in a fair market.


Our sense of a fair deal reflects an understanding of basic economics. A fair market is a busy market where no buyer or seller has significant influence over prices (because there are lots of buyers and sellers and nobody is too big), there is no collusion, the rule of law helps ensure that people honour agreements, and various tricks that involve misdescribing products or prices are banned.


In fair markets, many forms of exploitation are held in check and there is a powerful mechanism that attracts people to supply what others want.


This applies to labour as well as to goods and services. People sell their labour to employers and a fair market requires that there are many employers to choose from and many employees, with no collusion.


Fair markets eliminate the worst inequities of pricing but not all deals are made within a fair market. With no fair market we consider deals fair if they are consistent with what we estimate a fair market would have reached. Estimates can be made in various ways.


If there is a market for a good but it is not always busy enough to be fair then recent prices reached when it was fair are used as a guide. However, there is a limit to this and if it is recognized that a good has become obsolete then the fair price is lower.


E.g. Imagine you want someone to clean your house each week but it is hard to find someone. Eventually, a house cleaner becomes available and, recognizing your lack of choice, offers to work at twice the usual rate. Most people would see this as unfair and the cleaner risks losing the job as soon as someone else appears who is willing to do the work for less. Conversely, if you find a cleaner who is desperate for money and offer them half the usual rate then most people would see that as unfair and you risk losing your cleaner as soon as they find a better source of cash. The prices agreed should not reflect temporary situations but, instead, should reflect the typical supply of cleaners over a longer period. This promotes ongoing relationships, which are usually more efficient.


If someone takes full advantage of a temporary rise or fall in demand or supply then we see that as unfair. It is price ‘gouging’ or ‘profiteering’.


If a product is unique then there often is no fair market for it. However, by looking at fair market prices for similar products and interpolating or extrapolating we get a sense of the fair price for the unique product.


E.g. Many antiques are unique (or at least there is only one item like it in the market at one time) but similar to others. For example, there are many silver cream jugs of different designs, sizes, ages, and in different conditions. The typical prices vary but if two friends were to agree a sale then they would settle on a fair price reflecting typical prices on fair markets for similar jugs.


Another approach is to base sales prices on the costs of producing the product (including costs not explicitly paid and costs of financing).


D2: Do not make fair markets unfair.


To make markets fair where possible we prefer to prevent the formation of monopolies, oligopolies, cartels, large buying clubs, and large unions. However, there is a limit to this and, where a buyer or seller has significant control, we accept that the other side can band together to match it (e.g. with buying clubs and unions).


Making large purchases or sales with the intention of affecting prices and then exploiting them is unfair. Creating fake news to influence prices is also unfair.


Most people who don’t work in finance would regard automated high frequency trading and short-trading as unfair if they understood them. Speculation on markets helps keep prices fair but can also distort prices and allows people who add no real value to become rich (or poor) depending on their luck. Most people would prefer investment to be based on thorough, intelligent assessments of projects, companies, and countries rather than on exploiting the psychology and algorithms of other investors, or just guessing.


D3: Accept prices from pre-agreed auction mechanisms.


When selling to people we have an ongoing cooperative relationship with, we usually avoid auctions and prefer to agree a fair price by conversation. However, when selling to others we are happy to accept a price arrived at by a pre-agreed auction mechanism even if it is very different from the typical price of the good, provided the mechanism has not been subverted. This is seen as a matter of luck and so these market mechanisms are used without fuss.


To reduce the risk of selling at an unusually low price we also will often set a reserve price when selling, which means that the item is not sold unless it is for at least the reserve. Consequently, sale at a very low price reflects our reserve decision and that makes the price fair.


Roles


R1: The pairing of people with roles (e.g. jobs, home roles, places on educational programmes) should, ideally, be the most economically efficient for the society as a whole within the constraints of what individuals are willing to do.


Usually this means people with roles to fill and people looking for roles are involved in discovering the pairings. Roles can be made more attractive (e.g. by paying more) and this influences what individuals are willing to do.


Fair discrimination between people is necessary to achieve this and so desirable. This is different from unfair discrimination, which is undesirable.


R2: The pairing of people with roles at every stage in life should be unaffected by irrelevant considerations.


It is inefficient to exclude people from consideration for roles for irrelevant reasons. Examples of irrelevant considerations include the skin colour of a computer programmer, the political party supported by a nurse, or the physical attractiveness of a maintenance engineer.


Individual assessment is fairer and better than assessment using statistical generalizations across demographic groups. This avoids excluding from roles good people who are not typical of the demographic groups to which they belong.


E.g. Imagine you are to interview two people for an office job. You see them waiting outside before you consider their details or conduct interviews. Having seen only that one is a young male and the other a young female you could make a choice at this point based on statistical knowledge that tells you the female is more likely to be academically well qualified, diligent, and well behaved. However, this would be unfair because you have an opportunity to assess the candidates individually based on their personal academic results, work history, and how they behave in interview. Also, the consequences of your choice are important to the candidates.


R3: When judging people for roles it is their future performance that is important not their current ability or past performance (though these are usually informative).


Someone who currently performs as well as someone else despite less training and experience probably has greater potential to improve and should usually be judged more suitable.


E.g. Imagine that a job candidate has poor skills due to poor parenting and schooling but aptitude tests suggest good future potential. The employer should anticipate poor performance initially, which could be a big problem, but improved performance later if an investment in training is made. Those poor skills count against the candidate but the assessment of longer-term future performance might be more important.


R4: Only compensate for unequal opportunities earlier in life by judging future performance.


Going further and giving some people special help to get roles to which they are not suited harms them and others. For example, it may lead to a person having to drop out of an educational course because they cannot keep up. Instead, we should try to equalize opportunities earlier in life and wait for that to feed through.


R5: Where roles are allocated through competition, it should be fair competition.


  	People should follow the rules to discover who is the best performer or most suitable for a role.


  	The rules should not give any competitor an advantage for irrelevant reasons.


  	Objective assessment is usually preferred to judgement.





Objective assessment is usually preferred to judgement because it is more reliable and less at risk from cheating but it may be hard to objectively assess all the capabilities that are relevant.


Handicap systems in sport are not an exception to this because they are only used to make results less predictable for betting purposes and to share out the experience of winning. This approach is not used to allocate roles because we know the win does not have the significance of a win in a properly fair competition.


A fair market relies on a blend of objective assessment and judgements.


R6: The rewards linked to roles should be those that make best economic sense for the society as a whole. We should not pay more than is needed and should expect to pay more for roles that are, for example:


  	valuable



  	hard to do well



  	unattractive (uncomfortable/painful, unglamorous, unsociable, insecure, dangerous, tiring, or dirty).





With fair pairing of people and roles, inherited talent will also affect income, not just effort, honesty, and reliability. This is because, in the interests of everyone, we want the best performers in the most economically important roles and those roles return value that allows employers to compete for the most capable people. However, this does not imply that people who are unproductive – perhaps even disruptive – must be left destitute.


It also does not imply that people in better paid jobs are always more productive; role discovery takes time and mistakes are made. If they repeatedly perform poorly or fail to explain their decisions adequately then they should expect to lose their positions. People in more highly paid roles are not entitled to see themselves as generally superior just on that basis.


In an efficient society, the processes that pair people with roles are not a competition that identifies winners and losers. Most people of working age can and do find roles where they can be useful, even if those are not what they initially hoped to do and they are not in those roles all the time.


R7: Management and leadership roles give only relevant authority.


The roles where superior performance often benefits the economic position of many people are usually those that involve higher-level, longer-term planning, monitoring, problem solving, design, rulemaking, and selection of people and activities. These roles tend to be higher paid and we think of them as being at the ‘top’. If someone in one of these top roles gives an instruction and we do not understand the reasons for it then we will usually obey anyway. In that sense they have authority that others do not.


However, they are not in a position of dominance that is the same as being the alpha male in a pack of wolves or troop of baboons. In advanced, modern societies a vital difference has emerged. Leaders are expected to provide a service to others.


Modern bosses have a job to do the same as everyone else. If they perform badly, they may lose that role. If they do not explain their thinking adequately, our willingness to follow their instructions anyway may run out. We do not approve if the boss wastes time on activities that are not part of their role, does things for their personal benefit alone, or gives instructions that are irrelevant to their role (e.g. telling people what to do when they are not at work). We may obey instructions the boss gives at work but outside work we do not necessarily treat them specially. This is true at every level of management.


This is even true when the boss owns the business. They still need to attract and retain good people, so they need to provide a good management service to all employees.


One way to think about what is fair is to imagine an organization formed by friends who steadfastly treat each other as social equals. With this constraint, how would they behave in their own collective best interests?


They would still tend to specialize, with some being more adept at management tasks than others. They might well be willing to pay new employees more to do things that are harder or more valuable to them collectively. They might follow plans suggested by their more expert planners even when they do not fully understand the reasoning behind them. They might even be willing to make tea for the top management thinkers when they are very busy with problems that matter to everyone. What they would not do is bow deferentially before their managers at work or take instructions from them outside work.


Health, sex, and reproduction


HSR1: Take care of your health and the health of your children.


Getting diseased due to carelessness feels unpleasant and can be boring. It also means you will be less productive and fail to do your fair share while needing more care. People should try to eat and drink healthily, avoid addictive substances, take suitable exercise and generally be physically active, avoid obesity, maintain oral hygiene, avoid postural faults, avoid self-harm, avoid and remove parasites such as ticks, worms, and lice, and get treatment from a medical professional for diseases that cannot be treated safely at home.


HSR2: Reduce the risk of spreading infectious diseases.


To do this we keep a distance, do not sneeze or cough over others, do not touch things that are the private property of others, keep things clean and tidy, and take care over food hygiene.


The importance of this guideline has probably increased over the past two hundred years as more people have become aware of the risk from (1) infection by invisible micro-organisms and (2) chemical poisoning.


HSR3: Have no more than one lover at a time and limit your lifetime total number of sexual partners.


The guidelines relating to sex and reproduction have a long history but the strengths of their practical justifications have changed over time. This guideline is less important for many people today than at some points in the past.


One reason for avoiding promiscuity is to reduce the risk of becoming a parent without being in a committed relationship with someone that gives good prospects of caring for the child to adulthood. As contraception and education about contraception have improved, especially during the 20th century in the UK, the risk of accidentally making a baby through sex has greatly reduced. However, in 2019 over 200,000 abortions were carried out in England and Wales (Department of Health & Social Care, 2020), showing that contraception has its limits.


Promiscuity increases the risk of a woman being in a relationship with one man while carrying a baby by another. Typically, males in a variety of species are less keen to support offspring that are not genetically theirs and may even kill such offspring (e.g. the case of lions).


Promiscuity increases the risk of getting and passing on a sexually transmitted disease. The risks from this have also reduced over time with more powerful medical treatments. However, some of these diseases are very serious even today. HIV, the virus that causes AIDS, was first discovered in humans in 1981 and radically changed the risk level of sex. The most common sexually transmitted infection in the UK is chlamydia and, while easily treated with antibiotics, it usually has no symptoms and long-term infection can have serious consequences including infertility. In the UK in 2019 over 450,000 new diagnoses of sexually transmitted infections were made (Public Health England, 2021).


Yet another practical reason for this guideline is that promiscuity makes a person less attractive as a long-term mate and parent. It looks like they cannot remain committed to one person. Child rearing is a long, tough task and much easier if two committed parents are present all the time. Again, this is less important in developed countries today because welfare provisions allow lone parents to look after children with little or no need to do paying work.


HSR4: Do not have sex with people who are too young.


Ideally, lovers should be old and mature enough to decide competently if they want to have sex or not. Beyond that, if there is a risk of pregnancy then both partners should be capable of becoming competent parents.


The legal age of consent is probably a compromise between the ideal for parenting (which suggests an age of consent in the early 20s) and the practical impossibility of stopping people having sex earlier.


HSR5: Do not have sex with people who are genetically closely related to you.


This relates to the risk of genetic problems from inbreeding. This risk is increased when there is a pattern of breeding between closely related people over many generations.


HSR6: Make babies only when you have good prospects of being able to look after them to adulthood.


To do otherwise is unfair on the children and on others. People instinctively know that much of life is a struggle to reproduce and they can be angered by the sight of a single mother with many children who relies on government support. It feels like the mother is taking advantage of their society’s generosity to do something unfair.


However, many relationships between parents fail for reasons that were hard to predict or avoid so lone parenthood is accepted in modern, developed societies, though not recommended. These are guidelines for fairness, not rules.


The limits of fairness


Fairness does not resolve all disagreements because we do not entirely agree on how fairness should work in every detail. Here are some grey areas:


Exact points of compromise: Fairness often involves compromises and deciding on the exact point of compromise can be difficult.


E.g. How should you weigh the interests of your family against someone else’s family? It is acceptable to prefer your own family to some extent but how much preference is too much in a particular context?


E.g. How should we weigh immediate consequences against those further in the future? To some extent it is reasonable to assume that technological advances will allow future generations to easily do things that now are very hard. But how far does that justify leaving future generations with hard problems to solve because solving them now is inconvenient?


E.g. How much should rewards vary with contribution? Some arrangements, such as winner-takes-all competitions, amplify the relationship. Mass communication systems have made some people celebrities; they are winners in a competition for a limited pool of opportunities and wealthier by far than others who have worked just as hard and not made it to the top. More generally, situations where the economic position of many people is affected by the actions of a few can make those few very important and wealthy. This seems to be the usual basis of great wealth for individuals. Differences in income reflect the scale of a society and of organizations.


Non-human interests: How much weight should be put on the interests of non-human creatures? Is there a difference between an ant and an elephant in this respect? What about a mouse? What about a colony of ants?


Luck or choice?: How should we deal with cases where a person’s needs and contributions are affected by something we could see as either their fault (e.g. not trying hard enough) or as their misfortune (e.g. genetic bad luck that leaves them lacking in energy)? A sensible test of whether a punishment or reward is appropriate is whether it can act as a helpful incentive to the person or others in the same circumstances in future. What incentives would be appropriate for a person who is obese and probably has some genetic predisposition towards obesity through feeling hunger strongly? What about incentives for a murderous psychopath who has genes associated with this personality and has had a traumatic childhood?


Performance evaluation benchmarks: When deciding on performance-related elements of rewards to workers, is it fairer to (1) evaluate their results for a period against what was expected for the period, (2) against what was agreed as a target for the period, or (3) against what would be expected given the conditions faced during the period, or should we (4) consider value achieved relative to other workers with similar tasks, or simply (5) consider the value achieved in absolute terms? It is sometimes thought that evaluation against previously agreed targets is fairer but many people feel unhappy when this is done.


Historical wrongs: How should we deal with historical wrongs? If A steals something from B then A should give it back. But what if A’s descendants continue to hold the thing? Should they forever after be expected to give the thing back to B’s descendants? I personally would say somewhere around the second generation that obligation should go away but it’s far from clear what should happen. If A harms B (but does not steal from them) then I would say that the expectation of compensation dies with A and does not continue to their descendants at all.


Imagined impacts from religion: How should we weigh imagined impacts that arise from religion? A religious person might say they have been greatly hurt by something that involves no physical damage to body or property. They might say they will suffer in some kind of afterlife or that their suffering is spiritual. In the extreme this could mean someone saying ‘I have to kill you in the name of God, and if I don’t then I will go to Hell and be tormented forever. You are a non-believer and will go to Hell whatever I do. So, overall, the least suffering will result if I kill you now.’


Unusually intense emotions: How should we weigh the impacts of emotions that are unusually intense for the circumstances? When someone gets more emotional than most others would, does that give their interests extra weight?


Tax levels: It is hard to decide exactly how much tax to charge citizens but also to decide what to tax. In the UK today we tolerate taxes on earning and on spending designed to take more from high earners and buyers of luxuries respectively. We also tolerate a tax on wealth taken when a person dies. Could these be fairer? How far could we go with targeting wasteful consumption and pollution? Why tax income at all since we do not want to discourage people from being productive and getting rewarded for it? What about taxing people according to the real resources they have available to them (and from which they could generate value) to encourage productive use of those resources or selling them on to someone else?


Limits of inheritance: Is leaving an inheritance to your child still acceptable if the inheritance is huge? Surely it is unlikely that a child will be so worthy that starting life with thousands of times more wealth than most people in the same country is reasonable.


Market speculation: Most of the mechanisms in fair markets are considered fair but what about speculation? Speculation seems to be an important part of the boom-and-bust cycle that sometimes afflicts fair markets. If someone buys and sells just to make a profit by buying low and selling high, are they making a valuable contribution or siphoning off wealth without giving anything in return? This depends on details and is not generally well understood.


The limits of influence by fairness


Fairness will not influence someone who cannot reason correctly, so many of the limits of reason are shared with fairness.


In addition, some people have a poor understanding of fairness in at least some situations or an alternative understanding that is a reasonable alternative. On some points there is doubt as to what is most fair because of grey areas in our system of fairness and aspects of fairness that are changing.


Some have ideologies inconsistent with modern fairness. This includes rules they see as moral that now have no practical basis. For example, some religions have rules on what you can eat and when, forbidding work on particular days, requiring fasting, or requiring the genitals of children to be mutilated.


Some ideologies and cultures are not as well-developed as modern British fairness in some respects. For example, a culture of honour, shame, and revenge is still found in some Arab and Muslim cultures that requires eye-for-an-eye revenge punishments. Some sharia courts can permit such sentences and even adjudicate on tricky cases. For example, if a person loses their right hand because of an attack by another person then the punishment decided by the court might be that the perpetrator will have their right hand removed by the victim. If the perpetrator does not have a right hand then the court might decide that it is acceptable to remove their left hand instead.


Another problem is ideologically driven rules reflecting misunderstood reality. Reason and fairness might be influential were it not for the ideological rule. For example, science has shown that, contrary to most religious views, sexuality is not a moral choice.


Ideologues sometimes take an element of fairness too far, over-riding other elements. For example, ‘tolerance’ might be taken to the extreme of tolerating behaviour that is unfair rather than trying to reduce it. ‘Equality’ might be taken to the extreme of treating everyone the same even though some have made a greater effort, undermining incentives. ‘Mutual lifelong care’ might be taken to an extreme where only the serious suffering of a minority is considered important and the minor consequences for many, many others are completely discounted.


And then there are people who are not interested in being fair. They just want what they want for themselves or their group. It may be possible to influence them with reason if it can be shown that what they want is not the best for them but fairness might not be part of this argument. Politics is sometimes like this. Addicts and people with psychological compulsions can also act this way.


Developing ideas on fairness


As with reason, fairness is well-developed and recognizable today to most people in the UK but has changed over time and will continue to develop and improve in future. Humans as a whole, particular groups, and individuals can improve their systems of fairness.


History


Humans are an outstanding example of a creature that does poorly finding all its food and shelter alone; we even lack the fur that would allow us to live in most of the parts of the world where we now live. Yet, living together, adopting specialized roles, and using technologies, we have been able to spread across most of the world. Members of the most advanced human societies now live remarkably long, peaceful, orderly, pleasant lives, in which even tiny infringements of fairness cause anger and discord.


Scientific study of fairness by biologists has looked at the potential evolutionary origins of cooperation. There are many examples of symbiosis where plants and animals of different species help each other. There are species that form hives, flocks, herds, and so on, and gain from living together. There are animals that live in large family groups.


Ideas of reciprocation and equality have been identified in non-human primates so, presumably, have a very long history among humans – longer than religions. A preference for different rewards for different contributions has been observed even in young children.


Religions have also played a role in developing our sense of fairness. Sometimes a new religion has introduced a helpful innovation (e.g. Islam codifying revenge killings, the Christian emphasis on forgiveness) but religions then tend to slow the development as people try to adhere to what they see as the true doctrine.


Non-religious ideas on ethics have been developing for centuries. One tradition focuses on the consequences of actions. Another searches for rules that must be adhered to no matter what. There have been attempts to find a single principle or test that can be applied to any ethical matter. The differences between systems have sometimes been reduced by refinements such as the idea of enlightened self-interest.


Recent improvements in the UK


In my lifetime, especially since the 1990s, there has been a general trend in the UK towards holding people to higher standards of behaviour. In particular, we are expected to be more understanding of others and kinder. Consequently, we react less harshly to some challenging behaviours that we now understand to be innocent struggles and we are less tolerant of harsh behaviours.


People who have lived through these decades as I have will probably recognize this but confirmation comes from crime statistics. In the last 30 years the rate of crime has steadily fallen but in the last decade the rate of reported crime has risen. It seems likely that people are behaving better but reporting more of the crimes that still take place because they have higher expectations. The categories of crime where reporting has risen most include several where many are never reported and there is the new category of harassment, which was not a crime and now is reported often.


As part of being kinder to people, we no longer think it is acceptable for teachers and parents to hit children, even to discipline them. We are much more likely to act against bullying at school and at work. Domestic violence gets more attention and condemnation than before. Verbal attacks in some cases are crimes and more likely to be reported. Unfair discrimination is now seen as a serious matter. The threshold for behaviour to be counted as sexual assault has lowered. All these are advances despite occasional overreach and attempts at exploitation.


Science has alerted us to consequences of our actions that we did not fully appreciate in the past.


E.g. Exposing others to second-hand cigarette smoke is a moral issue today in most developed countries but was not a century ago when it was not known that the smoke causes deadly diseases.


We are now expected to be more understanding of others who are different in a way that does no harm or are struggling innocently. Scientific advances have helped us do that. We now understand that same-sex attraction is not a moral choice and people cannot be ‘cured’. Instead of writing people off as ‘odd’, we are expected to have some knowledge of autism and behave appropriately. Instead of angrily reprimanding people for being clumsy, imagining that they are careless, we are now expected to know that some people have difficulty in this area, known as dyspraxia. Similarly, if a person struggles to learn to read we understand that this is not necessarily the result of lack of effort. Some people find it harder and seem to get stuck with various aspects of literacy, which is known as dyslexia. Poor mathematical ability despite an honest effort may be due to dyscalculia. The poor attention and self-control of others is not just the result of them being naughty. These too are advances, despite occasionally unrealistic expectations of patience and some attempts at exploitation.


We are also expected to know more about mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, eating disorders, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.


Where in the past we might have responded to people with reprimands, punishment, and incarceration we now try to understand, advise, encourage, and otherwise support people with a wide range of challenges. We more often believe they can be helped and can contribute more to society.


Technological progress has made this approach more realistic and had some other effects. It has changed views on contraception and abortion. It has also made it possible for more people to live without eating meat.


E.g. Early human tribes struggling to exist would have eaten whatever food was readily available. For tribes where it was impossible to survive without eating meat the idea of adopting a vegan diet for ethical reasons is absurd. For people in the UK the apparent abundance of all types of food makes morally motivated veganism seem at least viable. We also appreciate why a shift from animals to plants is more sustainable.


E.g. The roles seen as suitable for women have changed because of modern conveniences, longer lives, lower child mortality, and the need to merely replace ourselves rather than grow our populations. Women can now take other important economic roles.


Membership of the Church of England has declined and this has facilitated some beneficial changes. (It may also be that the Church's failure to keep up with modern morals has cost it members.)


The main principle of fairness in the UK today, in practice, is to pursue human wellbeing (or perhaps the wellbeing of life on earth). We might not always recognize it but it is there. In this idea of fairness there is a simple guiding objective and the rest is design detail that can be improved through reason, adapting to new ideas and discoveries. That design detail includes the exact definition of the objective itself.


However, the UK still has problems to overcome. Immigration has introduced followers of other religions. Some are becoming more religious, not less, and follow moral codes that are not consistent with modern British fairness or even British laws. The tendency in the UK is to make exceptions for followers of religions, allowing them to commit what otherwise would be crimes or to behave in ways that we would otherwise deplore. I hope this changes.


Personal progress


As we each go through life, we can develop a more refined sense of fairness. We absorb morals from stories, from direct teaching, from personal experiences, and from wrestling with difficult choices. Our efforts at self-development can make a huge, pervasive difference.


E.g. Imagine two young boys with identical intelligence, physical abilities, and family wealth grow up to be men. However, one of the boys pursues the path of consideration for others and fairness generally. He soon learns to tidy up after himself, keeps things clean, recognizes when his mother is tired or upset, works hard at school, helps people, is careful with objects, is frugal, abides by the law, and thinks carefully before voting. As an adult, when he discovers that he has been putting a particular type of waste into the wrong recycling box, he is concerned and immediately reads the instructions again. He wants to do what is now recommended so that the waste can be recycled in the best way in future. He understands already why that is important.


The other boy takes a different path. He does not learn to consider others but does learn to defend his behaviour from criticism. He is untidy, does not care if his mother is tired or upset, does not work, does not help, is careless with things and people, lives in filth, is wasteful and showy, and does not bother to vote. When he is told that he has been recycling something incorrectly, he  angrily dismisses the criticism as a fascist, totalitarian, or nanny-state imposition, saying he will deal with his waste as he wishes and nobody has the right to tell him how.


The starting point for our personal development is a set of preferences that are almost certainly instinctive because they can be seen in such young children. We prefer equal sharing of food and other desirables (if there is no basis for unequal sharing) and we prefer people who are cooperative rather than aggressive.


Beyond that, our moral learning seems to be partly context specific. We may achieve realizations in one context without them generalizing to every other context where they apply. Consequently, our progress is not equal in all contexts and we can seem to be at different levels of sophistication at the same time.


E.g. Ariely (2012) left six-packs of cola in dorm refrigerators and also paper plates with six $1 bills. After 72 hours all the colas had been taken but none of the dollar bills, even though the bills were enough to buy colas. For some reason, stealing cola was easier than stealing cash. It may be that students, having recently left home, are used to taking food from the refrigerator that they did not put there but would not have taken money from a parent's wallet without permission.


Here are some areas where our individual moral knowledge can advance:


Rules and punishments: Small children learn what makes adults angry and this area of moral learning continues into adulthood. For example, a tax lawyer will learn what a new tax law prohibits and what the punishments are. While this encourages fair behaviour, it does not extend to situations where the person expects to get away with cheating.


Awareness of detection risks: Experience often teaches people that they were wrong to think they could get away with some unfair behaviour undetected. The over-confidence of youth is often replaced with caution.


Reputation awareness: Most people realize that getting a reputation for being trustworthy, considerate, and cooperative is beneficial to them. It is easier for them to form cooperative relationships and often the roles they are offered are well rewarded. Conversely, losing that reputation can be devastating. While this promotes fairness that goes beyond merely obeying rules, it still does not extend to situations where the person expects to get away with cheating.


Valuing and supporting beneficial collective norms: A further level of understanding recognizes that living in a community where everyone acts fairly is beneficial and perceptible acts of unfairness undermine that even if you personally get away with them. This can go with realizing that the requirements of fairness are not arbitrary and that others are justified in demanding them and will not change their views. People learn to set a good example and also explicitly ask for fair behaviour, propose rules, and so on.


E.g. Imagine that Jane shares a house with five other single people. She puts four small bottles of beer on her shelf in the refrigerator but next day one is missing. Someone has stolen it. She thinks about stealing someone else's beer but realizes immediately that this would send the household towards a situation where the refrigerators could not be used and she would have to keep all her food and drink locked in her room. The thief has got away with it but endangered their shared convenience of the refrigerator. She writes a note explaining that someone took one of her beers and that, if everyone is to use the refrigerator confidently, this must never happen again. She puts this note on the refrigerator door and mentions it to her housemates when she sees them. They all individually agree with this logic and one of them privately regrets their theft.


This realization gives a reason for acting fairly even though you could cheat and get away with it: cheating encourages others to cheat and undermines beneficial cooperative arrangements. This often overcomes the pull of short-term selfishness.


If this awareness is combined with awareness of the risks of getting caught cheating or of cheating being noticed even if the perpetrator cannot be identified then a person may decide that they will act fairly by default, perhaps only reconsidering if the personal costs are very severe.


Natural consequences: Another large area of moral learning concerns the consequences of different behaviours in different situations, which go far beyond possible punishments. In this way people can learn that, for example, taking care of their own health, not wasting resources, and not littering are not just personal choices. Occasionally, science reveals consequences that were not obvious initially (e.g. climate change, cancer from passive smoking).


The rate of learning about consequences can increase when people realize that situations are similar to others whose consequences they already understand.


Abstracting fairness guidelines: Another way that progress is made is by forming more abstract guidelines for behaviour that then are applied to increasingly large and varied sets of situations.


Recognizing excuses and countering them: When caught acting unfairly, many people give excuses (often called ‘rationalizations’) in the hope of reducing reputation damage and to feel better about themselves. Typical types of excuse include saying:



  	they were doing something morally good (e.g. the end justified the means, it was tough love)


  	they did not know about the harm caused (though they could and should have found out)


  	the harm caused was nothing or trivial


  	the harm was caused by someone else


  	those who were harmed deserved it and perhaps were the cause of their own harm


  	what they did could have been worse but for their restraint


  	others are doing it too, perhaps worse


  	they were only doing what someone told them to do


  	they were there but didn't actively participate


  	it was not possible to do otherwise (when it was).





People can also use euphemistic language to make their behaviour sound less bad.


E.g. Excuses for littering include:



  	There was no bin; there should have been a bin. Someone else failed and left me no choice.


  	I left it near a bin.


  	It was biodegradeable (e.g. an apple core, a banana skin, paper). It’s really just compost.


  	It was accidental (e.g. I dropped it by accident and then didn’t bother to pick it up again).


  	It won’t do any harm. It’s only a small thing.


  	It could have been worse (e.g. I could have thrown it into someone's private garden).


  	Other people have done it, often worse than me.


  	People have treated me badly and I deserve some payback or concessions.


  	It creates some work for someone and creating jobs is good.





Learning to spot and counter these excuses when others use them helps influence others towards better behaviour and protects against going along with excuses used within a group to justify bad behaviour. It may also lead to learning to avoid making the excuses ourselves.


Reducing personal costs of being fair: Acting fairly is, occasionally, costly for the individual in the short term. As people become wealthier this is less of a concern. Also, people can learn to act in ways that reduce or avoid these costs.


Avoiding crises: A common reason for unfair and even illegal behaviour is finding oneself in a crisis situation where some kind of cheating is much more attractive than usual. We can learn to avoid these situations by recognizing the danger and planning to avoid or reduce it.


E.g. Imagine that Gabby has a job interview but first goes out, buys some food in a shop, and eats it in a park. She refuses a bag for the food and has not brought one with her. When she has eaten she realizes that there are no litter bins in sight. There surely are some in the park but she is running out of time to find one before her interview. She also does not want to enter the office of the interviewing company with handfuls of smelly food wrapping and leftovers. She is strongly tempted to just drop her rubbish. If only she had accepted the bag or brought one with her.


E.g. False accounting by large companies is most often a dishonest response to a crisis situation. A company will often grow fast, perhaps through reckless risk-taking, but then hit problems. Some key executives realize that if they report their financial status honestly then this will cause problems with lenders or other investors who may withdraw their support and so destroy the company. The executives then decide to lie in their accounts for the first time.


 


Following a religion can impede this learning, especially if the religion emphasizes rigid application of the rules of the religion and has many rules for behaviours that do not matter but few rules for behaviours that do.


Potential confusions and concerns


The following are issues that may be confusing or concerning:


Alternative names: Fairness addresses the same issues as morality, ethics, justice, and even social justice. People use those terms in different ways and distinctions are sometimes claimed.


Haven’t some obvious ideas been left out?: Many people today would say their morality is based on human rights, tolerance, equality, democracy, the rule of law, and perhaps also free speech. How does fairness relate to these?



  	Human rights are written lists of things governments should give their citizens. They are like laws and usually reflect principles of fairness without articulating or justifying them.


  	Tolerance is just not punishing people for characteristics beyond their control (e.g. race) or for some characteristics that are within their control (e.g. religion). Tolerating all behaviours would lead to serious problems. Fairness helps to clarify what is to be encouraged and what is to be discouraged.


  	Equality is only one aspect of fair distribution of consequences and roles. It is related to which factors are relevant when considering those distributions.


  	Democracy (through voting for representatives and on decisions) is one of the more preferred forms of group decision-making but not the best.


  	The rule of law is a very important development of fairness.


  	Free speech gets discussed when there is disagreement over what is acceptable discussion and what should be illegal (in criminal or civil law). Many speech acts are already rightly illegal, such as conspiring to commit a robbery, inciting a murder, committing fraud, lying to the police or in court, making serious threats, defamation, or giving away important state or trade secrets you promised to keep secret. These acts are also unfair, typically because they involve deception or abuse of power.





In summary, fairness is broader and often sets a higher standard than the combination of human rights, tolerance, equality, democracy, the rule of law, and free speech.


What about the Golden Rule?: The Golden Rule is something like: ‘treat others as you would wish to be treated.’ At first this seems like it might simplify fairness but there are fundamental problems. (1) Personal preferences: If I personally followed this rule I would not give my friends free tickets to a show, food including raw tomatoes, or anything else I do not like but many others do. Often, what we should do is distribute consequences so that they suit each individual. For example, the raw tomatoes should go to people who like raw tomatoes, and not to me. (2) Consequences of bad behaviour: If I did a crime then I would not want to be caught and punished. If I was lazy and incompetent in a job then I would not want to be paid less because of it.


Defenders of the Golden Rule have claimed that such context should be considered but of course that is not in the rule. Rescuing the rule requires knowing how to deal with the other factors and what is good for us, which is why we need more than the Golden Rule.


What about kindness and empathy?: Some people think that empathy and/or kindness are all we need to be moral. This fails because people who are just kind and empathetic (1) can be exploited by others, (2) tend to give undue weight to the interests of people or other animals they can see, especially if those interests are greatly harmed, at the expense of others they cannot see and where the impacts are small but affecting many individuals, and (3) lack the reason and understanding of societal mechanisms needed to weigh the impacts for all stakeholders without bias, even when exploitation is attempted.


Don’t religions provide morals that would clash with fairness?: Many people think of religions as providing a strong moral guide. When I was growing up in the UK in the late 20th century it was generally thought that a Christian person would live according to ‘Christian values’ and be kind, generous, trustworthy, tolerant, clean living, and so on. Other religions have had similar reputations at various times. Prayers and sermons often urge listeners to be good people but the practical advice rarely addresses elements of modern fairness such as fair sharing, fair deals, decision processes, or considering the practical implications for those affected. Preaching time is wasted on maintaining faith and following ancient rules about diet, clothing, and rituals. Consequently, there may be many aspects of fairness that can be learned and applied independently of a follower’s religion, though other aspects may clash.


Cultural differences: Alternative systems of fairness do not promote wellbeing equally. Most people understand this, as evidenced by our intense debates on changes to what is considered fair. Differences between cultures are partly due to different systems of fairness. Some systems are considerably better than others but comparison can be difficult, especially if some guidelines work better within some systems of fairness than within others.


Use of rules versus complete reliance on rules: When a matter is considered using reason and fairness, we often encode the results in a rule (e.g. a habit, routine, agreement, or law). This lets us reuse the results of one time-consuming analysis efficiently in future situations. However, this is very different from trying to settle questions using rules alone. This is particularly obvious when a rule is ambiguous, needs judgement to apply, or ought to be revised.


Effectiveness of incentives: Incentives (e.g. monetary rewards, punishments) are not always effective with everyone. For example, people often commit crimes after being released from prison. Perhaps they have a psychiatric problem, brain damage, an addiction, or a criminal circle of friends. For some it may be that living in prison is preferable to looking after themselves so, for them, prison is an incentive to commit crime rather than a punishment. People often feel that very small price changes (for example on tobacco or alcohol) have no effect on their behaviour. There is even evidence that, in some tasks, a larger monetary incentive reduces performance.


With all these points in mind some people wonder if incentives are necessary or even important for a fair society.


However, the bigger picture is that incentives have a useful effect most of the time when considered over many people and situations. Some crime is economic and the result of deliberate decisions. Price changes on food and drink do affect consumption overall, so at least some people are influenced, some of the time, even if they do not realize it. Finally, the tasks where incentives reduce performance involve solving problems where the usual solutions are not effective because the new problem is different from old ones in a subtle but crucial way. Most of the time using strategies that worked in the past is effective so, across most tasks, the problem does not arise. Also, most work that people do gets boring, tiring, and uncomfortable when done for a whole working day so incentives are helpful in keeping us doing them after the fun has stopped.


These were just some exceptions to the usual pattern that incentives work. For most other decisions incentives are important to our system of fairness.


Sole reliance on incentives: Incentives alone would be a poor system. We also use education but, since education alone does not always work, we also have incentives.


Rewards versus opportunities: A common mistake is to confuse rewards with opportunities. In the phrase ‘equal opportunities’ the word ‘opportunities’ refers to the opportunity to take a role, usually a job. What you get paid, the healthcare you might get, the holidays you might be given, and so on are all rewards, not roles for this purpose.


Equal opportunities versus equal outcomes: Because of the need to incentivize effort, most people support equality of opportunity but not outcome (which covers both roles and rewards). Some people will say they support equal outcomes (e.g. everyone paid equally regardless of the job they do, and/or everyone equally likely to get each role) but when asked if they would give something they have strived to earn for themselves to someone else to even things up they realize the problem. They might give to someone who is needy and a low achiever despite persistent, honest effort but they draw the line at gifts to people who fail to do their fair share and rely on handouts. We know helpful incentives are needed.


Even the idea of equal opportunities is not something that is sensible and supported in all situations. If people are applying for a job as a surgeon then it is typical to exclude anyone without some basic medical qualifications, making clear from the start that they are necessary. This saves time and confusion, and almost certainly will not exclude anyone who is suitable for the role.


Over-emphasizing equality: Some approaches to fairness focus exclusively on equality of rewards or roles, leaving out the need for incentives. This has been encouraged by politics and many experimental studies of fairness showing that people and other animals prefer equal division of rewards. However, these studies created situations where there was no difference in contribution. Studies that vary contribution show that people, even young children, prefer to allocate rewards in a way that encourages greater contributions (Starmans, Sheskin, and Bloom, 2017).


Wealth and consumption of real resources: Wealth is unequally distributed in human societies but differences in wealth are far less important in principle than differences in real resource consumption, which are also far, far smaller. Real resource consumption is more important because it is those resources that are limited (at least in the short term) and have to be shared.


Ways to get rich: Sometimes people act as though all rich people are bad people. This is an overgeneralization; good and bad economic citizens can be found at all levels of wealth. Some people become rich by inheriting wealth, by marrying it, by stealing it, by extorting it, through other crime or cheating, or some other means that does not involve them doing useful things for other people. However, many other people become wealthy by actions that greatly benefit others:



  	doing useful things for others, for a price agreed as fair


  	creating or enhancing assets that they own (such as buildings and businesses) whose value increases due to expectations of future benefits to everyone involved and so make the owner wealthy on paper


  	not asking others to do much for them and so increasing their savings of money.





Political left and right: People towards the extremes of political thinking often have characteristic misunderstandings of fairness. At the extreme left many undervalue incentives and overvalue empathy, even though they think there are too many people who are selfish and reserve their empathy for people in particular groups they see as underdogs. At the extreme right many overvalue incentives and undervalue care for the less capable, even though they feel loyalty to their family, country, and perhaps also a religion and feel good about giving to charity.


Fair use of power


Characterization


Not all uses of power are abuses. There are times when people want more than they are fairly entitled to and will not cooperate rationally and fairly. They might be bad, selfish, uncooperative people or they might be misinformed or mistaken. They may mistakenly think they are up against someone who is bad and will not listen to reason, and that any tactic is legitimate if it achieves what they mistakenly think is a fair outcome. Whatever the underlying problem, if they will not respond to reason and fairness then it is fair to motivate or even impose a more reasonable discussion or a fair outcome through power.


For example, you could push people to:



  	stop using unfair tactics


  	give sufficient time for explanations and deliberations


  	make the effort to learn information and reasoning available to them


  	behave rationally and fairly


  	comply with a fair course of action.





The power is exercised directly by us or, more often, indirectly when we ask others to intervene. Advanced societies have many structures that allow people to instruct others to apply power (e.g. an army general giving orders to subordinates) or call on others for help (e.g. an ordinary citizen calling the police to stop a crime).


Fair use of power includes (1) changing the costs and benefits faced by others to guide them to better discussion behaviour or a fair course of action and (2) using physical control to restrain and perhaps move a person (e.g. to prevent them being violent). A more detailed breakdown of the possibilities is that what may be done or threatened is to provide or take away:


Opportunities to participate in decisions: e.g. attendance at meetings, committee membership, getting committee documents, voting rights, opportunities to speak or submit evidence, inclusion in consultations, ability to broadcast or be found on the internet.


Support: e.g. votes, money, administration, service from companies and other organizations.


Income: e.g. a paid job, customers and their purchases, the right to trade, having your products carried by a retailer, having your work promoted by a publisher.


Assets: e.g. money (a reward, fine, or compensation payment), weapons, a home.


Other freedoms: e.g. being imprisoned, access to a country, access to a building, access to space around a person, having to do work for no pay (e.g. a community service sentence), having to take an educational course (e.g. a speed awareness course for people caught speeding).


The effects might be one-offs, for a short period, or indefinite in duration. The person affected is usually the person who wants more than is fair but could be someone they are allied with.


Typically, there is a system of escalation so that if someone does not comply with an official instruction then harsher measures are invoked. For example, a person who does not pay a small fine imposed by a court may find the next step is a larger fine or imprisonment.


A fair deal is not an example of using power. However, paying more than a fair price to get someone to do something is an example of using power.


Using power includes using force. Using force includes using physical control (e.g. picking up a small child who is having a tantrum and putting the child in its buggy against the child’s wishes). Threatening or using physical control or severe punishment counts as coercion.


Most of us have little direct power of our own that we can fairly use. Usually we must rely on others to help and on the limited impact of our voluntary support (e.g. voting, donations, voluntary work). We cannot fairly withhold support that is paid for and agreed unless the agreement has been voided by someone else’s behaviour.


Here are guidelines for fair use of power.


Use of power


P1: Use power only to achieve fair outcomes.


Fairly using power is not the ideal way to influence but is appropriate in some situations. Coercion is justified in some cases. Even violent, physical coercion is justified in some situations.


E.g. If an employee is consistently lazy and uncooperative then it is fair to threaten disciplinary action, potentially ending in dismissal, to push them to do their fair share of the work.


E.g. Robbery is bad but using just the physical force needed to prevent a robbery or apprehend a robber and recover property is acceptable if reason and fairness are not effective.


E.g. Invading a neighbouring country to take their territory permanently is bad but going to war to just the extent necessary to prevent this is acceptable if reason and fairness are not effective. If this requires invasion to remove the threat of further attacks then, when the war is over, it is important to withdraw as soon as safely possible. The second World War illustrates some possibilities. Germany, Japan, and Russia for example, entered the war to gain territory. The UK and USA entered to defend territory.


Good actors are safe neighbours to other good actors but bad actors are a threat to everyone. This is not just a social construct or a matter of perspective. There really is a difference between good and bad actors and good actors are the ones you want as neighbours.


The guidelines for fair use of power are learned by most people in the UK today as children from stories. In those stories the true situation is usually easy to see. Sadly, it is usually harder to see the true situation in the real, modern world.


Part of being a bad actor today is passing yourself off as something else and painting the good actors as bad. The modern dictator is more likely to hold elections but subvert them. The modern invader talks about a point in history when a country’s borders were different and claims to be just righting a wrong. Modern religious zealots intent on gaining permanent control of a society appeal for religious tolerance until they are too strong to need it.


E.g. When Russia, led by Vladimir Putin, invaded Ukraine in 2022, Putin said this was to correct a historical mistake since Ukraine had never really been a country in its own right, to save Russian speaking people in Ukraine from neo-Nazis, and to defend Russia against advances by NATO. He also said, shortly before the invasion, that the Russian forces massing near the Ukrainian border were just doing training exercises.


P2: Use power, even force, if necessary to prevent others doing what is unfair and, especially, to prevent unfair physical damage, pain, unwanted sex, or property theft.


This includes self-defence and defence of others. This is expected of law enforcement officers. For others, small property theft does not justify use of force.


Fair use of power may be needed to resist the effect of unfair pressure. If someone else is using power unfairly (e.g. terrorist tactics, physically disruptive protests) then decisions should not be swayed by that. Giving in invites further abuses of power.


P3: Use power in an open and clear way.


It should not be by hints or veiled threats. Its use should not be a secret unless that is necessary to prevent unfair actors from resisting.


P4: The decision to use power should not be influenced by irrelevant factors.


Irrelevant factors might include the sex or race of a person, if those factors are irrelevant in the context of the decision. If there is no opportunity to gather more specific, personal information about a person then it may be fair to use statistically relevant information that is available.


E.g. If the task is to search for and find a person fleeing from the scene of a crime and there is a description giving only the sex and skin colour of the suspect then stopping anyone who fits the description for questioning, even if force is needed, is fair. The questioning and perhaps physical examination are designed to establish if a person apprehended is the true perpetrator. Also, if force is needed then this suggests that they are indeed the perpetrator.


P5: Use only power you acquired honestly and can use legitimately.


It should not be, for example, threat of illegal violence or reputation damaging lies. Tactics that may fairly be used include:



  	offering a reward for doing or not doing something


  	promising legal and proportionate punishments to discourage doing or not doing something


  	removing a person’s ability to do something by legally taking property they have, such as weapons


  	reducing a person’s power and influence by making the truth about them known by spreading publicly available information about them that is true and fairly put and was obtained without illegally invading their privacy


  	calling on others to use their power legitimately.





The source of power is often delegated authority within a society or organization (i.e. having a role that gives you powers), in which case there is usually an enforcement system to support decisions. Another common source of power is wealth.


It often seems we have little or no power that can be used legitimately. However, we can usually call on help from others and we are often providing some voluntary support ourselves (or could offer to). Your voluntary (i.e. not already contractually agreed) support might include your:



  	public or private endorsement of a powerful person or group (which might include your vote, signature, or publicity)


  	labour, expertise, or services


  	equipment or consumables


  	money.





You also have power if you can influence others providing support. You could threaten to go beyond withdrawing your endorsement and explicitly signal your disapproval to people with more power, to an audience you have a good reputation with, or to the public in general. Having a large, established audience gives you power.


For your support to provide power you must be able to withdraw that support. It may help to have other things to do instead so you are not dependent on a venture and unable to pull out.


P6: Do not use more power than needed.


However, an impressive show of power often helps convince others to respond promptly. Where force is used, a quick and decisive win is sometimes the least damaging.


E.g. Imagine that a small demonstration is organized but in support of a cause often associated with violence and looting. The local police force deploys many officers for the event. This is not excessive use of power because power has not been used at this point. The show of strength may discourage violence. A fight breaks out between two demonstrators and an observer, so fifteen police officers move in and arrest the fighters. This too is not excessive use of power because the many officers are able to restrain the fighters more easily and safely. However, if officers were to beat the fighters with batons after restraining them then that would be excessive use of power. There is no need for a beating.


In a battle, use of force should reduce to just restraint when the opponent stops fighting. Because they have stopped fighting, prisoners should not be brutalized or killed.


P7: Do not unnecessarily endanger people who are not fighting you.


For example, in a war the combatants should not attack civilians deliberately, should focus on military targets, and should not put civilians around their own military assets. Terrorist attacks on civilians also violate this guideline.


E.g. A suicide bomber in a bar in a civilian area one evening kills 20 people out with friends and family. This is a classic example of a terrorist attack.


E.g. A unit of uniformed soldiers is moving stealthily through jungle in enemy territory in a war and is ambushed by enemy soldiers, also in uniform. This is a classic example of a military attack.


The more of the following characteristics a violent act has the more clearly it is terrorism:



  	outside a recognized, declared war


  	uniforms are not worn by the attackers


  	none of the targets are military


  	none of the targets provide industrial support to the military


  	the attackers have no reasonable prospect of winning by fighting


  	none of the people killed were a threat to the attackers or their side


  	the killing is done cruelly (e.g. with rape, pain, or in front of family members)


  	hostages are taken and threatened to terrorize them, facilitate the attack, obtain money or other concessions, or deter counter-attacks


  	the objective is to cause suffering and death to any people within a large demographic group hated by the attackers.





The issues are not always obvious.


E.g. What is the difference between the French resistance during World War II and a similarly small group of fighters carrying out attacks on the UK now? Obviously, there is no declared war going on now. However, more importantly there is no prospect of winning by fighting now in the UK whereas the French resistance was helping powerful allies from other countries and victory was a realistic prospect (and eventually achieved).


A group can be described as terrorists if they are responsible for multiple terrorist attacks that were their collective intention. Attacks are more likely to be their collective intention if they were ordered by the leader of the group or a top team that acts as leader. Attacks are less likely to be their collective intention if they were carried out against the general instructions of the leadership and those responsible were subsequently punished for it with the support of those leaders.


P8: Do not use or threaten force unless the goal is to impose a fair outcome and there is no reasonable alternative.


Physical aggression is an undesirable alternative to cooperating for mutual benefit in part because both perpetrating physical violence and constantly taking precautions against physical violence are costly and stressful. Being and feeling safe are extremely valuable in a society.


Keep physically distant from people who might be fearful and stay out of their private spaces. This includes anyone who does not know you and, especially, people much smaller than you and children. At a close distance a person can attack so quickly that defence is nearly impossible, so getting close is threatening.


The expectations are complex. In a crowded situation the acceptable distance is reduced but the danger is reduced by the presence of many others. So, being pressed against a stranger in a packed tube train is acceptable but a stranger coming within 50 cm on an isolated and empty beach would be frightening.


(Keeping at a distance also cuts the spread of infectious diseases.)


It is also threatening to openly carry weapons or walk with a dangerous animal. A large, powerful dog without a muzzle that strains at its leash is intimidating to most other people.


P9: Do not use or threaten force to make others take an unfair course of action they would not have taken otherwise.


Use reason, perhaps by making a fair deal, to bring about desirable outcomes instead.


P10: Do not use or threaten force to take the legitimate property or territory of others and keep it.


If we want the property then we must receive it as a gift or buy it with money or something else of value, and the other party must consent freely to the gift or sale. This extends to the territory of others, including whole countries.


Many species of animal are territorial. They defend their territory because it is important for their food supply or mating opportunities. They sometimes try to take the territory of others. Humans have followed this pattern for thousands of years. Building a larger empire was seen as a positive accomplishment for leaders.


However, during the 20th century that changed for many countries. The massive harms caused by the two world wars and the emergence of nuclear weapons made it clear that war between countries was extremely damaging and could get even worse than had already been experienced. In addition, the gradual improvements in science and science-based technology had made these a better route to a good life than conquest. Western nations, in particular, agreed that empire building was no longer acceptable.


However, this view is not shared by all world leaders.


E.g. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 was with the intention of taking permanent control of the territory. Vladimir Putin’s speeches strongly suggested that, in his mind, NATO was a rival empire advancing towards his territory and he intended to defend by expanding his. NATO is a collection of countries that have freely signed a mutual defence treaty (usually out of fear of Russia) focused on peaceful cooperation. NATO is not an empire with a goal of taking permanent control of other territories by force.


P11: Do not use power to obtain sex.


While it is obvious that using force to obtain sex is very bad there is sometimes a finer line with other forms of power. Some people are more willing to have a sexual relationship with someone they think will buy things for them or help them get attractive roles. This must be distinguished from explicitly offering money or a job in exchange for sex, with no further relationship.


The limits of fair use of power


The guidelines on fair use of power do not resolve every question. Here are some grey areas:


Only for fair ends: Power should be used only to achieve fair ends, which means that the grey areas of fairness can create grey areas for fair use of power.


Exact points of compromise: Difficult judgements can be required on exact quantities. How much power is too much? How much force is too much?


E.g. A homeowner returns home to find a burglary taking place. The burglar is surprised and looks menacing. He does not immediately try to escape. Is it acceptable for the homeowner to wave a walking stick at him? What about a knife? What about a gun? What about using a weapon? What about throwing water over the burglar? Does it matter if the burglar is holding the homeowner's property and appears likely to run off with it? What if the property is immensely valuable? What if the value is sentimental or uninsured? It is probably best for the homeowner to leave their home quickly and call for the police, allowing the burglar to escape unhindered. However, many people would disagree.


E.g. Imagine that a suspected criminal has information that he unfairly refuses to divulge. Is it fair to torture him to get him to give up the information? What if the torture is non-physical (e.g. humiliation, asking someone who hates mathematics to solve mathematical problems, the sound of fingernails on a blackboard)? What about threatening to torture him even though torture will never be used? What about tricking him into thinking he is at risk of accidental injury or even death if he does not speak up? What if the information is needed to save a child's life or prevent a terrorist attack that will kill thousands of people? What if there is no doubt that he has already tortured and killed many people? What if the interrogation is taking place in a part of the world where torture to obtain information is not illegal in sufficiently extreme situations? Some people would say that torture should never be used under any circumstances but many others would disagree.


E.g. Many uses of force create a risk of collateral damage to property or people. That is, innocent bystanders or their property could be harmed. How much collateral damage is fair? Ideally, we would like no collateral damage but bad people often make that difficult deliberately. They have hostages or human shields, for example.


Power and sex: It is acceptable to use sexual attractiveness and displays of power (e.g. wealth) to promote a romantic relationship. It is acceptable to prefer a romantic partner who is good looking, enjoys sex, or is powerful. However, it is not a fair use of power to explicitly trade power for sexual favours. On this basis, a film director who proposes marriage to an attractive aspiring actress is doing something very different from the film producer who offers a part in a film to an attractive aspiring actress if she will do something sexual for him in his office. The grey area is where the offer is not explicit and the relationship is sexual and ongoing but not one of mutual love.


Secret use of power: Ideally, power should be used openly. However, this is not always practical. Secrecy may be needed if the power is to be used effectively and not thwarted.


The limits of influence by fair use of power


Much can be accomplished with enough power. If the person you want to influence is too irrational to understand threats then you can shape them with rewards and punishments. If they lack the skills to do what you want then you can provide coaching. If they lack the time needed to do what you want then you can take away some of their other problems so that time becomes available. If they lack the equipment or other resources then you can provide them. If they are powerful fighters then that is no problem if you have even more powerful fighters. If they are rich then that can be overcome if you are much richer.


The main limitation of power is that often we do not have enough of the right kind of power. Using power is often costly so it is rarely an efficient approach in the long term.


Also, there are some things that are hard to achieve even with plenty of power. Gaining sincere agreement through power may take a long time or fail completely. People often struggle to solve problems creatively under pressure so this can also limit the effectiveness of power.


Developing ideas on fair use of power


The ideas above on fair uses of power should be familiar to most readers but these ideas have developed over the centuries and will continue to change. Throughout most of history, people in many societies saw conquest of neighbours to take their land and resources as admirable. That changed during the twentieth century in many developed countries, seemingly linked to the two World Wars.


Potential confusions and concerns


The following points concern potential confusions and concerns:


Fair payments: Not all payments are using power as a last resort. Many, probably most, are simply fair deals.


Empathy and personal interests: In some situations, empathy and our tendency to care more for those closest to use can be exploited.


 E.g. Imagine a child is kidnapped and held as a hostage. The kidnappers threaten to kill the child unless the parents pay some money and say the parents will be responsible for the death of their child if they don’t pay. In law the parents would not be responsible and in the long run it is better for the society to resist paying and avoid inciting future kidnapping. (If the kidnappers are terrorists then this also avoids funding terrorism.) Indeed, paying a ransom to terrorists is illegal for UK citizens wherever they are in the world and so is reimbursing ransoms to terrorists under an insurance contract. However, many parents will want to pay and some will even agree that they would be responsible for the death of their child if they did not pay. The parents' love for their child, at the expense of other children in future, is being exploited. Some onlookers will also think the ransom should be paid because they have empathized with the child and not thought about the longer-term consequences for other children who might be kidnapped.


E.g. Fighters in a battle can sometimes use innocent bystanders as a shield. Either they literally have the bystander in between them and their enemy or the bystander is close enough to be in danger from an attack. The intention is to discourage the attackers or create negative publicity if the attackers attack anyway. Allowing human shields to deter attacks only encourages more use of human shields and so, in the long run, it is best not to be deterred. However, in the short term this can lead to the deaths of innocent bystanders and many people will think that it was the attackers, not the shield users, who should be blamed.


When you have no power: If you have no power at all then there is no last resort and only reason and fairness are available. You can and should still use reason and fairness when you have no power.


E.g. An example of this is a typical ethical problem at work. If your employer is considering doing something unethical, perhaps even illegal, you may feel that you could lose your job and career if you blow the whistle or threaten to resign. Power is not available. However, you might be able to discourage unethical behaviour by clearly pointing out how it would look to other people (e.g. the people being cheated, the police, the auditors). Sometimes people have not thought about that and the realization stops the problem immediately.


Chapter 3: Alternatives to Reasonable Influence


Alternatives to Reasonable Influence range from the outright crooked to the virtuous but unhelpful. They are described in this chapter to prepare for the evaluations of Reasonable Influence in the next chapter. However, understanding alternatives is also crucial for two other reasons:



  	Spotting tricks, abuses of power, and sole reliance on rules when others use them helps us respond quickly and effectively.


  	These define what we are trying to avoid doing. Some are extremely common, so you might find you start to clean up your behaviour even before you have learned in detail what to do instead.





The scope of this chapter is broader than typical books on reasoning errors and debating tricks. You will almost certainly realize that you have done some of the things described here. As mentioned in the introductory chapter, do not feel guilty or indignant. At no point is this book trying to belittle you. We have all done at least some of these bad things and the purpose of the chapter and this book is to help us do better in future.


There are vast industries offering to make us more persuasive, with books, articles, videos, courses, and gurus who claim they can help us make friends, sell, seduce, and get promoted. Some of their techniques have been scientifically tested. Some techniques (e.g. getting people to talk by pretending to be interested, getting people to think an idea was their own) are even seen by many people as smart or virtuous. Sadly, much of this advice is promoting manipulative tactics.


Tricks


Most people are exposed on most days to lies, distortions, spin, slant, emotive language, unfair framing, biased ‘research’, misdirections of attention, or other underhand methods of advocacy. The perpetrators might be friends, family members, or work colleagues. If not then you can still guarantee them in news media, both mainstream and alternative.


Tricks are so common that not all are deliberate. Some are just people copying arguments or behaviour without fully understanding that they are being manipulative.


Tricksters are often not cunning and calculating. Instead, they are simply ordinary people, upset about something, who lack the skill and insight to do better. They use tactics they have seen others use or have discovered by accident.


Decision processes that involve advocacy (e.g. that include a debate) encourage trickery. Sometimes a participant will say anything they think they can get away with to get the result they want or please their supporters.


A trick can be exploited further by inflaming emotional reactions to the misunderstanding created by the trick. This strengthens the reaction and can disrupt rational thinking that might detect the trick.


Body language is important with many tricks. In some discussions a trickster's calm manner frustrates their honest opponent. To someone not following the logic of the conversation it can seem that the honest person is the unreasonable one.


The variety of tricks is too large to fully itemize here. Instead, this chapter presents some of today's most common tricks. If you learn to recognize these quickly and easily then you will be less likely to be duped by them and better able to respond.


Confident assertion


One of the simplest ways to promote a point is just to say it, confidently, and continue saying it regardless of how many times it is shown to be false.


Stating something you think is true without giving a justification is not in itself a trick. Perhaps you will give a justification later if required. However, it is a trick to keep stating the claim without justification regardless of its truth and regardless of how many times it has been debunked.


Confident assertion is frustrating to deal with because it is more effective than it should be and because it feels rude when a person repeats a claim even after you have debunked it.


A variation on basic confident assertion is to assert something then deduce something else from it – or seem to. This gives the appearance of a logical argument. For example, you could start with something like ‘So, given that all humans are innately spiritual…’ or ‘Given that there are numbers so large that they have no predecessor numbers…’ These should not be givens at all.


Body language, especially tone of voice, can make this tactic more effective. The usual approach is to seem as confident of the truth of the assertion as possible. Typical choices are a casual manner, a flat tone, a firm tone, or righteous indignation.


E.g. Victoria is meeting a lecturer to discuss an essay that has recently been marked.


Lecturer: ‘This was an excellent essay Victoria. Well done. I gave it 80 out of 100.’


Victoria: ‘Thank you.’


Lecturer: (calmly) ‘You should understand that I don't give more than 80. That is to give you something more to aim at.’


Victoria: ‘Really? So why is the mark out of 100 when you never give more than 80?’


Lecturer: (still calm) ‘That's to give you something more to aim at.’


Victoria: ‘But if I can never get more than 80, why would I aim to get more than 80?’


Lecturer: (relentlessly calm and repetitive) ‘As I said, that's to give you something more to aim at. You need to understand that there is always room for improvement.’


Victoria: (slightly annoyed now) ‘But that does not make sense. If you never give more than 80 then there is no point in me aiming to get more than 80.’


Lecturer: (almost robotic now) ‘This is all about motivation to improve. I do this so that you have something more to aim at.’


Victoria: ‘OK, whatever.’


Suggestion


Using suggestion involves giving hints or using phrases at carefully chosen moments to put an idea into a person’s mind and let them think they thought of it themselves. It’s a sleazy tactic and not the same as making suggestions explicitly.


Suggestion also benefits from the right body language, especially tone of voice. It is usually casual, gently questioning, or wondering.


Profound confusion


This trick combines illogical, vague, complicated writing or speech with cues that create the impression of saying something important, even profound. This tires the listener’s ability to think critically and prepares the way for doubtful claims.


E.g. Here are the first few sentences from the English translation of a journal article called ‘The Law of Genre’ written by the postmodern French philosopher Jacques Derrida (Derrida and Ronell 1980):


‘Genres are not to be mixed.


I will not mix genres.


I repeat: Genres are not to be mixed. I will not mix genres.


Now suppose I let these utterances resonate all by themselves.


Suppose: I abandon them to their fate, I set free their random virtualities and turn them over to my audience – or, rather, to your audience, to your auditory grasp, to whatever mobility they retain and you bestow upon them to engender effects of all kinds without my having to stand behind them.’


At this point you would probably suspect the article was pretentious nonsense and stop reading. But, suppose the fame of the author had raised your expectations and you remained confident that there was deep meaning to be found. You might then continue reading, struggling hard to find that meaning. However, the text continues:


‘I merely said, and then repeated: genres are not to be mixed; and I will not mix them.


As long as I release these utterances (which others might call speech acts) in a form yet scarcely determined, given the open context out of which I have just let them be grasped by “my” language …’


At this stage your mind would start to tire from the effort of trying to find meaning. The rest of the text continues in this unbearable style. And yet Derrida was highly influential, with some people eagerly trying to find meaning in his words, arguing about them, responding to them, and trying to do similar work.


Exactly how people get away with writing like this and are even persuasive with it is hard to explain. The following mechanisms probably operate.


Obscurantism: The writer thwarts critical scrutiny with words too complicated and meaningless to analyse rationally. All critics can say is that the work is meaningless so devotees assume the critics do not understand it and ignore them.


Over-estimation: Some people will be so impressed by a person’s manner, appearance, titles, and supporters that they take their own inability to understand the text as evidence that it is clever stuff by a clever person. The bluff works on some people and that is all it takes to build a fan base.


Hypnotic confusion: One famous technique of hypnotic induction is the confusion induction. This involves saying confusing things with intonation that suggests they are deeply meaningful and important so that the subject’s mind fights hard to find meaning. Eventually, tired and defeated by the effort, the subject’s critical faculties switch off and any sentences with meaning are accepted uncritically.


E.g. Derrida’s ‘The Law of Genre’ leaves unwary readers with a feeling that genres should not be mixed even though no intelligible definitions or reasons have been given.


Repeated association


In this trick two ideas are repeatedly presented together, creating the impression that they are linked in some more meaningful way.


Some advertising is no more sophisticated than this.


E.g. When an advertisement presents a couple being romantic and stylish together while showing the name and packaging of a perfume it is simply associating the ideas. It has given no reasons to think that the perfume helps people be stylish or romantically successful. It has not even claimed that it does.


This is also used for political persuading.


E.g. Ahead of the UK's referendum in 2016 on leaving the European Union, major news media had choices about how to associate ideas with the proposed ‘Brexit’. A pro-Brexit option was to repeatedly pair ‘Brexit’ with ‘opportunity’, which would be supported by presenting ideas about how the UK could do things differently outside the European Union. News headlines could have repeatedly paired these ideas. News reports could have ended with a consistent tagline that linked ‘Brexit’ with ‘opportunity’, such as ‘But Brexit could bring more opportunities.’ In contrast, a pro-Remain option was to repeatedly pair ‘Brexit’ with ‘uncertainty’. This would be supported by presenting items on what was not yet known about what would happen if the UK left. News headlines could have repeatedly paired these ideas. News reports could have ended with a consistent tagline that linked ‘Brexit’ with ‘uncertainty’, such as ‘But Brexit will bring more uncertainties in the future.’ The UK government did nothing to plan for Brexit, maximizing the uncertainty associated with that option, and news reporting by the BBC, the nation's state-funded broadcaster, typically linked ‘Brexit’ with ‘uncertainty’.


Repeated association is a subtle method but powerful, especially when continued frequently for a long period. It can be used to make a group seem solely responsible for some suffering.


E.g. During the war in the Gaza Strip that began in October 2023, news media had a choice of how to present the key issue of civilian casualties in the Gaza Strip. A partisan approach that favoured Hamas was to pair Gazan suffering with Israeli strikes using headlines such as ‘Gazan deaths rise as Israeli strikes continue.’ A partisan approach that favoured Israel was to pair the suffering with Hamas decisions using headlines such as ‘Gazan deaths rise as Hamas continues to launch rockets from civilian areas’ and ‘Gazan deaths rise but Hamas vows to fight on.’


Repeated association can continue long after the issues that started it and become more damaging. As people forget the details of what was known at the time, repeated associations can overcome earlier critical thinking.


E.g. In the UK, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the government wisely took a lot of detailed advice from scientific experts. The UK's approach was similar to most other countries but bet more heavily on vaccination and was rewarded for it. Often things were done as precautions because of uncertainty that existed at the time. Some of those actions were later found to be unnecessary but taking them was wise at the time, given what was known. Throughout that period a minority resisted efforts to manage the pandemic, refusing vaccines, mingling, and not wearing masks. Even today there are people who continue in their view that the government used the disease as an excuse to control people, taking away their rights. The association between COVID-19 and government over-reach was created in their minds and is now seen as a fact, benefiting from endless association, hindsight bias, and gradual forgetting of the details behind the decisions taken.


Selective emotion


It is often said that influencing with emotion is an alternative to influencing with sound reasoning. This is wrong. If we correctly understand a situation and the consequences of potential actions then emotions just help us weigh the factors in decisions.


When someone tries to influence us unfairly with emotion the trick is more than just evoking strong emotions. The trick draws our attention to just some relevant factors and tries to get us to see those as very important while ignoring others. Typically, it exploits a tendency towards empathy (i.e. feeling the emotions of a person we are looking at or with) to get us to pay more attention to the interests of one person and less to the interests of others.


E.g. Imagine a charity advertisement shows just images of a suffering animal and asks for money. We are being led to focus on the suffering, to feel emotional about it, and give money. A thoughtful donor who resists this trick will also want to know what project will reduce that suffering, how much of the donation will support the project, and if there is already evidence of outcomes from the project.


This trick often involves naming and picturing a victim who is suffering and telling people to ‘think how she feels’ or asking them ‘how would you feel?’ These elements have been tested scientifically and shown to increase the extent to which people focus only on the interests of the named victim whose feelings they have empathized with at the expense of others whose interests are relevant (e.g. others on a waiting list for medical treatment) (Bloom, 2017).


E.g. During the war in the Gaza Strip that started on 7th October 2023, partisan news reporting favouring Hamas focused on images of grimy, lonely, Palestinian children in Gaza pictured against a background of rubble, while the narration was about Palestinian suffering and Israeli strikes. A typical headline of this type was ‘Israel resumes air strikes after ceasefire ends’ (not mentioning Hamas resuming rocket attacks). In contrast, partisan news reporting favouring Israel focused on images of the victims of the 7th October attacks, including rape victims, and the stories of hostages who had been released, while talking about the thousands of rockets fired by Hamas at Israel, the thousands of Israelis evacuated from the most dangerous areas, and the plight of the remaining hostages. Balanced reporting would have covered all these in each report and in a less emotive way. A typical headline would have been ‘Hamas and Israel resume fighting after ceasefire ends.’


Misleading framing


Another common trick is to frame an issue misleadingly. For example, most people are in favour of life and of choice. The opposing sides try to frame the abortion debate their way by saying they are ‘pro-life’ or ‘pro-choice’. Similarly, do you debate ‘homelessness’ or ‘excessive population growth’? Do you debate a country leaving ‘Europe’ or leaving ‘the European Union’? Is a government policy ‘stamping down on bad behaviour’ or ‘denying some people their rights’?


E.g. A friend borrows a jumper from you and returns it filthy. You are not happy so your friend says ‘It could be worse. It might have been ripped.’ This trick tries to stop you applying the correct frame, which is to compare what has happened with what should have happened.


E.g. During 2021 some suggested that people who had been vaccinated against the SARS-CoV-2 virus which causes the COVID-19 disease should be given evidence of their vaccination, sometimes called a ‘vaccine passport’. An argument made against this was that it would lead to rules requiring the evidence (e.g. to travel abroad, to go to work) and that would ‘discriminate against’ people who had exercised their ‘right to refuse the vaccine’. This framing trick exploits the widespread misconception that all discrimination is bad rather than distinguishing between fair and unfair discrimination. Here the discrimination would be fair because vaccinated people, on average, would be less risky.


E.g. A more complicated example of framing tricks involves employment and unemployment. There are several statistical ways to characterize employment and unemployment and which you choose frames the debate. For example, suppose the population of a country increases but the percentages of people in and out of employment remain the same. It would be true to say that ‘more people are employed’ but also that ‘more people are unemployed’. Which people choose to say often depends on whether they support or oppose the current government.


Also, to properly understand unemployment you need to know that a person is only counted as unemployed if they have no job but they are looking for one. In a weak economy some people stop looking for work and that makes unemployment and the rate of unemployment lower than they otherwise would be.


A modern framing trick is to act as if a legitimate, harmless check on a person is really a punishment (i.e. something harmful that should be justified by irrefutable evidence before it is carried out).


E.g. When someone says they are ‘trans’ (i.e. the wrong sex for their body) there is a risk that they are mistaken or trying to exploit this for some reason. Checking if someone who says they are ‘trans’ is correct is fair and not harmful but some campaigners are angrily resentful of it.


E.g. A stop-and-search carried out by a police officer in the street is not harmful and not an insult. It is just part of the service that police forces perform for society and about as effective as other steps they can take. Citizens should comply with the request promptly and politely and not waste the officer's time. However, some people angrily object as if it is harmful or insulting in some way and should be based on irrefutable proof rather than just a reasonable suspicion.


Appeals to freedom


One framing so common it deserves a section of its own is to make something a matter of liberty. Some people occasionally complain that another person (often the government) is taking away their liberty, lecturing, moralizing, nannying, nagging, bossing, ordering, coercing, a dictator, a totalitarian, showing lack of respect for their personal responsibility, or interfering in personal matters that are none of their business. The complainer might even imply that they would have done some good behaviour but now will not because the other person did not ask in the right way.


These complaints might be true but, often, either the other person was only sharing information or making suggestions or recommendations, or the other person has a role where they are expected to give instructions provided they are beneficial.


It is fair for others to give advice or ask for changes in behaviour when there is scope for improvement, especially if the current situation is creating problems for them. We expect authorities to devise and enforce laws that do more than this. There is nothing inherently wrong with it; the problem is just when the recommendations or laws are poorly thought out. The discussion should be about the consequences of the behaviour or the design of the law, not whether giving advice, making requests, or giving instructions are wrong in themselves.


E.g. Suppose a think tank issues a report suggesting a scheme to educate parents and children about healthier eating. Reactions are likely to include some saying the proposals do not go far enough but others saying they are interfering in family life. It is ‘middle class meddling’ and ‘parents know best’.


E.g. Imagine you are supervising someone at work who is inexperienced and struggling with an important task. You are concerned that they will do it poorly and too slowly so you supervise them closely to teach them what they need to know and monitor their progress. However, they are less aware of their shortcomings and angrily complain to you that you are ‘micromanaging’, ‘oppressive’, and should ‘Let me do it my way!’


Appeals to freedom are more likely when:



  	the rule requires people to stop doing something they strongly want to do or do something they strongly do not want to do


  	the rule is prompted by the bad behaviour of some people, not everyone (e.g. everyone having to go through security checks, report suspicions of money laundering, or go without something because some people abuse it)


  	the stated justification seems to blame everyone for behaving badly


  	the stated justification fails to mention the benefits to everyone from cooperating.





False conspiracy theories and Exaggerated Oppression Theories


False conspiracy theories have a frightening ability to insulate people from logic and evidence. When people accept a conspiracy theory, they often discount contrary evidence as fake, concocted by the conspirators.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic some people thought the virus did not exist. They thought it a fake created by ‘big pharma’ and their friends in government and the media to help sell dangerous vaccines that were not needed.


Another false conspiracy theory was that the virus had been deliberately created and released to sell dangerous vaccines that were not needed.


Another theory was that governments around the world had used a mild virus as an opportunity to gain greater control of ordinary people, creating more totalitarian regimes.


Still another theory was that the vaccines were dangerous – deadly even – but as usual those in power, the elites, the 1%, Bill Gates, the government, the media, and of course ‘big pharma’, were hiding the truth.


In connection with these false conspiracy theories many misconceptions and lies circulated on the internet and by word of mouth. Bizarrely, some people complained on social media that the same social media were censoring the truth about the vaccines and the virus.


People in the grip of these false conspiracy theories were inclined to assume that anyone presenting contrary views was part of the conspiracy and that statistics and other facts were just lies by the powerful entities behind the conspiracies.


False conspiracy theories are often presented as revealing a long-concealed truth. If a person attends to the conspiracy theory then they will learn something other people do not know and become more aware than others. To some people this is an attractive idea. Perhaps they are aware that they are susceptible to deception and want to avoid being deceived. Sadly, they do not recognize that someone is about to deceive them.


Sometimes the conspiracy theory seems mild. It says little more than that everyone has been mistaken.


E.g. Here is an imaginary pitch for the logically absurd idea that up is not up and down is not down. (Obviously they are by definition.) It uses arguments you may find familiar: ‘For centuries people have assumed that up is up and down is down. This idea has permeated our language and thinking. It has been the basis of decisions by governments and experts that have profoundly affected our lives. But what if it wasn’t true? What if up was not up at all? What if down was not down? With so many people today struggling to make ends meet, ground down by inequality and market failure, perhaps it is time to question this received wisdom. Is up really up? Is down really down?’


At this point the argument might switch to using arguments from authority to sustain the feeling of growing doubt: ‘Sam Patterson is Professor of Orientation Studies at a top London university. In a recent paper he argued that emerging evidence was at last throwing doubt on long-cherished notions of orientation. New theories were offering exciting new insights into the true nature of up and down.’ And so on and on. Clearly, anyone who wants to argue that up is up or that down is down will have to work hard to make their case against intelligent and impressive experts.


False conspiracy theories are typically elements of an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. This is a theory that two large groups (usually defined by demographic characteristics or employer) are in conflict, with one the Oppressor and the other the Victim. The intensity of that conflict, the homogeneity of people in each group, and the level of collusion are exaggerated. Everyone in the bad, Oppressor group is conspiring against everyone in the good, Victim group.


Familiar modern examples include men oppressing women, the rich oppressing the poor, the government enslaving us all, the elites oppressing everyone else, the ruling class oppressing the working class, everyone but especially Jews oppressing Muslims, everyone oppressing Jews, straight people oppressing gay people, the BBC lying to us, and white people oppressing black people.


Historically, famous Exaggerated Oppression Theories include Hitler's description of Jews oppressing Germans and Marx's theories of how business investors exploit workers. Going further back, the ancient Greek historian and philosopher Polybius theorized that rule by elites would always slide towards a corrupt oligarchy. Since the 20th century, many writers have put forward Exaggerated Oppression Theories of different types and some have been politically active.


Occasionally an individual creates an Exaggerated Oppression Theory where they personally are oppressed and then uses this story to gain supporters who join the alleged Victim group.


E.g. Imagine that a young, aspiring academic and researcher has an idea he believes will revolutionize psychotherapy. He publishes papers explaining his theory and conducts research to create evidence that it is true. But, as years pass, he grows disappointed that few accept his theory and begins to think it is being blocked by academic rivals. When his studies are criticized as inconclusive he sees this as evidence of an Establishment plot to maintain the status quo. When his theories are criticized as logically flawed or unclear he is enraged but all the more determined to keep publishing. His energetic publishing, often part of long running disputes with other academics, leads to his becoming a Professor at a university.


As more years roll by, his title and years of work give him increased credibility. He increasingly combines this with a personal story of being a pioneer in his field, pushing a fundamental insight that others have often struggled to understand and accept, but which is gradually gaining acceptance. For some younger people, this narrative is itself a convincing part of the case for his ideas. He gathers followers who begin to repeat the same narrative about how the ideas they have learned from this Professor are gradually revolutionizing psychotherapy despite resistance. Followers occasionally attack people who disagree, saying they are ignorant or narrow minded. An Exaggerated Oppression Theory is born.


Exaggerated Oppression Theories are exploited rhetorically in a number of ways, discussed later in this book. In particular, they provide a ready-made set of plausible conspirators: the despised Oppressor group.


Insinuation


Yet another common trick is to insinuate rather than make an explicit claim. Done skilfully this does not involve stating an untruth but leaves most people aware that the untrue claim was meant.


E.g. Suppose a person in a block of flats is hyper-sensitive to noises and that, every few weeks, some noise can be detected from other flats if you listen carefully. However, the sensitive occupant complains about ‘noise’ to the managing agents two or three times a week, often making multiple complaints about the same incident. Even if the complaints do not falsely claim that the noises are loud, the sheer frequency of complaints and the emotional language used insinuate loudness and nuisance.


Some journalists sometimes use insinuation to smear people they write about. 


E.g. If a politically centre-left journalist wants to smear a conservative author then tactics might include mentioning that some of the author’s readers are ‘alt-right’, the author’s great uncle was a fascist 90 years ago, and the author ‘has been criticized’ (which is surely true of every adult but might be true recently because the journalist has made a criticism).


E.g. Suppose a politician gives a speech. As usual, some people on social media praise it and some criticize. A journalist might insinuate that the speech was bad and generally disliked using the headline ‘Minister’s speech criticized on social media’ instead of ‘Minister’s speech praised on social media’. The effect can be increased by quoting and discussing a particularly critical comment as if it is representative of the overall social media reaction (even if it is the only negative comment).


Leaving out information as in this second example is insinuation only if no explicit claim is made that all information is being included. If the speaker indicates that all the evidence is being presented then this is a lie by omission.


E.g. A charity releases a short video on social media with a headline that attacks the 1% and graphics that show news headlines stating the large profits of three fossil fuel companies and one bank with further headlines mentioning rising prices and economic hardship. It is unclear if the complaint is about just the featured companies, about all companies, or perhaps just companies in the fossil fuel and banking sectors. However, the insinuation is that huge profits are a widespread problem. The juxtaposition of these with mentions of economic hardship insinuates that these are somehow linked.


The phrases ‘toxic masculinity’, ‘toxic femininity’, and ‘whiteness‘ use insinuation by exploiting the fact that most people are unclear as to what they mean. Are they saying there is something bad about masculinity, femininity, or being a white person? Are they saying that men, women, or white people are bad? Or are they referring to a special way of being male, female, or white that is bad? To most people it feels like all men, women, and white people are getting bashed in some way.


Challenged over this overgeneralization, the user of the term can explain that they were referring to a particular way of being male, female, or white and so they were not attacking all men, women, or white people. (Alternatively, they can abandon insinuation and say that they do indeed think that all men, women, or white people are bad.)


Exaggeration


Insinuation is often paired with exaggeration. Exaggeration is a form of lying that can be harder to refute than some other types of lie because it is tempting to think of an exaggeration as partly true.


E.g. It is often claimed that unfair discrimination against some group is more common than it really is. People attacked for unfair discrimination in this way often mistakenly respond as if there is no unfair discrimination at all. The trickster then complains about this apparent lie, pushing the person to say something like ‘of course, unfair discrimination does happen and nobody is saying it does not’. This comes across as an admission forced out of someone in denial. (It is better to respond that the claim or insinuation is ‘exaggerated’ and stick to that wording throughout refutation. For example, ‘You have suggested that racism is rife in the police force but that is a great exaggeration and unfair to almost all officers.’ The word ‘exaggerated’ simultaneously says that some of the problem exists and points out what is wrong with the exaggerated claim.)


Exaggeration can be by:


Exaggerated descriptions: This often uses words that imply an approximate but incorrect quantity. For example, a person who is slightly taller than average might be described as ‘towering’ or ‘huge’.


Overgeneralization and cherry picking: This might involve saying something is true of everyone in a group when you only know it is true for some of them. A variation is to describe one extreme member of a group and imply they are typical or simply not mention that they are untypically extreme.


Over-reaction: This usually involves a strong reaction to an unimportant incident. For example, a trivial insult might be described as a violent attack and reacted to with highly emotional words and body language. Sometimes people overreact by repeatedly bringing up the grievance, to imply it is important.


Catastrophizing: This involves predicting a very bad outcome from a small indication. Sometimes the claim is that someone’s action is just the first of more in the same direction. For example, a request for five extra minutes to give a presentation might be met with ‘Oh, so you want everyone to wait while you talk on and on for the rest of the day!’


Linking small issues to big issues: The tactic is to say a small issue (e.g. a harsh word to an old person) is just part of something big (e.g. large-scale neglect of old people). This gives the small issue a stronger emotional charge and greater significance while repeating the claim that the bigger issue exists.


E.g. In a couple, one partner might engineer an unfair split of work on a task by exaggerating how hard it is for them to do a task they do not want to do and how much easier it would be for their partner.


E.g. In a tussle between housemates who do not like each other, one might exaggerate their emotional reaction to something the other is said to have done wrong. The tactic is to insist that the strength of the emotional reaction is evidence of the badness of the behaviour. If this does not gain the desired apologies and compliance then the tactic might be pushed again by saying something like ‘You are invalidating my emotion.’


E.g. The battle over ‘wokeism’ has provided many illustrations of exaggeration. A common ploy by some extremists on the ‘woke’ side is to overreact to trivial incidents or statements, claiming they are evidence of serious, widespread hatred or bigotry. A common ploy by some extremists on the ‘anti-woke’ side is to cherry pick extreme claims by the ‘wokeists’, critique and ridicule them, and imply that the extreme behaviour is typical of the entire political left.


Lies and selective truth


The most familiar lies are designed to present an alternative to reality; they are usually plausible and consistent with each other but not with reality. A different strategy is to present a confusing picture with conflicting or just blatant lies that undermines our confidence that we can get to the truth or even that there is a truth to find.


Sometimes a liar uses a barrage of lies that, with a little effort, could be exposed. Usually they will try to make their lies more credible by looking outraged or confident, as if what they are saying is obviously true and anyone who disagrees is clearly lying or stupid.


An alternative approach is to construct a minimal lie that is hard to disprove. Sometimes the lie is plausible, but only just, which is frustrating.


E.g. In the UK, people questioned by police officers in the street will sometimes make a series of false claims in the hope of not getting arrested. Once arrested and in an interview room with a lawyer, they may switch strategies and refuse to answer questions, hoping that when they know the evidence the police have it will be possible to invent a story that accounts for it without admitting to law breaking. This is so common that many people understand what is going on and take initial silence as an indicator of guilt.


The standard police caution is designed to discourage this but I suspect many suspects hear the words ‘You do not have to say anything’ but do not understand the words ‘But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in Court.’


Lying by omission is a powerful and widely used trick. A slanted picture can be presented by indicating that you are presenting all the evidence but only mentioning evidence that favours your position and not mentioning other evidence.


E.g. Suppose a news headline in a publication that claims to be unbiased reads: ‘Anger as government postpones audit reform.’ This might be true but selective. Most reforms are wanted by some people but resisted by others. The headline could as truthfully have been ‘Relief as government postpones audit reform’. A better headline would have been ‘Reactions to postponement of audit reform’.


E.g. A partner in a couple trying to get an unfair split of work might (1) invent fake reasons why they cannot easily do a task (i.e. a lie) and (2) claim that the relationship is currently imbalanced to their detriment by saying ‘Let's think about what we each do.’ then mentioning things they have done but leaving out things their partner has done (i.e. lying by omission).


Another way to lie by omission is to let people make natural but wrong assumptions.


E.g. Imagine you are driving somewhere unfamiliar and run out of fuel. You ask a local person if there is a petrol station nearby. They say there is one just around the corner. You thank them and set off only to find the petrol station is derelict. The local has tricked you for a laugh at your expense by omitting something they should have mentioned, allowing you to make the reasonable but false assumption that the petrol station would be operating.


Still another tactic comes into play when there is a choice between alternative uses of scarce resources. The trick is to talk about the importance of doing something, including the consequences of not doing it, without even mentioning other things that could be done with the same resources. (This is not a trick if you know that others will be explaining the alternatives.)


Often, some evidence is just given low emphasis rather than omitted altogether.


E.g. Imagine that statistics on ‘child poverty’ have just been released by a campaign group, showing changes in levels across different regions of the UK. Although most regions have improved and overall things are better, one region has worsened slightly. This situation might then be reported on a news website with the headline: ‘Child poverty rises across the North East’. Even if full details are given in the body of the article, casual readers will get the false impression of more bad news. In addition, a subtle lie is told by using the word ‘across’ to suggest falsely that the poverty is worse in all parts of the North East.


People sometimes misname lies using more specialized terms:


Gaslighting is consistently lying to make a person think they are becoming insane.


Conditioning uses the techniques one might use to train a pigeon or dog. Behaviour is shaped using rewards and punishments, typically involving approval, food, or money.


Indoctrination is teaching people an ideology that is factually untrue or a poor way to live. This usually involves a large effort and is typical for religions and one-party states. Attending lessons may be compulsory and the effect of messages may be reinforced by conditioning.


Brainwashing uses techniques that weaken a person's resistance to lies, such as as sleep deprivation, torture, and drugs.


Fake evidence


Lying has been taken to an advanced level in the form of fake evidence. Detailed information is presented that looks genuine and objective but isn’t. Often the material looks like rigorous scientific work by competent, well-qualified people. It may be hard to discover the underlying truth. These are some types of fake evidence:


Astroturfing: This relatively modern technique creates a false sense of ‘grass roots’ opinion online. It includes fake customer reviews of a product or show, and fake comments on political issues on social media. An individual can create many accounts online to make it seem that many people hold similar views, or pay others to do it. The accounts might be operated by a person or automatically by software. Biographical details and photos may be fakes designed to make the commenter seem more credible, relatable, or attractive.


Fake research data: Very occasionally researchers make up data they did not collect or alter their data. This is probably done most often to get published without doing difficult work. Even when the intention is not to distort, this can happen because the author makes up data that seem true to life (which usually means consistent with the theory they favour).


Systematically biased research method: More common than fabrication of data is research using a systematically biased method. This is not always accidental. Examples include decisions to stop a medical trial because favourable results have been achieved and not do the planned follow up phase, dodgy policies on what to do with people who drop out of trials, and use of statistical tests that have in-built bias (such as typical tests for ‘normality’ of distributions).


Selective literature review: This pseudo-scientific document can be styled impressively, packed with accurate information, and yet highly misleading because it tells only selective truth. Literature favourable to the advocate’s position is included but other literature is left out. The most favourable numbers from the most favourable studies can be put forward as representative. Flaws in supportive research can be ignored while contrary research, if mentioned at all, is criticized extensively, creating a sense of scepticism.


This works even if the individual criticisms are weak (e.g. saying the sample size could have been larger, that there might have been some bias in sample selection, or that something is not explained in the study report even though, if usual practice was followed, there would be no weakness to worry about).


Out-of-context material: Text, audio, and video can all be edited to remove context and leave something that seems damning. If you say ‘I totally reject the idea that children should be made to pay for their mistakes.’ then an opponent can clip this down to ‘Children should be made to pay for their mistakes.’ to make you look like an ogre. You said those words, just not with that meaning.


Fake video/audio: One simple way to make a fake is to edit together fragments of real video and audio. If you said ‘Child killers should be made to pay.’ and also ‘I love children.’ then the edited version might say ‘Children should be made to pay.’ Generative AI can produce photorealistic pictures. Deepfake videos replace a person's face with another while a vocal impersonation replaces the audio.


Fake reason


Tricksters often try to appear to use reason themselves. Many modern tricks are fake reason and fairness. Today, even the most bigoted religious zealot is happy to say ‘Show me the evidence’. Sometimes people talk well about the importance of keeping an open mind and being objective but then do the opposite.


E.g. You are watching a video documentary where four people sit having a conversation. They are introduced and all have impressively academic sounding titles from impressively academic sounding institutions. They are dressed like academics and talk slowly with long but well-constructed sentences. They are talking about evolution and the implications of a new mathematical ‘proof’ that evolution by natural selection would be too slow to generate the variety of species we have seen. They explain to each other, in rather general terms, the elements of evolutionary theory they are confident must be revised because of this proof.


This has all the superficial signs of reason but is fake. This is evident because they never explain what the mathematical theory is, its assumptions, or even give a reference or clue to where the detail might be found. The evidence for evolution by natural selection is massive and overwhelming so any mathematical modelling exercise that contradicts it is much more likely to be wrong (probably from its initial assumptions) than the theory of natural selection. This should be visible in their conversation but is not.


It is a trick to allude to an argument as if it exists and is valid even though that is not the case. For example, a person might say ‘It is arguable that X.’ or ‘Arguably X.’ to claim that a valid argument demonstrates X is true when in reality it does not. (Note: In this book, capital letters in quoted text are used to mark the position of something specific. In this example, it was a proposition.) A similar trick is to say ‘And we can have that debate.’ to suggest that they have an argument that supports the position they would take even when they do not.


Some commenters on social media clearly know some facts about their topic but misuse them with arguments that seem superficially informed at first but emerge as irrelevant when you think critically about them.


E.g. A person promoting greater investment in nuclear power might use arguments like these:


  
    	Since there are other substances we often have near us that are extremely toxic (e.g. medicines), nuclear waste is nothing to worry about.


    	Because nuclear fuel is lower in mass than fossil fuels, per unit of energy generated, nuclear fuel is less of a safety concern.


    	Because a country gets 37.73% of its power from renewables but also relies heavily on gas, getting more power from renewables leads to relying more on gas.


    	Nuclear material is safe and we know this because official figures say there haven’t been any major incidents that caused loss of life recently.


  


In response a proponent of renewables might make equally irrelevant but seemingly informed arguments such as:


  
    	Because the sun radiates energy onto the earth at all times there is no problem with fluctuating levels of solar power from photovoltaic panels.


    	Because trees are a renewable resource, burning wood is an excellent way to generate power.


    	Because the fundamental fission of atoms in nuclear power reactors is the same as in a nuclear fission bomb, nuclear power reactors are large bombs ready to go off.


  


A common type of fake reason uses pseudo-psychology. Many people are vulnerable to this and will readily accept ridiculous, vague theories, especially if they involve supposedly unconscious mechanisms or sound like neuroscience.


Another form of fake reason is apparent fake agreement with a reasonable position. The trickster, after arguing for a false position and facing powerful counterarguments, may suddenly state the reasonable position (contradicting themselves) with no build up or body language suggesting a major change of mind. This confuses others in the discussion but, before those others can take advantage of the admission, the trickster moves on to another topic. If the point is raised again in another discussion, they will probably return to their favoured, unreasonable position.


A variation on fake agreement involves agreeing to take an action but not doing it. Another is to agree that a situation is unacceptable and then do nothing about it, even though it is the trickster's responsibility to act.


Reason then manipulation


Tricksters sometimes begin by making good, rational points but then use trick arguments delivered with the same manner. Listeners must continue thinking critically and not let their guard down. The transition may occur within a single encounter or may take months or years.


E.g. Some conservative opinion channels on social media have transitioned over a period of years from making largely sensible points about identity politics to using tricks to attack efforts to achieve sustainability.


Attacking reason itself


A particularly common form of trickery today tries to neutralize the power of reason and fairness by attacking reason itself, with claims such as:



  	It is harmful to ‘overthink’.


  	Reason is cold, unfeeling, or selfish.


  	People who rely on reason are out of touch, bad people with no friends.


  	Reason is only applicable to what can be measured or what is certain.


  	Science and logic are just social constructs.


  	Having faith (i.e. baseless belief) is noble and good.


  	Reason is only one way to acquire knowledge and other ways (e.g. spiritual) are just as valid.


  	Science is just another cult.





People who use these arguments are more likely to have incorrect beliefs about reason and incorrect beliefs generally.


Relativism plus ‘social proof’


Tricks based on relativism claim that the matter being discussed is one of perspective, opinion, paradigm, worldview, social constructs, or faith. This can be used in several ways:


To avoid the force of reason: The claim is that reason is not relevant. This is usually to protect ideas that reason would dispel.


E.g. Some religious zealots have learned to use relativism. They might complain about criticism by saying ‘You’re suppressing my right to religious freedom!’ as if even baseless religious beliefs are as valid as any others.


To facilitate use of social proof: Relativism is often paired with saying that many people agree with the trickster, which is use of ‘social proof’ (i.e. many people agreeing). They might suggest that their view is legitimate because others agree or that their view is superior because so many agree. This is despite arguing that the matter is one where people can have equally valid opinions.


To get equal attention for unequal causes: Some news broadcasters think that if they give equal time to both sides of a conflict then they will be unbiased. This can be exploited by people who do not deserve attention.


To get equal treatment for unequal behaviour: Relativism is also used to deny differences between people that are real.


E.g. Imagine that several anti-government terrorists open fire on random civilians at a music festival but the government's legitimate security forces are soon involved and shoot the terrorists dead to stop their attack going further. The terrorists' supporters say the government is a terrorist organization that has murdered their brave freedom fighters. They are claiming it is a matter of perspective. In a clear case like this it is not. One group of people voluntarily opened fire on random civilians and would not stop until they themselves had been killed. Their deaths are the result of legitimate defensive action. The festival goers were murdered; the terrorists were not.


To attack critics: Cultural relativism is sometimes used to argue that a person who criticizes the behaviour of another must be a bigot (even if the complaint is about behaviour that is violent, unfair, over-controlling, and intolerant).


Some tricksters simply lie to appear in a similar position to their victim or even reverse the roles of perpetrator and victim.


E.g. In the early 21st century, Russia (under Vladimir Putin) has repeatedly used this tactic. It has claimed that NATO is a rival empire (not a collection of countries with a mutual defence treaty) and that Russia invaded Ukraine to protect Ukrainians. When two FSB agents poisoned Alexander Litvinenko in a London hotel using polonium-210 (the most toxic substance known at that time and only produced in Russia), Russia claimed that it was the two agents who had been poisoned with polonium-210 by Litvinenko, not the other way around. (Litvinenko died after a short illness while the FSB assassins remained healthy.)


To appear unbiased and wise: Tricksters try to present their unreasonable and inappropriate use of relativism as admirable. This is to claim superiority for themselves and discourage resistance. There are situations where understanding the other person's point of view is valuable and requires a higher level of understanding and self-awareness. Many people see relativism as admirable and think it makes them look intelligent, mature, and tolerant. They may feel good when they express sympathy for badly behaved people such as terrorists, religious extremists, or young crime gang members. They may admire others who do the same.


In reality, relativism is no better than blind prejudice. There really are important differences in merit between people and cultures but they have to be identified carefully and objectively.


Demographic disqualification


Another fashionable trick is to say that your opponent is not qualified to talk on a topic because of not being in a particular demographic group. For example, some people will argue that white people have nothing to offer on the subject of race, that men have nothing trustworthy to say about women, or that old people cannot possibly understand what young people are going through. (This last disqualification is particularly unfair because old people have once been young but young people have yet to be old.)


This is an invalid objection. We are never the same as other people and a basic life skill is to understand others without having had their experiences. For example, you probably have never been bitten by a shark but do not need to learn much about sharks to understand that being bitten would be extremely unpleasant. Similarly, you probably do not hold grudges for years over trivial slights but can understand what it means when other people do and even make some predictions about the thinking that leads to such a lack of forgiveness.


The Gish Gallop


A Gish Gallop is a long stream of often-flawed arguments and often-false claims delivered quickly. Unpicking the flaws takes a long time and bores most audiences, which is why this ploy can work in debates. Not all Gallops are deliberate ploys. People sometimes bundle points without explaining them well because they think that makes a strong argument or they are angry.


Sustaining apparent controversy


Another trick that can look like scientific debate involves raising a series of seemingly learned objections to research and, when each one is debunked, simply moving on to the next without conceding that the objection was wrong. The fact that the objections are debunked does not stop this tactic from being effective because the real objective is to create the appearance of a controversy.


This is useful to a trickster who wants to create doubt and delay.


E.g. During the 20th century, tobacco companies funded this type of activity to delay restrictions on their activities (Oreskes & Conway, 2011).


E.g. People who want to stop vaccines from being used also find it useful because doubt is all they need to put at least some people off vaccination.


Other psychological tricks


There is a large research literature on persuasion and compliance. One of the most famous lists of compliance mechanisms is from Robert Cialdini (2007): reciprocation, commitment and consistency, social proof, liking, authority, and scarcity. This is not an exhaustive list. All these can be exploited in various ways. There has also been much research on so-called ‘nudges’.


The common factor is exploitation of our psychological flaws to gain compliance to requests that might not be rationally and fairly deserved.


Abuses of power


Many uses of power are abuses of that power.


If power is used to impose something unfair or untrue then it is an abuse of power. If the power used is excessive, then it is an abuse of power. Threatening to beat someone up if they don’t hand over their wallet is unfair and excessive.


However, some uses of power are abuses because of the nature of the tactics used. This goes beyond physical power and often involves abusing relationships. Abuses of power are discussed below.


As with tricksters, people who abuse their power are not always cunning and calculating. They may be ordinary people, upset about something, who lack the skill and insight to behave better.


Exploiting aversion to conflict


Most people would prefer to avoid conflict. We don't like being insulted. We don't like dealing with unreasonable people who say unexpected and even outrageous things. We don't like arguments, especially heated arguments that might get physically dangerous or attract the attention of many other people. Fear of conflict is often strong with people we do not know well, especially if they seem volatile and untrustworthy and they are physically imposing. For example, we are naturally wary of arguments in the street with people we do not know. Fear of conflict is also strong with people who have been aggressive with us in the past.


Even online, where the immediate physical danger is less, we fear being attacked with words and having our reputations damaged. We worry that someone might use information we have given away online to exploit us, or might even  track us down in the real world and do us harm. All this is emotionally draining and probably discourages many reasonable people from sharing their thoughts online.


Manipulators can exploit this to shut us up and even to discourage us from participating in discussions. They can push people to stop resisting their demands and just give in for a quiet life. They can cause such stress that reasonable people withdraw from committees, councils, boards, and online forums. This allows the bullies to dominate discussions and committee votes.


In a personal dispute over money, for example, the manipulator might get angry, argumentative, insulting, and threatening quickly and perhaps unexpectedly, demanding things they want using exaggerated language and nonverbal signals. They might send many messages or leave many angry voicemails. They might threaten legal action from early in a dispute even when they have no valid basis for it.


Most people feel intimidated by this and want to offer concessions to avoid further conflict or escalation.


The manipulator might not even be truly angry or feel righteous. It's just a tactic. Alternatively, their feelings may be genuine but somehow they have learned that they often get their way when they just let rip.


Exploiting friendships


Friendships are good and important in life. What is not good is exploiting friendships.


A good friendship is usually based on establishing a pattern of voluntary mutual cooperation, reciprocal helping, sharing rewards, and not harming each other. Purely social factors (e.g. having similar interests, similar backgrounds, other friends in common, and enjoying the same kind of banter) help form and cement such friendships but are not enough on their own.


Most of us recognize such good friendships and recognize exploitation. For example, we recognize the charming, good-looking sales professional who confidently works the room, distributing business cards. We recognize the smiling politician with the firm, dry handshake who looks us in the eye and really seems to be listening. We feel uneasy with the person who asks us about ourselves too energetically and uses our names more often than is natural. We notice when someone matches our body posture too closely and emphasizes similarities with us too much in conversation. We feel let down when ‘friends’ who are happy to drink with us do not reciprocate practical help.


Problems begin when real or apparent friendship is used to ask for a favour that is against the law, unethical, contrary to our duty within an organization, unprofessional, or unfair for some other reason. For example:



  	meeting a ‘friend’ to discuss his company’s services instead of meeting someone else from a rival company, even though both companies seem equally suitable


  	buying something from a ‘friend’ even though it is not the best deal for your company


  	giving someone a job because they went to the same school as you


  	finding an excuse to move a ‘friend’ to the front of a queue


  	not arresting a fellow club member for driving while drunk


  	voting for someone mainly because they once shook your hand in a nice way.





Sweeteners


When a person has influence over a decision made by an organization, they may be offered a personal reward (i.e. a sweetener) for influencing the decision in a particular way.


A bribe is a sweetener considered serious enough to be illegal. A bribe might be an offer of money to someone in return for helping to get their company or government to buy from a particular supplier. In some countries bribes are still so common it is hard to operate some businesses without paying bribes.


However, even in countries with strict rules against bribery, sweeteners are common.


E.g. If a person pays business expenses using their own money (to be reimbursed later) then they may be influenced by loyalty schemes such as air miles or other points. Their purchases on behalf of their employer are influenced by rewards they personally receive.


E.g. Some companies offer a free gift with business orders (e.g. for stationery). The gift is usually something that might conceivably be useful in an office but, since it is not charged for, I suspect that some employees simply take it home for their own use and this is the seller’s secret expectation.


E.g. It is common for salespeople to arrange meetings where buyers will enjoy hospitality such as food, drink, and watching sport. The sweeteners are to influence the buyers’ decisions about whose representatives to speak to.


E.g. A man or woman trying to get a job might use their sex appeal to influence interviewers, even though sex appeal is not relevant to the job role. The recruitment choice might be influenced if interviewers would like to have someone hot-looking at their workplace.


Feigned social dominance


Another approach is to exploit unconscious primate politics. The advocate tries to appear socially dominant using words, body language, and props suggesting power and success. If the victim accepts this position of dominance, even briefly, then they are more likely to comply with requests. Body language techniques include:



  	a strong looking posture


  	a low blink rate and low body movements generally


  	not reacting to or looking around at other people


  	a firm, almost crushing handshake that rotates so that the victim’s hand is turned palm up


  	choosing dominant seating, typically at the head of a table or in a larger or higher chair


  	occasionally holding a firm eye gaze, perhaps a little longer than is natural


  	breaking eye gaze sideways rather than downwards (which would signal deference)


  	a low-pitched voice


  	getting the last word in an argument by finishing your final statement with a descending pitch.





Body language can be supported by props like expensive clothes, jewellery, cars, buildings, and signs of celebrity status like an entourage.


Feigned intellectual superiority


Someone trying to intimidate with their intellect and perhaps also impress onlookers will usually use intellectual-sounding words and a slightly dismissive, superior tone. Typical phrases in this intimidation include ‘disingenuous’, ‘naive’, ‘tenuous’, ‘eluded you’, and ‘hyperbole’.


Another tactic is to bombard opponents with questions raising difficulties, as if it is obvious to them that the other person has not considered those. Their trick is to raise so many and so quickly that opponents will never get a chance to answer all the points, even if they have good answers.


Another ploy is to have some very fine but not necessarily important conceptual or language points that many people don't quite get right and pounce when a mistake is made. I have seen people who do this pouring savage scorn on their victim for a trivial error in the predator's favourite area of expertise.


People feigning intellectual superiority sometimes make contributions that are a little vague but they hope to get away with it by hinting that it is all so obvious that clear explanation is unnecessary.


Guilt tripping


If a person harms another then it is usually fair that they make amends if they can. It is normal to feel guilty as part of this.


However, our feelings of guilt can be exploited by repeatedly mentioning the bad thing we did, demanding feelings of guilt, and asking for more concessions. It is even possible to make some people feel guilty where guilt is not deserved.


Pretexts for claims of a person's guilt include (1) acts by their ancestors, by some others in their demographic group, or by the ancestors of some others in their demographic group, (2) them being luckier than others, (3) being more successful through talent and hard work than others, (4) their acts that harmed others but were fair (e.g. a juror correctly finding a defendant guilty), and (5) false claims and exaggerations by the manipulator about what happened.


There is a fine but important line between making a moral point (relying on fairness) and moralizing. Making a moral point should allow the other person to conclude that they have acted unfairly or want something unfair, based on the facts, causal relationships, and effects you have explained. Moralizing goes beyond this to ram home the unfairness, perhaps also exaggerating it and basing unfair demands on it.


E.g. Imagine two women are out walking their dogs together and chatting. One has a diesel car. The other explains that fine particulates from diesel cars are now known to be dangerous to health. Petrol is better. Electric cars are best of all. She explains a recent estimate of the number of life years lost across the country each year due to diesel fumes. This is a moral argument because the diesel owner’s car is contributing to deaths. However, it is not moralizing. This is just sharing information that car buyers should know.


But suppose that the friend went further and talked about how she thought diesel owners were ‘disgusting because of their callous disregard for the lives they are taking by driving their stinking vehicles’. That would be moralizing.


Emotional boxing


In some close relationships rows can occur where one or both of the participants repeatedly uses power tactics in an emotionally charged verbal boxing match. Key tactics include:



  	extreme ultimatums (e.g. ‘If you won't come tomorrow then I am not going on holiday with you and you can just find someone else to use the ticket.’)


  	overreactions (e.g. ‘Well, in that case you can do it all yourself. I don't want to have any part of it.’)


  	exaggerated emotions (e.g. ‘You pig! How could you do this to me? I am so upset. I hate you.’)


  	exaggerated criticisms (e.g. ‘Typical. What time do you call this? You never consider my feelings. It's all about you. Always. Always! You are so selfish.’).





In reality, nobody wins a boxing match like this, so why do people do it? Perhaps they think that just one more blow might be enough to break the other person down psychologically to the point where they submit and comply. Or perhaps they get into an emotional state where they repeatedly see the worst in the other person and react accordingly.


Shaming and ridicule


These tactics try to create the impression that the victim is viewed poorly by others and is a bad or inadequate person. An example of shaming is ‘You are disgustingly fat and I can’t believe anyone is going to want to go out with you.’ An example of ridicule is ‘Are you planning to wear that? It makes you look like a giant red balloon.’


Shaming and ridicule can be used in private to hurt someone, distract them, demoralize them, or intimidate them by showing what will happen in public if they do not comply. Shaming and ridicule can also be used in public.


Ridicule is common when the topic of conversation is politics but also used elsewhere. Online it often takes the form of cheerful cynicism and the least intelligent reaction on social media: the laughing emoji.


The line between shaming and influencing with sound reasoning can be a fine one but crucial.


E.g. Saying someone is ‘disgustingly fat’ is shaming. Saying ‘I can’t believe anyone…’ is also shaming. However, it is not shaming to say to a resilient and practical friend who is struggling to find a romantic partner something like ‘It’s obvious, I know, but if you could lose some weight then you probably would get more interest.’


E.g. People with ADHD find sustaining focus harder so they need more encouragement to focus, not less. If a friend has ADHD and struggles to stay focused on one topic for more than a couple of minutes then it is shaming and inappropriate to say ‘For crying out loud, will you concentrate you idiot! Otherwise we will spend the rest of our lives having this conversation.’ A reasonable and fair way to encourage might be to say, with an enthusiastic smile, ‘Stay on task mate. Only a few more minutes of this and then we can rest.’


Shaming, ridicule, and guilt tripping are familiar elements of unpleasant rows between romantic partners.


E.g. Him: ‘What time do you call this? I suppose you think it’s ok that you’ve been out boozing until this time while I’ve been looking after the children all night.’ Her: ‘Typical. Only interested in yourself. And I thought we agreed you would sort out the kitchen today. Why don’t you ever finish anything? What kind of a loser are you?’ Him: ‘Well, at least I’m not a drunk loser. You always do this!’


Smear tactics


This is acting to damage someone’s relationships, social status, or reputation by false allegations, suggestions, or insinuations. Smear tactics may be used in public or private. Smear tactics are common in politics but also in business and other contexts. Relational aggression (which often involves smear tactics) among adolescents has been intensively studied by psychologists.


It may be that insults have their aggravating, unsettling effect mainly because we are aware of their potential as smears. Even being insulted in private is worrying because we fear the insulting person might repeat their claims in front of other people, smearing us. At the very least, showing the capacity to smear someone can be used to threaten them.


Smear tactics and the threat of smear tactics can be used to:



  	intimidate people into compliance


  	damage the credibility of opponents who stand in the way of the aggressor


  	distract opponents from influencing by forcing them to defend themselves instead


  	damage a position by smearing individuals associated with it


  	remove people from powerful roles or stop them getting those roles.





Smear tactics are most effective when they use claims about the victim that are hard to disprove.


A common area for attacks that are hard to disprove is social skills. Attackers can make claims about private conversations that cannot be proved or disproved – which is all that is needed for an effective smear. Since the appropriateness of social behaviour often depends on subtle details of context, it is possible to paint even reasonable behaviour as ‘bullying’, ‘intimidating’, ‘creepy’, ‘patronizing’, ‘condescending’, ‘abusive’, ‘tone deaf’, ‘inappropriate’, ‘facetious’, ‘lightweight’, ‘boring’, ‘dull’, ‘bigoted’ or just ‘odd’ by distorting or leaving out context. The attacker can base their arguments on how they claim they felt, even though their feelings (even if genuine) may have been inappropriate.


Attacks on a person’s motives can also be hard to disprove. These attacks use a psychoanalytic style that gives a superficial feeling of credibility to guesswork and nonsense. A very hard-working adult might be undermined by claiming that they work hard because of some childhood trauma, such as being unappreciated by their father. A politician who adopts a popular policy for the same good reasons as other people might still be attacked as just seeking votes. A supervisor who points out a worker's repeated, careless mistakes might be attacked as trying to harass the worker.


People using smear tactics sometimes exploit the natural reluctance of polite people to pick up on nasty insinuations and push back. An agreeable person who does not want confrontation may allow smears to go unchallenged.


However, smears are more effective when they make the damaging claim without the knowledge of the victim, preventing refutation. The claim may become a generally accepted fact by the time the victim knows about it, with the original source hidden. A perfect character assassination does its dirty work without the victim ever knowing what happened.


Insinuation can be used instead of an explicit claim. The aggressor may pretend to divulge the damaging claim reluctantly. Perhaps one claim would be ignored but a series of insinuations over time gives each more credibility than the last.


Smears can become even more dangerous if they stimulate others to attack in a similar way, potentially creating a pile-on. This can happen because other potential attackers (e.g. people who dislike the victim for any reason) are given the idea of the attack and know that a multi-person smear is more powerful but also less risky for each attacker.


Familiar forms of smear seen often on news media include:



  	ascribing to a person the views of some of their followers (e.g. an author has some ‘alt right’ readers so the author is an ‘alt right’ person)


  	describing someone who only speaks the truth fairly as ‘controversial’ because they have loud, aggressive, dishonest opponents (Here there is no controversy because nothing whose truth is unclear has been said. The bad behaviour is by the aggressive opponents defending their position by any means possible.)


  	linking a person to something they said or wrote decades ago with no acknowledgement that they have, or may have, changed their views since or that the view or phrase was common at that time


  	using past associations, such as saying that a person once met someone bad and, therefore, they were bad then and still are (This can even make use of a person’s parents, e.g. insinuating that a person is a fascist because their father was, 50 years ago.)


  	taking past comments out of context or simply misrepresenting or misunderstanding them to manufacture a smear


  	immediately misinterpreting and misrepresenting a person’s words, perhaps prefaced by the phrase ‘so what you’re saying is …’





Sometimes a person’s entire past published output is thoroughly searched for snippets that can be used as smears. This is completely different from cautious, legitimate analysis and critique of the substance of past statements.


Sulking and ostracism


Sulking and ostracism are similar. When someone sulks they do it to one or more other people by being persistently grumpy, uncommunicative, and often making remarks that are passive-aggressive, scolding, or just angry and resentful. The person pushes away the people they are sulking against. Sulking is a particularly powerful move against a romantic partner who wants a happy, loving relationship.


Ostracism is similar but more often involves one or more people trying to exclude one victim from a social group. It can involve use of shaming and ridicule, smear tactics, refusal to communicate, online blocking, and encouraging others to avoid contact. The attacks may claim that the victim is not suitable as a member of the group, is embarrassing to be with, or that group members can show their group allegiance by attacking the victim verbally or physically. Being excluded from a social group is upsetting for many people.


Exploiting voting mechanisms


Voting is an important mechanism in most western societies and better than tyranny. However, it has significant weaknesses and can be exploited.


A well-known problem is that some voting mechanisms map votes to power in a distorting way.


E.g. UK general elections map votes to seats in the House of Commons. Mathematically, it is possible for a party that has only minority support in every constituency to gain all the seats in parliament. All it has to do is win one more vote than the next party in each constituency. Parties can gain by having their support concentrated in particular constituencies. Mathematically you could come second in every constituency but gain no seats even though more people overall voted for you than for any other party. The same total number of votes unequally distributed could have given you a landslide victory.


The main actual effect of the UK’s mechanism seems to be, typically, to amplify differences in support between the leading two parties and crush other parties. Helpfully, it also tends to push the main parties towards the centre and prevent the growth of extremist parties.


Also in the UK, the party in power can appoint people to the House of Lords. They tend to appoint people who think as they do and appoint as many of them as they can. Those Lords can stay in place long after the party that appointed them has lost power in the House of Commons.


A more general potential problem with voting is that, when voters choose according to their personal interests (which they don’t always do), there may be little distinction between very large and very small impacts. If many people would gain a little from a change but a few people would lose a lot then that change can get most votes, which is unfair for the badly affected minority. In practice, where the impact is great for a small minority it is often just them that campaigns on a particular issue, which can even reverse the direction of unfairness.


Another general problem is that not all voters are as informed, thoughtful, rational, and objective as they might be. Some voters are easier to influence with underhand tactics than others.


The value of voting is also seriously undermined when many voters ignore the individual qualities and ideas of candidates and vote according to religious, ethnic, or racial group. This is a fundamental problem for countries with deep divides between different groups and a constant struggle for power, perhaps involving occasional violence. Power is held by the largest group and shifts towards the group with the highest birth rate. There may be little or no expectation that elected politicians will take decisions for the good of everyone.


Success can also hinge on who was present and able to vote on the day. This is a particular hazard with committees but in large political elections it is normal for parties to call on their voters to make sure they have voted and transport people who might have struggled to reach the polling station. The timing of a vote can be important if it favours voters for one side.


You can also manipulate voting if you control the options put to a vote or the timing of the vote. In some cases it is even possible to ignore the results of a vote and have another vote, and another, until you get the result you want.


Misusing delegated power


Many people have a role in an organization that gives them power. This power is to be used only for the legitimate purposes of the organization so it is a misuse of that power if it is used for anything else, such as bullying people to get what the role-holder wants for themselves.


Reliance on just rules


An approach that often feels moral but does not involve fairness is to apply rules instead of fairness. Rules are used appropriately within fairness when they encode the conclusions of deep deliberation for efficient, consistent application in similar future situations. Also, rules can require consideration of the impact on people, which promotes fairness. However, using rules instead of fairness is different.


Types of rule include laws (with many different sources and types), industry regulators’ rules, codes of conduct, contract terms, and commandments in the sacred texts of religions or based on them.


‘Human rights’ are also rules (though usually rather vague). When someone says they have a ‘right’ to do something that may mean it is in a list of rights or just that they think there is no law against it.


People sometimes behave as if human rights are somehow unchangeable. They become anxious if it is proposed to amend a list or replace a list with a different one, assuming that change is either impossible or must lead to negative consequences. In reality, change might be for the better or worse.


Applying rules is not always easy. It may be hard to decide which rules are applicable. Rules may contradict each other. They may be ambiguous or vague.


Chapter 4: Why Reasonable Influence?


This chapter explains why using reason and fairness, with fair use of power as a last resort, is better than using tricks, abusing power, or relying purely on rules.


You might not be interested in all the reasons. Personally, I prefer Reasonable Influence largely because it is the only approach that is morally acceptable to me. I don't feel guilty or conflicted when I use it. That is enough for me. Others might be more concerned with how effective it is when tackling stubborn, difficult people. Still others might be most concerned with how time-consuming or complicated it is to do. This chapter aims to provide a wide-ranging evaluation of the effects of using Reasonable Influence only, avoiding manipulation.


Within this broad analysis you should find enough to help you decide what you think. Will you be at least interested enough to read on into the chapters about how to do Reasonable Influence well?


Overview of comparisons


This chapter presents four comparisons:



  	Reasonable Influence versus manipulation (i.e. tricks and/or abuse of power)


  	reason and fairness with rules versus just rules


  	reason and fairness versus fair use of power


  	fair use of power versus abuse of power.





Reasonable Influence versus manipulation


This comparison involves much more than just considering which is more persuasive. Instead, the alternatives are compared on:



  	applicable situations


  	backlash risks


  	gaining and holding attention


  	impact on the discussion behaviour of others


  	self-perception as moral


  	anxiety experienced by the influencer


  	efficient use of thinking resources


  	shifting beliefs and behaviour


  	value of outcomes


  	development of capability and resources.





Applicable situations


The purpose of Reasonable Influence is to get closer to the truth or a good course of action and take others along too. It cannot be used safely to persuade others of something that is false or get them to do something for our own selfish reasons. More likely it will lead to clearer recognition that you are promoting a bad idea.


The fact that tricks and abuses of power are often seen in use is not evidence that they are effective, respected, or preferred. Instead, the users may just be promoting bad ideas knowingly or by copying the same manipulative tactics that worked on them. Also note that we see manipulation often because it attracts more attention and drags on longer than when reason and fairness are used to simply and rapidly make decisions with no fuss. The proportion of decisions made through reason and fairness is surely much higher than the coverage given to such decisions in news and social media.


Backlash risks


If you use reason and fairness instead of tricks and abuses of power then you are less likely to cause a backlash. A backlash against manipulation has these stages:



  	The person being persuaded or an observer realizes, immediately or after a delay, that trickery or bullying has been used.


  	They may feel surprise, anger, resentment, disapproval, or just disappointment.


  	They revise their views in response to the realization, often taking use of tricks or power as a sign that the persuader is a bad person promoting a bad idea.





(This is not the same as the reaction that many people have against being given instructions in a situation where suggestions or recommendations would have been appropriate.)


Online, typical signs that many people can easily spot and that will often trigger an immediate backlash include:



  	frequent strong factual claims about contested issues with little or no attempt to back them up other than with further contested claims (Often claims are made by using emotive language with side claims, as in ‘These depraved terrorists are intent on torture and genocide as we have seen from their repeated targeting of children and even babies.’ Someone wiser would know that evidence is needed when making each of those claims because of the level of controversy, misinformation, and disinformation.)


  	claims the receiver knows to be false


  	an extremely partisan position shown by being only negative about one side and only positive about the other (They may hold to this even if pushed to show a more realistic view.)


  	plainly flawed arguments, especially if they have been debunked many times before in public (An example is ‘Earth has been hotter than it is now for most of its history so climate change is not a problem now.’)


  	plainly selective arguments or claims (e.g. complaining that a hated enemy's attack has ‘killed children’ without mentioning the fighters it also killed and who were the targets)


  	strong expressions of anger, disgust, or hatred towards a person or group


  	use of insult names such as ‘Liebour’, ‘Cruella’, ‘soyboy’, and ‘gammon’


  	quickly moving to personal insults aimed at others in the discussion


  	no relevant responses to counter-arguments


  	claiming or insinuating that they are fighting a conspiracy by accusing others of being ‘bots’ or paid propagandists, or by making an apparent effort to disguise some words to defeat automated censorship (e.g. ‘gen0c1de’)


  	links or references to notoriously unreliable sources or sources that themselves show some of the above red flags.





In person, obvious signs of manipulation likely to produce a backlash include:



  	superficially friendly displays by people we hardly know


  	sulking, guilt tripping, and scolding


  	direct or indirect threats, perhaps with threatening body language


  	insistent behaviour, harassment


  	friendly, reassuring body language coupled with saying things that are unreasonable, unfair, or even aggressive.





The consequences of a backlash are rational responses to attempted manipulation and usually serious:


Loss of personal credibility: A person noticed using manipulative tactics will be seen as more likely to make false factual claims, offer flawed arguments, and fail to respond to reasonable discussion. They will be seen as more likely to lie and more likely to be mistaken due to using unreliable sources, failing to evaluate claims critically, collecting evidence selectively, recalling evidence selectively, reconstructive memory mistakes where misbeliefs distort memories, and interpreting ambiguous evidence as further confirmation of what they already believe.


Since people using manipulative tactics in this way often make many strong claims about uncertain, contested matters, this loss of credibility is especially damaging. It is hard to take them seriously. Arguments they have made and that they make in future will have little or no effect on people who have noticed their tactics.


Reversed persuasive effect: The impact of backlash goes beyond loss of influence. It often creates a reverse persuasive effect where the manipulative tactics have the opposite of the intended effect. As this chapter is explaining, reason and fairness are the best choice for people promoting good ideas so if someone chooses manipulation then it suggests they know reason and fairness will not support their position. Their idea is bad. (Another possibility is that they think they are trying to influence people who are selfish and not listening to reason, which is a hostile stance that can also provoke a backlash.)


Discrediting the cause: The loss of personal credibility and reversed persuasive effect can extend beyond the individual and affect their cause more generally.


Punishments: The person using manipulative tactics may be punished if they have broken rules of discussion or laws, and decision-makers may deliberately go against the manipulator to show that manipulation does not work.


Loss of relationships: Using manipulative tactics suggests that the user is not a good cooperative partner and so stops positive relationships developing and can destroy relationships that already exist, especially if a long-standing trust is broken.


 


Being found out using tricks can undermine an otherwise credible position.


E.g. Imagine that Katherina applies for a job and chooses words carefully on the application form to create a false impression of her abilities and achievements. She does not lie but she does leave important details out and use words she hopes will be misinterpreted in her favour. She gets an interview, which starts well. However, after 20 minutes her interviewer becomes suspicious and asks a series of penetrating questions that reveal some of the truth. The revelation of her trickery is devastating and the interview finishes early with immediate rejection.


E.g. Imagine that a large charity does important work for poor people. It is ideally placed to influence central and local government because (1) its charitable activities make it seem likely to be selfless and honest and (2) it can conduct research and even trial interventions, generating valuable information and ideas to share with decision-makers.


But suppose its campaigning often involves misleading claims. It frequently attacks the government using antagonistic language and unfair insinuations. The charity’s campaigners insist that consumption of its services is a direct indicator of the government’s increasing meanness towards disadvantaged people, even though the campaigners know that the charity has increased its capacity and efforts to publicize its services. They create surveys with leading questions designed to produce inflammatory media headlines. They ignore evidence that education and mentoring would help some people avoid severe poverty and instead deny that the behaviour of poor people is ever a contributor to their plight. They insist that the only solution to poverty is for the government to give poor people more money and that the sole cause of poverty is the government’s cruel refusal to do so.


This campaigning gets a supportive reaction and even some donations from people who hate the government but undermines the charity’s influence with government and discourages donations from people who do not hate the government. The charity comes to be seen as run by aggressive political activists rather than by trustworthy altruists focused on their charity's objectives. Overall, the charity's ability to achieve its charitable aims is reduced.


E.g. Suppose that a large trade union is in dispute with the management of a large company. There have already been work stoppages and more are planned on the most disruptive days possible. These will inconvenience millions of customers and be costly to the company. Bob, the leader of the union, is interviewed on television. The interviewer asks ‘So, Bob, this is a dispute about pay isn’t it?’ In response, Bob sighs and says ‘No, it isn’t, as you would know if you had done any research at all. It’s a dispute about change.’ Moments later Bob is explaining the union’s grievances in emotive language with several framing tricks and side claims. He goes on to accuse the management of being incompetent and dishonest. The interview continues in this way with Bob getting increasingly angry, repeatedly attacking the interviewer for tiny perceived errors then returning to lay into the management. The interviewer manages to stay calm but is clearly having to hold himself back.


Later that day Bob is warmly congratulated by colleagues for his robust handling of an interviewer they all agree was biased. Online the reaction from his members is similarly supportive. The problem, however, is that everyone else watching this interview has seen an angry, aggressive, manipulative, belligerent bully who is the last person who should be involved with negotiations if there is to be any hope of a good, quick agreement.


Anyone wondering why the dispute has already gone on for so long has seen their answer in that interview. His performance has undermined public sympathy for his members and needled management ahead of further negotiations.


A backlash is more likely when:



  	others in the discussion are reasonable (The contrast is more noticeable.)


  	the trick or abuse of power is easy to spot


  	the person to be influenced is manipulated repeatedly, giving them more opportunities to realize what is happening


  	there are multiple victims of the manipulation, giving more opportunities for someone to realize what has been done


  	victims can confer so that when one notices the manipulation they warn the others


  	there is plenty of time for victims to think


  	the stakes are high


  	the persuader already has a reputation for tricks and bullying


  	reason and fairness are highly respected among those involved


  	the point at issue is sensitive.





Trying to show that someone else is a bad person is inherently sensitive and risky, which worsens the risk of a backlash. Nevertheless, a high proportion of contributions in angry arguments are counterproductive attacks on people rather than valuable contributions on issues that matter.


E.g. Suella Braverman was Home Secretary in the UK for just over a year, during which she was in charge of some highly contentious policy areas, including migration. Like her predecessor, she was attacked relentlessly. People on the political right complained that she was ineffective in stopping illegal migration while people on the political left complained that she was trying. Braverman personally was attacked as a cruel person and nicknamed ‘Cruella’ after the fictional baddie Cruella de Vil in the film One Hundred and One Dalmatians. Criticism of her personally might or might not have been justified but many attacks involved misrepresenting things she had said or were simply cruel bullying. Her unfair attackers may have succeeded in painting her as cruel but they failed to show their side as better. Instead, they too looked cruel.


Politicians who endlessly knock their opponents usually fail to show themselves as better alternatives.


A skilled manipulator using carefully developed tricks or a web of power tactics can effectively avoid or suppress a backlash, with effort, but still risks discovery and negative consequences.


The risk of backlash argues strongly against using tricks and abusing power. It is safer to use reason and fairness, with fair use of power as a last resort, especially when a backlash would be likely.


Failure to consider backlash effects is a major reason why almost all psychological research on persuasion methods is unreliable. Many studies show that at least some people are persuaded by tricks.


E.g. Scientific tests have shown that if you say something is scarce then some people will see it as more valuable and want it more.


However, this type of research usually leaves crucial questions unanswered:



  	How many people are persuaded by the trick?


  	How many people feel tricked and resent it?


  	How do people view those who tricked them?


  	What happens if you try to trick people the same way repeatedly?


  	What happens if people discuss their experiences with each other? Do people who feel tricked alert others?


  	How many people are less cooperative on other matters after being tricked?


  	How do the effects of a manipulation compare to reason and fairness without manipulation, in the short and long term?





In contrast to the many studies showing that tricks used once are sometimes effective in getting what you want, there are almost no studies looking at what happens longer-term.


One exception to this is a paper by Wong and Howard (2018) that reports two experiments using repeated simulated negotiations. In one study the subjects were university students in Hong Kong and in the other they were UK professionals with some negotiation experience. In both studies people who realized they had been tricked in a round of negotiation were more reluctant to negotiate with the trickster later and, when they did, were more demanding. The tricksters tended to view what they had done as ethical while their victims usually did not. This one study is a tiny window onto something that, sadly, has been largely neglected by psychologists up to now.


Without a large body of research on these points we must rely on our personal observations and understanding of human nature. Human nature is largely rational. For example, I know I often notice people trying to trick me and that leads me, for good reasons, to resist their trick and view them less favourably. Since I do this, it is probably true that at least some other people react badly to attempted persuasive tricks and I strongly suspect some of those people are those whose respect I most want.


Gaining and holding attention


If you use just reason and fairness then you are likely to get more of the right kind of attention for your points for two reasons: (1) preferences, and (2) censorship. (There are other behaviours that will get you more attention but not the right kind and not for your points.)


People prefer informative material that is useful and easy to process. If the material is loaded with tricks and other attempts at manipulation then it is hard to process because it requires concentrated critical analysis. If it is unnecessarily antagonizing then it requires an effort to stay calm or provokes negative feelings. Consequently, people will often stop listening to this material if they can, especially if they disagree with its general direction. If you get a reputation for being nasty and unreliable then you will get less attention because many people ignore you.


Conversely, material that is free of manipulation and antagonism gets more attention. If you have a reputation for this kind of material then you are more likely to get attention each time you have something to say.


Censorship formalizes preferences. It can take the form of being blocked by individuals online, losing membership of online discussion groups, being blocked from social media, having speaking engagements cancelled, being excluded from meetings and other events, being deselected by a political party, losing a publisher, not being able to get material accepted for publication, having material taken down from the web, being investigated by the police, and being punished with fines or other penalties.


Censorship is more likely where you talk about a sensitive topic, you depend on someone (e.g. your employer) who is sensitive to criticism, when you use exaggerated language, mockery, or other manipulative tricks in a mistaken effort to persuade, and when you are interacting with people who like to use censorship to remove opponents. Conversely, if you are meticulous about being correct and fair then censorship is unlikely in most democratic countries, even if you talk about sensitive issues.


Impact on the discussion behaviour of others


Using reason and fairness tends to encourage others to influence in the same way, which is better. Conversely, if you initiate tricks in a discussion then others are more likely to use them.


I personally find that, when discussing problems with people close to me, my determinedly calm, rational, focused way of thinking and discussing tends to bring out the best in others, helping them be similarly calm and rational.


Even when debating controversial topics with people I do not know (e.g. online) I find there is some helpful effect. Many people are rude and manipulative immediately or quickly become so when they think someone disagrees with them. It is as if this negative pattern is already set by the topic and context. Perhaps because they see rational messages as threatening, some people remain hostile and manipulative even when I am consistently reasonable.


Nevertheless, if I use reason and fairness exclusively, give feedback on where I agree (and disagree), block or ignore tricks without escalating, and respond constructively to new information then there is a chance of a discussion that is useful to someone (perhaps an onlooker) and some people become less hostile.


Possible reasons for this tendency to go along with reasonable discussion include:



  	a human tendency to reflect behaviours of people around us


  	mirroring another person's behaviour to bond with them


  	mirroring the most common behaviours in a larger group discussion to bond with the group and avoid being rejected


  	greater salience of rhetorical tactics used by others leading to us using them more ourselves


  	heightened emotions when someone is trying to trick or bully us, leading to less reasonable behaviour


  	wanting to defend ourselves and even to hit back when someone is attacking or bullying us


  	fear of looking bad to an audience by being manipulative while another person is rational and fair


  	inferring bad motives. (If you use tricks and power then people are more likely to think you are selfish and not listening to reason. Consequently, they may try more desperate tactics, including lies and abuses of power, especially if they think they have little legitimate power. They still feel moral because they believe they are fighting a bad person and that this noble end justifies their means. Conversely, if you use only reason and fairness then others are less likely to think they face a selfish manipulator who cannot be reasoned with and are more likely to use reason and fairness in response.)





Efficient use of thinking resources


If you use Reasonable Influence and there is better influencing by others too then overall there will be more focus on the truth and less time wasted on other things.


Influencing with reason and fairness is just sound reasoning done out loud and shared with other people. There are a few additional thoughts that we sometimes need to stay on course but there is no need for extraneous effort such as:



  	devising tricks


  	keeping track of lies told


  	monitoring for backlash and trying to recover the situation if a backlash occurs


  	repairing reputation and relationship damage


  	devising bullying tactics


  	sustaining bullying tactics as long as needed


  	trying to suppress or attack evidence or arguments that undermine a position that is wrong.





A good quality analysis might be long but it will be orderly and logical, so easier to learn and recall.


Using tricks can also lead to mistaken thinking by the trick user. This is a risk even if the trickster tries to analyse the evidence to understand the truth they need to subvert. Tricks involve twisting thinking unhelpfully. This is worse than useless. Not only might others be deceived by tricks but the trickster too can become detached from reality – tricked by their own tricks.


E.g. One trick is to exaggerate our hardship to justify getting compensation, receiving extra help, or making a low contribution. This involves describing how badly affected by something we have been, detailing the hardships, and saying how upset we have been. In building this story we tell ourselves what a terrible life we are having and make it feel worse. We might even avoid actions that would reduce our hardship. This means our deception may involve making our lives worse than necessary.


We should tackle hardship calmly and determinedly, minimizing negative consequences and psychological distress. Trying to influence using deception can undermine that with no guarantee of worthwhile material gains.


Self-perception as moral


Using manipulation makes it harder to see oneself as a morally good person. Excuses are needed to preserve the illusion.


Reason and fairness are respected in western societies. They are considered ethical. In contrast, use of tricks and abuses of power are not respected or considered ethical. This is true even though these tactics are often used.


My personal wish to avoid behaving immorally is enough, on its own, to make me try hard to use only Reasonable Influence. If I realize I have done something manipulative I feel bad. That's not who I want to be.


For me, much of the advice in the famous book How to win friends and influence people (Carnegie 1936) seems underhand. Today there is a vast literature on persuasion in advertising, sales, business, and life generally that recommends strategies, sometimes with results from scientific tests of their effects. Almost all assumes the reader is happy to do whatever works, regardless of honesty. This is not helpful.


I know many people feel similarly to me. Learning to recognize more manipulative tactics and knowing more about what to do instead have made me less accepting of my own lapses and the lapses of others. That is helpful.


Anxiety experienced by the influencer


Sticking with just reason and fairness reduces anxiety compared to using manipulation. Facing minimal risk of backlash, less actual backlash, better influencing by others, and enjoying more focus on truth all lower anxiety.


Anxiety comes from our awareness that a setback is imminent or has happened. Mentally and physically, we gear up for the extra effort needed to recover from a backlash. We also feel strained by the efforts needed to avoid those setbacks and to deal with them when they occur (listed in the previous section).


The problems caused by a backlash have already been discussed. These risks are probably more likely now than in the past. Today many people have read books or seen videos explaining debating tricks, bias, and conspiracies. It is hard to use a trick without someone recognizing it and even being able to name it. When How to win friends and influence people was first published (Carnegie, 1936) the tricks it suggested, such as getting people to think an idea of yours was really one of theirs, were probably less well known than they are now. Carnegie’s advice is especially dangerous today.


The anxiety from using manipulative tactics will be felt when imagining discussions to plan them, during discussions, and afterwards when remembering and analysing them.


In contrast, with just reason and fairness all you need to focus on is thinking clearly and correctly. If you make a mistake trying to use them for influence then it is usually enough to apologize.


Shifting beliefs and behaviour


Proper comparison


To properly compare the mind-changing impact of manipulation with that of reason and fairness we need to equalize the circumstances. Otherwise, it can appear that one approach has more impact when the true explanation is unequal circumstances. Here are important circumstances that need to be equal for a reliable comparison:


The quantity of persuasive/influencing activity: We can think of people who seem too deeply indoctrinated to reach with reason but typically they have been subjected to a huge quantity of persuasive effort.


E.g. If someone has been indoctrinated from birth in a religion then they have had hundreds, perhaps thousands of hours of this from most of the people around them. We cannot expect them to change when exposed to just a few hours of good reasons to think differently delivered by one or two people. That might be enough, but usually it is not.


A much smaller dose of reason can undo a larger amount of manipulation and may simply occur when the believer is prompted to think critically. For example, a person brought up with one religion might think again when something bad happens or when they have to live under another religion for a while.


In the UK there are many atheists and this may be why religions lose more followers than they gain through conversion. Indeed, when they convert someone to follow their faith that person was almost always a follower of a similar faith beforehand.


The number of people doing the persuading/influencing: This is a factor in childhood indoctrination but also in everyday examples of social media discussions. If most people seem to be saying the same illogical thing then this will have a persuasive impact that is more than if just one person had made all those comments.


The skills of the persuaders/influencers: A large difference in skill can affect persuasiveness/influence.


E.g. Imagine that an experienced and expert philosopher gives a public lecture on a controversial topic. At the end there is time for questions from the audience and several people who strongly disagree with the philosopher put hostile questions and their own ideas to him. Although the philosopher is wrong, he is so skilled at responding to their predictable objections that his critics feel powerless and humiliated as the audience laughs at his witty remarks.


This devastating performance proves nothing about philosophy or about the value of rhetorical tricks against rationality because of the huge skill difference.


The authority or fame of the persuaders/influencers: People tend to be more persuaded by famous people and people in positions of great authority.


First mover advantage: Messages that reach people first usually have an advantage. They do not have to compete with other ideas. This is another factor in childhood indoctrination.


Consistency with existing beliefs: This generalizes the idea of being first. Claims that are wrong but consistent with what a person already believes can be accepted easily by them.


 


People using tricks and abusing power usually use a circumstantial advantage, such as indoctrinating children or campaigning in large numbers, that makes their tactics more effective.


Inherent advantages of tricks and abuses of power


Tricks and abuses of power typically target cognitive weaknesses that many people have, especially if they are not trying hard and just respond mindlessly. There are many such weaknesses and many ploys to exploit them.


A well-known study from 1978 by Langer, Blank, and Chanowitz illustrates the typical effects. Subjects were people about to use a copying machine and were asked to let someone else use it first. The request was either small, to copy 5 pages, or larger, to copy 20 pages. The request took one of three forms (1) Request only: ‘Excuse me, I have 5/20 pages. May I use the copying machine?’ (2) A trick reason: ‘Excuse me, I have 5/20 pages. May I use the copying machine, because I have to make copies?’ (3) A real reason: ‘Excuse me, I have 5/20 pages. May I use the copying machine, because I'm in a rush?’


With the minor request to copy 5 pages, most people complied with the request and giving a reason, even a trick one, increased compliance to the same extent (from 60% to 93% or 94%). However, with the larger request to make 20 copies, compliance was lower and people thought a little harder. Compliance was just 24% without a reason or with a trick reason, but rose to 42% with a real reason.


The trick of giving an empty reason prefaced with the word ‘because’ worked only when people did not think about what was said and it did not work any better than giving a good reason. This is probably because it achieved its effect by having a superficial resemblance to a good reason.


Having given an example where the trick was not more powerful than a real reason, it is possible that some tricks and abuses of power are more persuasive than reason and fairness.


Inherent advantages of reason and fairness


However, reason has four inherent advantages that accumulate as more is claimed:


Ability to reference reality: Only reason can directly and reliably use evidence from reality to supports its claims.


Relevant to more people and threatening to fewer: Compared to one-sided arguments, reason and fairness address the concerns of more people and threaten fewer.


One-sided arguments typically address the interests of some stakeholders but not others, develop from the values of some people but not others, and are based on an Exaggerated Oppression Theory in which everyone in the Victim group is virtuous and everyone in the Oppressor group is evil. People on the other side of the debate find the arguments irrelevant because they ignore the interests of people they care about, reflect the wrong values, and show no understanding of their group. Also, the expression of disgust and hatred, with a desire for revenge, threatens them.


Neutral observers are less moved by one-sided arguments because they can see that the interests of some stakeholders are ignored, some values are not considered, and the perceptions of groups are unrealistically extreme. They can also see the disgust, hatred, and desire for revenge. This shows that the speaker is not a good source of truth or ideas.


In contrast, reason and fairness gradually address all legitimate interests of stakeholders, address different values (though not necessarily agreeing that they are helpful), and show a more realistic and nuanced understanding of any groups and individuals involved. Everyone can see something they agree with even if there are points of disagreement. Nobody is unnecessarily threatened, though some may still fear losing out.


More opportunities to explain reasoning errors: Up against people using tricks, people using reason have more opportunities to point out and explain genuine reasoning errors. Since they are genuine, the explanations are more often effective.


E.g. A great song by Thin Lizzy includes the lyric ‘Tonight there's gonna be a jailbreak, somewhere in this town.’ I had heard this many times before someone pointed out that the location of the jailbreak would be the jail. Once that point was made, I did not forget it.


E.g. Another classic song, this time by the Doors, includes the lyric ‘Five to one, baby, one in five.’ Do you see the problem yet? Five to one is one in six.


Opportunities to explain manipulative tactics: Similarly, only reason can accurately explain manipulative tactics so that people realize they have been manipulated and can react accordingly. Tricksters often claim that their opponents have used tricks but they cannot accurately explain how a trick was done if there was no trick.


 


Because of these advantages for reason, points and inferences that are correct and rationally supported are less likely to be overturned by future persuasive efforts (other things being equal). They tend to accumulate into a gradually strengthening understanding that is resistant even to future errors.


In contrast, flawed arguments and incorrect claims presented deceptively or with bullying are more vulnerable to future evidence and reasoning. They can be overturned. They are less likely to accumulate and strengthen reliably. (This vulnerability is in addition to the backlash problem.


E.g. Imagine that a family member or close friend is a little doubtful that vaccination is a better course of action for them than not being vaccinated. If reason and fairness alone are sustained, patiently covering the main issues, then we can expect:



  	some disputes over facts and conclusions but resolved eventually by checking through reliable sources (e.g. online journal articles, official statistics)


  	some reactions against being given the information but moderate because of the respectful, honest, patient, rational approach taken


  	accumulating impact of the information provided as it gradually covers the concerns


  	no backlash or loss of credibility


  	a lasting impact.





In contrast, if the persuader uses tricks very skilfully then we might expect:



  	a seemingly smooth progress towards accepting vaccination


  	possible successful persuasion


  	but with a risk of discovery, backlash, and loss of credibility either before vaccination or later.





Alternatively, if tricks and abuses of power are used repeatedly in a more typical, less skilled way then we might expect:



  	bad tempered, messy arguments


  	no accumulation of impact (Instead the persuader tries various tactics hoping that the next one will be effective or that pressing harder will break down resistance.)


  	the person being argued with dithers but increasingly reacts against being bullied and tricked, then becomes more determined to refuse vaccination.





As the number of reasonable points made increases, it is possible to cover more stakeholders, more of their legitimate interests, and more values. This helps to reduce any initial impression of a one-sided position.


Circumstances that favour reason and fairness


For all the reasons already discussed, the impact of reason and fairness is the same as or better than that of manipulation when circumstances are equal, except when what you want is wrong or unfair. However, that advantage grows with the following quantities:



  	the amount of relevant, helpful evidence available


  	the number of points (because of accumulation, as explained above)


  	the influencer's amount of expertise


  	the amount of preparation done by the influencer


  	the amount of thinking by the person being influenced, reflecting the time available, distractions, their cognitive abilities and desire to think, and the stakes.





This advantage is in addition to the advantages from getting more of the right kind of attention and avoiding backlash.


The beneficial effect of the influencer having more expertise is partly from credibility but mainly from being able to make more good points. Expertise is sometimes recognized.


E.g. Most people know there are huge differences in mathematical skill between people, with a few being experts. Almost everyone in the UK has had extensive lessons in mathematics at school (at least) and we know our limitations. We have tried and failed to solve problems and sat examinations where we could not answer questions a teacher answered easily. If an expert explains some mathematics then non-experts typically do not argue.


However, the same cannot be said for some other areas where sound reasoning is hard. Expertise is often not recognized.


E.g. An expert evolutionary biologist knows a lot about fossils, geology, carbon dating, DNA analysis, species classification, adaptation mechanisms, and so on – much more than most people who think the Bible accurately describes the origins of the Earth and life on it. There are examinations testing knowledge of the facts and theories of the origins of species but most people have not taken those examinations (even in the UK). Not everyone knows their own limitations. Debates between evolutionary biologists and young-earth creationists go nowhere partly because the creationists do not understand the gulf in knowledge between them and a real expert. They will raise objections that were reasonable when Charles Darwin first proposed his theory but have since been dealt with by further evidence, typically from DNA analysis.


Real differences in expertise are often overlooked in fields like economics and management. Even examinations in these subjects do not always teach people their limitations. The examinations often test knowledge of incorrect theories or have no right answers. In some cases education implants a system of ideas that is well articulated and self-consistent but still wrong. People absorb or develop ideas that are poor, perhaps even illogical, and even learn arguments to defend those ideas from criticism. Popular misconceptions abound.


In a typical committee discussion of economics or management there may be nobody present whose reasoning is strong and whose proposals for action would have a good chance of working well. Even if such a person is present, they may be alone or in a small minority, and the strength of their thinking may be unrecognized. Clueless participants are sometimes offended by the suggestion that some people truly are more worthy of attention in the discussion than others.


All these issues typically make an expert's credibility less of an advantage than their ability to make good points clearly.


The advantage of longer discussions during which people can do more thinking and learning is reduced by laziness. Longer discussions allow time for looking carefully at many types of evidence. They may involve considering many factors from the perspectives of many stakeholders. However, this is hard mental work that many people struggle to do, would rather avoid, and cannot find time for even when it is their job.


Often one person or a small team makes a big effort on a problem and documents their results for consideration by others who are unwilling to make the far smaller effort needed to read and understand the work. Arguments may rage between participants about a document many have not read. Consequently, progress stops due to time pressure, laziness, and inability.


As further evidence of the common problem of lazy listeners and readers, in an analysis of comments under YouTube videos (Leitch 2016) I found that arguments between people tended to consist mostly of insults. However, commenters would occasionally try to win with a single argument that tried (and failed) to reduce a complex issue to a single point. For example, they might write:



  	‘Abortion is murder and murder is wrong.’


  	‘Meat is murder.’


  	‘If Palestinians put down their weapons there would be peace; if Israelis put down their weapons they would be massacred.’





Even if you agree with any of these sentiments you should also realize they are at least debatable and, more importantly, there is more to the issues.


Value of outcomes


Reasonable Influence reduces the risk of reaching a poor conclusion and increases the chances of a good one. This is a major advantage for Reasonable Influence over manipulation. It is due to an increased focus on truth and reacting better to contrary evidence.


Many persuasive efforts push bad ideas. This is obvious from the number of contested issues where at least one side must be wrong. The people making that misdirected effort are often unaware that what they are promoting is:



  	factually incorrect, or


  	a course of action that is not as good as another that has been proposed, or could easily be devised, or is already being followed.





An advocate trying to persuade pursues the interests of one party throughout and may have a conclusion in mind from the start. The advocate wants to find flaws in the other side’s thinking but not their own. If awkward evidence emerges then the advocate tries to avoid, suppress, or attack it.


In contrast, an influencer seeks good conclusions in ways that bring others along so there is enough agreement for determined action. If a discovery leads to conclusions that are not what the influencer initially expected then these are welcomed. An influencer is as eager to find flaws in their own thinking as in the thinking of others. This reduces the risk of ending with a poor conclusion.


An influencer is more likely to reach a correct conclusion or good course of action than an advocate.


Improved conclusions include decisions that create new rules or apply existing rules. The rules can be better because they are simpler, clearer, easier to apply correctly, require less discretion, or perhaps give better outcomes.


Development of capability and resources


More focus on the truth because of relying on reason and fairness leads to greater capability and resources. Over time people gain important advantages for themselves from using reason consistently and, especially, from using reason and fairness to influence people.


People who use sound reasoning are likely to be closer to the truth and better at reaching it than others. It helps to know the true situation and how the world really works. They may have superior ways to gain information, insights into problems, and solutions to problems. They may gain advantage from gadgets, software, recipes, and documents, among other things.


Similarly, using fairness gives great practical advantages. It involves working to understand the interests of stakeholders, which improves ability to suggest courses of action that will be agreeable to everyone who must cooperate. And if you suggest good insights or powerful courses of action that reflect the interests of stakeholders then they are more likely to agree.


The ability to develop and put forward better, more agreeable solutions brings legitimate power.


That power is useful in negotiations. For example, a country with technologically advanced manufacturing and weapons has an advantage when negotiating with less capable countries. On a smaller scale, the skills of a sound reasoner are needed by many organizations and people. A person who is skilled at suggesting effective methods of analysis and research, understanding systems and events, suggesting good courses of action, and explaining all this clearly will usually be in demand.


People with legitimate power are also attractive allies. That gives powerful people more power still but it need not be used to exploit others. On the contrary, people with legitimate power who rely on reason and fairness are attractive to low power people because they can feel safe from exploitation. They know they will get a fair deal even if they cannot push for more.


The habits of observing details, keeping evidence, and deducing its significance can make strong reasoners with power dangerous to people who try to cheat. Their cheating is more likely to be noticed and they are more likely to be stopped or punished.


In summary, people who use reason and fairness consistently are more likely to have the truth or a good plan in mind at the start of a discussion and to think of something closer to the truth or a better plan during it. They are more likely to be materially well off, powerful, popular, and influential. They are less likely to be chosen as victims.


Summary for Reasonable Influence versus manipulation


Assuming we want to influence, not persuade, reason and fairness win on all criteria, i.e.:


  	risk of backlash


  	getting the right attention


  	getting others to behave well in discussions


  	using thinking resources efficiently


  	having a self-perception as moral


  	avoiding anxiety


  	shifting beliefs and behaviour permanently


  	the value of outcomes


  	developing capability.






Nevertheless, despite the advantages for reason and fairness, manipulation can still prevail, at least temporarily, if it has circumstantial advantages, such as:



  	the opportunity to persuade first


  	many more opportunities to persuade or bully


  	more advocates


  	an easier burden of proof (e.g. just needing to leave people unsure)


  	a lot of power.





Reason and fairness with rules versus just rules


Reasonable Influence can use rules to encode the results of rigorous analyses so that they can be applied efficiently in future. Use of rules is not a bad thing. However, reliance on rules alone can create problems.


When rules are not enough


Rules alone are not an adequate basis for many decisions. Problems arise when:



  	the task is to develop new rules or revise existing rules that were flawed from the start or have become less appropriate over time


  	it is not entirely clear how to apply a rule


  	the rule calls for weighing factors fairly


  	two or more rules appear applicable but conflict.





Risks with rules alone


In these situations it is better to use fairness and examine the impacts on all concerned than look for other rules that might decide the matter. Persistently turning to fairness helps guide the set of rules towards fairness.


Justifications using only rules can be remote from the underlying issues of fairness and fact. They can lead us to lose track of the true situation and interests involved. Fairness and reason are forgotten and confusion may arise. If rules are modified or added to without going back to fairness then the set of rules may drift away from fairness as interpretations evolve and unintended consequences develop.


Problems with poor quality rules


The costs, benefits, and risks of using rules depend heavily on the quality of those rules. For example, the laws of cricket are mostly well written, easy to interpret, and work well in practice. However, other rules are not so well drafted. The following sections illustrate the risk of relying solely on rules by examining flaws of some existing rules.


Statutory rules


In contrast to the laws of cricket, some laws in UK statutes are difficult to interpret. They are ambiguous, vague, and hard to relate to real situations.


E.g. Section 18 of the Public Order Act 1986 (amended) says: ‘A person who uses threatening, abusive or insulting words or behaviour, or displays any written material which is threatening, abusive or insulting, is guilty of an offence if (a) he intends thereby to stir up racial hatred, or (b) having regard to all the circumstances racial hatred is likely to be stirred up thereby.’ What does ‘abusive’ mean? What does ‘insulting’ mean? No explanations are given, which is a fundamental weakness because these terms are often so subjective. In contrast, the term ‘racial hatred’ is defined, though it is unclear how intense the negative feeling or attitude has to be to constitute ‘hatred’ and the idea is extended to groups that are not races.


Vague terms are not the only reason people struggle to interpret this rule. Suppose two demographic groups are in a largely peaceful but long-running conflict. Someone in Group A insults someone in Group B. Some others in Group A are inflamed to hatred of Group B by the insults. Many people think this is the only hatred covered by this law but what if the insult inflames some people in Group B to hatred of Group A? Surely that is covered too.


Politicians sometimes agree late amendments as compromises and these are sometimes poorly integrated with the rest of the text. Politicians also, on occasions, leave difficult issues to courts (i.e. judges) in the future.


Human rights


Arguments based on rights, even human rights, are often tricks rather than genuine references to legislation. Almost any behaviour can be framed as a right with a little imagination. What about the right to smoke whenever and wherever a person wishes to? What about the right for a person to do what they wish with their own waste? Or a person’s right to speak freely, saying anything they wish to anyone in any situation?


Sometimes people claim that, if something is not against the law then it is a right and they are determined to resist erosion of their rights. Of course, many things that are not a good idea are still legal.


But even genuine attempts to use rights tend to be disappointingly unhelpful. Some litigation based on human rights has been obstructive. There is a risk of interpretations developing within the legal community that applies the human rights that are not what the original authors intended or what most people think is sensible. The legal community gains power from applying human rights as it sees fit. This leaves elected legislators with a choice between tolerating limitations on their law-making abilities, trying to change the list of human rights that is applicable, or trying to change the legal community doing the application.


Three well-known lists of human rights that have affected the UK are the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948), the European Convention on Human Rights (Council of Europe 1950), and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (European Convention, 2000). These lists are different from each other. They were agreed by international committees so reaching agreement probably required even more compromises than for national laws.


One technical issue with these lists is that the rights are not accompanied by complementary responsibilities. The rights are typically framed as benefits that governments are supposed to provide to citizens without citizens having to do anything to deserve them. Responsibilities would be on citizens to behave well so that governments have a reasonable chance of delivering on the rights.


Perhaps the politicians considered pairing rights with responsibilities but realized the responsibilities sounded less appealing and would be much harder to draft and agree. Whatever the reasons, the opportunity to set down helpful responsibilities for citizens has been missed.


Another problem is vagueness.


E.g. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948) has 30 articles and they all sound great. However, they often rely on words open to a wide range of interpretations. A particularly bad example is Article 22:


‘Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.’


What exactly does that mean? For some it means that if you live in an advanced and relatively wealthy society then you are entitled to just about anything you want from your government.


Perhaps to avoid giving citizens this kind of blank cheque, other statements of human rights have lists of exceptions.


E.g. The European Convention on Human Rights (Council of Europe 1950) is a much more detailed list of rules. (It should not be confused with the European Union’s Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, which is a different document from a different organization.) Here is article 8:


‘1. Everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his correspondence.


2. There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right except such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a democratic society in the interests of national security, public safety or the economic wellbeing of the country, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.’


The exceptions seem comprehensive.


Sometimes the vagueness concerns who is responsible for delivering on the promises made. Is it the national government, some other organization, all governments that have signed up to the list, or some other set? If your government has signed up to the list and another country treats its citizens badly, are you in some way required to step in and help them?


Human rights can also conflict with each other.


E.g. Protocol 1, Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights gives parents the right to a religiously consistent education – empowering zealots to require schools to indoctrinate their children. This conflicts with article 9 of the main convention, which provides freedom of thought.


Yet another technical problem with rights is that they almost never consider quantitative differences that make some behaviours better than others. They rarely value actions being more efficient, quicker, easier, cheaper, less painful, or safer.


E.g. In the UK it is not illegal to have a tattoo. In that sense you have the right to get a tattoo. You might also think it is essential for your dignity and the development of your personality, making it a human right under the UN’s declaration. Citizens have a right to tattoo themselves as much as they like, even across the neck or face, but is it a good idea?


Tattoos are expensive and they hurt. They can take a long time to create and lead to infections. They are also permanent. A picture, person’s name, symbol, or slogan that you loved when you got the tattoo might be regretted later. Even tattoos that look fine on young skin usually become ugly grey blobs on older, wrinkled skin. Why would a person choose to do something expensive, painful, medically risky, time-consuming, ugly in old age, and potentially a premature commitment? Though some people may do it for other reasons, most surely do it out of social insecurity; they want to appear more interesting, tougher, wealthier, show commitment to another person or group, or express rebellion.


A wise person who thinks these issues through will realize a tattoo is a bad way to become more interesting and build friendships. A visible tattoo has the further drawback of signalling likely impulsivity and insecurity to other people, such as employers and customers. Imagine a nurse with a neck tattoo. What does that say about the nurse’s attitude to pain and infection? Imagine a teacher with a neck tattoo. What does that say about the teacher’s commitment to the long-term thinking that underlies education?


But perhaps the biggest weakness of arguments based on rights is that they are not usually supported by good reasons, such as avoidance of serious harms. If there is a clash between a right and another right or rule then there may be nothing to decide which takes precedence.


E.g. Arguments favouring the availability of legal abortions today often focus on the rights of the woman. A popular slogan is ‘My body, my choice.’ The pro-abortion side is often described as ‘pro-choice’, meaning primarily the choice of the woman. Against this, the typical response is to point out that it’s not just the woman’s body. There is also an unborn child involved, who does not have a choice. The ‘My body, my choice’ argument is then criticized as cruel and uncaring, endorsing murder of a person unable to defend themselves. And what about the unborn person's rights? Religion is often behind this idea that the unborn entity is just as much a life to be defended as a person at any other age. The argument then moves on to another abstract debate about whether the unborn entity counts as a person or not. It’s a stalemate.


To say the woman’s rights would be harmed if she could not obtain an abortion lacks influence because loss of a right is an abstract notion and does not become more serious with increased harm.


In contrast, if the debate is approached by considering the practical impacts on all stakeholders then some serious harms come to light that most people know are important. The stakeholders in an unplanned pregnancy are the unborn child, the mother, the father, other children they may already have, other children they might have had later (and cared for more effectively), other family members who might be drawn in to compensate for the parents’ inability to cope with a baby, and the wider society that might have to deal with problems (e.g. truancy, crime) from a poorly raised child. Set against the potential problems of a baby looked after by a parent who is not ready or fully capable is the tragedy and waste of the aborted child.


The scale of that tragedy and waste can also be understood more clearly by thinking about the practical consequences. The tragedy and loss of a death depend to a large extent on age. The loss of a person aged 100 years is less than the loss of a person aged 18. The 18-year-old has many years of life still ahead of them but also has received a huge investment of care and now is ready to start helping others. The waste to their society is maximized at about this point. The tragedy of the death of a newly fertilized egg is very little more than that of the loss of an unfertilized egg (though still significant for a couple struggling to conceive) but it grows with each day of successful gestation.


Where an unplanned pregnancy occurs and the parents are not ready to be effective parents, the practical advantages of abortion now and parenthood later, when they are ready, easily outweigh the tragedy and waste of a newly conceived child. Other considerations along these lines help clarify how the decision to abort should be taken and what exceptions there might be to the rule of the woman deciding when there is disagreement. (Note: These would be extreme, distressing situations where the mother is clearly likely to make a poor decision.)


Religious rules


Applying rules derived from religions also falls into this category. If your religion forbids picking up sticks on a Sunday then following that rule is an alternative to considering the impact on all concerned of you picking up sticks on a Sunday.


Religious reasoning based on holy texts is one of the least reliable forms of reasoning from rules because:



  	The rules are often outdated due to modern discoveries and techniques (e.g. for food safety).


  	The individual statements are often unclear, being abstract and/or expressed in archaic language.


  	The books are often large and contain many apparently contradictory passages, so the conclusion reached often depends on which passages are chosen.


  	Religious reasoners do not always apply logic effectively, are overly tolerant of the ambiguity, often ignore the risk of cherry-picking passages, and may even think their interpretation is reliable because it is guided by a supernatural or extra-terrestrial being.





Reason and fairness versus fair use of power


There are some good reasons why reason and fairness are usually preferred and fair use of power is a last resort.


Applicable situations


Reason and fairness are useful in most of our everyday situations and when we have little or no power we can use.


Costs


Reason and fairness require thinking about what is true or a good course of action. Fair use of power does not directly involve this thinking, though it does not count as fair use of power unless the outcome enforced is itself a fair one.


A bigger cost difference comes from the fact that most uses of power require using resources, such as money, to make things happen. This might be a one-off expenditure or, worse, something that has to be sustained over time. It is much easier if people do the right thing because they understand why it is right.


E.g. If children learn to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ because their parents say so then this could stop once they leave home. It is better if children understand how these signs of consideration for others will help them cultivate friendships and other cooperative relationships.


Fair use of power versus abuse of power


Abusing power does not require considering what is true or a good course of action for all concerned, whereas fair use of power requires that consideration. Consequently, the risk of pushing for something that is a bad idea is higher with abuses of power.


Another serious drawback of abusing power is that it can set off the strongest backlash and put off potential allies. Nobody feels safe around a person or group willing to abuse power. Many abuses of power are crimes in law or against other rules of a society or group.


E.g. In 1999 the UK's Post Office rolled out a new computer system for its smaller post offices along with a contract with the people who managed the offices, known as sub-postmasters. The contract made them personally liable for accounting discrepancies that could indicate theft from their post office. The new computer system was faulty and as a result thousands of innocent sub-postmasters were made to pay for errors that had nothing to do with them. Over 900 were prosecuted for crimes and the consequences were serious for them. In doing all this, Post Office employees in more than one department acted badly, tricking and bullying the sub-postmasters in various ways. As the problems eventually came to light, senior Post Office managers tried to cover them up and this resulted in more hardship for the sub-postmasters. It took over 20 years to reach its peak but this backlash is one of the most serious I have seen in my lifetime. The Post Office, Fujitsu, and many individuals who acted badly (and subsequently appeared at an inquiry to answer questions in public, broadcast live to the world) will not recover their reputations in the UK for many years, if at all.


Implications for societies


Taking all these comparisons together, there are positive effects for a society from using Reasonable Influence. Societies benefit from reduced conflict and the improved conclusions from more rational discussions. Reasonable Influence also encourages good qualities in people.


Reason and fair use of power both influence people through their mental strengths. Either the person being influenced joins us in being reasonable and fair or reacts rationally to the rewards or punishments they face.


In contrast, using tricks or abusing power exploits mental weaknesses. It promotes a culture that disrespects reason, thoughtfulness, truth, and fairness and accepts mistakes, mental laziness, and irrationality as inevitable and perhaps even lovable and good. In the long run this cultural impact may be the most serious harm.


I have no idea how most families try to persuade each other to behave better but hope it is not like television soap operas. Perhaps it is, and that is why fights break out at home, including physical fights leading to death.


The damage continues at work though it is, again, hard to know the details. My personal experience is that in the workplace there are continual struggles that are partly between competing interests and partly between competing ideas. These struggles are often conducted with little attention to reason or fairness. In particular, it is almost a tradition that sales and marketing functions will often use tricks and abuse power to make sales.


The character and quality of discussions in public are important to societies. Societies are undermined when people try to cause change by manipulation or sole reliance on rules. Examples can be seen daily in news media. We see politicians making speeches that combine tricks with insults to their opponents. We see journalists twisting facts and smearing people they do not like. We see legal challenges used to delay or thwart changes that someone wealthy does not like. We see ‘activists’ physically disrupting the lives of ordinary people, blocking legally sanctioned work, rioting, physically attacking their opponents and the police, and destroying property. We see terrorists (activists who think murderous violence will work) killing and destroying. These people usually think this behaviour will advance their cause and so is virtuous.


Similarly, we see comments posted on social media that are insulting, aggressive, poorly informed, poorly thought out, and unhelpful. Instead of being down-voted and gradually extinguished by social media software and other users, these incendiary comments gain most votes (for and against), most responses, most clicks, and most commercial interest. A productive, constructive conversation between well-informed people gets almost no attention in comparison (unless they are famous).


Abuse of power often takes the form of media storms about innocent statements (perhaps made years ago) used to remove people from influential roles. Voting is often driven by allegiances rather than deliberation.


None of this helps. Because of all this the wrong conclusions are reached too often, there is strife and harm during the persuasion process, and reason and fairness themselves are undermined.


If, instead, we influence through reason and fairness, with fair use of power as a last resort, and avoid other methods then we can guide our societies in a better way and in a better direction. More often the right conclusions will be reached and with less upset and damage along the way.


This starts with the people we contact day to day. We can influence more effectively and set a good example.


Much of the noise is about leaders and ‘elites’, as if these people are by far the most important drivers of what happens in our societies. It is true that per person they are more important but not collectively. In the UK there are roughly 100,000 people for each Member of Parliament. They are hugely outnumbered by us and mostly just try to lead us to where we already want to go. While people complain about decisions by politicians, those decisions are typically attempts to balance the competing interests of millions of people.


Societies often get the leaders that at least a large minority want. When we think of the major ogres of the 20th century, such as Stalin, Mao, and Hitler, it is easy to imagine that without them things would have been better. However, they all had popular support from many of the people in the societies where they came forward as leaders. Without this support they would just have been angry men with eccentric ideas that nobody cared about. If those men had not existed then probably there would have been other names who filled the same role and did much the same things.


So, when we try to influence our own societies for the better, it is not just arguments about who should lead that need to be won. The bad ideas circulating in a society need to be debunked, rationally and fairly, person by person, across millions of people by hundreds of thousands of people, at least, if new ogres are to be avoided. The number of people in a society that try to do this is crucial to the sustained success of that society.


Personal reflections


Reasonable Influence is my choice because my sense of morality stops me doing anything else. Fortunately, it also works well. The advice later in this handbook tackles some desperately frustrating, even frightening, situations where the opposites of reason and fairness so often take control. If you have ever felt thwarted by crazy stubbornness, or bullied or tricked into a bad situation, then you might find some useful ideas here. There are suggestions for dealing with people who are unreasonable and unfair, and for responding to common tricks in a positive, reasoned, fair, yet still effective way.


Reasonable Influence is a relatively safe way to tackle sensitive topics. You may find it liberating and simplifying to just stick to logic and fairness and not be stopped by tricks designed to make you back off, desist criticism, or hold back good ideas.


PART 2: EXCHANGES


Chapter 5: Conversational exchanges and small parts of longer contributions


Having discussed the advantages of Reasonable Influence, it is time to begin to look in detail at exactly how to do it. This Part is just the start but crucial.


The advice in this Part supports all influencing activity. It applies at all times to the small building blocks of influence: individual sentences and paragraphs (written or spoken). It applies to what you say in casual conversations, discussions, and confrontations in person, at home, at work, on social media, in emails, texts, and to the small parts of longer explanations. It applies whether you are in discussion with a lover, friend, colleague, or unknown person on the internet, whether they are friendly and cooperative or predatory, whether they are ignorant or knowledgeable, rational or irrational, and even if they are zealots, ideologues, or conspiracy theorists.


There is no need to have a good awareness of your situation or to consider context or overall strategy when applying the advice. In later chapters these basic skills remain applicable but will not be mentioned again. It will be assumed that you are getting these basics right.


If you learn nothing else from this handbook, these fundamentals will still make a huge positive difference to your influence and the way people see you. Learning to apply them will take time. There are certain to be some that should prompt you to change your habits. Some require an unusual level of emotional self-control.


These are guidelines, not rules. Sometimes guidelines conflict. Sometimes other factors over-ride the guidelines. However, these guidelines will give you a good starting point.


Chapter 6: Guidelines for contributing


The following guidelines apply to all contributions and aim to:



  	ensure your contributions are valuable


  	avoid provoking unhelpful responses from others.





Aim to influence, not to persuade


In discussions, try to get towards better conclusions. Only ever be on the side of reason and fairness. Do not try to win an argument.


(Having said that, when you successfully nullify or even debunk manipulation by someone who is clever and persistent it can feel like a big win.)


Instead of trying just to argue for a conclusion, share useful information and thinking.


Write and speak clearly


Being clear is always helpful but especially important where:



  	you are explaining something hard to understand, perhaps because it is complex, unfamiliar, or misconceptions are likely to get in the way


  	you are trying to agree a contract or giving evidence


  	in just a few words you have to create just the right impression, perhaps because the other person is sensitive and you must be tactful.





In these situations, unless you are an exceptionally skilled communicator, you will need to put more effort into reaching clarity. That means more drafts and revisions of the words and, for spoken contributions, more rehearsals.


Choose clear words


Use clear, concise, plain English. Do not use long sentences. Do not ramble off the point, even to be friendly or entertaining. This makes your contributions easier to understand and reduces misunderstandings. Usually your contributions will be shorter too.


Many people suspect errors or tricks when a communication uses unfamiliar terms unnecessarily or is otherwise hard to understand.


E.g. Here are some alternative ways to say the same thing:


Plain: ‘Because of the pandemic, many people have died early. Monthly deaths in the UK have been much higher than in previous years during each wave of the virus but a bit lower in between waves. The low points are because people who otherwise would have died in those months died earlier due to the virus.’


Technical/jargon: ‘Because of the pandemic, average life years have been reduced. Excess mortality has been much higher during viral infection waves but marginally lower in inter-wave periods. This inter-wave decrement is because of the higher incidence of premature death during wave phases.’


Affable rambling: ‘Because of the pandemic, many people have died early. By the way I have just come from London, visiting my parents, and they are in good health. But, of course, when you think about the impact on people of their age it’s quite sobering. You can see that if they were to die early their deaths would appear in the statistics. Anyway, to get back to the point …’ 


There are several excellent guides to writing plain English so this chapter will not go into more detail. If you have been taught English language skills at school in the UK then do not assume you were taught clarity. English language and literature teachers usually do not make clarity top priority and their advice on so-called ‘persuasive writing’ usually fails to distinguish between manipulative and reasonable tactics.


Take care to avoid typos when writing by checking before you finalize your contribution.


Part of being clear is being direct and open. Do not insinuate claims or hide your aims.


Head off likely misunderstandings


Try to anticipate and prevent misunderstandings that might cause angry reactions. In an extreme case you can include direct contradictions of likely misunderstandings. In the following examples the words designed to head off predictable misunderstandings and consequent complaints are in bold:


E.g. ‘Dear Headmistress, we are writing with information about our son's ability in mathematics so that his maths teacher next term can understand and adapt to it. Please understand that we are not complaining about what the school has done so far. We understand that his gifts are not obvious and that normal classroom tests would not reveal that he is at least 3 years ahead for his age.’


E.g. ‘The choice of nightclubs, from October, for vaccine passports seems particularly appropriate. It provides an incentive to get vaccinated for a group of people where non-vaccination is likely to be more common i.e. people who go to nightclubs and are young, hedonistic, self-centred, and not particularly thoughtful. I'm not saying that everyone who goes to nightclubs meets that description or that all unvaccinated people meet that description. I'm saying there's a worthwhile overlap. In comparison, the value of the incentive would be tiny if you said people had to be vaccinated to use a public library or enter a National Trust property. Such a requirement would exclude very few of their usual visitors.’


Speak to make understanding easier for listeners


The way words are said can help listeners understand them, provided some simple rules are applied:



  	Start speaking with something that does not need to be understood, just to give people a chance to pay attention to your voice. Typical openers include ‘Hi, good afternoon’ and ‘Hello everyone. Good to see you and thanks for coming.’


  	Speak clearly at a comfortable pace. The pace used by Sir Winston Churchill in his famous speeches from 1940 is about right for points that may need effort to understand, though his language is sometimes hard to follow and his speech is at times a little slurred. Recordings are freely available on the internet.


  	Speak at a normal pace or faster for predictable material that is not particularly important but slow down for important, unexpected material to let listeners know something important is coming at them and give them time to process it.


  	Use brief pauses between phrases that signal when listeners can bundle your latest words into an idea in their working memories, ready for more. The words between pauses are sometimes called ‘thought groups’. Here is an example sentence with pauses marked: ‘Jane Austen lived in Bath for a few years, || from 1801 to 1806, || but did not enjoy the experience.’


  	A level or slightly rising pitch can be used to indicate that there is more to come after the next pause.


  	Use brief pauses combined with a slightly lower pitch, faster pace, and lower volume for sub-clauses. For example, ‘Elizabeth Bennett, || the romantic heroine in Pride and Prejudice, || is one of fiction's most famous characters.’


  	Create a regular rhythm using the stressed syllables and adjust the lengths of other words to make this possible. For example, ‘Elizabeth Bennett is one of fiction's most famous characters.’


  	Emphasize words or phrases that are important and unexpected, and so might be missed by listeners. (This is in addition to the usual stress patterns of English speech.) These are the phrases that convey most information. For example: ‘Jane Austen lived in Bath for a few years, from 1801 to 1806, but did not enjoy the experience.’ Ways to give emphasis include tiny pauses around the phrase and saying it slower, louder, or at a higher or lower pitch.


  	Use a slightly falling pitch to indicate the end of a sentence unless it is part of a list and you want to signal continuation. This allows listeners to bundle up the ideas from that sentence and store them.


  	Use a strongly falling pitch to indicate the end of a paragraph and then a pause before starting the next. This lets listeners bundle up the ideas from that paragraph, store them, and clear down some working memory for the next paragraph, which they expect will move on to something a little different. In conversations, something that ends with a falling pitch is often sensed as the last word on that topic by listeners.


  	Use a longer pause to signal a larger change of topic.


  	Finish with a rising pitch to indicate an exclamation mark.


  	Finish with a rising pitch to indicate a question requiring a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. For example, ‘Was Jane Austen happy in Bath(↑)?’ Otherwise end questions with a falling pitch. For example, ‘So why was Jane Austen not so happy in Bath(↓)?’


  	Use rising pitches then a final falling pitch, combined with pauses, to punctuate lists. For example, ‘Jane Austen lived in Steventon(↑), || Oxford(↑), || Reading(↑), || Bath(↑), || Worthing(↑), || Southampton(↑), || and Chawton(↓).’





A speaking voice can sound professional and lively yet still be confusing and tiring if it sends the wrong signals. The signals sent by pauses, intonation, and sentence stress compensate for the lack of visible punctuation in spoken communication. Using the signals incorrectly is like using punctuation incorrectly.


Using this vocal punctuation correctly also makes your speech seem more natural, even when you are reading a script or saying lines you have memorized. (You sound natural if you are hesitant, rambling, and use many filler words and sounds but this is not clear. To be clear and sound natural you must combine well chosen words with excellent delivery according to the rules of vocal punctuation.)


Look and act the part


Make sure everything about your style, from your font choice to tone of voice, says you are a clear-thinking person and a determined champion of fairness. It is fine to show emotion provided it reinforces that persona.


E.g. Imagine you have estimated that over 1,000 people die prematurely each year in the UK because of some problem. Given this, you should show your natural emotion non-verbally when delivering that information, clearly and precisely, without spin or slant.


If you are likely to make worthwhile, constructive contributions then show it. This is quite likely if you are using reasonable influence only. Even if you are not the main expert on the subject matter, you will still help create a productive discussion, and that makes you important.


When writing, try to use good grammar, punctuation, and spelling. Keep paragraphs below 11 lines on A4 paper. Avoid logical glitches like mixed metaphors.


When people can see and hear you there are, sadly, many more potential problems. Check yourself for unhelpful habits using video recording rather than just a mirror, and when under real pressure rather than just rehearsing alone. Even subtle flaws can make some people think you are anxious, tense, uncertain, weak (intellectually, emotionally, or physically), unprepared, or muddled. These flaws include:



  	filler words like ‘umm’, ‘aaah’, ‘sort of’, ‘like’, and ‘actual’


  	struggling to find the right words, missing small points, choosing vague words, and generally lacking clarity when not using a script


  	grammatical mistakes such as saying ‘them’ when ‘those’ is correct, ‘pound’ when ‘pounds’ is correct, and ‘was’ when ‘were’ is correct


  	incorrect pronunciation of words such as saying ‘intregal’ instead of ‘integral’, ‘expresso’ instead of ‘espresso’, ‘asterix’ instead of ‘asterisk’, or ‘brought’ instead of ‘bought’


  	pauses while speaking that are too long, too short, or at the wrong times


  	speech impediments including lisps and stammers


  	a voice that is too loud, too quiet, rasping, too soft, or hard to understand because of a strong accent


  	speech generally too slow or too fast, too low-pitched or too high-pitched, too quiet or too loud


  	too much variation in speech pitch, pace, or volume, or too little, or variations in the wrong places


  	rapidly changing facial expressions that seem to signal different emotions from one moment to the next, which can confuse viewers or seem insincere


  	micro expressions (i.e. very brief facial expressions) that look odd and are caused by your inner tensions, reactions, or the way you produce speech sounds


  	inappropriate facial expressions such as a goofy smile, a resting face that looks glum because of a downturned mouth (common for older people), or looking angry when you are only a little confused (because your eyebrows go down instead of up)


  	facial habits that are intensified by anxiety such as rapid blinking, blinking with an eye roll, lip licking, and twitches


  	often looking around to check on people and reacting quickly to others, which betrays anxiety and low status


  	facial expressions too large or too small for the distance between you and the viewer, making you look theatrical or wooden


  	too much direct eye gaze, too little, eye contact at the wrong times, or breaking off eye contact in the wrong directions


  	mouth shapes that are asymmetrical when speaking


  	laughing too much, perhaps nervously, or at the wrong times, or with an odd sound such as honking or snorting


  	too much gesturing, too little, too fast or too slow, or odd looking gestures, perhaps at the wrong time


  	body swaying or rocking unconsciously


  	posture that is weak, slumped, collapsed, or with the head held in an unnatural position


  	apologizing when there is nothing to apologize for, such as when you have made a reasonable request


  	downplaying your achievements or boasting


  	backing down too easily, giving your time too readily, or otherwise inviting people to treat you as unimportant.





The impact of even minor blemishes is probably worse today because we see so many examples of excellent spoken presentation. We see top actors on screen who are given excellent lines to say, time to memorize and rehearse those lines, repeated takes if necessary, and more help from the film editor. We see TV and internet presenters who read lines, often written for them, and have been selected and trained for this seemingly simple task. Politicians similarly get help with their lines and often are just reading them out (perhaps with the help of hidden displays). We also meet people often who have the same or similar conversations repeatedly, such as people working in shops, sales people, and professional speakers who give the same talk at several different business or academic conferences. This repetition helps them become much clearer and more fluent.


Compared to these well-supported, intensively-rehearsed experts, almost everyone who tries to explain something difficult for the first time in person will do it poorly and probably look like they are struggling mentally – because they are. It does not feel good or look good.


Here are some tips:


Short length: Excellent delivery requires time-consuming preparation for most of us so shorter contributions are better than longer ones. With long contributions we usually have to fall back on improvising words from the prompts on a slide. I have given some poor lectures this way. Short contributions are easier for listeners too but have less content.


Take time to think: Speak at a gentle pace; it helps you and your listeners. Use pauses for effect and to give your mind time to prepare the next words. If responding to a question, take a few moments to think. When pausing for any reason, do not feel under pressure to fill the gap with noises. Just be calm and assume nobody will lose interest or try to interrupt. Change your facial expressions only slowly.


Simple body language: Many people have practised a smile for photographs. It is reassuring to know that you have a good-looking smile ready for that challenge. You do not have to stop yourself doing a bad smile; just do the photo smile every time.


This can be taken further by developing and practising a small set of facial expressions, postures, and hand gestures then sticking to just those in pressure situations, such as giving a speech or negotiating. The facial expressions might be: neutral, small smile, big smile, surprise, and not understanding. There is no need for expressions of anger, disgust, sneering, confusion, and so on. The postures might be just for standing, sitting, and walking about a little (e.g. when lecturing a class). The hand gestures might be limited to just indicating direction or size, counting off points, and showing that everyone is included. With this approach your movements can be clear and purposeful.


Memorization: For this to help you must memorize the words you intend to say then recall them and say them fluently and with expression that helps the listener. This can produce excellent results but is hard to do. It might be worthwhile for a short but critical contribution in a conversation or for key paragraphs within a longer contribution such as a speech or presentation.  It is vital to have opportunities to rehearse and you may be able to learn the lines better with suitable memory techniques. Having natural pauses at the right places makes remembering the words and queuing them up to say a little bit easier.


Reading prompts: This is often used with longer contributions. The prompts might be just key words or phrases on cards in your hand or might be the bullet points on a presentation slide. It is not easy to produce clear, precise explanations of complex ideas in this way but at least the prompts make it more likely that you will attempt to cover every point.


Reading a script: This is also common for longer contributions but can look dull if you are seen looking down at notes all the time. It is better if the text you read from is on a screen so that you seem to be looking at your audience. Another helpful technique is to format the speech to show where pauses go, which words to emphasize, where to use a rising tone, a falling tone, and so on. (There are notation systems for this.) Reading from a script might be done for the whole contribution or just for key paragraphs.


Repetition: Whether the speech is improvised, from prompts, memorized, or read from a marked-up script, rehearsals and live performances will lead to learning that reduces errors. This learning continues even after 10 run-throughs. Deliberately analyse your performance to look for potential improvements. Do a rehearsal shortly before performing if you can; it makes your memories more accessible.


Focus on logic and facts


The body language, characteristics, motives, supporters, and methods of other participants in a discussion can be important but your primary focus should be the content of the discussion, especially logic and facts. The best way to know if someone is right or wrong about something is to think about the content rather than about them, and relate that content to other things you know or can find out. Often you do not know what the overall conclusion should be but you can still build up correct reasoning from reliable facts and debunk incorrect reasoning and incorrect factual claims.


E.g. You surprise a six year old behaving suspiciously in the kitchen. You ask if he has been helping himself to the chocolate cupcakes. His body language shows sincerity as he denies it but you can see a dab of chocolate butter icing on his nose. This accomplished liar is busted.


The characteristics and behaviour of discussion participants can give only clues to who is right and who can be trusted to cooperate. If a participant is charming, speaks quickly, repeatedly uses rhetorical tricks, lies, abuses power, and lives in luxury funded by people who believe him then he is probably wrong and a poor source of information. Conversely, a person who lives modestly, is endorsed by recognized experts and people with high authority, has an objective tone, speaks slowly and carefully, and cites supporting literature whenever appropriate is probably right and a good source.


However, these clues are not as reliable as analysing what people say and any physical evidence because liars know the superficial signs of reliability and sometimes do their best to show them.


E.g. When a large-scale health scam goes up against governments and what they call the ‘medical establishment’, both sides will look superficially similar. Both will have:

  
    	some speakers who appear to be experts by education, qualifications, job title, or personal experience, and who seem thoughtful and sincere

    	some speakers who make technical mistakes or get caught being deceptive or colluding to be more persuasive


    	websites, documents, videos, interviews, conferences, and books (Often these have impressive titles, technical language, and long lists of citations, though in the detail some are less reliable than others.)


    	a story about how the other side is conspiring to deceive people and why


    	many supporters


    	many arguments they want to make.


  


Only by thinking about the facts and logic of the overall situation and going into the detail of at least a reasonable sample of arguments can we establish who is right. This is what we must do.


E.g. Health scams base almost every argument on some grain of truth, twisted to create unreasonable doubt. For example:

  
    	People who do statistical analysis for drug trials are typically forbidden from talking about what they do. This can be presented as suspicious – perhaps a cover up. The real reason is that information about trials can have a large effect on company share prices and information made public must be controlled strictly to prevent insider trading.


    	Many medical tests are unreliable in the sense that most people who test positive in fact do not have the disease. This can be presented as evidence that the tests are useless or a fraud. In fact, even with a very good medical test, a high proportion of false positives is normal if the true rate of the disease in a population is very low. The lower the true rate the higher the proportion of false positives. The tests still provide valuable information for medical decision making.


  


Fortunately, it is not necessary to know who is right on every point to make valuable contributions; just contribute reliable facts and good reasoning, and debunk flawed reasoning and unreliable claims. This moves the discussion towards better conclusions.


Some inference errors are far from obvious but once they are pointed out they are easier to understand. We must think carefully and widely.


E.g. Most people who celebrated the end of the second millennium did so at the end of 1999. Millions of people did this. Governments endorsed it. The impression that this was the correct date to celebrate was overwhelmingly powerful and many people surely did not question it. And yet the celebration was a year early. The first year CE (AD for Christians) was labelled 1, not zero, so the 2000th year was labelled 2000. The end of 2000 was the end of the second millennium. The fact that most people, including governments, were wrong does not change this. It was not a conspiracy, just a widespread error that gained momentum.


E.g. Imagine a writer claims that immigration into a particular country is beneficial for that country. They cite research showing that the estimated net financial contribution of immigrants to that country over the previous 10 years was positive. Most people would not notice the error here. Is it something in the details of the estimates? Perhaps, but we do not know enough yet to say. Is it the choice of time period? No. It is something bigger and more fundamental.


The problem is that the effect of immigration depends heavily on the policies that decide who can enter a country. If a country is selective enough then immigrants will have a positive impact. They will be more productive, better citizens than the average already in the country. Also, their impact due to sheer numbers (affecting housing costs for example) will be easier to accommodate. It is meaningless to say ‘immigration’ is beneficial or not. The analysis must be of immigration with a particular set of rules about who can enter. Otherwise, research allegedly showing immigration per se was beneficial might be used to argue for increasing immigration by relaxing the rules, resulting in a different impact.


It is better to focus on logic and facts about the content of a discussion than to discuss the character of others in a discussion. Discussing character is usually a distraction. It is also often difficult to know why people behave the way they do. Someone who seems evil may have noble motives but a serious misunderstanding.


If you have a problem with a nasty person at work or in your family then it is better to focus on facts about their behaviour than to try to find strong-sounding words to express your feelings about it. You might keep notes of what they say and do (e.g. during a meeting), keep copies of messages they have sent to you, and confirm their instructions to you by writing back to them.


Over time a powerful body of evidence builds up that can be used with others (e.g. a higher level manager, a parent, the human resources department, a lawyer) to show what has really been going on. This reduces your fear of not being able to convince others. The effect is more powerful still if these factual records are kept by more than one person.


Similarly, if you are having a written dispute with someone who is trying to get more than they fairly deserve, it is good to include many relevant, specific facts, precisely stated and clearly structured. This tells the other side that you cannot easily be bullied and should be more effective than threatening or needlessly antagonistic language. Be calm, neutral, and show that you have the mental ability and factual material to hold your ground.


Reveal only appropriate emotions


When issues are important most people feel emotional from time to time and showing this can help if properly controlled. You might show your happiness or excitement at the good prospects of a course of action, or your concern at bad prospects. You might show your frustration that a problem still has not been solved. In general, showing emotion can be a powerful way to help people understand when you are saying something important and so get them to focus on what you are saying.


Be careful not to allow emotion to undermine your reasoning, especially the words you use. It should not cause you to exaggerate or use emotive words with implications that are not true. It should not divert you into name calling attacks on difficult, unhelpful people when a focus on the reasoning involved would be more effective.


Do not sulk or in any other way use emotional displays to manipulate people.


Sometimes people think they must either use logic or use emotion to influence others. It is also quite commonly thought that emotion beats logic most of the time. However, there is a third option, which is to use both logic and emotion. It is best to use logic as the solid basis for appropriate emotion and as the guide to action.


Not showing inappropriate emotion does not usually involve deception. It is a matter of self-control. We have many thoughts, reactions, and emotions that we quickly realize are wrong or inappropriate for the context. Controlling our appearance so that we only convey the emotions that we are confident are appropriate is a useful ability.


E.g. During a funeral there will be periods of particular sadness, such as when the participants are invited to think of the departed person. Sometimes people feel suddenly that this is funny or think of something funny but they will do their best to keep quiet and hide their inappropriate feelings. There is nothing deceptive or wrong about this. It is just mitigating the impact of a mistaken reaction and considerate towards others.


Feelings of hatred or desire for revenge are almost always inappropriate.


Think carefully first


Where possible, think carefully before making each contribution. This is easier when contributing in writing. What to think about will become clearer as you work through this book.


There are many ways for your contribution to lead to problems for you and others. Misunderstandings, mistaken reactions, and opening yourself to manipulative ploys are just some of the more obvious possibilities.


Stay within the permitted discussion


Do not make contributions that will be unacceptable and upsetting to the other person. This is a profoundly important point and future chapters will consider ways to change the acceptable discussion so that more difficult tasks can be attempted.


At every point within an encounter there are limits to what each participant will comfortably accept. Some topics are off limits. Some types of question or claim are unacceptable.


E.g. Jenny and Jane are good friends who go walking quite often. On one of these walks Jenny suddenly veers away from the usual topics of conversation concerning family and homes to complain about the government's poor handling of immigration. She makes a claim that is extreme and clearly incorrect but in a way that suggests she thinks everyone agrees with what to her is obvious. Jane decides not to correct this claim and starts talking about a project in her garden instead.


Jane reasons that if she had challenged Jenny then this would have led to a bad tempered argument beyond the acceptable scope of their usual discussions. Jenny should not have made the claim as she did and it did not change the boundaries of the conversation to include arguments about topical matters because Jenny had expected Jane to agree.


Since there is often uncertainty as to what discussion is acceptable, start with low risk contributions, especially if you are in a discussion with people you do not know or the topic is one you have not discussed with them before.


The reactions to low risk, gentle contributions will help you judge what is sensible as the discussion unfolds.


Make only valuable contributions


Your contributions to a discussion include your questions, suggestions, factual claims, explanations, and deductions.


Your contributions should be as informed, well-reasoned, and fair as possible. Be factual, precise, and logical. Avoid loose language and unintended implications. Ideally, follow a sensible pattern of analysis or explanation, which may be the one already in progress in a conversation. Often you can make a valuable contribution by directing the discussion onto important topics that have not yet been explored.


Making only valuable contributions helps create valuable discussions. It also lays more foundations for discouraging personal attacks and other manipulative behaviour. This is fundamental. The high value of your contributions will contrast with contributions by others that focus on personal attacks and trickery. Most people will see the difference if it is stark.


Avoid contributions that needlessly attack or smear others, that are irrelevant, or are confusing. (More material to avoid is discussed later in this chapter.) Instead of attacking people, focus on finding the truth about things that matter and on devising good courses of action.


If someone else has gone before you, perhaps even asked you a question, then you do not have to respond directly to them. They may have said something irrelevant, confused, or based on complex reasoning with subtle but fundamental flaws. They may be trying to create a confusing controversy that resolves nothing. Responding directly to them risks making a contribution that is hard to follow, barely relevant, and bores most people.


Pay close attention to what they have said and try to understand what it means and what they are trying to say. If there is something in it that you can usefully respond to, build on, or correct then do so. If not, share solid, relevant, organized reasoning that is not a direct response. This does not make you a bad listener.


Do not try to make contributions that only support one conclusion. Trying would be biased. You might still find that all your points support one conclusion but that is not the same as trying to do so from the outset. When discussing possible courses of action, consider all the legitimate interests of stakeholders, taking into consideration what they value.


Do not form an opinion (i.e. a prematurely certain conclusion) and then advocate it. That may be normal in current affairs TV shows but it is not helpful. It pollutes the discussion with premature conclusions and encourages you to make any argument that supports your position rather than seeking the truth.


Online you could make a range of valuable contributions to one discussion, or perhaps make the same valuable contribution to several separate discussions of the same topic. On some social media sites, organizations such as charities post the same story repeatedly over time prompting much the same discussion.


Say something worthwhile by giving information, ideas and analysis, asking a question, or making a positive procedural contribution.


Information


The following types of valuable contribution are usually easier to get right:


Relevant facts: Many discussions benefit from basic factual context; stating those facts, showing a graph, or providing a link to information will usually be helpful. Online it is polite and helpful to identify sources with a hyperlink. If the source is not available online then give a reference to the publication.


In some discussions, such as discussions of political, economic, or social issues between people who are not specialists on those issues, many people express ignorant opinions confidently, often angrily. To them it is obvious what those in charge should do or that they are fools or corrupt, even though the commenter has almost no understanding of the problem or what could be done. For example, Runge and Hudson (2020) revealed the extent of ignorance about economics among typical British people and this matches what anyone can observe online. The knowledge many people rely on often reflects something written by a journalist or campaigner that itself was short of facts and deceptively written.


Consequently, simply bringing facts to a discussion or even just hyperlinks to a source is a useful contribution that promotes greater understanding.


Highlighting facts in a source that others have so far overlooked: Sometimes a discussion is about a source document but not everyone has even looked at the document, let alone studied it carefully. It can help to pick out specific points from source documents.


Relaying what others have said: This can be done with short quotes or accurate summaries. When people criticize someone who is not in the discussion it can help to bring in what the person criticized has already said in answer to similar criticism, making clear it is what they said and not necessarily your personal view.


E.g. Imagine that a friend is angrily talking about another of your friends, who said something insensitive at a party last night. You might be in a position to say ‘I talked to her this morning and she was feeling quite ashamed. She told me that she had been in a row at work that day, got very drunk, and did not mean to sound like she did.’


E.g. In a political discussion online, someone angrily complains about the government's efforts to promote cycling, saying ‘It's just woke orthodoxy and climate alarmism. Already you can hardly get down my road because of all the cycle lanes. It's ridiculous!’ Whatever you think of the government's approach, you can still help by accurately and fairly explaining the reasons the government has already given for promoting cycling, such as their belief that there are financial cost savings, emissions reductions, and health benefits from more physical activity. You are not necessarily agreeing with those reasons and should make that clear.


Ideas and analysis


The following types of contribution require a little more thought:


Offering alternative explanations: Sometimes it helps to suggest an alternative explanation. Clearly say it is just another possibility unless you think it is the correct explanation or probably is.


Explaining alternative courses of action: Where a decision on action is needed it often helps to explain one or more alternative courses of action, especially strong contenders so far overlooked. Make clear that the course of action is just another possibility unless you think it is the best so far or probably is.


It is often valuable to explain practical details that others have not. Without practical details there is a high risk that you will suggest a poor idea, be misunderstood, or simply have no impact on the discussion.


E.g. Demanding that water companies ‘accept responsibility’ for river pollution caused by release of sewage is just an abstraction. What does ‘accept responsibility’ mean in practice? Pay fines? Apologize? Implement the massive engineering programmes needed to reduce sewage releases during storms and pass the costs on to customers? Something else? Almost certainly, to have a positive effect a contribution needs to make that clear and go into new, helpful detail about how it could be done efficiently. Anything less risks simply annoying the key people who need to act.


Courses of action likely to be most worth explaining are those that are new and give all stakeholders some kind of attractive benefit. So often, arguments drag on like a tug-of-war where each gain for one side must be a loss for the other. Innovations can sometimes break that pattern.


Identifying the legitimate interests of all stakeholders: Since it is common to ignore some stakeholders and some interests, just mentioning them can be helpful. It also helps to show that your perspective is not narrow and one-sided.


Identifying and explaining errors and tricks: The errors might be factual, with reasoning, or with the principles of fairness. You might respond to an error or trick that has been made or warn about something that might be encountered in future. Your contribution might be addressed to the perpetrator of the trick or error, or to people who might encounter it made by someone else.


E.g. A false argument about climate change is that, since carbon dioxide is only a tiny percentage of the atmosphere, it cannot have a significant effect on climate. In fact, atmospheric pollutants are typically only a tiny percentage of the atmosphere. You could point this out to a person who has just made the false argument. Alternatively, you could explain the argument and debunk it for people who have not made it but might encounter it.


E.g. When a legal decision is awaited with potentially important implications there might be obvious ways that the judgement could be misinterpreted by onlookers, especially those with little legal knowledge. You could point out in advance some potential misunderstandings and misrepresentations.


On social media the same false claims and flawed arguments may appear repeatedly on a page. Replying to each of them can be hard work initially, gets the attention mainly of people who have already made the mistake and are relatively unreceptive, and generates much more work for you as they angrily reply. Also, they can on some systems delete your reply by deleting their comment and reentering it somewhere else.


It may be better to start new threads of your own warning against the common mistakes. In particular, warn against mistakenly thinking that people who disagree must be evil people or at least stupid. Useful sentence openers include ‘It is a mistake to think that …’, ‘Some people on this page have mistakenly argued that …’, and ‘Do not assume someone is a bad person because they argue that …’


Explaining why something is fair: Going beyond explaining rules and sanctions, this will show how the legitimate interests of all stakeholders are affected by the fair behaviour and, perhaps, how that changes over time. It might explain how establishing norms of fair behaviour benefits everyone in a community. It might contradict rationalizations others have given to excuse bad behaviour.


Offering better words: If someone has tried to express something but not quite captured it correctly, or if their idea needs a modification, you can try to restate it in better words. People often say things that are false, taken literally, such as when they make a generalization across everyone in a large demographic group. These errors can easily be identified and corrected, replacing potentially inflammatory claims with more accurate, nuanced claims.


You could also give advice to prevent people accidentally seeming to support extremists.


E.g. During the war in the Gaza Strip that started on 7 October 2023, many ordinary people commented online calling for a ceasefire. Many were people who simply wanted peace and either had not thought about, or did not support, the objectives of Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the two Islamic groups immediately responsible for the start of the fighting. Others calling for a ceasefire did support the Islamic extremists.


A valuable contribution online at that time was to suggest to people calling for a ceasefire that they clarify whether they supported the objectives of Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. These objectives included eliminating the state of Israel, creating an Islamic caliphate across the whole region, and implementing their version of Islamic law, with all that means for democracy, women, and so on.


Sharing insights and inferences: Any other thinking you consider relevant, correct, and not already well known and attended to can be shared to provide value.


One simple but powerful move is to put attention onto a fact that is already known or can quickly be seen and explain its significance. This is common in medical diagnosis, detective work, and philosophy. It can also be useful in everyday situations where people have overlooked obvious points through being children or drunk, for example.


E.g. Police officers arrive outside a nightclub at 1.34 am in response to reports of a man threatening people with a broken bottle. They easily identify the man and one says ‘Hello there. Can we have a word?’ He replies with ‘F*** off you pigs! Can't I just have a night out without you lot butting in?’ The officer explains, pointing out some facts obvious to everyone except the angry man and explaining their significance. 'I notice that you are stripped to the waist and bleeding from some cuts. We are here to help keep people safe. We also have had a report of a man threatening people with a broken bottle and I notice that you have a cut on your hand. That's why we need to talk to you. Do you understand?’ She waits for the angry man to process this information.


 


An alternative to making these contributions yourself is to provide a copy of, or link to, someone else's work. Check carefully that it is worthy before doing this. An advantage of forwarding contributions like this is that it encourages others to forward them further.


Try to make contributions that help the conversation in the most useful way.


A discussion that is stuck on a problem and who is to blame but has not considered possible practical solutions could be guided (by procedural or other contributions) towards considering practical solutions. Conversely, a discussion dominated by proposals of crude solutions might usefully be steered towards a better understanding of the real problems.


E.g. Many people are upset by the release of sewage into British rivers and discussions of this tend to focus on how bad it is and how water companies should be fined more to force them to solve the problem. The fines are not a solution to the problem; they just motivate someone else to find a solution. A valuable contribution would be to explain the engineering problems and possible solutions, which are on a huge scale and much harder than most people realize. They involve disruption in our immediate environment (e.g. roads closed) and more space given over to sewage processing to cope with peak demands.


E.g. Discussions of poverty tend to focus on crude solutions involving giving money to poorer people so they have more money to spend or not giving them money so they supposedly have more motivation to work. A valuable contribution is often to draw attention to the many different reasons that some people are poor, linking these to different things that might be done to help them.


Questions for information or understanding


Questions can be valuable contributions to a discussion but can also cause problems.


Their value comes from their ability to both encourage people to speak and give them an opportunity to do so. Questions can be directed at an individual or at everyone in the discussion.


Asking good questions of people who are inarticulate or reluctant to speak makes it easier for them. Asking good questions of people who are especially reasonable and informed causes more of the discussion to be taken up by reasonable, valuable contributions and reduces time for unreasonable, poorly-informed contributions with less value.


Contributions that can be asked for include:



  	clarifying their logic


  	suggesting more explanations or courses of action


  	identifying and explaining empirical evidence (e.g. examples, data)


  	explaining their reaction to suggested hypotheses or courses of action


  	explaining their circumstances, how they might be affected by a decision, and their preferences.





However, restrict yourself to questions that genuinely seek information or understanding and, even then, take care. Questions can also create problems:


Discomfort from personal questions: Most people are comfortable with being asked:



  	for explanations or other information when they are experts either because of qualifications, experience, or because they have worked to learn about the topic


  	questions for clarification by someone who is sincerely unsure or confused and wants to understand


  	simple information questions as part of an administrative process (e.g. being asked for your name and address when joining a club).





In contrast a special relationship is needed for detailed questions about:



  	things we usually keep private such as sexual relationships and feelings (This is usually reserved for psychotherapists, psychiatrists, and close personal friends already given permission for such questions.)


  	actions and motives, often with questions repeated. (This is the questioning we might expect from a police officer interviewing a suspect and trying to test the truth of their statements.)





Fear of being trapped: People are also wary of questions asked during challenging discussions because they may be designed to lead thinking, reveal an inconsistency, make disguised claims, or elicit a damaging admission or something that can be presented as such. They may also suspect that questions are designed to gain compliance through fake consultation.


Opportunities to manipulate: Some manipulative people respond to questions with more manipulative material. Your questions give them an opportunity to talk more. If the audience is just you then this is tedious but not harmful. However, if there is a wider audience then there is a risk that some will be persuaded by this manipulative rhetoric. The manipulator is also taking time and attention that could have been used for better things. Typically, you do not get a better understanding of their position either. Since you genuinely seek information and understanding, there is no point in asking questions of someone whose responses will provide neither.


Apparent controversy: If the manipulator's strategy is to keep up the appearance of a controversy then being asked questions for clarification or in some other way to debate their position helps them. They can just answer with more of their material, including confusing and evasive restatements of their position. It can be impossible to pin down their poorly defined, shifting claims. To people who do not understand what is being done this looks like a controversy where you perhaps lack the relevant knowledge needed to understand the other person.


Reinforcing misconceptions: When someone states or argues for their misconceptions, they reinforce them in their own minds. They have spoken in front of others and will want to appear consistent in future. They have also rehearsed the ideas, which keeps the knowledge fresh and makes it more resistant to forgetting. If you keep asking them encouraging questions, nod, and say ‘Uh huh, tell me more’ (eager to be a good conversationalist) then you will seem to agree with and reinforce their misconceptions.


Wasting time: Unfortunately, some people have such incoherent and poorly defined thoughts that asking questions to clarify them is a waste of time. You learn nothing useful, they rarely notice their mistakes, and the conversation focuses on what they are saying instead of on good sense clearly explained.


 


So, take care to ask questions only when you really want the information or you think other people in the discussion do, and when the other person is likely to answer honestly and not exploit your question. Focus on probing for evidence (e.g. sources for numbers) and clarifying logic likely to be flawed rather than giving opportunities for advocacy or controversy.


Consider explaining the reason for asking to reduce needless defensiveness. People are least likely to be defensive in response to questions about data but may need reassurance for questions about:



  	definitions they are using


  	their reasoning


  	the sources of their empirical claims.





E.g. To introduce a question about a definition you might say something like ‘I am surprised we seem to be disagreeing on this but I wonder if we are using different definitions. Would you like to say a bit more about what you think counts as “violence”?’


E.g. To ask about the source of a claim you might say ‘You said the rate was 23%. That is a lot higher than I have seen before so I wonder if you could say more about how that was arrived at or perhaps just provide a link to the study so I can have a look at the details.’


In online discussions, asking a person for a link to their source almost always elicits an angry response telling you to do your own research using a well-known search engine. This suggests that the person does not know their source or just made something up. Another possibility is that they feel insulted to be questioned rather than complimented by the interest. Although people should give links to sources without being asked, it is wise to give a reason for your request, as suggested above, and perhaps point out that their apparent certainty gave the impression that they knew the evidence well and would be able to help.


Questions for information and understanding may reveal helpful areas of agreement. However, when asking questions, you should also avoid giving an impression of agreement when you do not agree (yet).


E.g. You might say ‘I am not sure how to respond at this point because I am not entirely sure I understand what you are saying. Would you like to explain your reasons a bit further?’ If you just asked for more reasons it might seem, from your lack of disagreement, that you agree so far.


Positive procedural contributions


Positive procedural contributions help keep the discussion relevant and productive. They might, for example, summarize points made, identify points of agreement and disagreement, suggest or clarify the objective of the discussion, clarify options in a decision, ask if anyone has information relevant to a particular point, or establish who will speak next. Positive procedural contributions are particularly useful when a discussion is becoming muddled.


There is some limited but encouraging published evidence that making positive procedural contributions produces better meetings, even if you are not the chairperson. Lehmann-Willenbrock et al. (2013) recorded and coded team meeting behaviours, looking at what happened after people made procedural contributions to the meeting. The positive types were these, named by their act4teams® code:


Goal orientation: e.g. ‘All right, back to the topic.’


Clarifying: e.g. ‘So essentially you’re saying that…’


Procedural suggestion: e.g. ‘Let’s talk about … first.’


Procedural question: e.g. ‘Should I write that down?’


Prioritizing: e.g. ‘That’s the most important issue we’re facing.’


Time management: e.g. ‘And we should come to a decision; we only have five minutes left.’


Task distribution: e.g. ‘Anna, please take notes on the flip chart.’


Visualizing: e.g. (Anna writes on flip chart)


Summary: e.g. ‘Ok, so far we’ve talked about …’


Across 59 team meetings at 19 organizations, they found that positive procedural contributions by team members increased productive contributions and inhibited dysfunctional contributions – especially when everyone made positive procedural contributions from time to time. These left people feeling more satisfied with the meetings.


In another relevant study, Schultz et al. (1995) trained groups in a decision-making procedure and appointed someone (not the leader) to make positive procedural contributions to keep people following the process.


The training helped produce good decisions (compared to a control) and the Reminder role increased that benefit.


Martyn (2006) studied a single board of directors in detail, looking at the impact of training in a decision-making method combined with a Reminder role. In general the directors liked the approach and thought it helped them even though they did a lot of it already. However, the researcher was not allowed to observe meetings to measure changes in decision-making quality.


Do not be wrong


Try to avoid saying or writing an incorrect claim. Claims should not be wrong literally or in intention. Do not ignore truthfulness because your goal is worthy. Do not rely on humour or artistic licence. Do not exaggerate. It is still wrong.


Your objective is to move the discussion towards the truth or a better course of action, not to promote a position. If you make points you are not sure of or if you feel unreasonable certainty then you are more likely to make a mistake.


Errors undermine a discussion, potentially sending it on a false trail. Also, errors harm your credibility and let opponents interrupt you with objections. If you are careful to avoid mistakes then you need not pause when an opponent says you are wrong but offers no reasons.


The challenging reality is that most people make many mistakes when reasoning, especially about sensitive topics, and often have no idea they have done so. Know your limitations. Test your skills by taking tests of verbal reasoning. For example, the University of Oxford uses its Thinking Skills Assessment to select students for some courses and provides practice tests online.


It may be impossible to be right all the time but you can get close by taking care and following these guidelines:



  	Know when you are about to share a claim.


  	Make clear when a claim is yours and when it is by someone else.


  	Check your facts and inferences – more carefully for stronger claims.


  	When you can, quantify your claims precisely (e.g. when referring to number, proportion, frequency, precision, or certainty).


  	Make only claims you are certain of. (Often even a weak claim is enough for further inferences.)





Knowing when something would be a claim is vital. Some valuable contributions do not involve claims at all. For example, if you have thought of a method for doing something, a theory, or a definition, then you can describe those without making any claims. You could say something like ‘One way to do that might be to …’ However, if you say your method is effective, or that your theory is correct, or that your definition is correct then you are making a claim and probably a strong one that needs justification.


Other claims might require little or no justification because their truth will be obvious to others. 


Some claims are about the contents of an existing publication. If you are careful not to misrepresent what that publication says and provide a reference so that others can find the publication themselves then your claim is easily verifiable. Here are some examples:


E.g. ‘Guide 73 defines “risk” as “effect of uncertainty on objectives”.’


E.g. ‘According to the UK’s Office for National Statistics, the UK unemployment rate fell by 0.4% over the previous quarter (ONS, 2019).’


Do not trust other people or generative AI systems (e.g. Gemini, Copilot, ChatGPT) to summarize research studies accurately. Look at the original document yourself. Most citations of my books and papers misrepresent them and I know it is not just my work that gets this casual treatment.


Claims about the contents of an existing publication let you introduce valuable material.


E.g. Imagine people are arguing online about how many people are overweight but nobody in the discussion has given numbers. You could search for some online then contribute them to the discussion, explaining the source and what the numbers represent: ‘According to the Health Survey for England in 2019, 68% of men over 16 and 60% of women over 16 were overweight or obese (i.e. BMI of 25 or more).’ You are saying what the Health Survey says, which you can do with certainty, not asserting the true figure for overweight people. Others in the discussion might object to defining ‘overweight’ using BMI. You are not taking a position on that; just offering some relevant data. Others might be interested in children or those who are obese, not just overweight, or in other countries or other points in time. (NHS Digital has more on these questions so you could make further valuable contributions using this source.)


It is also vital to quantify your claims carefully, whether you use numbers or quantitatively imprecise words. This way you can control the strength of your claims and avoid making claims that are too strong to be justified. Quantification is usually of a count, proportion, frequency, precision, or certainty. You can state quantities with numbers (often requiring a range or some other indication of the uncertainty involved) or with quantity phrases, such as these:



  	For a count: ‘none’, ‘a few’, ‘many’, and ‘thousands’.


  	For proportion: ‘none’, ‘some’, ‘many’, ‘most’ (i.e. more than 50%), and ‘all’.


  	For frequency: ‘never’, ‘occasionally’, ‘sometimes’, ‘often’, ‘usually’ (i.e. on more than 50% of occasions), and ‘always’.


  	For precision: ‘very roughly’, ‘approximately’, and ‘exactly’.


  	For certainty: ‘impossible’, ‘remote’, ‘very unlikely’, ‘unlikely’, ‘probable’ (i.e. probability of more than 0.5), and ‘certain’.





In the following examples a small change in quantification changes a claim from being obvious to being questionable:


Obvious: ‘Some women would prefer not to be in paid employment while their children are young.’

Questionable: ‘Most women would prefer not to be in paid employment while their children are young.’


Obvious: ‘The Earth is roughly an oblate spheroid.’

Wrong: ‘The Earth is a sphere.’


Obvious: ‘Congestion is common for the streets of Central London.’

Questionable: ‘Most Central London streets are congested.’


Generalizations about people in large, demographically defined groups are often mistakes about proportion. In practice, very few statements are true for everyone in a large group.


E.g. In a debate about poverty some people will usually argue that all poor people are poor because of unfortunate circumstances. At the other extreme some will argue that all poor people are poor because of their own bad behaviour. In reality, poverty is the result of both circumstances and behaviour and the contributions of each differ between people. Do not write careless statements with implied overgeneralizations such as ‘If the poor just pulled their socks up they would not need handouts!’ or ‘If you spent less time in your posh office and more time with needy people you would know their poverty is genuine.’


E.g. The statement ‘Men think they are better drivers than women’ will antagonize most men, especially those who do not think they are better drivers than women. The generalization is about a group of people and, as is almost always the case, not true of everyone in the group.


Another failure to make precise, true claims is common when people attribute something entirely to one cause, ignoring others.


E.g. The statement ‘Men have more driving accidents than women because they are, on average, more aggressive drivers than women’ avoids generalization by using ‘on average’ but is still aggravating because it suggests that extra aggression is the only cause of the higher male accident rate. Other causes, such as driving more miles on average per year and more often driving while under the influence of alcohol, are ignored. Causation has been over-simplified, making the claim inaccurate, unfair, and annoying to at least some people. It is extremely rare for differences like this to have only one cause.


Precise uncertainty is crucial because we are often discussing how likely something is. You might think that someone has come to a definite conclusion too early and argue that there should be doubt. Alternatively, someone may be saying they have ‘no idea’ about something but you think there is enough information to make educated guesses that are more useful than no anticipation at all.


If the evidence you would like is properly conducted scientific tests but they have not been done then you may have to say what you think (which should be cautious and acknowledge uncertainty) and invite readers to consider the question themselves. Your words might be something like: ‘In theory, Method A should solve the problems of Method B, as explained earlier. However, Method A has not been scientifically tested. My personal experience so far with Method A has been encouraging and I invite readers to consider its potential value for themselves.’


This approach protects you from the mistake of being wrong because you are not claiming something with certainty and the issue may well be uncertain for everyone involved at that moment.


Do not use a generative artificial intelligence system to create messages if it does not care about truth. When I chatted with ChatGPT and Bard (now renamed Gemini) in 2023 both were happy to compose an email complaining about the coffee in my office even though they had to make up details of what was wrong with the coffee. Instead of asking questions to gain facts, they guessed at the coffee problems without warning they had done so.


Give references where appropriate


Giving the publication details of sources you have used so that others can find and read them is standard practice in academic writing and should be used more widely. These references allow and encourage others to learn more, check your thinking, and introduce further points of their own. They help to make it clear when claims are not yours but came from someone else whose thinking you are discussing but not necessarily endorsing. References also increase your credibility.


It is hard to remember the details of references in conversation and harder still for your listeners to memorize them, so this is not usually practical. However, you can sometimes mention the names of others whose work you are describing.


Online you can give hyperlinks instead or as well. If a social media site does not allow you to insert hyperlinks then you can give publication details in the traditional way and those should be enough to allow others to find the documents. Publication details are easily obtained for academic publications since both publisher websites and search engines such as Google Scholar provide convenient citations in multiple formats that you can copy and paste.


Do not use generative artificial intelligence systems (e.g. ChatGPT) to create messages if they do not give correct citations for claims that should have them. When I chatted with ChatGPT in 2023 it could not give citations and had no knowledge of the specific documents with which it had been trained. Bard occasionally gave its sources but often did not.


Even though giving references is easy and beneficial, it is rarely done on social media and often done badly elsewhere, including in academic journals. I have noticed that people often misrepresent the content of their sources, probably through carelessness or poor understanding. This is obvious when I know the source publication well (e.g. it is something I wrote).


Another common mistake is to make a questionable claim or a claim that is only one view out of many and then cite a source in brackets. In effect, this is claiming something and then saying someone else agrees. It is much better to clearly identify the source and attribute the claim to them before discussing whether it is true. Here are some examples showing the wrong and right way to reference:


Wrong: ‘The word “risk” is defined as “effect of uncertainty on objectives” (Guide 73).’

Right: ‘Guide 73 defines “risk” as “effect of uncertainty on objectives”, which makes little sense for the following reasons: …’


Wrong: ‘Only 7% of our message is conveyed by our words (Mehrabian, 1967).’

Right: ‘The false claim that only 7% of our message is conveyed by our words is based on misunderstanding and misrepresenting research by Mehrabian (1967).’


Stating a claim and then adding a citation in parentheses is an acceptable shortcut only where it is obvious that the claim came from the source and the claim is not controversial.


For empirical questions it is almost always wise to describe the nature of the evidence provided by the source. This may not require much detail. You might just explain it used a survey, a correlation study, or a laboratory experiment for example. Alternatively, you might want to give more detail, either to show that the evidence is reliable or so that you can explain why it is unreliable.


E.g. ‘After analysing published examination results over 3 years, the investigators concluded that …’


E.g. ‘In the experiment, one group of people were asked …’


E.g. ‘Stanley Milgram, in his 1974 book, described experiments he performed in which …’


Control your set of claims


Control the set of points you make because the more points you make the higher the probability that at least one will be wrong, reducing the credibility of your other claims. It is also more likely that someone will think a correct point is wrong and the discussion will not give you a chance to correct that view. Again, your credibility will be reduced.


Also, do not make claims that are stronger than you need, especially if they are not true or might not be true.


E.g. If you are living with someone who often does not tidy up after themselves, even after a reasonable delay, do not say ‘You always leave things out!’ That claim is too strong. All you need to say is the truth, which is that they leave things out too often.


One way that additional claims are made accidentally is by using colourful, exaggerated, or metaphorical language. It is better to use plain language that is factually accurate and with no unintended connotations.


E.g. Most years the UK government runs a deficit, meaning that its expenses exceed its income, usually by many billions of pounds. (Accountants use the terms ‘surplus’ and ‘deficit’ for organizations that are not businesses; for businesses the terms ‘profit’ and ‘loss’ are used instead.) Describing the deficit as a ‘black hole’ makes additional claims, albeit vaguely. It exaggerates the danger by suggesting an uncontrollably powerful natural force that will eventually suck in and destroy everything.


E.g. If customer complaints have increased by 11% it is wrong to say that they have ‘soared’. The word ‘soared’ suggests an increase larger than 11%.


Make your words engaging by providing new, relevant, useful information and reasoning, not by word games that will feel like tricks to some critical readers.


Sometimes terms with side claims have been used so heavily they have become the usual term. Avoid these and keep to terms that do not imply more than you want to say and can justify.


E.g. People experiencing poverty are often called ‘underprivileged’ or ‘deprived’. These terms suggest that their poverty is the result of some other person or group doing something that created the poverty. This is not always true for these people. Just use ‘poverty’ or a technical definition such as ‘low net wealth’, ‘in the bottom 10% for individual income’, or ‘in debt’.


Some people destroy their personal credibility within a sentence or two by mistakenly making many strong claims that they should know are uncertain and controversial.


Control your flow of new points


In the context of a complete discussion, you may make many points but must carefully control when each is introduced.


In conversations, often it is helpful to make an overview point to get started or say that you have a certain number of points to make. This reduces the risk that others underestimate the amount you have to share.


However, do not make too many points too quickly in a conversation. Stay focused on key points until they have been understood, responded to, and little more value can be extracted from them or it is clear that they will not be understood or get a reaction. This avoids sending people off in new directions too early. If you are trying to make an important point and mention something tangential then people will often respond to the tangential remark, taking attention off the more important points.


Do not pursue too many points raised by others. If someone raises several points in one contribution then decide which to respond to and which to leave, at least for now. Focus on the main issue at that moment and make a valuable contribution.


Repeated attacks on you (e.g. on social media) are an opportunity to make several contributions in response that gradually introduce and develop themes. Respond to each attack in a way that lets you build on your themes each time rather than get dragged off topic. (Specific techniques for doing this are explained later in this chapter.)


In longer written discussions (e.g. correspondence, published papers that respond to each other) you can, of course, make many points.


Do not support extremists accidentally


Some topics of discussion are already polarized, which means there are people involved with sharply opposed, somewhat extreme views. Take care not to endorse one of these extreme positions accidentally.


E.g. Suppose the most extreme policies on some issue are represented by 100% and 0%. One extreme group is promoting 100% but another is promoting 0%. The government’s policy is currently 46% but you think it should be 48%. If you argue for ‘raising’ the policy it will seem that you might be supporting 100%. If you argue for ‘raising the policy to 48%’ and only give reasons for raising it then some people will still suspect you of supporting 100% but plotting to get there in small steps. To avoid seeming to endorse an extreme position you do not support, argue for 48% and say why it should not be higher or lower than that.


E.g. Vaccination has some extreme opponents and, unless you are one of those people, you will not want to seem to be one of them. If you want to argue against vaccination in some very limited situation then you should make your overall position clear first. You might say ‘Everyone, with very few exceptions, should get vaccinated and boosted. One very specific exception I would like to mention is where a person has had the virus and an antibody test shows they currently have a high level of antibodies as a result. In this case they should not need to get vaccinated, though they can if they want to. However, immunity from getting the virus also reduces over time, so they should still get boosted later to counteract this.’


Do not antagonize unnecessarily


If someone is rude or aggressive in a conversation, in writing or face-to-face, it is extremely tempting to hit back in a similar style, especially if others are doing it, and especially if your friends, allies, leaders, or role models are already doing it, or usually do it, or seem to like it. Similarly, if someone seems to have ideas you think are horrible then you might be tempted to express your disgust. If you are online then the lack of immediate physical danger from the other person may make it more tempting to use extreme, antagonizing language.


Also, if people you need to communicate with are paying no attention or fobbing you off without really thinking about your points then it is extremely tempting to be angrily disruptive so that they have to pay attention to you.


All these temptations should be avoided for seven important reasons:



  	Off target: Insulting, carping, aggressive, insincere statements by you are not logical or efficient. They waste time and energy. Others might waste more time and energy defending themselves from your personal attacks.


  	Poor discussions: Others in the discussion may be encouraged to act manipulatively and reasonable people may be discouraged from contributing. Tricksters often try to divert a discussion into a row rather than let you continue laying out facts and logic; antagonizing them provides an excuse. Even mild attacks on another person can trigger people to hit back at you.


  	Drives away reasonable people: Reasonable people who do not like conflict may be driven away from the discussion or discouraged from returning to future discussions. This means that discussion quality and value will fall and unreasonable, uncooperative people will gain power.


  	Encourages bullying: When you get nasty, it shows bullies they are getting through to you and encourages them. In contrast, emotionally neutral, calm, focused responses show manipulators that they cannot bully you with the threat of unpleasant conflict. You are immune.


  	Justified resistance: People might be uncooperative to discourage you from being rude or disruptive in future.


  	It reflects badly on you and your points: If you argue on a familiar issue with established sides then your unpleasant behaviour damages your side’s reputation and undermines its arguments, even if your side is correct and supports you noisily. People being unreasonable often do so because they think others are bad people. If you antagonize then you reinforce this belief.


  	Relationship damage: It can damage relationships with people unnecessarily. The other person might have noble aims but lack knowledge or be mistaken. Their desire to be liked and accepted may make them extremely sensitive to any hint that you are rejecting, shaming, attacking, or otherwise ostracizing them. By expressing negative emotion you can throw away the chance to change their minds.





Unnecessary antagonism is almost always a form of manipulation and is obvious, so the backlash risks mentioned in Chapter 4 all apply. If others in the discussion appear superficially reasonable then you will suffer a backlash against you, which opponents may try to encourage. If others in the discussion appear unreasonable then you will lessen the impact of the backlash against them by seeming to be the same.


E.g. Imagine that a religious cult develops a reputation for protests and displays involving aggressive chants, burning flags and books then stamping on the charred remains, and other property damage. Most people can see they are unreasonable. To protest against them, a man stands outside their headquarters shouting angrily and burns a copy of their sacred text. Sadly, his protest is worse than useless. Now it appears that opponents of the cult are nearly as bad. The cult complains about bigotry and even gets some sympathy.


There is no need to avoid making points that are relevant and correct, even if some people get annoyed (e.g. because their mistake has been pointed out). Anyone can make a mistake or be misinformed. It is helpful, not rude, to evaluate critically what people claim and point out errors. It is part of being a good participant in a discussion. Unnecessary antagonism is quite different and should be avoided.


Similarly, there is no need to give up on trying to get attention for relevant, helpful contributions. Anyone can mistakenly pay you no attention if they are caught up with other matters. It is helpful to gain their attention politely but firmly for something that really deserves it.


Here are some more tips on this crucial guideline.


Speak carefully


Whether the discussion is an issue between lovers or a debate over government policies, one of the simplest ways to improve a discussion is to avoid antagonizing language and insinuations. Removing all unnecessarily antagonizing elements from what you say or write can create dramatic improvement.


E.g. Imagine that Aiden and Beth have been seeing each other for a few weeks and things are going well. There is just one issue. He likes curry but she does not. Aiden calls Beth and says ‘Hi Beth. Fancy going out to eat tonight?’ She replies ‘Yes, sure. Did you have anywhere in mind?’ Aiden says ‘Yes, there’s this new curry place I want to try out.’ Beth hesitates. Briefly she considers saying something like ‘What! How can you have forgotten that I HATE curry and just the smell of it makes me want to puke? Are you some kind of moron?’ Instead, recognizing that people who really enjoy something often struggle to understand that some others do not, she says ‘Well, perhaps you remember now that I really don’t like curry. Even the smell makes me feel a bit sick. I’m sorry. Why don’t you try that out with someone who loves curry and we can go somewhere different tonight. Somewhere we will both enjoy.’


E.g. Imagine that a person wants to argue online against religiously motivated circumcision of babies and boys in a discussion that has focused on its health effects. The first draft reads: ‘It’s all very well to talk about the health issues around mutilating children but what about the pain and trauma they suffer? To ignore this is cruel and typical of religious zealots – always more worried about keeping their sky-daddy in a good mood than in taking care of real people.’ The generalization about religious people and the red-mist words ‘mutilating’, ‘zealots’, ‘cruel’, ‘ignore’, ‘sky-daddy’, and ‘good mood’ are unnecessarily antagonizing. Using the argument about the reactions of a supernatural being was not necessary because the discussion was already focused on real harms. In contrast, the second draft reads: ‘Alongside the health effects of circumcision we should also consider the pain and fear suffered during the operation and the discomfort afterwards. These are considerable. When I saw a video of the procedure I felt sick.’


E.g. Suppose a person is arguing against planning permission for a new home and has identified something wrong in one of the planning drawings. The unnecessarily antagonizing version is: ‘Once again this developer is trying to pull the wool over the committee’s eyes with a sleazy trick. The front elevation shows the adjacent buildings, making them look the same height as the proposed building. In fact it will tower over them by more than 2 metres and be an eyesore in the road. No doubt their friends on the council couldn’t care less but this disgusting behaviour needs to be punished.’ This approach would put the developer and most of the council on the angry defensive.


In contrast, a version that avoids unnecessary antagonism and will get a more productive reaction is: ‘The front elevation unusually includes outlines of the adjacent houses, making them appear to be the same height as the proposed building. I established yesterday by measurement that the proposed building would be more than 2 metres higher and higher than any other building in that road. I have amended my copy of the drawing to show the actual heights of the adjacent buildings – like this.’ This focuses on the key points at this stage and shows the committee the true height comparison. The trick probably was deliberate but it may be better to give listeners a chance to realize for themselves.


Completely avoiding unnecessary antagonism is not easy but it is worth the effort. Even a few small mistakes can poison a conversation. Also, when people are upset it is so common to be antagonizing that we consider it normal. To avoid unnecessary antagonism we need a detailed understanding of the many ways that we can aggravate others so this chapter now goes into that detail.


Behaviours can be unnecessarily antagonizing in various ways. Typically, they involve acting as if the other person is unimportant and/or deficient in some way.


Do not personalize unnecessarily


Take care not to use phrases that make beliefs sound like part of the person. People who hold a mistaken belief may be less inclined to correct themselves if they think that belief is part of them rather than just being some knowledge they can throw away and replace. They may also be more antagonized if it sounds like you are criticizing them rather than the belief.


Avoid such phrases as:



  	‘You are wrong.’


  	‘your idea | theory | claim | position’


  	‘Marxists | fascists like you’





Instead use such phrases as:



  	‘That is wrong | incorrect | untrue.’


  	‘the idea | theory | claim | position’


  	‘Marx's idea that’


  	‘the Marxist model of’


  	‘the theory | idea | model you explained’





Do not suggest mental deficiency


Many unnecessarily antagonizing behaviours involve saying or implying that the other person is stupid, ignorant, or otherwise mentally deficient. Do not suggest that others are mentally deficient unless you know they are, it is vital to reaching a good conclusion, and you can explain and demonstrate the precise deficiency.


There are many words it is best to avoid or use extremely rarely because they almost always suggest the other person is mentally deficient. Some are so familiar we can use them without thinking:


Avoid: ‘Simplistic’, ‘over-simplified’, e.g. ‘Your description is simplistic.’

Better: ‘Partly incorrect’, ‘missing an important detail’.


Avoid: ‘Obvious’, ‘clearly’, ‘blatant’, ‘absurd’, ‘ridiculous’, ‘lunacy’, ‘mad’, ‘crazy’, ‘fixated’, ‘obsessed’, ‘stupid’, ‘idiotic’, ‘deluded’, ‘blinkered’, ‘myopic’, ‘dense’, ‘dim’, ‘thick’, ‘misguided’, e.g. ‘The idea is ridiculous.’

Better: Either say nothing or say that something is ‘not correct’, ‘incorrect’, ‘not a good idea’, ‘not a good idea in the long term’, ‘not feasible’, ‘inconsistent’, or ‘contradictory’.


Avoid: ‘Wake up’, ‘realize’, ‘finally realize’ (followed by an obvious or familiar claim).

Better: There is no alternative. Don’t do this at all.


Avoid: ‘Forgotten’, ‘neglected’, ‘ignored’ (when the reality is that the opponent has considered the issue).

Better: ‘Not mentioned’, ‘not given sufficient weight to’, ‘may not have considered’.


You can also insinuate that another person is stupid by:



  	writing online comments with lots of SHOUTING CAPITALS, emoticons, emojis, and exclamation marks!!!!!!!!!


  	ridicule, knocking humour, incredulity, sarcasm, or false politeness.





Some less obvious behaviours to avoid are:



  	telling experts things they are certain to know already, as if you think they don’t know them


  	choosing interpretations of things people say that show you think they are stupid and are saying stupid things, rather than looking for interpretations that would be sensible (This may also be the ‘straw man’ trick.)


  	telling people they are ignorant when they are not, directly or by telling them to get an education, learn the basics, or offering them a reading list when they haven’t shown any interest in one.





Do not suggest bias


Do not suggest that others are biased unless you know they are, it is vital to reaching a good conclusion, and you can explain and demonstrate it clearly.


It is often a good idea to make clear the interests of everyone involved in a discussion but this is not the same as asserting that someone is biased; it is just pointing out that they need to take care to avoid bias and warning others of the risk of bias.


It is often hard to know another person's true motivations so it is better not to reveal your suspicions. Do not offer psychoanalytic theories of their motivation featuring unconscious motives and thinking, repressed feelings, and so on.


Do not suggest dishonesty


Another way to get people seeing red is to suggest they are dishonest. Again, do not do this unless they are dishonest, you can show it clearly, and there is a good reason to do so.


Suggesting that someone is dishonest can be done explicitly or by seeming to jump to the conclusion that someone is lying, suggesting that lying is normal behaviour for the other person. Here are some more examples of aggravating words with better alternatives:


Avoid: ‘Misleading’, ‘a narrative’, ‘disingenuous’, ‘lying’, ‘deceptive’, ‘spun’, ‘economical with the truth’, ‘guilty of terminological inexactitude’ (a term introduced by Winston Churchill in 1906 and sometimes used in the UK parliament as a euphemism for lying).

Better: ‘Incorrect’, ‘not correct’, ‘wrong’, ‘inaccurate’, ‘not accurate’, ‘only partly correct’, ‘partly incorrect’.


Do not suggest unimportance


Avoid showing people that you think they are unimportant by:



  	interrupting in a conversation, unless the other person has been talking for much too long


  	a long list of points made to one person in a verbal discussion without waiting for a response


  	responding to a well-argued point with a simple contradiction (Responding to a point that has little or no support with a simple contradiction is proportionate, not dismissive.)


  	saying the other person is wrong without saying why or offering to explain why (Saying what is right is a way to explain why they are wrong.)


  	repeating your points without responding to the other person and without developing or clarifying your messages, even though they seem to have understood already


  	ignoring questions that are reasonable and relevant when there is nothing else outstanding for response


  	not conceding points (e.g. having been shown to be wrong it is rude to move on to a new topic without explicitly conceding your mistake).





Do not reference demographic conflicts


Another type of antagonizing behaviour involves tapping into existing conflicts between demographically defined groups. This is common in the UK today and often involves words that have been misused so often they are now never helpful. These words include:


The phobias: homophobia, Islamophobia, xenophobia, and transphobia.


The demographic -isms and -ists: racism/racist, sexism/sexist, white supremacism/supremacist, Islamism/Islamist.


The political -isms and -ists: fascism/fascist, Nazism/Nazi, nationalism/nationalist, jingoism/jingoist, leftism/leftist, globalism/globalist, elitism/elitist.


Others: libtard, elite, liberal elite, soyboy, apologist, extremist, hard left, hard right, alt right, far left, far right, race grifter.


 


These words have a nasty feel that goes beyond their factual content and insulting false accusations. Often they are used as exaggerations.


Instead of using these words it is better to use accurate, descriptive phrases. This is particularly helpful when the antagonizing word has two or more possible meanings, some much worse than others. Below I give typical words and some factual but less inflammatory alternatives. Use only the justified words and never use these to describe large demographically defined groups of people because they are almost never true for everyone in a large group (unless the group is defined by beliefs or behaviour).


Avoid: Racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, homophobia, White supremacism.

Better alternatives: (1) Anti-X prejudice e.g. ‘anti-white prejudice’. (2) Unfair anti-X discrimination. (3) Anti-X hatred.


Avoid: Nationalist

Better alternatives: (1) Someone proud of their nation. (2) Someone who would put the interests of their nation ahead of those of other nations to an extreme degree.


Avoid: Jingoistic nationalist

Better alternatives: (1) Someone proud of their nation who would support war against another nation or terrorists if there was a serious threat. (2) Someone proud of their nation who would support war against another nation to take control of its territory and keep it.


Avoid: Fascist/Nazi

Better: (1) Someone in favour of a restriction on behaviour. (2) A member of a group that calls itself Fascist or Nazi.


Avoid: Elite

Better: (1) Extremely competent. (2) Rich, powerful, or high-status person (typically without personal material worries, probably living in an area with high property prices, and rarely meeting people whose circumstances are different).


Avoid: Liberal

Better alternatives: (1) Someone who prefers equality of opportunity. (2) Someone who prefers equality of outcome (and would accept some inequality of opportunity to achieve that).


Avoid: Soyboy

Better: A male person who dislikes masculine characteristics and acts in a feminine way.


Avoid: Apologist

Better: A supporter.


Avoid: Libtard/leftie/leftist

Better: Someone who agrees with most ideas in left-leaning politics (e.g. identity politics, extreme wealth redistribution, hating Israel and rich people).


Avoid: Islamist

Better: Someone who wants to impose Islam on others.


Do not use any of the antagonizing words related to prejudice and hatred and do not accuse someone of anti-X prejudice, unfair discrimination, or hatred unless you are sure it is true and worth doing.


For an attitude to be truly ‘anti-X prejudice’ it needs to be an unfounded negative view applied to all or nearly all members of the group X. In other words, a person with this attitude holds the view towards every member of X and does not change their view appropriately as they learn more about people. Here are two ways this can happen:



  	The person fails to update their assessment of the whole group appropriately given new information, makes insufficient effort to get more information, or gathers more information in a biased way.


  	The person fails to update their assessment of an individual appropriately given new information, fails or refuses to gather more information about an individual in a situation where assessment matters enough to justify gathering more information, or gathers more information in a biased way.





For behaviour to be truly ‘unfair anti-X discrimination’ it needs to be discrimination that unnecessarily uses a demographic characteristic that is not directly relevant. For example, refusing to hire white people as computer programmers is unfair anti-white discrimination because skin colour is not directly relevant to programming ability and there is no need to use statistical links to skin colour because it is easy to assess programming ability directly.


For an attitude to be truly ‘anti-X hatred’ it needs to be an intense and irrational dislike that continues regardless of the behaviour of the person hated and is felt towards all or nearly all members of the group X. It might involve an enduring desire for revenge, for example, or a desire to exterminate or push away the whole group X even though they now appear to pose no threat.


Judging what is irrational requires an understanding of what is rational. It is normal and rational to be wary of strangers. There are many people in the world who are aggressive, unpleasant, dishonest, unstable, or dangerously inept. It makes sense to be cautious with new people and then adjust as we learn more about them. As a result of further information we might reasonably become more relaxed or more concerned and even fearful, perhaps willing to take action to resist them or defend against them.


None of this is irrational or deserves harsh criticism or sanctions. Those other people might turn out to hate you because of your religion, skin colour, or poverty. They might want to take your money at knife point because they think it’s easier than working for a living. Caution based on statistical generalization is logical as an initial stance provided we make an effort to learn more and change our views as a result.


To avoid antagonizing unnecessarily, do not include irrelevant demographic characteristics within insults, use an irrelevant demographic characteristic as the basis for a derogatory claim, or use a slur phrase that does so. This should apply to all irrelevant demographic characteristics, not just those typically associated with social justice (e.g. non-white people, women, LGBT people). It should be obvious but occasionally a careless cliche can trigger rage.


E.g. The insult ‘silly old fool’ includes the obvious insults of ‘silly’ and ‘fool’. However, it also also includes the word ‘old’, creating an additional insult. Either it says that old people are silly and foolish, or that the age is an additional weakness alongside the silliness and foolishness.


E.g. Similar demographic insults come from ‘stupid bitch’, ‘old tart’, ‘ghetto bastard’, ‘rich tossers like you’, ‘your toxic whiteness’, and ‘middle class keyboard warrior’.


Other things to avoid


It is also disrespectful and unnecessarily antagonizing to use tricks or abuse power.


Avoid disrupting unnecessarily


The following forms of disruption are bad ways to try to get attention:



  	being unreasonably emotional (usually angry) given the situation


  	being threatening just to get attention


  	raising an issue far more often and at too much length given its low importance relative to other matters that deserve attention


  	lying to make your contribution sound more important than it is


  	shouting loudly, shouting repeatedly, chanting, and banging objects or using other tools to make loud noises


  	damaging or defacing property


  	blocking legitimate movement or preventing other legitimate actions being done, especially when it impedes people you are not trying to influence. (The motive makes this different from physically defending against attack.)





It is much better to get attention by briefly saying something important and true. Provide information that lets people know quickly that you have something worthwhile to say. For example, the following would all be good ways to get attention provided they were true:



  	‘The hospital called. It’s about your mother.’


  	‘I have a simple proposal to improve the way we greet customers at the door.’


  	‘I have a new idea for a holiday that’s better and cheaper.’


  	‘We need to consider the time remaining, which is only three weeks.’





People who have ignored something because of being busy with other matters are often apologetic and cooperative when their oversight is mentioned politely. This is better than attacking them for not responding, which is likely to put them on the defensive. You might say:



  	‘I wrote to you last week about the problem with the gutters but I haven’t heard anything back from you. It’s becoming more urgent and a worry. Would you please at least acknowledge my communication to let me know you are aware of this?’


  	‘I mentioned earlier that we need to consider the time remaining, which is only three weeks. Unfortunately, we got side tracked into a discussion about who owns the gazebo and forgot about it. Can we now discuss how to respond to the time remaining?’





There are more suggestions on how to get attention the right way in Chapter 12, Case 12.2, under the guideline Gain attention constructively.


Pre-empt predictable overreactions


Sometimes there is an obvious risk that another person will overreact to your contribution. If the discussion is an established battleground between two factions and you correct a mistake by someone on one side then they are likely to assume you are one of their enemies, even if you are not.


E.g. Imagine that a person online makes a factually incorrect comment: ‘And yet the government does nothing.’ You correct that, commenting: ‘The government has made several announcements about policies and schemes to tackle this problem.’ From this the other person assumes you are a strong supporter of the government and starts to attack you and the government more widely, on that basis. Such overreactions are common. To pre-empt overreaction you could have extended the initial correction like this: ‘The government has made several announcements about policies and schemes to tackle this problem. I’m not saying these are the right things to do but it is an exaggeration to say they have done nothing.’


People who are deeply interested in politics and pay attention to political media tend to align with all the views of a particular political group or ‘tribe’ rather than just having views on different issues. The people matter more to followers than the issues. Curiously, the views of opposing tribes have often shifted over the decades, sometimes even swapping between tribes. They can be strongly shifted by the views of leaders. There is also a tendency for people to have views that still reflect the views of their tribe when they first joined it.


Consequently, highly political people will tend to assume that, if someone disagrees with them on one issue, then they will disagree on all the issues that the opposing tribes fight over.


Online, overreactions due to polarization and tribalism are a constant problem. If you query the accuracy of a claim then the other person will often assume immediately that you are an ogre on the side of their enemies, with all the worst views and qualities they think their enemies possess. Stating clearly that you are not may alleviate this but they often struggle to believe that someone might disagree with them without being one of their enemies.


E.g. Imagine that you see online a video of climate activists spraying paint on the National Gallery, which they say is a protest against fracking. Imagine that you are also against fracking but do not approve of this kind of action so you comment that the protest is causing criminal damage to a beautiful building and causing a waste of resources. Seeing this, a climate activist replies aggressively, having assumed you are a climate change denier who wants fracking on a massive scale across the country and thinks sustainability is ‘green nonsense’. In their mind, you are a hateful person and everything they despise. A better comment that reduces the risk of this kind of response would have been: ‘This type of physically destructive action is undermining the cause of sustainability and I wish they would stop. I’m keen that we progress towards sustainability as soon as possible and I don’t want fracking. But this kind of activism is making fracking more likely, not less, because it discredits the arguments against it.’


Give cooperation a chance


Many of the guidelines in this Part encourage others to be cooperative rather than manipulative. While it is a mistake to be too trusting it is also a mistake to have such negative expectations that cooperation is discouraged.


If someone does something disappointing then simply pointing it out may be enough to prompt them to resolve the issue. Perhaps it was an accident or something they know they should put right. The best way to ask for a resolution is to start by simply explaining what has happened in a neutral, non-confrontational but clear way. This implies nothing about what you think of them or what they have done.


You send a very different message if your opening move is an energetic attack using all the ammunition available about their past failings and threatening actions you might take if they do not comply with your demands. This implies you think they are bad people who will not resolve the matter unless put under pressure by you. For many people this will feel like an insult. It is unnecessarily antagonistic.


An all-out opening attack might scare them into promptly cooperating but might also provoke a backlash or encourage them to be defensive and avoid saying or doing anything that might be taken as an admission of guilt. If you need to increase pressure then it is better to do that later, after you have given them reasonable chances to do the right thing.


E.g. Penny is helping to organize her daughter’s wedding and notices that the florist’s invoice is nearly £2,000 more than was discussed and agreed the week before. Penny was expecting better from one of the biggest names in the business. She writes a long email to the florist complaining about this. She lists other things about the florist’s services she was unhappy about, uses strong language, and mentions that she will be putting the matter in the hands of her solicitor if she does not receive a revised invoice and an apology. She thinks that will do the trick.


When the florist receives the email, she soon realizes that a simple mistake was made on the invoice but hesitates. She is annoyed to be accused of being incompetent and a swindler. She also thinks this could get serious so, to be on the safe side, she refers the matter to a manager who refers it further up the chain of command. The other complaints and the threat of litigation make the company wary of doing anything that might be taken as an admission of guilt so they decide to get the legal team at head office to draft a reply explaining the invoicing error but avoiding any other potential liability. This takes over a week during which Penny gets more and more angry. She cannot sleep. Her stress is ruining the wedding preparations.


What Penny should have done is simply call the florist and say ‘Hi, I’ve got your invoice here and it’s for nearly £2,000 more than I was expecting, based on our conversation last week and your quotation. Could we check that please?’ In this instance the florist would have checked and immediately apologized and sent a corrected invoice. In another case perhaps there might have been a more fundamental miscommunication that could not be resolved so easily but nothing is lost by this neutral opening move.


It is better to give people the opportunity to do the right thing than to assume a serious dispute will occur and destroy the opportunity for an easy resolution.


Do not joke about serious matters


Humour is good in the right circumstances but resist the temptation to joke when discussing serious matters for five important reasons:



  	Humour often involves saying or insinuating claims that are not true. We must stick to the truth as far as possible, so humour derails the discussion.


  	It is insensitive to joke about something that is extremely serious to some people.


  	You can be interrupted and discredited by someone who points out your insensitivity.


  	Humour when discussing serious matters is more often used as a persuasive trick or a form of bullying. You do not want to seem to be using those tactics.


  	When someone uses humour as a trick or to abuse power, they are hoping that others will be drawn into the humour, effectively endorsing and reinforcing the effect of the unfair tactic. This magnifies the previous four issues.





The temptation to joke about a serious issue is stronger when other people are doing it. You want to join in to be friendly and show you have a sense of humour. Instead, stay focused on the serious points and make a contribution about why the issue is important. It is usually inappropriate to comment on the insensitivity of the joking but you should still discourage it.


E.g. Imagine that a knowledgeable academic has submitted a suggestion to a committee in writing. When it is read out in a meeting someone tries to undermine it by joking about the technical terminology used: ‘Who is this guy and what the hell is “multicollinearity” anyway? And what about hetero-thingummy? I can’t even say it. We don’t need to spend too long on this boffin.’ A suitable response, said matter-of-factly, might be ‘This suggestion is from a professor of statistics and his deep technical knowledge should not be a reason for us to ignore his suggestion. Multicollinearity is a common problem in regression analysis. Would it help if I explained what this suggestion is saying in less technical language?’


If you are mocked for lacking a sense of humour then just explain why the issue is serious, at least for some people.


Chapter 7: Guidelines for responding


Responding to other people is more complex because you must decide whether to respond directly or in some other way, and exactly how.


The following guidelines apply to all contributions that are in response to others and aim to:



  	constructively respond to and encourage valuable contributions by others


  	neutralize and discourage unhelpful contributions by others.





Listen and read carefully


It is important to listen and read carefully so that you understand contributions others make. However, this may need to be selective so that you have time and energy available for the most worthwhile contributions by others. Being a good listener does not mean listening carefully, patiently, and without disagreeing to everyone all the time. Being rational and fair is not the same as being agreeable.


Not all contributions others make are worth close attention. Some are incomprehensible, tiring, based on mistakes, or blatantly manipulative. Sometimes a contribution is just one more useless contribution in a long series by the same person. It is not necessary or efficient to pay careful attention to every contribution made by others.


Other contributions are worth attention. They may include useful information, ideas, reasoning, or corrections. They may be wrong but close to the truth and so worth restating to make a valuable response. They may be incorrect or insulting taken literally but your response could rephrase them to make a useful contribution. Close attention may give you a better understanding of why someone is wrong and make it easier to help them.


E.g. Suppose in an online discussion of higher education someone posts ‘Is a prestigious job important? If everyone took an advanced degree in ecology and regenerative cultures then we could create a better society. Can it be more prestigious than that?’ Taken literally this is a silly suggestion. If everyone took an advanced degree in ecology and regenerative cultures then most people would fail the course and there would be nobody trained in construction work, farming, food preparation, childcare, medicine, and so on. It would be disastrous. Your response might be ‘An advanced degree would be impractical but I can see the advantages of teaching more about sustainability, ecology, and how to be a good citizen. That could start from primary school so everyone knows at least some basics.’


Take the time you need


The thinking needed for effective influence sometimes prevents making an immediate response. Perhaps you need to check details or take time to think through points.


At the same time, you may feel under pressure to respond quickly. Perhaps you fear you will be unconvincing if you have to stop and think. Perhaps the other person is deliberately hurrying you as a manipulative tactic.


Take the time you need and, if necessary, get extra time with an initial response that says you will take some time to formulate a response and gives a good reason for doing so.


E.g. Imagine you have recently moved out of a flat you rented for two years and have just received an email from the managing agent with the landlord's complaints about the state of the flat when you left. The landlord's complaints are exaggerated and the deduction from your deposit demanded is unreasonable. It will take you a few hours of work to write a good response, with details, photographs, and so on. To gain that extra time you could write an initial email response that says: ‘Thank you for your email. We do not agree with the claims made and over the next couple of days I will write a detailed analysis with information from my own photographs and recollections in order to respond properly.’


Focus on logic and facts


If someone says something that seems incorrect or unfair then it is often impossible to know for sure if they are honest but mistaken or cynically exploitative. If you respond in a way that assumes one or the other and you are wrong then the consequences could be serious. Your response needs to be appropriate either way.


That can be done by focusing on logic and facts. If the person is sincere then getting to the truth or reaching a fair decision will be the best way to restore happiness. If they are insincere then pushing for truth and fairness will directly combat their manipulation.


Focusing on logic and facts is the best approach even if their contribution was sarcastic, aggressive, insulting, or tearful. Focus on the underlying content of what they are saying or asking and respond to it, rather than to their literal words. (Later guidelines in this chapter explain ways to quickly neutralize personal attacks and simple tricks, allowing you to return to the important points.)


E.g. Imagine someone says to you ‘With you it’s always me, me, me. Well I’ve had enough. Why don’t you consider me for a change?’ This might be a ploy to get more than is fair, or perhaps you have not been fair. It might not be obvious. The focus of the discussion, and your response, should be on whether there has been unfairness, established by looking carefully and objectively at facts. Do not be distracted by (1) the exaggeration ‘always’, (2) their emotional tone, or (3) the literal question asked, which called for reasons why you should not consider the person.


You might go further and frame the issues in a better way.


E.g. Suppose that, in a political discussion, someone says ‘It is inhuman to keep the allowance at just £12 per week. This will cause so much hardship. This is a disgusting decision by a vile human being.’ Even if you are not the decision-maker you will realize that this emotional attack is almost certainly exaggerated and insulting. However, the underlying question is what effect keeping the allowance at £12 per week will have. Perhaps the cost that the allowance is supposed to meet has risen sharply, or perhaps it has fallen despite inflation in other prices? Perhaps the allowance is the best way to maintain the living standards of those affected or perhaps another form of support would be more appropriate? Ignore or briefly neutralize the emotion and insults, then calmly focus on the real issues.


People sometimes have an issue they want to tackle but, in trying to build a powerful case, they drag in other issues that may be less pressing. It can be hard to decide which issues to respond to first and to focus on. A useful rule of thumb is to start with the most emotionally charged.


E.g. Your flatmate has a mild fear of spiders. She sometimes shrieks if a large one comes towards her. One evening you enter the kitchen and she unleashes on you: ‘What time do you call this? I have been waiting for ages for you to show up. Didn't we say you would have the kitchen at 7 and then I would go after? And there's a big spider in the corner.’ You take all this in, look at the spider, and say ‘How about I deal with the spider first?’ The rest was just a distraction.


You may need to speak carefully to keep the conversation on the important points and avoid getting diverted by manipulative tactics.


E.g. Imagine that you and your life partner are discussing a major financial decision. He wants to do something that you fear is a bad idea that will prove costly and stressful for both of you. You are discussing the idea but your partner, in frustration, says ‘You never agree to my ideas. Why can’t you just accept this?’


Your focus has been on whether the plan is a good idea for both of you and whose suggestion it was is not relevant to that. (It is especially awkward if your partner is correct that you never agree to his ideas but this is because they have all been bad for both of you or selfishly one-sided.)


At this stage you have not agreed to the idea but you have not rejected it either. You have just been discussing and developing the idea. Keep the conversation on that by saying something like ‘I have not rejected this idea. It’s just that at this stage I have some concerns and they might turn out to be too important to ignore. From what I’ve understood so far, the idea could be bad for both of us. I think we should discuss this further. Please be patient. OK, so we were talking about what happens when the loan is due…’ 


Focusing on logic and facts to get to the truth or reach a fair decision does not mean you will have a cold manner. It is best to be neutral and relaxed.


Prefer to respond to valuable contributions


Prefer to respond to the most valuable contributions rather than the least. This may be possible in a meeting of several people or when you are commenting online, for example. On social media you might even reply to a good post with something only partially in response to it. This still boosts the visibility of their comment and gets their attention instead of the attention of someone less receptive.


This increases the focus on the more valuable contributions and keeps it away from the least. This is part of the fundamental strategy of promoting valuable discussions and discouraging low value contributions, especially those involving personal attacks and tricks.


Sometimes other considerations may require you to respond to a low value contribution (e.g. a personal attack on you that contains a serious lie).


If someone is repeatedly hitting you with personal attacks on a social media platform then you probably have the option of blocking them so that they cannot see your activity and you cannot see theirs. Blocking them is a good idea if they just attack you. There is nothing unethical or cowardly about it. You are unlikely to learn anything from someone who attacks you instead of making valuable contributions. If you correct common misconceptions then you will probably be countering their comments even if you do not know it. Interacting with them will get boring for onlookers. Just cut them out.


Welcome valuable contributions


If someone else makes a valuable contribution then welcome it and encourage more by doing some of the following:



  	thank them


  	say what was good about their contribution, preferably in specific terms because these are more credible


  	say how it helps you


  	ask them for another valuable contribution in some way (e.g. by asking for more information)


  	suggest something that promotes further contact with them (e.g. suggest they join a future discussion).





Do this even when they have corrected you.


E.g. ‘Thanks for pointing out that I misquoted Mark Twain.’


E.g. ‘Oh, that’s interesting. Those statistics look relevant and helpful.’


E.g. ‘Thanks Sandra. That was a very useful point. I have learned something from you.’


E.g. ‘Thanks darling. I had forgotten about that.’


Responding positively to valuable contributions encourages the contributor to use reason, at least when you are involved in a discussion, can encourage them to spend more time with you, and can prevent them feeling rejected by you due to other parts of the discussion. Welcoming valuable contributions can also encourage other contributors.


Scrutinize but do not challenge


Scrutiny is careful checking and evaluation. It may involve making sure you have not misunderstood what the other person is trying to say. It may also involve probing for reasoning that has not been provided but might be relevant and for missing or flawed reasoning. It may involve probing for the empirical evidence that supports a line of reasoning. Scrutiny usually involves a combination of asking questions to identify evidence used and clarify logic, then checking logic and facts independently.


Scrutiny is directed at finding potential flaws in the facts and reasoning; it does not involve putting the speaker under psychological pressure. Scrutiny should be done calmly and patiently, giving the speaker time to think if necessary and the opportunity to make corrections.


In contrast, challenge usually involves aggressively scorning the speaker in some way to see their reaction. Challenge often does not give the speaker time to think and sometimes takes the discovery of errors or even the speaker’s delays in replying as evidence that the speaker’s contributions should be ignored.


Scrutiny helps get to the truth. Challenge produces an argument rather than cooperative thinking. It may constitute bullying.


Scrutiny also encourages others to think carefully and to use and share evidence (e.g. a hyperlink in an online discussion). Challenge can also do this but often encourages manipulative rhetoric.


The focus of scrutiny should be the facts and logic involved, not indirect (and unreliable) indicators of the credibility of the other person’s contributions such as their verbal fluency, witty comebacks, expertise, experience, authority, citations used, motives, or personality.


You can make a valuable contribution simply by checking claims made by others in a discussion and reporting your findings. Either you can confirm them, expand on the detail, or explain where the claims are wrong. Provide a reference or link to your source(s).


Checking is not an insult. Anyone can make a mistake or be misinformed. Checking is a courtesy. Just do not report problems found in an insulting way.


Give precise feedback on understanding and agreement


Few things do more to cut down unnecessary argument than giving precise feedback on your understanding and agreement with what others have said.


This is especially powerful if you can mention something you agree with or say that you believe something that is nearly what the other person has claimed, which shows them you are not far away. If you do not do this, some people are inclined to assume that you disagree with them on just about everything, perhaps being part of an opposing tribe they despise.


Confirming points of agreement can be used to regulate a discussion that has points of open disagreement. If the other person seems to be moving towards anger or rejection then taking a moment to mention a point of agreement can calm them and sustain a good quality discussion.


In an effort to develop some rapport, it is tempting to express agreement with someone even though you do not agree. Resist this temptation because honesty is crucial; misleading the other person could lead to confusion or backlash later.


It helps to be precise about what you disagree with, have no view on, or do not yet understand. This clarity is helpful even if there is no common ground to discover.


E.g. Arguments about controlling the populations of wild animals can get heated with some people upset at the idea of culling while others are upset by the damage done by what they consider an overly successful species. If you are not in either of those camps then you might at some point say: ‘While I agree that this is a serious problem, I am not sure that culling is the best solution. I just don't know at this point and would like to understand more.’ This wards off attacks by the factions in this argument.


Do this if you can by what you ask, say, and with body language. Do not mislead by seeming to accept as correct something that you have not accepted. Simply nodding to everything they say, no matter how wrong, is not good listening; it is deception.


It is also important to avoid prematurely indicating whether you think the other person is unclear or wrong deliberately (i.e. lying) or in error. Both of these could trigger a heated reaction. Just stick to neutral, precise words and phrases. Avoid phrases that suggest error or dishonesty.


Neutral and precise: ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘correct’, ‘incorrect’, ‘agrees with research I have seen’, ‘seems unlikely to me’, ‘is not yet clear to me’.


Suggests error: ‘mistaken’, ‘misguided’, ‘foolish’, ‘stupid’, ‘absurd’, ‘obviously wrong’, ‘idiotic’, ‘moronic’.


Suggests dishonesty: ‘lies’, ‘misleading’, ‘disingenuous’, ‘misrepresents’, ‘hit piece’.


The greatest challenge is to make clear what you are confirming. You can be separately unsure of your understanding and their correctness. These are the main possibilities:



  	You are sure you do not understand.


  	You are not sure you understand.


  	You are sure you understand,


  
    	but not sure if they are correct


    	and sure they are correct


    	and sure they are wrong (on at least one point).


  




Sometimes body language will be enough. Look puzzled unless you are sure you understand. (Do not frown because this can look like anger. Tip your head back a little and slightly narrow your eyes. If you want to add a show of surprise, just raise your eyebrows.)


Nod only if you understand and you are sure the speaker is correct. For anything else, speak to explain the exact situation.


E.g. ‘I understand what you are saying but I am not sure it is true that the scheme will be popular among younger people.’


A good way to check your understanding and reassure the speaker is to summarize or restate what the speaker has said and ask if you are correct.


E.g. ‘Are you saying this scheme will be popular among younger people because many are bored?’


If the other person makes multiple claims and you respond to one of them then there is a danger of ambiguity. If you disagree with one claim, does that mean you accept the others or will soon be disagreeing with more? If you agree with one does that mean you agree or disagree with the others? Removing the ambiguity reduces the risk of the other person overreacting.


E.g. ‘You made several claims, some of which I will need to think about more before I respond. There was one point where I know I agree and I can give you an example of exactly that from my own experience. It was …’


E.g. ‘You had quite a few points there and in general I think you are right and I agree. However, there was one point of fact where I think what you said was not correct. You said that …’


E.g. ‘There were several points there that are not completely correct but I want to pick up on one key claim that was incorrect …’


E.g. ‘You made too many claims for me to give proper feedback on all of them. However, …’


Often, people start with something factually correct but misinterpret it to reach an incorrect conclusion. If you express agreement and disagreement in the order of their points it can sound as if you agree overall because you mention agreement first. Instead, say that you disagree with the conclusion, then go through the points in order.


E.g. ‘Your conclusion is incorrect. Although it is true that childhood trauma increases the risk of dying before the age of 65 it is not correct to conclude from this that most people who experience childhood trauma die before 65. Dying this early is rare in developed countries today so even with double this risk most people survive beyond 65.’


You may also need to make clear if you think their point is wrong or potentially right but unproven.


Often, providing this feedback can be combined with welcoming a valuable contribution and making one of your own.


E.g. ‘I understand what you are saying about the scale of the work and I agree it will take more than a month. That is a useful analysis. However, I think a team of four dedicated people is likely to complete more quickly than the larger team of part-time people you suggested. People tend to stay on a task if they do not have competing work.’


Express reasoned scepticism


Often when someone makes an implausible claim you will not be certain it is wrong. Respond by expressing scepticism respectfully, with reasons as far as you can. This will often introduce a request for information or explanations.


Sometimes the unlikely claim will be true.


E.g. Here is an imaginary conversation where another person says something hard to believe and you question it.


Other: ‘And in the UK, young Black people are 24 times more likely to be murdered than young White people.’


You: ‘That is a huge difference and seems unlikely to me. Can you say more about where that figure comes from?’


Other: ‘It comes from a report by the Commission on Racial and Ethnic Disparities, published in 2021. The figure specifically refers to Black victims of homicide versus White victims aged between 16 and 24 in the UK during the 2018/19 reporting period. The authors got this from a paper by Kumar, Sherman, and Strang, published in 2020.’


You: ‘Thanks.’


On other occasions your doubts may prove justified.


E.g. Another hypothetical conversation.


Other: ‘Only 7% of our message is conveyed by our words. The rest is conveyed by our body language, including intonation.’


You: ‘That seems unlikely. If I imagine watching the TV news with the sound turned off, I think I would understand very little of its messages but if I read the text of the news, I would understand it perfectly. Can you say a bit more about the basis of the 7% figure?’


Other: ‘Umm, it’s well known. Body language is really important, isn’t it? Everyone knows that.’


You: ‘So, not a specific study that you can explain or refer me to? And you don’t know how the 7% was measured.’


Useful phrases include ‘unlikely’, ‘implausible’, and ‘hard to believe’. It can also be useful to ask for and compare subjective probability numbers. Sometimes people are reluctant to express their probability, thinking it is an objective fact and they need statistics to answer. This is wrong but the explanation for why is lengthy. Instead, just ask for their ‘subjective’ or ‘personal’ probability and if they still resist then say ‘well, if you had to bet …’


Tackle over- and under-confidence


Often a discussion is about the right level of confidence rather than whether something is true.


E.g. Court juries are asked to consider if the prosecution case is proven beyond reasonable doubt. The discussion is really about how confident they are in guilt. This means they might think someone is more likely guilty than not, yet still return a verdict of ‘not guilty’.


E.g. Professor Richard Dawkins is one of the world’s most famous atheists. He does not say there is no god. He says his probability that there is a god is extremely small. Like the claim that a teapot too small to be seen by a telescope orbits the sun, he cannot disprove it but it is still extremely unlikely to be true.


E.g. Arguments about whether a vaccine is ‘safe’ often flounder because all vaccines carry risk. There are always a very few people who react badly. We can always wait a few more years to see if problems emerge in the very, very long term. People happy to get vaccinated typically think the probability distribution of harm from vaccination is less worrying than the probability distribution of harm from not getting vaccinated. They usually think the chances of the vaccine seriously harming them are very small – say 1 in 10,000 or better. People who are not happy to be vaccinated often see the probability distribution of harm from having it as very threatening – maybe a 1 in 4 chance of serious illness or even death. For an approved vaccine such a high probability is irrational.


Sometimes people are less certain of something than they should be. This is common when statistical evidence indicates a very high level of certainty. More often people are more certain than they should be.


Here are some tactics for tackling premature certainty:


Establish theoretical possibility: A first step is to establish that an alternative is at least possible, even if it seems remote. This is stronger if you give a reason.


E.g. Imagine an enthusiastic young person who wants to be a billionaire has an idea for a blood testing gadget and seeks support. Someone scrutinizing the idea might say ‘I know you are enthusiastic about this idea but, at this stage, you just have drawings of the gadget and a description of what you want it to do. You do not have a working prototype and have done no practical work or calculations to develop one. Can we agree that there is at least the theoretical possibility that developing the gadget might prove impossible or take many years of expensive work? Then we can talk about how likely that is.’


E.g. ‘You have told us that the Summer Olympic Games in our city could be staged at a cost to the public that is about 30% of the actual average cost of the last 3 Games. We must at least consider the possibility that the actual cost to our city will be more like the actual average. Historically, others have started with low estimates and ended up paying far more. Remember London 2012?’


Describe pathways: If you describe one or more specific chains of events that might lead to a supposedly remote possibility happening then you make the possibility more credible.


E.g. ‘Let's think about things that might affect the delivery date. Suppose we don't receive the stone because of a problem at the quarry or in transit, like a strike or breakdown. Even if the delay is only a few days we could have knock on problems because some tradesmen have work commitments elsewhere. Even it is just one or two of those guys then it could still hold up other work, depending on who it is.’


Ask for areas of uncertainty: Ask the person to explain any ‘areas of uncertainty’ they have around their seemingly confident belief. Often, they will reveal at least some because they do not want to look as if they have accepted an idea thoughtlessly.


E.g. ‘So, when it comes to developing the gadget and its eventual performance, what remaining areas of uncertainty do you see?’


A religious follower might not believe every detail of their religion.


E.g. ‘The sacred text makes a lot of claims about the origins of the universe, the god, and his requirements. Are there any areas of uncertainty for you? Anything at all where you think perhaps the sacred text is not literally correct, perhaps due to a mistranslation or for some other reason?’


The phrase ‘areas of uncertainty’ is good for opening minds. Do not ask for ‘risks’ because this tends to produce a more defensive reaction.


Explain omitted areas of uncertainty: People who are excessively confident about a conclusion have often overlooked important uncertainties. Their list of areas of uncertainty will be too limited so you can follow up with suggestions of your own.


E.g. ‘Thanks for sharing your areas of uncertainty. I can think of some other areas that perhaps need to be looked at too. In particular, I wonder if using just one drop of blood will affect the statistical reliability of the blood tests. Surely there are some chemicals in blood that are not evenly distributed so reliability must reduce with sample size.’


Structure the search for uncertainty: Another way to push someone to think more widely about things they cannot fully predict or control is to guide them through a more structured analysis. For example, this might involve considering every step of a project, every person whose cooperation is needed, or each of the external drivers of success or failure. People are rarely systematic when asked for areas of uncertainty and searching again using a structure usually reveals gaps in their thinking.


E.g. ‘Could we now go through the uncertainties in a more structured way? Let's take each of the features you envision and consider it individually to see what problems might need to be overcome. I have noted 5 features: (1) 100 or more standard blood tests, (2) from a single drop of blood, (3) with results in a few minutes, (4) at much lower cost than existing tests, and (5) using a machine about the size of a shoe box. Probably we will have to consider the implications for each of the major groups of blood tests, because they are not all the same. Let's start with 100 standard blood tests. Wouldn't there be some doubt as to which tests are feasible? What types are there and are some harder to do than others?’


If the overconfident person is lying or thoughtless then this is likely to be a painful process for them but some people will welcome it as helpful and enlightening.


Block evasion: The tactics just described are powerful and will provoke resistance from people who are not sincerely interested in a good discussion. It will often be necessary to counter attempts to wriggle out away to safety.


Answer questions only with valuable contributions


When you are asked questions – even hostile, attacking questions – answer with a valuable contribution to the discussion. If you cannot make a valuable contribution by answering the question then do not answer it and make a valuable contribution some other way.


E.g. Suppose you have suggested a way to make a particular type of difficult decision and someone else wrongly thinks it is a stupid idea. They ask ‘Oh yeah? So who is going to decide what is appropriate then?’ What they mean is that it is not possible for anyone to decide reliably what is appropriate and this is a fundamental problem with your suggestion. A good response to this is to answer the question by explaining who would decide what is appropriate (it might be a number of people in various situations) and how they could do it objectively.


Some questions are designed as traps to make someone look bad. Here are some classic TV interview question types for politicians:


Unrealistic demands for certainty: The idea is to make the politician look uncomfortable and perhaps induce a promise that later may not be kept due to unexpected problems. If they don't give the overconfident promise then they might be accused of evading the question, having no answer, or being vague.


E.g. ‘But Minister, can you guarantee that the vaccine programme will not be delayed by supply problems?’


E.g. ‘Is the war on schedule?’


E.g. ‘When will government debt be reduced to the level it was 3 years ago?’


Unrealistic expectations of information: The idea is to make the politician look ignorant or incompetent by asking for specific numbers that are not available to anyone.


E.g. ‘How many people have entered this country illegally in the past 20 years?’


Unrealistic memory tests: Once again the hope is to make the politician squirm uncomfortably, this time by asking for more and more detail until something is asked for that the politician has never known or cannot remember.


E.g. ‘So, how many people from Afghanistan were granted asylum in the UK in March last year?’


E.g. ‘In your plan for the police force, how many new officers are due to be transferred to fighting fraud in the North East?’


False choice between unpleasant options: The aim is to make the politician appear to welcome one of two unpleasant options.


E.g. ‘Which would you prefer between increasing homelessness and reducing provision for the elderly?’


 


Although politicians often struggle or look evasive by refusing to answer, these questions can be answered in a way that makes a valuable contribution.


E.g. A worthwhile answer to the question ‘But Minister, can you guarantee that the vaccine programme will not be delayed by supply problems?’ might be ‘Nobody can guarantee that but we have had a lot of calculations done on this under many different scenarios. The conclusion was that the chance of delay to the schedule we originally set out is negligible.’ The valuable contribution is to give more detail on how the assessment was made (i.e. scenario analysis) and the degree of certainty.


E.g. An answer to ‘In your plan for the police force, how many new officers are due to be transferred to fighting fraud in the North East?’ might be ‘Even the overview of the plan contains several pages of numbers and there are also ranges and contingencies, so that’s a lot more detail than I can reliably recall for you today. When the plan was developed, we went through several iterations and a rigorous process to understand what would have to happen in practice to achieve the results we are now predicting. I know we increased resourcing for fraud because this has been a growing problem and needs more attention.’ Again, the valuable contribution is to give more information on the process used to develop the plan.


Respond to claims before questions


Sometimes people make claims just before, or even as part of, asking a question. These claims may be explicit or implied. They are sometimes incorrect or worded misleadingly.


When this happens it is important to respond to the false claim first. If there is a valid question still to be answered after that then the question can be responded to.


Respond to simple attempts at manipulation


Among the least valuable contributions you may have to respond to are personal attacks, other abuses of power, and simple tricks. Try to maintain a useful discussion based on valuable contributions and counter any tendency for the discussion to become a personal battle. The idea is to avoid rejecting or attacking the other person but still encourage good discussion behaviour and discourage bad discussion behaviour.


The responses recommended below suit a variety of discussions where people use personal attacks, other brief bullying tactics, and simple tricks. This includes discussions of topical issues, home tussles, and workplace bullying.


The recommended responses are built from 7 basic actions. This section briefly explains the actions, shows them used in combinations in response to a variety of attacks, and finally there are sub-sections with detailed advice on each of the actions (including a lot on how to neutralize attacks) and how to deal with persistent offenders.


The 7 basic actions are:



  	Neutralize: Briefly block the impact of attacks or simple tricks. Since such attacks and tricks have little behind them, neutralization takes only a few words and is often just a contradiction of a false claim made.


  	Continue: Continue with the discussion in a reasonable way just as you would if there had been no attack or trick. This keeps the discussion useful, avoids criticism of you, and encourages others to behave better.


  	Direct: Direct participants in the discussion to be reasonable, giving a justification. This also encourages better behaviour in the discussion.


  	Alert: Explain how the other person's tactics are damaging their own interests. This is a powerful action that helps establish the idea that a useful discussion is desired and that unreasonable tactics are of low value and not wanted.


  	Express preferences: This is similar to Direct but this time the focus is on the other person's contributions specifically. You say that you prefer and will attend to valuable contributions by them but otherwise are not interested.


  	Invite: Invite the other person to make valuable contributions, free from personal attacks and tricks.


  	Warn: Let them know that if they continue to use personal attacks or tricks then you will stop participating in the discussion and, on social media, may block them so that you cannot see their comments and they cannot see yours.





These basic actions can be used in many combinations to suit different circumstances but some combinations are more useful than others. Typically, it is best to neutralize any attack on you before using other actions because the neutralization takes away any pressure you may feel. You will also increase the strength of your responses as a conversation goes on and as the other person's attacks and simple tricks continue or worsen. Here are some examples.


Attack: [Said to someone else in the discussion] ‘The scamdemic was just a way to gain control over sheeple like you.’

Direct: ‘Responses by various governments to the COVID-19 pandemic involved a great deal of complexity and uncertainty. Discussing it today we need to be careful and critical to avoid hindsight bias and the lingering effects of a great deal of disinformation.’


Attack:  [In a courtroom where it is not allowed to say more than answer the question.] ‘I put it to you that far from being the innocent victim you were in fact the instigator of what happened, using cunning to satisfy your own perverted desires. That's the truth isn't it! Isn't it!’

Neutralize: ‘No. I am not perverted and I did not instigate this attack.’


Attack: ‘You are condoning genocide.’

Neutralize-Continue: ‘No. I am not condoning genocide. What I said was that …’


Attack: You are condoning genocide, you fascist.’

Neutralize-Direct-Continue: ‘No. I am not condoning genocide and I'm not a fascist. This is a sensitive subject with some crucial but subtle legal and moral distinctions. We need to be precise, calm, and clear. There is a fundamental difference between …’


Attack: ‘You are condoning genocide including the murder of babies.’

Neutralize-Alert-Continue: ‘No. I am not condoning genocide or murder by anyone. You have made some extreme claims that are typical of one side in this war and so I am concerned that your contributions to this discussion will be less thoughtful and useful than I had hoped. The key issue for any discussion of genocide …’


Attack: [Said by a drunk person to a police officer.] ‘F*** o** you f****** pig.’

Neutralize-Alert-Continue: ‘I'm not a pig. You're swearing loudly at me which leads me to believe you may be drunk and disorderly. Have you consumed alcohol this evening?’


Attack: ‘There it is. Dog whistling to your white supremacist friends.’

Neutralize-Alert-Invite: ‘I don't have white supremacist friends. Your insults against me are not relevant to our topic and are not interesting. Would you like to say something specific about the survey evidence we are discussing?’


Attack: ‘There it is. Dog whistling to your white supremacist friends.’

Neutralize-Alert-Express preferences-Invite: ‘I don't have white supremacist friends. Your insults against me are not relevant to our topic and are not interesting. I am interested in any useful contributions you might have on the topic of immigration but not in being insulted. Would you like to say something more relevant?’


Attack: ‘There it is. Dog whistling to your white supremacist friends. You are filthy, racist scum!’

Neutralize-Alert-Express preferences-Warn: ‘I don't have white supremacist friends and I'm not racist. Your insults against me are not relevant to our topic and are not interesting. I am interested in any useful contributions you might have on the topic of immigration but not in being insulted. If you have nothing valuable to contribute then this discussion is over.’


 


It is crucial to stay calm and keep your language controlled. Just as you should avoid antagonizing others unnecessarily, so you should avoid being antagonized by them. There is no need to suffer insults and tricks meekly but you must not get distracted. When others in a discussion attack you personally, instead of just sticking to the important issues, or try obvious tricks, it is usually best to respond to their ploy briefly but firmly and then carry on without getting distracted from those important issues. Sometimes their ploy is not even worth responding to and you can just carry on making valuable contributions immediately.


Stick to just combinations of these 7 basic actions. It is extremely hard to think of other responses that work.


For example, resist the temptation to complain angrily about rudeness or tactics rather than simply pointing out the low value of their contributions. If it seems to the offender that you are angered or upset then they will probably intensify their bad behaviour. (If you cannot think of something suitable to say then ride it out, as discussed later.) Similarly, resist the temptation to ask people to say more when they complain in a manipulative way (e.g. ‘I see from your sarcastic response that you don't like my proposal. Why is that?’). This just rewards their use of manipulative tactics with attention and opportunities.


These seven basic actions all work regardless of whether the other person is sincere but mistaken or a cynical manipulator. In both cases, distraction is minimized and they are steered towards better behaviour.


People who attack you personally or use tricks will often do it repeatedly, even though it is not helping them. You must patiently respond to each move and stay on track. The more aggressive and extreme their moves, the less they should concern you. The attacker is undermining themselves and explicit neutralization may be unnecessary.


While reading the suggested responses on the next few pages you may feel that some are too direct and might be seen as rude. The hard reality is that, to respond to manipulation effectively, you must be firm and undeterred by negative reactions. The manipulative tactic is the source of the rudeness. Its purpose might be to:



  	shut you up or distract you from the strong points you were making


  	hurt you, shame you, assert their superiority over you, or otherwise make you feel bad about yourself and less willing to stand up for yourself


  	manipulate you or others into accepting an incorrect or unfair conclusion.





If you respond correctly and avoid unnecessarily antagonizing people then your responses will be much less rude than the tactics you are responding to. You cannot make your attackers happy but you can show onlookers who is being reasonable.


This is true even if the manipulation is disguised and indirect:



  	with sarcasm e.g. ‘And you're never wrong, of course.’


  	as a joke e.g. ‘Do what you say or else right? Hey, just joking!’


  	as a fake compliment e.g. ‘Love your dress. I wish I could wear that style but I'm just too slim.’


  	saying one thing but using body language to show the other e.g. saying ‘Yes, I'd be delighted.’ but sighing or rolling eyes.





How to neutralize personal attacks


Neutralizing is one of the simplest and most useful skills of Reasonable Influence. Personal attacks and simple tricks are common in the lives of most people and fear of the confrontation they involve deters many of us from standing up to manipulators. Learning to neutralize takes away much of that fear.

 
Neutralizing is often followed by continuing so in this sub-section many of the examples feature a continuation too. A link between the neutralization and continuation is often useful.


E.g. Suppose you are discussing a proposal to build a large road near your home and someone attacks you personally saying ‘You are a fascist and a liar, and nobody should take any notice of anything you say about the proposed road.’ Your response might be:


Neutralize: ‘I am not a fascist and not a liar …”


Link: ‘… but I am concerned about the impacts of this proposed road …’


Continue: ‘… which I set out in my submission and, in summary, are as follows. First, homes will need to be demolished …’


This just puts a quick, neutralizing statement ahead of otherwise unchanged contributions. Brief neutralization is enough in almost all cases because personal attacks are almost never supported by a strong argument. 


With this pattern of responding, every time your opponent tries a trick or a personal attack they open the door to more of your sound reasoning. That is the last thing they want. It is much better for them if you get led off the point and start trading insults. Every time you describe the rigorous approach of your analysis there is an implied contrast with theirs. Every time you grind through pros and cons of a suggestion it contrasts with their one-sided approach. Their tricks become a liability for them.


Some people are particularly unreasonable and nasty. If their bad behaviour (e.g. at work, in a relationship) is raised with them then they respond with denials and by attacking the accuser, attempting to reverse the roles of victim and abuser. They might use a frightening combination of tricks and outrageous lies. Crucially, they create a fear that what they say might be taken seriously by other people, perhaps less aware of the facts.


This type of behaviour has been linked to people labelled narcissists and the pattern has been called DARVO, which stands for Deny, Attack, and Reverse Victim and Offender. Maybe DARVO deserves to be seen as a pattern or maybe it is just the result of people using every rhetorical strategy they can think of at the same time. Use of these strategies is far from exclusive to narcissists.


The Neutralize-link-Continue pattern, applied to their personal attacks and tricks, minimizes the time spent on their points and maximizes the time spent laying out facts and sound reasoning. This advantage is increased by using other sensible combinations of the 7 basic actions too. Any onlookers to such a conversation should see the pattern and few if any will be duped by the manipulator's version. This greatly reduces the threat manipulators pose.


Ultimately, the goals of neutralizing are to discourage unfair behaviour and promote good quality discussion based on reason and fairness.


The exact form of your neutralization should reflect the characteristics of the attack. (The attacks summarized below are discussed in detail with examples over the next few subsections.):


False claims: If the attack makes a false claim about you then contradict it. You can do this by negation (e.g. ‘I am not a fool’) or with a contradictory positive claim (e.g. ‘I am well informed on this topic’).


Misleading claims: If the attack is true, taken literally, but put in a way that implies or insinuates something not true then point this out and contradict the insinuation (e.g. ‘That is technically true but the way you said it suggested that perhaps I did it deliberately. I did not.’).


Irrelevant claims: If the attack is irrelevant to the discussion then point this out (e.g. ‘I am over 50 years old but that is irrelevant. I can still understand official statistics about young people, which is what we are discussing here.’).


Wrong and irrelevant: False or misleading claims are often irrelevant too. The intention is to attack you, not advance the discussion. You should deal with both elements concisely (e.g. ‘I went on that trip but I knew nothing of the nightclub visit and, anyway, that is irrelevant to our discussion of your expense claim.’).


Flawed logic: If there is a problem with the logic of the attack then point it out (e.g. ‘Yes, some people who have read my book are idiots but that does not make me an idiot. A lot of people have read my book.’).


 


If someone launches multiple attacks in one contribution then just neutralize the worst one (or two) and continue as usual. If you respond to more than one attack point then you are more likely to get dragged off course.


If someone’s attack is an insinuation rather than an explicit claim then neutralize the insinuation because it is their real attack.


What you say when neutralizing must be true so it is crucial to avoid doing things that others might fairly criticize.


Now for more details and examples.


Untrue attacks on your personality


Although attacks on your personality can be nasty, insulting, and extreme, they typically have little or no information or argument behind them and so can be neutralized by simply contradicting them. The following more specific types of attack illustrate this idea.


Many attacks on a reasoner’s personality try to turn the strengths of reason into weaknesses. This includes complaining that precision is pedantry or that logical reasoning is heartless. There are good reasons for thinking things through, so use them when neutralizing.


Tactic: Telling you to stop contributing while saying or insinuating that you are boring, trivial, or irrelevant. E.g. ‘Everyone is fed up with you’, ‘Shut up’, ‘Give it a rest’, ‘Just bore off’, ‘Go away you sad individual’.

Neutralization: Explain the importance of the topic and perhaps also your contributions then continue making valuable contributions. E.g. ‘This is not pedantry. The issue is important because …’


Tactic: Falsely complaining that your use of reason/logic/rationality is cold and unfeeling, that you are not a proper human being, and that if you had feelings then you would say something different.

Neutralization: ‘I have feelings and I care. That’s why I’m doing my best to think this through properly.’


Tactic: Falsely complaining that your use of mathematics and quantification is inhuman and excludes a human element.

Neutralization: ‘I'm not excluding the human element. This is an important decision and quantification is a way to include the human element more exactly and with less bias. In particular …’


Tactic: Falsely criticizing you as ‘too theoretical’ in an appraisal meeting at work.

Neutralization: ‘I'm not too theoretical. I understand the theory and think clearly. Do you have any other feedback?’


Skilled reasoners may find themselves in a discussion with people who are not so skilled or as dedicated to reason. In that one respect they are superior and this again can be twisted into an attack. The attack is more effective when the reasoner is upset by the idea that they might have appeared insulting to others; it exploits a person's good nature.


Often the aim of the trick is just to cause the reasoner to hesitate or become reluctant to contribute. The attack of ‘patronizing’ is particularly effective in this respect because a person who has been genuinely kind in a conversation might worry that this has come across as patronizing – something that is hard to know for sure.


Tactic: Unjustified accusation of ‘conceit’ or ‘arrogance’.

Neutralization: ‘There was no conceit | arrogance. The logic is straightforward: <say it again>.’


Tactic: Unjustified accusation of being ‘patronizing’ or ‘condescending’ prompted by an error being pointed out.

Neutralization: ‘I was not patronizing | condescending. You made an error by repeatedly saying that … and I pointed it out, as gently as I could.’


Tactic: Unjustified accusation of being ‘patronizing’ or ‘condescending’ prompted by you repeatedly explaining something that they seemed not to understand properly.

Neutralization: ‘That was not patronizing | condescending. I am trying to explain, as clearly as I can, because so far I have not seen strong evidence that you understand the mechanism | point. [You say you understand but then continue as if you do not.]’ (Note: In this book, a slash in quoted text is often use to show alternative wordings while square brackets within quoted text mean that the material is optional.)


Accusations of arrogance or conceit can also be used in power games at work. Fifty years ago, in the UK, if you received an instruction from your boss at work, a teacher, or a police officer then it was expected that you would obey without question. Today, we usually expect to be given good reasons for following instructions. Your boss at work is just a person in a different team role, not your social superior and not someone you need to show deference to except for giving them the cooperation they need to do their job. They need to do a good job and show you they are doing it just as much as you need to do a good job and show them.


A person at work who still thinks they can get deference from you may resort to bullying tactics to try to establish their social dominance. By attacking you as arrogant or conceited they hope to make you think you have been overbearing or disrespectful when in reality you have simply not shown them the personal obedience they would like.


Tactic: Reprimand that you have been arrogant, conceited, dogmatic, or overconfident used to try to gain dominance at work.

Neutralization: ‘I have not been arrogant | conceited. <a suitable continuation>’


Tactic: ‘You work for me, or had you forgotten?’

Neutralization: ‘We both work for the same company. <continuation that discusses the issue to try to reach a fair conclusion>’


It is crucial to continue with a discussion that fairly deals with what is in the best legitimate interests of all stakeholders. This means that your contribution cannot reasonably be criticized. The bully is having their power ploys blocked and being forced to accept a conversation that is considerate and fair. Their priorities are not being ignored but they are not being given unfair importance either.


A similar type of attack arises from a person’s annoyance at being shown to be wrong. They are annoyed so they say the reasoner is rude, hostile, aggressive, oppressive, repressive, or persecuting. Their objective is to get the reasoner to stop.


Tactic: Complaint that you have been rude or offensive, prompted by valid criticism of their mistakes.

Neutralization: ‘I’m not insulting you. I’m pointing out your mistakes so that … [Those mistakes are having a bad effect on me | others.] Specifically, …’


Tactic: Complaints that you are somehow being rude, inconsiderate, insensitive, or unfriendly for raising an issue at all. This is being used to divert a discussion away from matters of fact, fairness, or performance that might otherwise be damaging to the tactic user.

Neutralization: ‘This is not a sensitive issue but it is important. The situation is that …’


Tactic: Complaints that you are dogmatic used to try to stop you going through all the reasons for a conclusion or all the reasonable objections you have.

Neutralization: ‘There’s no dogmatism here. I just want to make sure all the reasons for this have been understood. So far we’ve talked about …’


The tactic is sometimes strengthened by suggesting that they or others involved are vulnerable in some way (e.g. mentally fragile, easily frightened, young, neurodiverse) so you must stop talking.


Another type of attack says you are a horrible person because of a decision or action you have taken.


Tactic: Complaint that you have ignored them, not listened, been high-handed, dictatorial, fascist, authoritarian, undemocratic, probably illegal.

Neutralization: Depending on the circumstances a response might be ‘You were not ignored but there are also other people who are affected by this. I weighed everyone’s interests before acting.’


Tactic: Complaint (perhaps tearful) that your decision or action has made them or someone else upset.

Neutralization: ‘I know this is not what you wanted but I have done X because Y.’ or ‘I know this is not what you wanted but it was done for the many good reasons already explained.’


Tactic: Complaint that you have caused the suffering of someone weak (e.g. a child, disabled person, elderly person, their mother).

Neutralization: ‘That suffering is not the direct result of what I have done. It is the direct result of X.’ or ‘This upset is temporary and will soon be forgotten. The reasons for doing X were Y.’ or ‘That can be alleviated, so if you give me details I’ll see that it is looked into.’


A familiar contemporary attack is to complain that the reasoner is a hater. On social media and news media, attacks of this kind are seen every day. Being a person with an irrational hatred or fear of people in some demographic group is, rightly, seen as a bad thing but the accusation is often made incorrectly. A simple but effective response pattern against incorrect accusations of hate is: ‘I’m not X. It’s not X to …’


Tactic: False accusation of racism, sexism, etc.

Neutralization: ‘I am not racist | sexist | etc. It’s not racist | sexist | etc to …’ e.g. ‘examine the practical problems caused by large scale immigration because they need to be tackled for everyone’s sake’, ‘examine the possible dangers from some people who are strongly committed to that ideology’, ‘criticize you personally for making a mistake’.


This kind of attack might be honest but mistaken or a manipulative tactic that exploits the desire of decent people to be fair to everyone. Failing to neutralize such attacks invites exploitation.


Some people who use this type of attack are fluent and unrelenting. They take innocent behaviours as evidence of hate, take denial of hate as further evidence of hate, and sometimes allege hate on the basis of nothing more than a person’s demographic characteristics (e.g. a man must be a misogynist, a white person must be a racist). They maintain that the hate is unconscious and due to unappreciated societal structures or processes. Nothing you can say will convince them otherwise but you can communicate with observers.


The contradiction that starts the response (i.e. ‘I am not X.’) will not be enough on its own. The determined attacker, if given a chance, will maintain that you are an ‘X’ and just do not realize it. You must continue with the next part of the response (i.e. ‘It is not X to …’) to explain what you are saying in a way that shows observers you are being fair. You might expand on this with a ‘because …’ to explain further.


E.g. ‘I am not racist. It is not racist to recognize the obvious differences in appearance between people from different parts of the world because recognizing racial differences does not mean a person wants to treat a race badly. They might want to provide extra help or recognize cultural differences.’


E.g. ‘I’m not transphobic. It’s not transphobic to occasionally forget that you are not a man. It’s an easy mistake to make because you look like a man, usually act like a man, and sound like a man.’


For this to work your explanation must be correct.


E.g. A response that does not work is ‘I am not sexist. It is not sexist to say that a woman’s place is in the home.’ This fails because it generalizes across women and does not acknowledge variations in circumstances and their freedom to choose. It is sexist. A similar response that works is ‘I am not sexist. It is not sexist to say that some women prefer to look after their own children rather than do paid work elsewhere and have someone else look after their children.’ This merely states a fact and acknowledges freedom to choose. It is not sexist.


In responding to all these personal attacks, it is much easier to respond quickly and confidently if you have taken great care to avoid the mistakes the attacks allege. You already know you have not done those bad things and do not have to think back and check.


For this to work you must also explain in plain language what you are doing and not rely on a common understanding of words like ‘racist’ and ‘sexist’. This is because some people who attack in this style also like to promote redefinitions of these terms that serve their purposes. They will assert that only white people can be racist or that only men can be sexist. This obvious unfairness can provoke angry reactions that they then claim are yet more racism or sexism. They increase the irritation by asserting that men are sexists and white people are racists. These derogatory generalizations are doubly irritating and unfair.


To neutralize this you must use clear terminology that observers immediately understand. The examples above have already shown how to do this but here are some more:


E.g. ‘I’m not a snob. It’s not snobbery to discuss the statistical link between smoking and socioeconomic status. It is important to understand what may be driving this health issue.’


E.g. ‘I am not being inconsiderate towards disabled people. It is not inconsiderate to complain about having to spend a lot of money accommodating an employee with a particularly awkward disability. The accommodation was made; I just wish it hadn’t been so costly.’


E.g. ‘My point was not racism. I wrote that a boy I know who goes to a London grammar school is the only white boy in his class this year. That’s interesting for a variety of reasons. One of them is that other boys have teased him with the name “Half Baked”.’


Untrue attacks on your competence or objectivity


There are several types of attack in this area. One involves taking small errors or limitations in your thinking and saying they fundamentally damage your credibility or argument.


Tactic: Finding some unimportant fault and claiming it invalidates a whole argument.

Neutralization: ‘It does not matter to the overall argument whether … What I said was that …’


Tactic: Pushing you for details you cannot remember. Trying to make you look weak for not having every fact available.

Neutralization: ‘It doesn't matter that I can't remember all the details now. I did this analysis some time ago and it was detailed, systematic, and careful. Today I can’t remember the names and titles but I could search them up for you and let you know after this meeting. What I remember is my conclusion and the main reasons for it, which were …’


A similar type of attack tries to find things you have not read and insinuates that any gaps are indications of your incompetence. This might use a sentence that begins with ‘Clearly, you have not read …’ or might recommend you read some particular document, insinuating that you obviously are the sort of person who has not read it already. Typically, these documents are not directly relevant and the attacker will not explain their relevance clearly or offer a better analysis. They are just trying to undermine you.


Another type of attack is based on claiming you are just giving opinions. If you have been using reason and selecting evidence fairly then you have not been giving your opinion; you have been doing much more. This seemingly gentle type of personal attack is particularly dangerous and opens the way to attacks claiming your thinking is unreliable or that you are no more likely to be correct than anyone else. Their follow up might be to say that, since it is just your opinion against theirs, they do not need to revise their views.


An estimate, carefully made using calculation and such data as are available, is more than an opinion. Also, a conclusion from carefully structured probabilistic reasoning is more than an opinion. A conclusion based on careful analysis, even if it is not a certain conclusion, is still more than a mere opinion and is more likely to be correct than ignorant guesses.


Tactic: Saying your arguments are just opinions e.g. ‘that’s just your opinion’, ‘your opinions are insufferable.’

Neutralization: ‘What I said was more than an opinion.’ Then explain the reasoning again or go into more detail about the work done to reach the conclusions stated earlier.


An interviewer might try to insert a claim that your contributions are mere opinions within a question. The smear about opinions is so important it should be responded to before answering the question.


E.g. Suppose an interviewer attacks with ‘You have written a number of books in which you give your opinions; you also interview people for your podcasts. Which do you prefer, giving your opinions or interviewing?’ This might be answered with an initial neutralization: ‘Before I come on to your question, I must make clear that my books are much more than collections of opinions.’


This leads on to a valuable contribution that tells listeners about the rigour of your work: ‘I do a lot of research to get facts and I share those with readers, along with careful reasoning. I also try to provide insights and original proposals for action. So, these are much more than just opinions and more valuable as a result. That effort to use evidence and reasoning is fundamental to what I do. I take on topics that many people do not reason about objectively, I take a deep breath and calm myself, and I work patiently and carefully through the information and the logic.’


Finally, the answer to the question might be: ‘That's what I really enjoy. In answer to your question, I enjoy all my work, especially when it supports progress.’


There are other attacks that also claim your reasoning is fundamentally flawed or limited. Some are attacks on reason itself.


Tactic: Falsely claiming you don’t understand anything they are saying because they are working in a new paradigm.

Neutralization: ‘I understand what you are saying, which is quite simple. You are saying …’ Alternatively, ‘What you are saying is not really that new and I understand enough of it to see some serious logical difficulties. These include …’ Or, ‘I have taken a careful look at your paradigm and I understand its key ideas sufficiently to know that it is wrong. I want to explain what the problems are.’ Or, ‘I have taken a careful look at your paradigm by studying the original sources and commentary on them. I understand its key ideas sufficiently to know that it is wrong. The main problems are that …’


Tactic: Complaining that your rationality is just an arbitrary choice and that you are imposing your notion of rationality on others.

Neutralization: ‘There’s nothing arbitrary about sound reasoning. You can’t make up other rules. Sound reasoning is what works with systems you can’t plead or bargain with, like your computer, a car, or a river. In this case …’


There are several types of attack that claim bias, often linked with saying you are only giving opinions. The idea is that opinions are more susceptible to biasing influences. If you have stuck to logic and facts, and selected evidence fairly, then these claims are just personal attacks and should be neutralized quickly.


Bias claims are dangerous because you can rarely claim that your thinking is completely unaffected by bias. The claims are usually exaggerations. However, bias claims helpfully open the door to explaining how you did your research, which is a good way to continue your response.


Tactic: Saying you are biased, perhaps also suggesting a reason for that.

Neutralization: ‘If I’m biased at all it is unlikely to be a significant factor because of the way I did my research. To minimize bias in my analysis I …’ Alternatively, ‘You greatly exaggerate the threat of overwhelming bias. I have looked at some good studies of the issue in detail and would like to explain what they tell us.’


Other attacks hint that your conclusions are driven by a psychiatric condition. The attacker might say you seem ‘obsessed’ or ‘fixated’ on something, or that you have a ‘compulsion’. These are psychiatric terms and hint at mental health problems. The attacker might ask you questions about your childhood or family as if searching for some traumatic event that made you a crazy person.


Tactic: Hinting your actions or ideas are driven by a mental health problem (when they are not).

Neutralization: ‘What I am saying is not driven by a psychological issue. I want to make a positive contribution and I rely on rationality and evidence to do that. To be specific, the reasons …’


Some attacks focus on vested interests you allegedly have. If you do have the vested interest then you need to be confident already that you have stuck to reason and not been influenced. If you do not have the vested interest then you can say so.


Tactic: ‘How can we take anything you say seriously when you are being paid by the company concerned?’

Neutralization: ‘There has been no fraud. The information I have presented is factual and gathered in just the way I have described. It shows that …’ Alternatively, ‘I am not part of a conspiracy. I am an expert in risk management and I have been doing some careful research on the topic we are discussing today.’


Another angle is to say you are biased because of who you know, or have met, or who went to the same school, college, or workplace.


Tactic: ‘Of course you would say that. You two were at school together!’

Neutralization: ‘There has been no cover up here. Actually, I don’t remember him from school but even if I did it would not be relevant. The information I have presented comes from an independent source and is the most comprehensive set of relevant statistics available. It shows that …’


Your demographic characteristics might also be the basis for a claim of bias, perhaps saying that you cannot understand the issues because you are the wrong race, sex, or class. Living with others requires us to understand the situations faced by other people who are nearly always different from us in several important ways. It is a basic skill, so saying someone cannot do it is a serious insult.


Tactic: ‘As a middle-aged white man you can never understand what we are going through. You need to step back.’

Neutralization: ‘No. I am having no difficulty understanding the issues you are describing. What we now need to consider is the practical significance …’


Sometimes the idea that you cannot comment because you have the wrong demographic characteristics is only implied. The person might say ‘Speaking as a …’ or ‘My lived experience tells me …’ in the hope of making their words more credible relative to others and discouraging criticism. There is no need to respond directly to this but if the ploy is continued then you may need to make one of these points:



  	Personal experiences can be unrepresentative of a larger group (useful if you have some survey statistics to offer).


  	People sometimes misunderstand some of their personal experiences, perhaps misunderstanding the reasons for something happening.


  	Sometimes personal experiences are the result of a person’s behaviour (e.g. a person who hates children and is often hostile towards them might think that children are unfriendly because that is what they often see).





Another attack is to say you are biased because you have previously made statements supporting a position. This might be used against an expert who really does know the truth already to try to get them excluded from a discussion.


Tactic: ‘How can you be objective when you are a well-known advocate of earlier retirement?’

Neutralization: ‘Knowing the evidence from earlier studies does not bias me. I have in the past explained the overall advantages of earlier retirement after thinking about the issues and evaluating the latest evidence. I will have no difficulty evaluating the latest evidence again and I’m open to other conclusions. Having said that, if the evidence still points towards earlier retirement then I will not be surprised.’


This can be combined with attacks based on who you know or what groups you belong to.


Tactic: Accusation that you are in a group, perhaps secretly, that supposedly cannot be trusted e.g. you are a covert Zionist.

Neutralization: (1) If you are not in that group then you could say something like, ‘I am not a member of any political party or other political or religious group and have never been indoctrinated with any religion. I don't feel any tribal loyalties.’ or ‘I am not a …’ followed up with ‘What I said was …’ (2) If you really are in the group then you can say, ‘It doesn’t matter who I am. What matters is the evidence and logic I have provided.’


Another attack designed to make you hesitate and perhaps stop contributing is this one.


Tactic: Saying you are too sure of yourself.

Neutralization: ‘What I’m confident of is the value of sound reasoning. I have spent a long time thinking about this and the conclusions are supported by multiple lines of reasoning.’


Yet another similar attack is to say or insinuate that you are not open-minded. This is an obvious tactic for people promoting ideas that are factually or logically incorrect. They want to stop you thinking critically or raising objections for fear of appearing closed-minded.


E.g. An evangelical religious believer might say ‘When the time comes, He will call you and then you will believe if you are open to His message.’ A response to this might be ‘I'm an open-minded person. I'm open to all possibilities and the claims of your religion are only some of many possibilities. To discern which are likely to be true and which are not I use reason and evidence.’


People who disagree with you may take your apparent views as conclusive evidence that you are a bad or stupid person. Even less logically, they may use an association with someone else as the evidence. For example, if you hate jazz and Adolf Hitler hated jazz then that makes you just like Hitler in every respect. They might then try to build on this by claiming bias.


Tactic: Saying you are a bad or stupid person because you are on the same side of an argument, or voted the same way, as some people who are bad or stupid.

Neutralization: ‘I am not a bad or stupid person and it is irrelevant that some bad or stupid people voted the same way as me. What matters is the best information and reasoning we can find, not the worst. For example, …’


Some very common attacks imply you are stupid or evil by misinterpreting what you have said. They may guess that what you mean is something silly and then criticize you dismissively for saying something you did not say, showing they think you are foolish. A variation is to misinterpret and then wrongly dismiss your ideas as obvious or nothing new. Or they may have some existing misconception that leads them to think your ideas are wrong and they put this rudely using a word like ‘bizarre’ or ‘outlandish’.


Possible reasons for these attacks include:



  	past experience, probably with other people, where the reasoning really was silly, obvious, not novel, or evil


  	their interpretation really is the most likely because you explained the reasoning poorly


  	over-estimating their own intellect compared to the explainer’s


  	the stress they are feeling from struggling to understand


  	feeling intellectually one-down to the explainer and wanting to get one-up.





This behaviour, whether a deliberate attack or a genuine misunderstanding, is rude, frustrating, and a problem. It indicates that:



  	the points are not being understood


  	one or more misconceptions now exist


  	the listener’s motivation to continue has dropped very low


  	the listener’s assessment of the explainer is low and it will be hard to increase motivation to continue.





The best response to this is usually simple, clear contradiction immediately followed by an explanation of the key points missed, further reasoning that reinforces the points made, or direct debunking of the underlying misconception. An indirect response (e.g. ‘You are right that X but Y.’) would only confirm the listener’s assessment. An angry response would send the conversation off course. Here are some illustrations:


Attack: ‘The paper makes some attempt to explain the model.’ (Dismissive of the explanation and the paper.)

Neutralization: ‘The paper has 6 pages explaining the model.’ (i.e. much more than just ‘some attempt’.)


Attack: ‘There is nothing new in these proposals.’

Neutralization: ‘The new element of these proposals is …’ or ‘The general idea is not new, of course, but we are proposing that it be applied to this particular case, which has not previously been considered in this discussion.’


Attack: ‘The idea of X is a bizarre suggestion.’

Neutralization: ‘X is already in operation in several companies and its effect is …’


Workplace bullying might focus on your competence or diligence to try to get you to work beyond your contracted hours and perhaps even do overtime without recording it. The argument might be that if you had not wasted time or made some stupid mistake then it would not be necessary for you to work longer. In reality, everyone needs rest and everyone makes the occasional mistake, especially when given inadequate instructions and training.


Attack: ‘You need to stay and fix this, and don't think you can record it as overtime. If you hadn't made such a mess of it then this wouldn't be necessary.’

Neutralization: ‘I worked to the best of my ability at the time, it didn't work out, but I've learned from the experience. The company pays me to do that, not just for what gets done. Failure, learning, and trying again are all legitimate uses of company time. I think the best thing is for me to go home now, as usual, have a rest and a good night's sleep, then come back tomorrow morning as usual and have another go. If you have any good technical tips for me then please share them now.’


Attack: ‘You need to stay and get this done. If you hadn't wasted so much time on coffee breaks then this would not have been necessary.’

Neutralization: ‘I haven't wasted time on coffee breaks. What are the business consequences of me finishing this tomorrow morning instead of this evening?’


Attack: ‘Really? You still haven't finished that? You are not working fast enough.’ (This is said in a tone that implies you should try harder or that you are somehow substandard, not just as an observation.)

Neutralization: ‘I'm going as fast as I can sustain and if I go faster then I will make more mistakes. Which is better, we just let this take more time than you expected or get someone to help get it done faster?’


Even in this pressured situation there is no benefit in doing more than blocking the attack. Just return to a fair discussion of what is in the best interests of everyone without delay. Since the attack had nothing behind it there is no need to go further. Do not antagonize your attacker unnecessarily by attacking their performance.


Other abuses of power at work may focus on trying to get you to say nothing to others about a person's bad behaviour. One tactic tries to make you think that they are angry with you because of your poor social skills when in reality they are scared of being exposed.


Attack: (Angrily) ‘That's not acceptable. You need to think about how you speak to people. This is becoming a pattern.’

Neutralization: ‘My social skills are fine. I realize that this outcome is not what you were hoping for. I have just explained the situation as objectively as I can. Is there anything else I can usefully tell you at this stage?’


Other tactics may include veiled threats (e.g. ‘This is not over.’) and explicit threats (e.g. ‘If you breathe a word of this to anyone else I will make sure you never work in this industry again.’). Often, there is no need to even reply to these threats. Typically, if someone says it is not over, it is. If they threaten reputation damage then often this is a bluff because they fear the damage to their own reputations from attacking you openly. Their fear is greater if they can see you calmly neutralizing their tactics and staying focused and fair. If it came to their word against yours then this is the calm, fearless, factual voice they would be up against.


Untrue attacks on your tactics


Other attacks might focus on your tactics or alleged tactics. The most obvious is a complaint about using a trick or abusing power.


Some attacks name the trick you are supposedly using. Here are some typical claims and what they mean:


Gaslighting: This refers to manipulating someone to make them question their own sanity, so true gaslighting is extremely rare and you cannot do it accidentally. The name comes from the 1944 film, Gaslight, which showed this kind of manipulation. In arguments the term is often applied to anything the person disagrees with.


Trolling: This means participating in social media discussions with the intention of starting and sustaining angry arguments, just for fun. You might also be accused of being a paid troll, which misuses the term ‘troll’, or even of being a ‘bot’ (i.e. an automated system posting comments). This is also misused to refer to anyone who disagrees or criticizes, however politely.


Dog whistling: The reference is to whistles that cannot be heard by humans because of their high frequency but can be heard by dogs. The idea is that you are using subtle words, phrases, or themes to attract the attention of your extremist allies. This term too is over-used. One reason for this is that you might mention a word, phrase, or theme innocently. For example, the numbers 5, 14, 18, and 88 have unsavoury connections but mentioning one of those numbers does not in itself make you a horrible extremist.


Deflecting: This refers to protecting someone, perhaps yourself, from criticism with any tactic you can get away with, such as pedantic questions, digressions, and other distractions. This is misused to attack anyone with whom the attacker disagrees.


 


All these attacks hope that onlookers will not be able to discriminate between reasoned disagreement and the genuine trick. Effective neutralization should ensure that onlookers see the difference. One approach uses the phrases ‘I am not X. It is not X to …’ as in these examples:


Tactic: ‘You are gaslighting. I see through you!’

Neutralization: ‘I am not gaslighting. It is not gaslighting to provide a link to official statistics and explain that your claim was incorrect.’


Tactic: ‘Clearly you are a paid troll. All your arguments water down criticism of the authorities.’

Neutralization: ‘I’m not a troll and not paid to participate in these exchanges. It is not trolling to point out that your claims were exaggerated and explain why.’


If the exchange is lengthy then summarizing the discussion up to that point can reinforce the neutralization and restate your case succinctly.


Tactic: ‘And there it is, dog whistling to your white supremacist friends.’

Neutralization: ‘I was not dog whistling and I am not a white supremacist. It is not dog whistling to refer to the possibility of genetic differences between people in ethnic groups in the UK. You raised the difference in prevalence of depression among different ethnic groups and claimed it proved racism on the part of our society and the health service. I pointed out that other factors might be involved and listed several, including possible genetic differences. You claimed it was racist to even acknowledge that there are genetic differences between people from different parts of the world. I explained that genetic differences between people from different parts of the world that affect their health are well known. I explained one example, which is that people with dark skins face greater risk of vitamin D deficiency when living in cloudy northern climates, which is why they should consider vitamin D supplements, as recommended by the NHS.’


Attacks might try to portray your strength as a weakness or problem.


Tactic: Complaining that your use of reasoning is unfair because you are much better at it than others or have had longer to prepare.

Neutralization: ‘I only want a fair conclusion to this discussion and I’ll do my best to get it. Ability and preparation just make a fair outcome more likely.’


Tactic: Cunningly praising you as ‘persuasive’ to suggest that clever wording is the reason that you are influential, not good reasons.

Neutralization: ‘I'm not trying to persuade. I am trying to get to the truth | a good course of action.’ or ‘Thanks, but it is the facts and logic that are persuasive, not me. I'm not trying to persuade.’


A common modern complaint is of some kind of coercion, denial of rights, limitation of freedom of speech, authoritarianism, totalitarianism, or just telling people ‘what to think’.


Tactic: Accusation of coercion e.g. ‘you are trying to impose on others’ or ‘denying their rights’.

Neutralization: ‘No, I am not trying to impose or deny rights but we must all consider the effects of our actions on other people, even when what we are doing is legal. We were discussing the best course of action and considering the impacts on all concerned. In particular, …’


Tactic: Falsely complaining that you are telling them what to think.

Neutralization: ‘I am not telling you what to think. I am sharing some thinking that I have done, hoping you will understand it and we will make progress.’


Tactic: Falsely saying you are limiting their freedom of speech when they have been swearing or making aggressive ad hominem attacks.

Neutralization: ‘You can say what you like but it’s best if you stay focused on the issues.’


Tactic: Falsely saying you are limiting their freedom of speech because you explained they were wrong to say something.

Neutralization: ‘I have explained that what you said is not true and that saying it could mislead others and so be harmful. That’s all.’


Irrelevant attacks


Neutralize irrelevant attacks by pointing out that they are irrelevant and briefly explaining why. Contradiction will not work because the attack is factually true. The attack might be irrelevant because, for example:



  	it is irrelevant to the topic of the current discussion (e.g. your gender and the correct answer to a mathematical question)


  	it relates to something in a different situation (e.g. a large project when the current project is small)


  	it was a long time in the past and you have changed (e.g. a stupid mistake at age 15 that you learned from and have never repeated).





Attacks based on your demographic characteristics are a well-known example. These attacks claim that, because of irrelevant demographic characteristics of yours, you are a bad or incompetent person in some way. This goes beyond the attacks on your objectivity discussed earlier. The claim might be that you are stupid, ignorant, dishonest, a whiner, crazy, deluded, lazy, poorly educated, mean spirited, or all of these, simply because of some irrelevant characteristic such as your leisure interests, height, hair colour, race, sex, a speech impediment, sexuality, occupation, or an irrelevant disability.


Some people, attacked like this, are tempted to do more than neutralize. Resist the temptation to score points by complaining about sexism, racism, ableism, and so on. As always, you should avoid getting side-tracked away from the points you are trying to share. A further danger of complaining is that the other person might think you are trying to claim victim status to gain the upper hand, which gives them something else to attack.


Simply contradict or otherwise neutralize the main attack and get back to the important material.


E.g. Imagine you are trying to talk to a flatmate about keeping the kitchen tidier and they say ‘There you go again with your middle-class hygiene paranoia!’ There are many things you could say in response that would let them off the hook. You could hit back by complaining of their classism, or knocking their class, or accusing them of having some kind of mental illness that makes them compulsively untidy and inconsiderate. Instead, neutralize the attack by saying something like ‘I'm not paranoid and this is nothing to do with class. We need to reach an understanding about how to share the kitchen.’ You can then get back to your topic by continuing with something like this: ‘Some things you have done have caused me considerable inconvenience and I want to explain them before we discuss possible solutions.’


Here are two more illustrations of irrelevant attacks and responses to them:


E.g. Imagine that a professor of cosmology is on the panel at a conference and has just answered a question about dark energy. In response, an angry member of the audience says ‘How can we take your views on dark energy seriously when your trousers are so short and you wear those ridiculous hats?’ This is an irrelevant personal attack. The professor's response is ‘My clothing choices are not relevant to my work on dark energy. If you want to know the data and reasoning behind the points I just made then you can find them in my recent journal publications.’


E.g. Suppose that two people are discussing children suffering from poverty in a particular country. Both participants agree there are children suffering and the discussion is about how to tackle the problem. However, one participant says ‘Either you don't understand the problem or you don't care!’ This personal attack is both factually wrong and irrelevant. The neutralizing response is simply ‘I understand the suffering and I care but what we are not yet agreeing on is how best to alleviate that suffering. I am saying …’


Other personal attacks


Finally, some miscellaneous attacks that do not seem to fit anywhere else.


Tactic: Warning that something has been ignored when it has not been the focus of consideration for good reasons. For example, ‘We shouldn’t forget that …’ really saying ‘You have forgotten that…’

Neutralization: ‘What was actually said was that …’ or ‘It hasn’t been forgotten by me. I carefully considered that option and it is less attractive because …’


Tactic: Warning that something has been overly criticized when it has been criticized. For example, ‘We should not be too hard on …’ used to mean ‘You have been too hard on …’

Neutralization: ‘What was actually said was that …’


Tactic: An accusation of ‘overthinking’ used to discourage further thinking and discussion.

Neutralization: Explain the value of more thought. For example, ‘This is not overthinking. We don't know how they view us at the moment and this next meeting is vital. We won't have time to rethink our strategy so it is vital that we make plans for a number of possible scenarios in advance. Let's try to be systematic …’


How to neutralize other simple abuses of power


Neutralizing other simple abuses of power usually involves just blocking any moves to turn a reasonable discussion into a clash using power and then continuing with a reasonable conversation.


When people threaten conflict of some kind to get their way or stop you contributing then this threat should be brushed aside as irrelevant. Here are some examples:


Tactic: [Said angrily, spoiling for a fight.] ‘Are you looking at me?’

Neutralization: [calmly] ‘I looked over at you but I don't intend any challenge or offense. I just heard a lot of noise and wondered who it was and what had happened. Enjoy your evening.’


Tactic: [Said by your boss at work] ‘I can make things very hard for you.’

Neutralization: ‘There's no need for that. Besides, what people expect from you is that you will make life easier for your team so that we can be more productive.’


Tactic: ‘Do you want to make an issue of it?’

Neutralization: ‘There's no need for an argument or tussle. The concern I have raised is that …’


Tactic: ‘Are you saying I'm a liar?’

Neutralization: ‘No. I'm saying that it is not true that X. We know this because …’


Tactic: ‘This means a lot to us and we're going to fight for what rightfully is ours.’

Neutralization: ‘There's no need to fight with me. Please just explain your situation and let's discuss what to do.’


Tactic: ‘Are you willing to make an enemy of me?’

Neutralization: ‘There's no need for anything like that but my role requires me to provide the most objective and comprehensive analysis I can. Is there something I have written in this draft that you think is factually wrong or unfairly put?’


Sometimes people try to use the authority delegated to them in an organization to gain dominance over others that is not strictly part of their role. This again should be blocked briefly before continuing with a reasonable discussion.


Tactic: [Your boss at work telling you to do something that seems a bad idea.] ‘I'm your boss and I expect you to follow my instructions.’

Neutralization: ‘I understand your role but I want to be sure this is the right thing to do. My concern is that …’


Tactic: ‘Are you refusing to do your job?’

Neutralization: ‘No. I'm not. But as colleagues we need to discuss this properly and reach a good decision, using all that we both know. I have concerns about the plan you have put forward and want to check them. First …’


Another abuse of power is a threat to withdraw love or friendship. Again, these should be blocked before continuing with a reasonable conversation.


Tactic: ‘If you loved me, you would let me do this.’

Neutralization: ‘I love you. My concern is that this could be dangerous for you and we should look into it further before deciding.’


Tactic: ‘I thought you were my friend.’

Neutralization: ‘I am your friend but this is important to my job – crucial I think. Let's make another plan.’


Tactic: ‘A friend wouldn't let me down.’

Neutralization: ‘I am your friend but I won't lie for you. I can help you deal with the consequences. ’


How to neutralize simple tricks


A simple trick in this context means one that is brief and isolated, with little or no argument behind it. Because these are weak moves, they can usually be neutralized quickly and without going into much detail.


As with personal attacks, it is important to spot tricks quickly, even if they are subtle. It is also common for tricksters to keep going in contribution after contribution, either trying to pull off the same trick or moving to others. You must keep responding to them and stay on track.


Longer arguments, such as you might find in a speech, video, or article, where the other person has the chance to lay out a network of tricks, need a bigger response and this challenge is covered in Chapter 10. There are also times where you do not have time to think of a suitable response and just have to ride it out, as discussed later in this chapter.


As with responding to personal attacks, what you say when neutralizing must be true and so it is crucial to avoid saying things that others might fairly criticize.


Simple assertions


One of the most common ways to promote a point is simply to state it as if it needs no supporting reasons. (This is not a trick if the claim is obviously true.) A good neutralization is by contradiction.


Examples:


Tactic: ‘X is true.’

Neutralization: ‘No it isn’t, because …’.


Tactic: ‘You claimed X but X is just not true.’

Neutralization: ‘X is true, for the reasons I gave earlier, which were that …’.


Tactic: A hostile interviewer’s question, something like, ‘Surely you are wrong to say X?’

Neutralization: ‘X is true, for the reasons I gave earlier, which were that …’ or ‘X is true, because …’


Sometimes it is obvious that the claim is a deduction from an unstated false belief, in which case an alternative response is to contradict the unstated belief.


A slightly more complex trick is to start with a simple assertion but then deduce something from it, as if an argument is being made. Neutralize by contradicting the starting claim.


Tactic: ‘Given that X, then Y.’ (Where X is not true but Y does follow from X.)

Neutralization: ‘X is not a given; it is incorrect. In fact …’


Side claims/framing ploys


Another trick is to use words that subtly add claims to a statement. This is sometimes described as using ‘emotive’ language or trying to channel thinking by ‘framing’ a situation in a particular way.


E.g. A person who is struggling financially might be described as ‘deprived’ which is not quite synonymous. The term ‘deprived’ suggests that someone, or perhaps a group, has acted unfairly to prevent the poor person from being better off. They have taken something that otherwise would have gone to the struggling person. This point about who is to blame for the poverty is a side claim.


Related terms that also have extra meanings include ‘poor’, ‘underprivileged’, ‘disenfranchised’, ‘disadvantaged’, ‘working class’, ‘chavs’, ‘pikeys’, ‘underclass’, and even ‘benefit freeloaders’. These all make side claims.


The trick is to take something agreed as factually true, such as a person’s poverty, and express it using a word that also makes a side claim, hoping that the side claim will go unchallenged.


The UK’s struggle to leave the European Union, fought out mostly between 2016 and 2019, gave rise to a small blizzard of terms that conveyed side claims:


Plain term: ‘leaving the EU’

Trick term: ‘hard Brexit’

Side claim: A sudden, hard, unpleasant experience.


Plain term: ‘partly leaving the EU’

Trick term: ‘soft Brexit’

Side claim: A gentle, easy, less unpleasant experience.


Plain term: ‘second referendum’

Trick term: ‘People’s Vote’

Side claim: A more democratic kind of referendum than the one already held that led to the UK leaving the EU.


Plain term: ‘leaving the EU using WTO trading rules but without the EU’s agreement to the UK and ROI’s Northern Ireland border solution’

Trick term: ‘no deal Brexit’

Side claim: A chaotic exit after which no rules at all will govern trade with the EU.


Plain term: ‘Boris Johnson’ (UK Prime Minister)

Trick term: ‘Bojo’

Side claim: A lightweight celebrity or clown.


Plain term: ‘person who wants the UK to leave the EU’

Trick term: ‘Brexiteer’

Side claim: A kind of pirate (sounds like privateer) or perhaps a careless person (sounds like cavalier).


A neutralizing response should make the side claim clear and contradict it. Here are some examples:


Tactic: ‘The council has ignored the feelings of this community for too long.’ (The side claim is that the council has paid no attention to the feelings and this would be an incorrect claim if the council had considered those feelings but other factors were more important.)

Neutralization: ‘No. The council has considered the feelings of this group several times along with the feelings of other stakeholders but also looked in detail at the underlying issues. It would not be fair for your group to have the priority you seek.’


Tactic: ‘More needs to be done to help men get to the top of the speech therapy profession, where they are currently under-represented.’ (The side claim made by ‘under-represented’ is that this is a democratic failing.)

Neutralization: ‘There are very few men at the top of the speech therapy profession but this alone does not necessarily mean there is a problem.’


Tactic: ‘We need a People’s Vote to decide if we will leave the EU.’

Neutralization: ‘By People’s Vote you mean another referendum. We have already had a referendum and most people who voted in it wanted to leave the EU.’


It is quite easy to neutralize false framing of a situation as one of coercion but the best response depends on what is really happening:


Tactic: ‘Who are you to tell me I can’t have a drink when I want one?’

Neutralization: ‘I am not giving you an instruction. I am recommending that you do not drink alcohol because there are good reasons to think stopping will improve your life.’


Tactic: ‘Who are you to tell me I can’t have a drink when I want one?’

Neutralization: ‘I am not giving you an instruction. I am explaining the main reasons why your life would improve if you stopped. So far I have mentioned …’


Tactic: ‘Who are you to tell me I can’t have a drink when I want one?’

Neutralization: ‘I am not telling you not to drink. I am telling you that in this country it is against the law for you to drink alcohol, against the law for me to help you, and against the law for me to watch you do it and not report it. I could get into trouble if you drink alcohol, so please do not do it.’


Tactic: ‘It is outrageous that the government is telling us we cannot smoke in our own homes. It’s totalitarian nonsense. A nanny state. It’s taking away our freedoms.’

Neutralization: ‘This is a legally agreed law for the benefit of our society as a whole. This is what governments are supposed to do for us. Sometimes some people need a shove to get them to do things that are good for them and the people around them. You have had years to stop.’


The confusing phrases ‘toxic masculinity’, ‘toxic femininity’, and ‘whiteness’ are typically used to frame some bad behaviour as characteristic of men, women, or white people. The phrases are not clearly understood by most people and are used to get away with overgeneralizations.


Tactic: ‘More and more men are lonely and struggling with their mental health. They don't talk to people and share their feelings. It's another manifestation of toxic masculinity.’

Neutralization: ‘It's not correct to suggest that being male is the reason that some men are lonely and have a mental illness. Most men are not lonely and do not have a mental illness. Many men are determined problem solvers and happy to discuss problems with others, especially if there is the prospect of solving those problems.’


Tactic: ‘Let's talk about toxic femininity for a change. Things like ostracizing others from a group, being intolerant and slow to forgive, hating it when friends or colleagues do well and trying to bring them down, bitching about people behind their backs, and making harsh comments about a person's appearance. I could go on.’

Neutralization: ‘It's not correct to suggest that those bad behaviours are characteristic of women or key elements of femininity. Many women do not perform those behaviours and some men do.’


Tactic: ‘Your obsession with punctuality is typical of your nauseating whiteness.’

Neutralization: ‘It is not correct to suggest that attention to punctuality is characteristic of white people or of the culture of predominantly white communities. Some white people do not care much about punctuality and there are people who are not white who also value punctuality. Being punctual is desirable because …’


Assumed arguments


A trick more often used by people adopting an intellectual tone is to imply that an argument supports their claim without stating that argument. Quite often there is no argument or it is flawed. This can impress an onlooker who is not paying close attention.


E.g. Imagine that two people are discussing a controversial issue online. One person makes a solid argument that the other tries to undermine by commenting: ‘I understand what you are saying. I used to argue in just the same way.’ He follows that with a hyperlink to an article about a philosopher. The implication is that there is some problem with the solid argument and the philosopher has explained it. The reality is that the argument is solid and the hyperlink is just to the biography of someone who has written a long but eccentric book about something that is not directly relevant. The first person follows up with ‘There isn't a problem with the argument I put forward and your link is just to a general biography so, if you think there is a problem, you will have to explain it. My point was that …’ The follow up continues with more detail on the initial, solid argument.


Here are some variations on the tactic with suggested neutralizations:


Tactic: Saying that something is naive without saying why e.g. ‘It is naive to think that …’.

Neutralization: ‘I'm not naive. My point was that …’


Tactic: Saying that they used to make the same argument but not saying why they have stopped.

Neutralization: ‘The argument is solid. If you think there is a problem then you will have to explain what it is. My point was that …’


Tactic: Giving a name to a person's views that classifies them into a vague, academic-sounding philosophical group (e.g. ‘Oh, the neo-archaist argument.’) as if it is just another familiar perspective within a competing set, and not even a leading contender.

Neutralization: ‘I am not aware of it being a neo-archaist argument. My point was that …’


Tactic: Providing a hyperlink to something that looks impressively intellectual but is not directly relevant instead of giving a directly relevant response.

Neutralization: ‘The link you provided does not look directly relevant. My point was that …’


Tactic: Saying that an argument has been used before so it is invalid e.g. ‘People always say that’ and ‘that familiar trope’.

Neutralization: ‘X is often said because it is an important observation | argument and still valid.’


Tactic: Falsely saying that an argument has been ‘debunked’ before.

Neutralization: ‘The point has not been debunked, though it has been objected to. It is an important observation | argument and still valid.’


Mockery and humour


Humour is used in a variety of manipulative tactics. Stay serious and do not try to compete on humour or quips. Neutralize the gist of what is said.


Sometimes humour is used to get away with something untrue, unfair, rude, or exaggerated. They say it is ‘only a joke’ or just ‘exaggerated for comic effect.’ but it is still wrong and making light of it just makes it worse.


Tactic: ‘Wow. I didn’t know you were a fully paid up eco-warrior.’

Neutralization: ‘I am not a warrior. I am concerned about sustainability generally and we should do our bit to recycle because …’


Tactic: ‘Bojo probably thinks she’s another of his undiscovered love children.’

Neutralization: ‘That’s not likely, is it.’


Another tactic is to ridicule a misrepresentation of what someone has said.


Tactic: ‘So, this country is being invaded by millions of foreigners and your solution is to bake scones!’

Neutralization: ‘No. I suggested clarifying, strengthening, and protecting what is good about our culture and way of life. Other examples include …’


Other tactics try to stop you contributing by exploiting your desire to be popular and fit in with a group. The attacker tries to make you feel that other people are against you and with the attacker. The words may attack your use of reason by suggesting you are boring, unpopular, nerdy, and pedantic. The humour may provoke smiles or sniggering that make it seem that other people support the attacker and are against you. In reality, some people smiling may still be supportive of your points and there may be others present who are silent and less noticeable. Besides, none of this is relevant to the logic of the discussion.


Tactic: ‘What does it feel like to be alone?’

Neutralization: ‘I am not alone and that is not relevant to this discussion.’


Tactic: ‘Uh oh. The professor strikes again.’

Neutralization: ‘I am not a professor but I have some knowledge of the statistical inference issues in situations like this. What I am saying is that …’



Overgeneralizations and other exaggerations


Overgeneralizations usually take an example, or handful of examples, and then assert a strong generalization. Some of these are overreactions to events.


Tactic: Reacting to a street being renamed: ‘Leftists are trying to erase 500 years of British history.’

Neutralization: ‘This is renaming one street. It’s not nothing but it isn’t erasing 500 years of British history. Let’s consider the real significance of this …’


Other common examples are overgeneralizations across large, demographically defined groups of people. It is rare for a generalization to be true for all individuals within such a group unless the group is defined by beliefs or behaviours.


Tactic: ‘The problem with women is that they do not understand what men go through.’

Neutralization: ‘Surely that cannot be true for all women and I’m not sure it is even true for most women.’


The best neutralization is usually contradiction. The word ‘exaggerated’ is often useful in situations where the question is one of degree.


Tactic: ‘You have been checking up on me constantly for weeks now and I’m sick of it. Why don’t you just leave me alone?’

Neutralization: ‘It’s an exaggeration to say I have been checking your progress constantly. I have checked once or twice a day this week because you seem to have been struggling and I am concerned. The project needs to be finished by the end of the month and I will have to decide how much extra help to give you, if any, to get it done properly in time.’


A ‘slippery slope’ argument claims that an action is an inevitable step towards something bad and therefore should be resisted (even if the action proposed is a good idea). A common form says that a government policy to restrict a bad behaviour should be resisted because it is a step towards tyranny.


Tactic: ‘This proposal is clearly just the start. Governments always want more control and if we don’t resist this then we will give the green light to a totalitarian state.’

Neutralization: ‘This is not the start of a totalitarian state. It is just one proposal to restrict a bad behaviour that has become a problem for a lot of people. The justification for this particular policy seems to be …’


Some actions really are dangerous first steps in a bad direction. However, these are bad steps in themselves – just small.


E.g. An organized unreasonable group trying to build its power might push for a small but unfair concession. If it gets that then it will try for another, and another.


Other tricks exaggerate the extent to which you have a dark motive. A typical example of this is to allege that you are a liar because something you said turned out to be false. The main trick here is to claim falsehoods are lies even when there was no intention to deceive and an appropriate effort was made to be accurate.


In politics these allegations are made frequently and there have been websites cataloguing hundreds of supposed ‘lies’ by prominent politicians. Senior politicians are talking on the record for hours a day and often say things that are not true. This means that if their statements are carefully analysed and fact-checked then it is possible to find a number of these statements. In reality, most will be innocent errors where the speaker:



  	was told something was true by someone they trusted and repeated it


  	was correctly advised but misunderstood


  	correctly understood something but then stated it incorrectly in error


  	used a number that was only approximate


  	thought something was obvious when experts think it is debatable and at least some disagree


  	made a claim about an opponent’s real intentions that could not be proven from their public statements


  	stated an intention of theirs firmly to let people know but was then forced to do something else


  	changed their view on something because of new evidence or ideas. (This is sometimes attacked as a ‘U turn’ rather than a lie.)





A challenge for senior politicians attacked in this way is to refute the huge number of allegations of ‘lies’. They need someone to do an analysis of all the claims or a random sample. They should also issue corrections without being forced to.


For ordinary people hit with false claims of lying based on an innocent falsehood it is important to explain that a lie requires an intention to deceive. Then explain what really happened. Make a correction or clarification and a simple apology.


Other examples of this type of exaggeration of motive include describing information as ‘secret’ or as something ‘they don't want you to know’ when the information is not widely known, even though there has been no effort to stop more people finding out.


Ploys involving blame and responsibility


The rules we apply to decide on blame and responsibility for prevention are complex and there are some grey areas. This opens the door to a variety of tricks that try to twist or misapply the rules. Tricks are often used to:



  	attack someone by falsely claiming they are to blame for some bad outcome


  	avoid blame and related punishments and compensation requirements


  	push someone to take action in future to reduce the likelihood of some bad outcome


  	avoid taking action in future to reduce the likelihood of some bad outcome.





The tricks usually involve just a few words and are simple. They can be neutralized if you understand the difference between blame and responsibility for prevention, and the criteria for each.


When a person is to blame, they should help to fix the problems they have caused (e.g. by paying compensation) and may be due punishments or reprimands.


E.g. A person drinking beer in a park leaves beer cans on the grass. A person passing by, seeing that the drinker is to blame for the litter, angrily complains to the drinker, telling him to pick up the cans. The argument is spotted by a police officer who calms the situation and ensures that the litterer is fined.


E.g. Colin lends his hedge trimmer to his neighbour, Geoff, but while Geoff is using the trimmer it starts to smoke and stops working. Geoff and Colin are friends so, although they discuss blame and compensation, there are no reprimands. On the contrary, each is keen to take the blame. Geoff offers to buy a new hedge trimmer for Colin, saying he must have used the wrong cable or something but Colin replies that the trimmer was quite old and probably needed replacing anyway. He apologizes for the inconvenience and stress for Geoff.


When a person is responsible for prevention, they should take action to help stop something bad happen in future.


E.g. Overnight a shop is broken into and valuable goods are stolen. The thieves are to blame but the shop owner does not rely on them to prevent further thefts. Instead, she takes that responsibility herself by improving the security of her shop and looks to the police to prevent further thefts by apprehending the thieves and increasing patrols locally.


Blame is due when a person's bad attitude (e.g. laziness, selfishness) is the cause of some bad outcome. They are not to blame if:



  	They did not intend to do wrong and were not reckless or negligent.


  	They were not old enough or experienced enough to know better.


  	What they did was typical practice and not regarded generally as bad practice or against any rules.


  	The bad consequence that followed was unusual and not something that most people would have anticipated even as a possibility.


  	They were forced to do it or tricked into it.


  	They were unwell, overwhelmed, or exhausted.





Responsibility for prevention is due when someone can help with prevention. The greater their ability to prevent, the greater their responsibility. A person who has been to blame is also responsible for prevention but people often do not trust them to prevent.


Clearly, the ideas we use to allocate blame are different from the ideas we use to decide who should contribute to prevention. Both are also different from the ideas we use to decide who is on a causal chain leading to the bad outcome.


E.g. Imagine that a driver flicks a cigarette butt, still alight, out of their window. It falls to the pavement and is picked up by a curious child who puts it in a nearby rubbish bin, still alight. The bin contents catch fire and smoke rises. A woman passing by peers inside to see what the problem is and at that moment a pack of half-eaten pistachio nuts, heated by the fire, explodes, blinding her. This could have been avoided if the motorist had acted differently, the child, the nut eater, or the woman.


If anyone is worthy of blame and punishment for their contribution to this incident then it is the careless smoker. The child is too young to be held fully responsible, the woman was not wise but exploding nuts are very rare, and the person who left some nuts uneaten could not reasonably foresee the possibility of a freak explosion. However, the smoking adult motorist is a smoker, a litterer, and failed to stub out the cigarette before flicking it out of their window. These are all poor behaviours. The smoker selfishly put their minor convenience ahead of the effect on others. This makes the smoker the most blameworthy and due for punishment.


However, the list of people who could reduce the risk of such an incident happening again is different. It includes police officers enforcing laws about careless driving and littering, children who might be taught not to put burning objects onto flammable objects, and bin manufacturers who might try to design bins that will contain a small explosion more effectively. And, of course, vehicle users should still be advised to avoid smoking while driving and to always to dispose of butts safely within the vehicle.


Often, more than one person is to blame or responsible for prevention.


Tricks used include:



  	acting as if only one person or group can be blameworthy


  
    	To deflect blame a guilty person may argue strongly that someone else is to blame, not them.


    	If one person has accepted their role as blameworthy then other blameworthy people may keep quiet about their own role.


  

  	acting as if only one person or group can be responsible for future prevention


  	claiming that just being on a causal chain that leads to the bad outcome makes a person blameworthy or responsible for prevention (e.g. a kidnapper saying ‘If you contact the police, I will kill your daughter. Don't make me do it. You will be responsible for her death.’)


  	claiming that if someone has taken a role in prevention then that means they were to blame for past problems (e.g. when a government announces its efforts to prevent further problems, some take the opportunity to say the government was to blame and solely to blame)


  	arguing that the person who took the final action that led to the bad outcome must be to blame or responsible for prevention, regardless of other factors


  	arguing that the person who has the most power is to blame or solely responsible for prevention.





Neutralizing these tricks involves pointing out what is incorrect and providing a correction.


Tactic: ‘Look what you made me do. If you hadn't been standing there like that I wouldn't have felt under pressure and made that mistake.’

Neutralization: ‘I didn't make you do that. You are a little bit behind so that is why you are feeling pressure.’


Tactic: ‘If you police hadn't poked your noses in then this would not have happened.’

Neutralization: ‘Investigating was the right thing to do. It appears that something illegal may have happened. The problem is the action Bob took to hide his guilt.’


Discussions to work out what can be done to prevent recurrence of bad outcomes in future can be derailed by tricks involving blame and responsibility. The discussion should try to identify all worthwhile changes that any person or group can make, not allocate blame or force one person or group to take sole responsibility for prevention.


E.g. Imagine a child has been slightly injured in a road accident outside a school at the end of a school day. People who might reduce the danger in future include the children, parents using their cars, other parents, local residents parked nearby, the local authority responsible for traffic calming and other road safety schemes, the designers of road signs and markings, the school administrators and teachers, the caretaker, traffic police and parking enforcement workers, and regional and even national government agencies responsible for funding and other relevant matters.


The incident is discussed at the next governors' meeting. The discussion quickly blames inconsiderate parking by parents, the Head Teacher, the local council, and the national government. During this phase of the discussion, no progress is made towards practical actions that the school can take to improve safety outside the school.



When trying to find improvement ideas, block tricks that might derail the conversation then refocus on improvement and away from blame. This is vital because, once a conversation starts to focus on blame, it tends to push participants into defending themselves and pushing blame onto others. A focus on finding all the ways to tackle a problem, considering everyone who could possibly contribute, needs to be re-established firmly and quickly.


Tactic: ‘I blame inconsiderate parking by parents. Have you seen the way they just park anywhere they can in those big four-by-fours? They should be ashamed of themselves. I’m surprised we haven’t had more accidents before now.’

Neutralization: ‘We’re not here to assign blame. We're here to talk about what can be done to improve safety by everyone involved, from those in authority right the way through to the children themselves. Let’s make a list …’


Tactic: ‘It’s unfair to blame these kids when there’s so little for them to do. Since the government has cut funding for youth groups it is obvious there will be more crime and more drug abuse. The government needs to take responsibility for its actions.’

Neutralization: ‘We are trying to identify things that people can do to reduce crime and drug abuse, not assign blame or responsibility. Everyone who can contribute needs to be considered. Let’s make a list …’


Discussions of what can be done to prevent problems can be quite subtle. For example, we often adapt our advice to the abilities of the people involved.


E.g. Imagine that a teacher stops two boys fighting in the playground. One of the boys has low intelligence and self-control. He is notorious for fighting, other bad behaviour, and for lack of effort and progress in his studies. The other boy is usually well-behaved, has not been caught fighting before, and is a dedicated student and academic high-achiever. The teacher reprimands them both for fighting and tells them not to do it again. However, separately in her office, she gives different advice to each. She focuses on reducing future problems and ignores blame.


With the high ability boy she focuses on how to avoid being drawn into a fight, explaining what he should do instead of arguing with aggressive, volatile people and what he should do instead of shoving back. There is no plan to follow up because she is confident that the lesson has been learned.


With the low ability boy she takes more time and arranges follow up actions. Just getting to the point where he does not become enraged at small things and lash out with his fists is a major challenge for the boy. Learning to calm or avoid another person who is aggressive is not even discussed.





Assumptions about disparities


This is often associated with demographic groups (e.g. men compared to women) but it could also be done in an individual case. To neutralize the trick, contradict the basic assumption that a disparity proves unfair treatment.


Tactic: ‘Why am I getting paid less than Bob? You just prefer him because he’s always going on about golf, like you.’ (This could be a trick if the disgruntled employee is trying to get more despite being a less productive worker.)

Neutralization: ‘No. The difference is not the result of unfair treatment. The pay you have each been offered reflects all relevant factors and one of those was that Bob gets things done a lot faster than you.’


Tactic: Based on the percentages alone, ‘A larger percentage of Black African 18 year olds goes on to university than of Black Caribbean 18 year olds. It’s just another example of rampant racism in this country.’

Neutralization: ‘From these figures it’s not clear why the difference exists. Racism of some kind might be a factor but there could be other drivers and perhaps racism plays no significant role in this difference. We need more information and to consider other possible drivers.’


Selective evidence


Common examples of selective evidence (also known as ‘cherry picking’) are:



  	using examples or cases as if they are representative when they are not


  	interviewing a person about their views and presenting their answers to others as if they are typical of people generally


  	citing research papers that support your position and ignoring others.





To neutralize, point out that an overall view is needed. Here are some examples:


Tactic: A heart-breaking case presented as typical, or as common enough to justify new investments or policies.

Neutralization: ‘This case is very sad but it is only one case. To decide what to do we need to understand the overall position. We need to know how many people have had this kind of experience and, of course, how many happy cases there are.’


Tactic: An interviewee’s views offered as typical or accepted as a generalization.

Neutralization: ‘This interview provides insights into what that person thinks and their personal experiences but to decide what to do we need to understand the overall position. We need to know how many people have these same views and what other views there are.’


False post hoc ergo propter hoc


This fallacy, with its catchy Latin name, involves claiming that one thing caused another because it occurred shortly before. Sometimes there is causality but not always. Usually there are other clues and sometimes it is obvious that the timing was just coincidence. Neutralize by pointing out that there are other possible explanations.


Tactic: ‘As soon as X we started to notice Y, so X needs to be stopped.’

Neutralization: ‘Y could very well be unrelated to X, even though you first noticed Y after X. Other possible explanations of Y include …’


This fallacy is the backbone of anti-vaccination rhetoric. The argument is that someone was vaccinated and then something bad happened to them within the next few days or weeks. This could be just coincidence, though a reaction within 15 minutes of an injection that looks like an allergic reaction is more likely to be a real causal effect. In general, the rate of that bad thing happening needs to be convincingly worse in people who have recently been vaccinated than in otherwise similar people who have not.


The straw man ploy


The straw man tactic involves misrepresenting an opponent’s argument so that it looks wrong or nasty. The neutralizing response is to say the representation is wrong. You follow on by restating your argument. Here is an example:


Tactic: ‘So what you are saying is X.’

Neutralization: ‘No, that’s not what I’m saying. I am saying that Y and my reasons are …’


Occasionally, people try to inject the misrepresentation just before ending a discussion. Do not be put off by this. Neutralize it even though it is likely to be the last contribution to the discussion. Your main audience with a person who uses this kind of tactic is onlookers.


Tactic: ‘We will have to agree to disagree. You are happy to see babies murdered. I am not. Bye.’

Neutralization: ‘No, I would not be happy to see babies murdered. I am saying that the deaths of the babies we have been discussing were not legally murders, for reasons I have already explained.’


A false dichotomy


The false dichotomy tactic involves saying there are only two possibilities when there are more. This is usually done so that one of the two options is obviously more attractive than the other. Neutralize by explaining that there are other options and giving at least one example.


Tactic: A false dichotomy e.g. ‘Either we do X or we will have to do Y.’

Neutralization: ‘X and Y are not the only options. What I am proposing is Z, and here’s how that will work …’


A fallacious appeal to authority


An appeal to authority is simply pointing out that someone with expertise or official responsibility (‘an authority’) believes something and that this supports its truth. An appeal to authority is not necessarily a fallacy or trick but it is if:



  	the ‘expert’ is not really an expert in the relevant matters


  	there are many other people with relevant expertise who disagree


  	the expert expressed that belief a long time ago and has not expressed it more recently


  	the expert is paid to support a particular position (e.g. to defend a company’s interests) and has lost objectivity


  	there is already a strong reason to think the position the expert is supporting is wrong.





Neutralizing a fallacious appeal to authority ideally involves using the relevant reason why authoritative endorsement is not persuasive. Here are some examples:


Tactic: ‘Doctor X of the University of Y is an expert on this and he says that there is no evidence of danger from this process.’

Neutralization: ‘Other experts say otherwise so, clearly, we have to look at the evidence itself. The main sources of evidence are …’ or ‘But there are many more experts who say that Doctor X is wrong, so either we go with the majority of experts or look at the evidence itself. The main sources of evidence are …’


Tactic: ‘The experts agree that X.’

Neutralization: ‘Most experts agree but I have looked carefully at the evidence and their reasoning and there are some fundamental problems that anyone can understand. First, …’


Relativism


Relativism is often simply framing arguments as just opinions. This smears strong material and, if the ploy user is wrong but not interested in reaching a better conclusion, it lets them avoid conceding their mistake. To neutralize this trick, contradict the idea of equal validity in a relevant way.


Tactic: Using cognitive relativism ploys. For example, saying that the theory of evolution of species by natural selection is just another opinion.

Neutralization: ‘The theory of evolution is not just another opinion. It is the explanation of how we and other life forms on earth came to be that fits the observable facts far better than any other, from fossils to DNA analysis, and many other observations besides.’


Tactic: Using moral relativism ploys. For example, saying that sending peace-keeping troops into a troubled country to restore peace and democracy before leaving is as bad as invading it for conquest.

Neutralization: ‘Peace keeping troops are not the same as invading troops. Those peacekeepers will return home once peace and democracy are restored and it is safe to leave. The army you support intends to conquer new territory and remain in control of it.’


Tactic: Trying to stop a discussion that is not going their way by saying ‘We will have to agree to disagree.’ or ‘We will have to respectfully disagree.’

Neutralization: ‘We do not have to agree to disagree. Let's try to get to a better conclusion here. What I have suggested is …’


Other unreasonable tactics


This tour of tactics and responses could go on far longer but here are some final examples responding to miscellaneous tactics:


Tactic: A barrage of definition challenges, trying to create the impression that a statement is vague when it is not.

Neutralization: ‘The words used were clear enough for our purposes. What was said was that …’


Tactic: Boring/confusing listeners with complicated stuff so that they think things are too controversial and difficult to resolve.

Neutralization: ‘The situation is a lot simpler than that and most of what you said was either not directly relevant or was incorrect. As I explained …’


Tactic: Moving on without conceding a point.

Neutralization: ‘Before we move on to another point, we just established that … Will you now acknowledge that you were wrong about that?’


Tactic: An argument referring to ‘rights’ that are not provided by legal texts or are contradicted by other ‘rights’.

Neutralization: ‘Rights can be conflicting and are often limited by legal restrictions in place for good reasons. To understand what’s fair here we need to …’


Tactic: A complicated argument based on morality or rights advanced to get what is probably an unfair amount of money.

Neutralization: ‘So, overall you think X should give you money. To decide if that would really be fair we need to consider a number of things [you didn’t mention]. In particular, …’


Tactic: Being vague about a proposed course of action and simply describing it as ‘fair’, ‘decent’, or ‘proper’ (e.g. ‘Nurses deserve a fair deal.’).

Neutralization: ‘Obviously we want what is fair. We need to determine exactly how much is fair, considering all stakeholders, or how we should arrive at the exact amount.’


How to continue


A continuation should go on with a reasonable discussion, even if the other person has been less than reasonable. The aim is to establish a reasonable discussion despite the other person's attempts to block it.


Your continuation might be giving feedback on understanding and agreement, restating your points, elaborating them, extending them, or progressing to new points. (Of course, you are less likely to welcome a valuable contribution if the other person has not made one.)


Many of the neutralization examples given above included the first part of the continuation so no further examples will be given here.


How to direct


The aim is to direct the discussion generally towards reasonable discussion behaviour and away from anything else. This is aimed at everyone in the discussion and usually a gentler approach than expressing preferences about an individual's contributions.


Give a justification for focusing on reason that stems from the nature of the topic or discussion.


E.g. ‘This is a serious matter with a lot of misinformation and disinformation so we need to be cautious and precise.’


Directing can be used in response to an insult or simple trick aimed at you or aimed at someone else. It can also be used before any bad discussion behaviour has taken place as part of asking for reason and fairness to be used.


How to alert


Alerts have two elements, in this order:



  	identification of the bad discussion behaviour


  	feedback explaining how their behaviour is harming their interests.





The harm to their interests is typically:



  	loss of attention due to making contributions that are irrelevant (e.g. because they are insults), extreme, illogical, or misleading


  	loss of credibility due to making contributions that are extreme, unreferenced, illogical, or misleading


  	discrediting their own position (i.e. worse than just having no positive impact)


  	prompting sanctions (e.g. being arrested for being drunk and disorderly).





In effect, alerting typically explains, briefly, mechanisms of a backlash against tricks and abuses of power, which were discussed in more detail in Chapter 4 under Backlash risks. The feedback is to let the offender know that their contributions are being given less importance because of the bad behaviour. This is the opposite of showing anger or upset, which tells them their contributions are getting more importance.


When alerting, do not complain of rudeness, offence, hurt feelings, disrespect, bigotry of any kind, being talked over, or anything else that says you are sensitive and they need to be kinder. This almost always provokes more attacks. Instead explain that they are destroying their credibility and losing your attention.


Here are some examples of manipulative tactics with suitable alerts.


E.g. ‘Why are you so obsessed with when I do the washing up?’ uses the word ‘obsessed’ to insinuate that you have a mental illness that is driving your wish to discuss the washing up. The identification could be ‘You used the word “obsessed”, which implies a mental illness.’ This brings out the underlying serious problem with this familiar turn of phrase. The feedback might be ‘Personal attacks, even if subtle like that, undermine your credibility and are not interesting.’


E.g. Imagine you are in a business meeting and have just explained in precise, logical detail why costs on a project should be investigated. Someone who does not want the costs investigated says ‘Thank you for giving us your opinion on the costs so far.’ This seemingly polite response uses the word ‘opinion’ to suggest that your careful, factual analysis is just your opinion and nothing more. The identification could be ‘You tried to undermine the analysis of reasons for investigating costs by calling it just an “opinion”.’ The feedback might be ‘That's not constructive and I'm not interested in that sort of contribution.’


E.g. ‘Why do old people always think they know better?’ is a silly overgeneralization but if you are what the speaker considers ‘old’ then they are really saying that you are conceited. The identification could be ‘You implied that I, as an old person, am conceited.’ The feedback might be ‘Personal attacks are not relevant or useful.’


E.g. ‘I've never heard such righteous waffle!’ implies that your contribution had little or no meaningful content and was perhaps based on religion. This is both a criticism of your contribution and a personal attack. The identification might be ‘You implied that my contribution had no meaningful content and was driven by religious thinking.’ The feedback might be ‘Extreme claims like that are not credible and not interesting. It's hard to take your contributions seriously when they're mocking’


Typically, you are alerting immediately after neutralizing, so you will already have contradicted their false claims.


How to express preferences


When you express preferences for a person's contribution, you can express a continuing willingness to pay attention to valuable contributions from them along with a lack of interest in manipulative contributions.


E.g. ‘I'm interested in a good discussion about the truth of what happened but I'm not interested in a discussion that is undermined by emotive language.’


E.g. ‘Factual contributions are interesting but personal attacks are not relevant or helpful, so are not interesting.’


E.g. ‘I want to have a worthwhile discussion but I'm not interested in mockery.’


If the person then makes a contribution that is free of personal attacks and tricks then you can thank them for doing this.


How to invite


The invitation is to give the other person a chance to do better and direct them a little as to how. It might refer to the fault identified or just ask for a valuable contribution.


E.g. ‘Would you like to make a valuable contribution to this discussion?’


E.g. ‘If you have something useful to contribute then please do.’


E.g. ‘Would you like to explain X?’ (i.e. some specific, useful contribution)


E.g. ‘Please try that comment again but without the emotive language.’


E.g. ‘Would you please try that again but, this time, instead of a long list of claims, maybe just make one claim but refer to the evidence and arguments that support it so that we have something that can be discussed usefully.’


E.g. ‘Would you like to delete that comment and try again with something more focused and serious?’


These invitations are not appropriate in all situations where there has been a personal attack or simple trick. They are more appropriate if you have some control of the discussion and when there is a good chance that the other person will start to behave reasonably.


If the person does as asked then you can thank them for doing so.


How to warn


The warning should say that, unless a valuable contribution free of the problems earlier identified is provided, the discussion is over. The justification for this is your preference for a useful discussion. This is saying that the offender's contributions have been so low in value that they are being seen as unimportant.


E.g. ‘Unless you have something valuable to contribute to this discussion, we have reached the end.’


E.g. ‘Unless you have something useful to contribute to this discussion, it's over.’


E.g. ‘Unless you have something serious to say, our discussion is at an end.’


E.g. ‘If you can't contribute anything worthwhile then I will leave this discussion.’


E.g. ‘Please give us some clear and relevant facts, free of emotive rhetoric, or you will take no further part in this meeting.’


On social media you might also warn of the possibility that you will block them so that you cannot see their comments and they cannot see yours.


As with invitations, if the other person starts behaving well then you can thank them for doing this to encourage them to keep going.


Persistent bad discussion behaviour


People who make personal attacks and use simple tricks, especially online, tend to do it in comment after comment, either with the same ploy or variations. They and their friends love it but for a neutral onlooker it is an ugly display.


One problem with this is that they will try to get the last word in, usually some kind of smear which you will be tempted to at least neutralize. Consequently, the conversation can drag on and be hard to exit.


To avoid this trap, follow these steps:


Ask for valuable contributions: This has already been explained.


Make valuable contributions: This creates a contrast between you and someone who uses personal attacks and tricks instead.


Neutralize-Alert-Continue: Do this on the first bad discussion behaviour you notice and can respond to. This puts them on warning.


Continue to make valuable contributions: Repeatedly Neutralize-Continue their attacks and share all the reasoning you want to share for the benefit of onlookers.


Neutralize-Alert-Warn: The alert can be longer and identify the whole pattern of bad discussion behaviour. One style is to summarise the conversation so far, laying bare the tricks tried.


E.g. ‘I said that the sample of the study you performed was too small for confident conclusions. You said it was acceptable because it was impossible to get more people to participate. I pointed out that this difficulty did not make the conclusions any more reliable to which you replied by saying that I did not understand statistics and should get more education. I also pointed out that the sample was of volunteers and that almost everyone asked to participate had refused, creating a large risk of an unrepresentative sample. You simply asserted that the sample was representative, giving no reasons, and claimed that a panel of distinguished academics had approved the study. I pointed out that this approval was not relevant because the academics were professors of classical studies to which you replied, again, that I did not know enough about statistical inference to criticize the study.’


Another style is to summarise your argument then their responses.


E.g. After a discussion on religion and reason in which the other person has repeatedly tried to undermine good points with personal attacks, the summary might be: ‘My point is that reason (heavily used in science but not the same thing) is better than religion as a way to understand reality. That is because it works. The methods of reason are those that have been developed and used because they work and the success of modern science and technology is an important piece of evidence confirming this. We know what sound reasoning is precisely because it works.’


‘I'm not saying this because I am blinded by my left hemisphere or stuck in centre-left political assumptions. I'm saying it because of the careful reasoning that has led me to this conclusion.’


E.g. Imagine that in a discussion about a proposed policy affecting young people, a trickster has used a straw man tactic twice before trying relativism combined with unreliable social proof. The summary might be: ‘I have explained that the government's draft policy is likely to have the opposite effect to that intended because it rewards antisocial behaviour. I did not say that helping young people is a bad idea or that nothing should be done. This is not a matter of opinion and support for the policy from two charities does not alter the simple logic of the problem. The charities are mistaken as to the overall effect for society.’


Give the attacker a chance to contribute respectfully: If the offender contributes in a better way immediately after the ultimatum then the discussion might continue.


Repeat the warning if necessary: If they dispute that they have been making points about you and insist that they have been making only useful points then give them feedback such as: ‘You still are not focusing on the important issues.’


If they continue to attack you then let them know: ‘You are still attacking me personally rather than just sticking to the important issues and showing some respect.’ Follow this immediately with a final warning: ‘I'm not a bad person and I'm not interested in being attacked. I'm going to leave this conversation unless you can convince me that you have something useful to say and will stop trying to undermine me with personal attacks.’


If you are online then you can promise to block them, perhaps temporarily, rather than just leave the conversation. Say ‘I'll block you on this platform so that I can't see your comments and you can't see mine unless …’


Leave or block them: If they still fail to comply then leave or block them. If they accuse you of censorship, cancelling, cowardice, being over-sensitive, or not facing unwelcome facts then just ignore these ploys. Any objective onlookers can see what has really happened.


 


Dealing with someone who is abusive in discussions like this is much less stressful if you have this standard system of stages. It helps take away feelings of indecision and guilt.


Ride out harder attacks and tricks


If an attack or trick is more complex, surprising, or unclear then you may not be able to think of a way to neutralize it in the time you have available. In this situation, caution is sensible.


When discussing in writing you usually have plenty of time to think and research facts. You can almost always think of a way to briefly neutralize a personal attack or simple trick. However, in conversations where an immediate spoken response is required it is much harder. It is also harder where the other person:



  	says something unclear


  	raises points that you need time to think about


  	makes new factual claims that need checking


  	combines two or more tricks


  	suddenly becomes emotional, perhaps hostile


  	is over-sensitive.





E.g. You are having what you thought was a relaxed conversation with a friend when they suddenly ambush you with an angry admonition. You are not sure what they tried to say but it seemed they were accusing you of being both insensitive and ignorant. You know the friend sometimes gets over-emotional quickly. In this situation it may be best to gently move on to another topic. In the short term they have gained a form of advantage through ambushing you and exploiting their reputation for emotional instability but if you cannot say something perfect to meet the challenge it may be best to say little or nothing and just move on.


Riding out a challenge like this is different from refusing to acknowledge a good point that someone makes or admit to being wrong. If you know you are wrong then you should admit it. When you do not know if you are right or wrong and you suspect the other person is being manipulative then you should ride out the situation and try to get to the truth later.


In practice, riding out a situation means:



  	avoiding comment, as far as you can


  	perhaps repeating your point but without a neutralizing initial statement


  	perhaps explicitly deferring the matter to a later time when you have had a chance to think and/or research


  	not apologizing, even for the other person’s feelings


  	not making concessions if you are not sure they are due


  	trying to shift the topic of conversation to something else.





In a discussion people will sometimes claim facts that, if true, would make a big difference to the conclusions. These might be details from an official report, statistics, the details of an incident that occurred, or what someone said. If you know nothing of these and only have the other person's word to go on then it is often best to say you will need to check the details before responding.


People sometimes are annoyed by this, thinking you should take their word for it. Sadly, my personal experience is that the details they have claimed are often wrong. Just say ‘I like to check.’ to show that this is your usual approach, not an insult to them personally.


E.g. Someone in a pub conversation claims a politician did something heinous and invites you to join them in condemning the politician. You know nothing of this alleged incident but do know the politician has made good contributions in some other area and find the idea of them doing something heinous surprising. You don’t condemn the politician but say you would like to check the facts before commenting. The other person suddenly gets angry and red-faced, saying they have just given you the facts. They are implying that you have rudely insulted them and they are using their anger to try to bully you into agreeing with them. In this situation it is probably best to try to move on but, if pressed, maintain that you always like to check first.


Neutralize confusion and reset the conversation


Sometimes people unintentionally say things that are muddled and perhaps misleading. The contribution might be:



  	incoherent


  	long, rambling, and irrelevant


  	undermined by a simple misunderstanding.





Confusion can arise when participants in a discussion, for example:



  	have misunderstood key points from briefing documents provided before a meeting


  	react strongly against something somebody did not say


  	misunderstand a technical point


  	get confused between similar but different points or terms


  	say something that applies to everyone in a large group when they know it is not true for everyone


  	talk about one cause of something as if it is the only cause when they know there are other causes


  	use words and phrases with unclear meaning to others, and even to the speaker


  	write or say ‘is not’ when they mean ‘is’ or vice versa


  	read or hear ‘is not’ and think ‘is’ or vice versa


  	jump to conclusions when there are other possible explanations


  	support ideas that are obviously nonsensical


  	slide into insulting each other instead of sticking to the issues.





Responding to muddled thinking is important and requires a slightly different approach to intentionally bad behaviour. Muddled thinking can slow progress and cause useless digressions. A good response is usually to neutralize any damage done and reset the conversation without being unkind to the perpetrator. Resetting will often involve repeating or elaborating on points that should be the focus of the conversation, restating the type of conversation preferred, or explaining again something that the muddled person did not understand correctly.


Here are some illustrative responses:


Problem: A meaningless contribution.

Response: ‘Thank you, but I’m not sure I fully understood that. Would you like to try to summarize your point in simpler language?’


Problem: A contribution that misrepresents or misquotes another participant.

Response: ‘In case that has caused any confusion, what X said about Y was actually <correct summary>’


Problem: An irrelevant contribution.

Response: ‘Thank you. Let’s return to <the relevant topic/question>’


Problem: A misleading and confusing contribution.

Response: ‘Let me, at this point, summarize where we are <a summary that corrects the misleading impression>…’


Problem: A long contribution with multiple flaws.

Response: ‘There were quite a lot of points there but let me summarize where we have got to and what we’re trying to do.’


Sometimes it is hard to tell the difference between someone who is confused and someone who is not confused but sees something others have yet to grasp or is struggling to put a good thought into coherent words. If you are unsure then try a question or two to probe for the logic behind a contribution. If there isn’t any then neutralize and reset.


Respond appropriately to your mistakes


Acknowledge your errors and their impact. Show how your thinking has been adjusted to the error discovered. Talk about the reasons why you now think something different. Apologize if relevant.


This is important because:



  	failing to acknowledge errors is typical of unscrupulous advocates


  	in a disagreement, proper acknowledgement more quickly reduces any ill-feeling and repairs relationships


  	when someone has been trying to get one up on you by aggressively advocating for what you now realize is correct, talking about why you now agree with them tends to rob them of the sense of victory they hoped for.





The best way to respond to a mistake depends on circumstances. Sometimes it is clear to you that you are wrong about something. If you are the one who spotted the problem then apologize, admit to it, and explain it and the consequences. Elaborate on why you now believe something different. If you only realized the problem because somebody else helped you see it then thank them for their help, admit to it, and explain the consequences you see.


Sometimes you suspect that you may be wrong but you are not yet sure. You need time to think or check facts, for example. If you spotted the potential problem then say you have thought of something that you need to look into and say how much time you might need or when you will return to the topic or discussion. If you realized the potential problem because someone else helped you then thank them but say you need some time to think about it and check details. Say how much time you will need and perhaps when the discussion can resume.


PART 3: ENCOUNTERS


Chapter 8: Mental preparation for encounters


The chapters in this Part of this handbook consider whole encounters with others, such as whole conversations, meetings, presentations, and debates. At this higher level of analysis, the amount each person says, whether in one long exposition or in smaller sections, is usually more than in an exchange. It is assumed that the basic skills covered in the previous part on exchanges are applied throughout.


During encounters it is important to have high awareness of the situation and choose suitable tactics. The situations considered in this handbook are called Cases.


It is crucial to think about encounters, ideally, in advance but otherwise when they begin or as they develop in unexpected ways. Consider:



  	the venue and format


  	the topic of the discussion


  	the participants


  	your role and tasks.





Venue and format


A formalized, controlled discussion with a chairperson is likely to be better behaved than a drunken free-for-all.


Consider:



  	the level of control of the discussion that is likely, what rules there are (if any), how much effort discussion controllers will make, if you can call on the controllers to act, and whether they are managing a cooperative discussion or competitive advocacy


  	the total time available


  	the cues in the environment that might encourage good or bad behaviour


  	whether the venue will attract or amplify extreme views


  	the likely state of participants (e.g. inebriated).





Some venues attract people with extreme views and give them prominence. Political discussions can attract people whose narrow, one-sided views leave them feeling that society today is terrible and huge change is needed.


If a format brings together many people and lets anyone speak who wants to then often it is the hard-core extremists who speak first, talk most, and do most to discourage other contributions.


E.g. Discussions on social media are typically open to anyone and there may be hundreds of people available to comment on a story. Some of them have a strong focus on the issue involved and relentlessly campaign on it, as can be seen from their personal pages. They may have personality disorders. They make many comments and relentlessly attack anyone who seems to disagree with them.


E.g. When questions are taken after a speech to a large audience it is often the most motivated who raise their hands and reach for the microphone. They may have extreme views or powerful vested interests.


If the discussion is one of a series of similar discussions then past experiences are a useful guide to what to expect next time.


E.g. Committees that meet regularly to discuss a slowly changing range of issues give participants plenty of opportunities to learn what to expect, even down to particular arguments by particular people on particular issues. The overall level of discussion and adherence to reason and fairness can be learned well.


Topic of the discussion


Topics that typically spark bad behaviour in discussions include:



  	religion, politics, and other real or alleged conflicts between groups


  	money


  	crime, drugs, crypto tokens


  	pets, animals, children


  	academic arguments that have become long-running disputes


  	struggles for control within organizations


  	the split of work and rewards within households, families, and between lovers.





Participants


The participants can be considered in four ways.


Number of participants


It is very hard for a single participant in a large meeting to keep the rest of a group focused on reason and fairness, even if that single participant is the chairperson of a formal meeting. Usually, more people are needed.


The sheer number of participants drives the effort needed to keep a discussion reasoned and fair. The greater the number of participants, the greater the expected number of people who will try a manipulative tactic (or would if not discouraged). Having more participants also increases the probability of at least one person trying a manipulative tactic at some point, other things being equal. Although having more participants also increases the expected number who will favour reason and fairness, they will not necessarily act to enhance the quality of discussion unless encouraged to.


Cognitive abilities of participants


Research has shown that the ability to think logically and critically (but not necessarily the determination) is somewhat correlated with general cognitive ability and numeracy in particular (e.g. Stanovich, 2009). If the discussion involves only very intelligent people then they are more likely to have the ability to think logically but not necessarily the determination or even willingness to do so.


A person can also increase their ability to discuss particular issues using only reason and fairness if they work at it. With study, experience, and coaching a person can become more capable.


Preferences and experiences of participants


Research has shown that some aspects of logical, critical thinking are not correlated with general cognitive ability (e.g. Stanovich, 2009). They are perhaps more driven by our determination to focus on reason and fairness. Some people are more determined than others.


Not everyone uses reason and fairness as their main or only approach to influencing others. Probably only a very small percentage of the population, even in the United Kingdom, sticks to reason and fairness all or nearly all the time. More often people regularly use reason and fairness on some matters but not others. For example, an excellent mathematician might use rationality less often when talking about politics. Some people seem almost incapable of applying reason and fairness to anything and do not use them for influence.


E.g. Romantic partners who row often may repeat complaints and tactics. They may refine and even rehearse their lines, as if trying to find the knockout blow that will finally change their partner's behaviour.


People often have topics about which they are especially sensitive and where they are highly practised at defending their position and attacking others. They may have had arguments about them many times in the past, with loved ones, in public, or just in their own minds. They may have developed multiple rationalizations to preserve their self-perception as a moral person while behaving selfishly or dishonestly.


Consequently, they can react aggressively to even indirect references to issues they know are threatening to them.


E.g. Jean owns two cute dogs. They are her pets. Her babies. She says she is a dog parent, not a dog owner. She spends as much time as she can with them and prefers them to people. Over the years this has caused some problems in her family. Her husband has often grumbled about her preferring the dogs to him, about not being able to do some things because of the dogs, and about the cost of the dogs (especially the medical treatment costs, which are considerable). In the back of her mind, Jean knows that these complaints have some validity but she wants to keep her dogs and so always argues back firmly, using any argument she can to keep her dogs and the high priority they get in her life. In response, her husband has developed other interests and they are drifting apart. This has only made Jean more emotionally dependent on her dogs.


Jean sees herself as a kind and caring person and often gives generously to charities, especially those concerned with animals. She read once that the resources dedicated to pets could instead be used to alleviate hardship for humans (e.g. more medical care for humans if there were not millions of dogs and cats to be cared for) but she cannot accept this and see herself as a good person, so she does not accept it.


Now if anyone mentions dogs and dog ownership in anything but an entirely supportive way she feels angry and resentful. She wants to contradict them and tell them they are horrible people. Online she occasionally does this, hitting out at people whose comments cause her to feel threatened.


Some people are such consistent and skilled tricksters that we can call them sophists. Today this word refers to people who use cleverly constructed but false arguments, sometimes combined with honest arguments.


Even when your analysis is clear, logically correct, and conclusive the skilled and determined sophist will behave as if nothing conclusive has been said. The sophist will calmly keep talking, weaving a web of superficially plausible, rather confusing claims. Consequently, although they rarely win an argument they avoid appearing to have lost. Their supporters often claim victory even as most people are shaking their heads in wonderment and frustration. The abilities of a skilled sophist allow them to extend a debate so that no clear result appears to be achieved and that is often all they need.


E.g. Imagine that a man is in court, charged with assault. The evidence seems damning and, near the end of the hearing, his claim to have been at a distance to the fight is shown to be a lie. Nevertheless, his barrister sums up the case for the jury in a tone that suggests mild indignation that his client has been brought to court at all. The barrister says ‘My client is innocent and it is only natural that he was tempted to deny being near the assault when there was so much other evidence suggesting his guilt.’


E.g. A spokesman for a religious group is being interviewed on radio. The interviewer says ‘The main sacred text of your group, in chapter 7, states that women who are found not to be virgins on their wedding nights should be beaten severely. Chapter 10 says that a man who is unsatisfied by his wife should sell her to someone who is not a follower as a punishment, approved by Heaven. Surely this kind of thing is not compatible with 21st century Britain is it?’ The spokesman smoothly replies that the interviewer has misunderstood and that these punishments are spiritual, not physical. He goes on to say that these ignorant complaints are typical of the abuse that his people have suffered and the result of racism and a failure by the so-called democracy of Britain to preserve religious freedom.


Some academics have made a career out of disagreeing with each other, making their behaviour in discussions predictable. They have written lengthy articles and books explaining and defending their ideas. These adapt to counter-arguments others have raised. Over years of effort by highly intelligent people the discussion gets further and further from resolution. The lack of progress is a clue that sophistry is involved but it can be hard to explain it when trick arguments unfold over 600 pages and are presented in such an impressive style.


Group involvement


Some participants will be members of groups or allies of groups who persistently use alternatives to reason and fairness for persuasion.


A group can gain greater influence if members work together. Working together and being organized are not in themselves wrong but many tactics groups use today are manipulative, through deception and other means. For example, they can make it seem that many people support a position when only a well-organized minority does.


(The problems posed by these manipulative organized groups and some ideas for tackling them are discussed in Chapter 14.)


People do not have to be formally linked to a group to support it and work with it. When people see someone doing something they agree with, they will sometimes join in without explicit planning or organization. If they join in with unreasonable, unfair persuasion activity then they are autonomous accomplices in that bad behaviour. The result can look like a huge conspiracy even though nobody conspired. A manipulative, organized group may be small but many of its supporters may become autonomous accomplices, greatly increasing the impact of the group. Organized unreasonable groups can themselves become autonomous accomplices, mobilizing massive numbers of people.


Your role and tasks


A simple but important consideration is whether you will be the controller of the discussion or not. You might be the chairperson, moderator, or interviewer.


Getting more specific, consider if you might have to:



  	deliver or receive a lot information, and whether that information will be unfamiliar to the receiver


  	discuss another person's behaviour with them


  	resolve a disagreement


  	deal with someone who is uncooperative





Chapter 9: One-to-one encounters


The Cases covered in this Part start with the easiest, least combative Cases and gradually work up to the hardest. Along the way the extra challenges raised by each new Case are discussed and recommendations are made.


In this chapter the Cases involve you influencing one other person. You could be in a one-to-one conversation or speaking to an audience whose members are acting as individuals and not trying to reach a group conclusion. In all these Cases there is nobody present competing to influence or persuade the listener.


In Cases 9.1 to 9.10 the other person has no strong motive to be uncooperative but in Case 9.12 the other person does have such a motive. Even when a person does not have a strong motive to be uncooperative and hold to a position that is wrong or unfair, they might still struggle to realize where they are mistaken. They might not stick to reason and fairness during the discussion but they should respond to encouragement to do so.


Case 9.1: Sending familiar reasoning


This Case is the easiest encounter where you are sharing your reasoning, by speaking or in writing. It is free of various additional challenges discussed in later Cases. The recommendations here are the basis for all other Cases where you share your thinking. However, extra challenges require extra techniques, as explained in the other Cases.


In this Case the reasoning you want to present to the person to be influenced is already familiar to them but is more than just a few sentences. They might or might not agree with the reasoning and they might or might not be right. The point is that they are familiar with it.


Presenting a familiar line of reasoning does not sound useful since they already know it but you might be:



  	combining material in an interesting way


  	reminding them that some points are relevant to the current issue


  	letting them know where you stand on some issue


  	showing your support


  	unsure if they know the argument already.





Usually people understand a familiar argument easily and think it was presented clearly even if it was not. They rarely miss familiar points. Nevertheless, many of the guidelines below aim for clarity and good understanding, which is always important.


In a discussion, the other person might listen patiently, might interact to make it a conversation, or might take control, making it more of an interrogation.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	put the listener/reader in a good frame of mind


  	present information in a well-organized and logical way


  	deal with uncertainty and errors.





The approach described, when written, should remind you of an excellent textbook or scientific paper. The structure will be clear and the contents page will be self-explanatory and helpful, allowing readers to jump to sections they find most interesting. The examples will usually be set off so that readers can skip them if they want to. The key points will be explained early. Readers are treated as active, independent thinkers who will make choices about what to read.


This contrasts with the almost ubiquitous approach of popular non-fiction today, which is to start with a true story, such as a personal anecdote or some history, and use cryptic headings. In this style of writing the author tries to charm and intrigue you into passively page-turning. Usually I do not have time for this and dip into these books trying to find somewhere they get to a worthwhile point.


Consider the other person's mind


It can be hard to understand people but, even in this apparently simple influencing situation, it can be useful to try for a number of reasons.


Your objective in sending reasoning is to give them something that will be useful to them. You are not trying to make a point, persuade them of a conclusion, or get them to take an action. You are sharing something that they might use, so consider how it might be useful to them and how it should be structured and formatted to help them most efficiently. The other person might be familiar with the content but not had it as helpfully structured before.


Understanding the other person's mind can also help reduce confusion. Consider what they know already and what they might think you are going to say. Incorrect guesses about your thinking can be a major problem.


Understanding people is not the same as having sympathy with them, empathizing, or agreeing with their reasons.


Get permission to share reasoning


Getting permission to share reasoning expands what is acceptable within the discussion to include this time consuming and effortful task.


It might not be necessary to get explicit permission but if you are going to take some time to share your material then at least implicit consent is needed. They may have reasons for not wanting to hear from you, or not yet:



  	They don't have energy right now.


  	They are fully occupied with other things or perhaps something tough. (Many people are overwhelmed by the challenges of their lives much of the time.)


  	The topic is too upsetting to them.


  	They don’t like you.


  	They have found you too hard to understand in the past.


  	They are concerned that unfair, unpleasant tactics might be used.


  	They think you are so wrong on so many things that listening or having a conversation would be a waste of time.





This recommendation, combined with some others for this Case, suggests an overall outline for your communication:



  	a request for permission to share reasoning, if not given implicitly


  	a reminder of reason and fairness


  	a map of your main content


  	your conclusions briefly, up front if possible


  	THE MAIN CONTENT


  	time to consider an organized summary, which may have been presented first some time earlier.





E.g. Imagine a meeting has been organized to present a new work rota. Everyone attending knows this so their attendance implies permission to share reasoning. The presenter might start as follows: ‘OK, thanks for coming. I know the rota is key for us and we've had some hot debates about it in the past. I'll try to tackle this as fairly and as thoroughly as I can. I will start by summarizing the main issues that have led us to consider tweaking the rota, then explain the new proposals, and then explain the likely impact of the proposed changes. Then we can discuss them. The main conclusion is that we need more people working on Mondays during this winter and the easiest way to do that is probably to reduce coverage for Thursdays.’ In this case the organized summary is likely to be the rota itself or a summary of the changes and their impacts.


Encourage rationality and fairness from the outset


This is worthwhile in this relatively easy Case but much more important in other, more challenging Cases. There are several ways to encourage people to be rational and fair from the outset and so have a valuable discussion. Some of these are indirect but they are not manipulative because their only purpose is to promote a cooperative discussion from which fair outcomes may come.


Ask directly: Keep the request gentle. People can be sensitive to any suggestion that they are irrational or would have been irrational without your reminder. Also, people sometimes react against being told what to do even when it is a good thing. Even if you are the leader in a meeting, take care. Remind people that the task is important and point out if it is a contentious topic often causing ugly arguments. Be encouraging by showing you think being rational and fair is important, a good thing for everyone, and that you will try to do it.


Mention them: Listeners can be encouraged to be more patient, thoughtful, reasonable, and fair by simply mentioning these qualities early on. It is tactful to say how you aim to behave. For example, you might say ‘This is an important issue and I’m going to tackle it as logically as I can.’ Most people view reason and fairness positively, at least when they use them, but may benefit from a well-timed reminder.


Remind using non-verbal behaviour: You might also take a moment to visibly calm yourself or pause for three seconds or a little more to give people a chance to think before they respond.


Remind using props: You could also give the surroundings a thoughtful, rational look with props like books, a computer, a painting of a famous scientist, or an inspiring quote in praise of rationality, such as:



  	‘Anything that gives us new knowledge gives us an opportunity to be more rational.’ Herbert A Simon.


  	‘The meme for blind faith secures its own perpetuation by the simple unconscious expedient of discouraging rational inquiry.’ Richard Dawkins.


  	‘Be able to defend your arguments in a rational way. Otherwise, all you have is an opinion.’ Marilyn vos Savant.


  	‘Peace cannot be kept by force; it can only be achieved by understanding.’ Albert Einstein.





Pick a good time: If you can, choose a time for a discussion when the other person is calm and unhurried. If they work themselves into an irrational state then it may be better to give up and wait for a better time.


Derail escalation into irrationality: Sometimes people get increasingly irrational as a discussion unfolds. An alternative to pulling out and waiting for a better time might be to stop this escalation by making an unrelated joke or saying something about an unexpected but interesting topic that distracts them.


 


Encouraging people to use reason is part of creating a zone of reasonableness around yourself. Chapter 20 is dedicated to this broader topic.


Have objectives and a sensible process of analysis


It is helpful to have in mind well-defined objectives for your discussion (or the current part of it) and a sensible process of analysis to accomplish those objectives. Of course things can turn out unexpectedly and changes may be needed. However, trying to be clear and organized is helpful.


Typical objectives include:



  	to establish the truth, such as what happened (and why), how something works, or what is causing a problem


  	to work out a desirable course of action, such as a good design, policy, or plan.





For establishing the truth, one sensible process of analysis is to think of alternative possibilities and points of evidence then work out how consistent the evidence is with each possibility and so how likely each possibility is to be true.


For devising courses of action, one sensible process is to describe the problem situation, deduce from it characteristics of likely solutions, then propose one or more solutions that fit. If the best way forward is not already clear then evaluate ideas against some baseline course of action (e.g. carry on as usual) and gradually build up the details of the new course of action. Occasionally there are already fully developed courses of action competing to be used. Then they must be evaluated against each other. Identifying who is affected and how is a first major step in doing this.


Be comprehensive


Being comprehensive does not necessarily mean providing great detail. It means covering all the areas that need to be covered at the level each deserves or trying to (and showing you tried).


For example, you might be covering all the stakeholders, legitimate interests, applicable guidelines of fairness, possible plans that are good contenders, consequences of a proposed plan, sources of evidence, or possible explanations.


It also means avoiding gaps in your arguments and, where possible, completing the line of reasoning from facts about the world to proposals for action.


It means covering the issues, values, and theories that other participants have in mind, either by including them as valid or showing where they are wrong. 


Being comprehensive does not require discussing every possible alternative plan or explanation in detail. This would be overwhelming and inefficient. Instead, characterize the total set of likely courses of action or possible explanations and then say which you will cover in detail.


Being comprehensive in this sense is a fundamental strategy in influencing by reason and fairness for four reasons:



  	If you leave something out it might seem you were unaware of it.


  	Selective coverage is a common trick.


  	Participants will not be satisfied until all their main thoughts have been covered.


  	If you leave a gap then people may fill it with their own guesses about your intentions.





 E.g. Imagine you have a project idea at work and want approval and resources to carry it out. If your explanation of the project only covers the advantages and what will happen if everything goes according to your plan then astute listeners will be reluctant to give approval. It will look to them as if you have not considered all the effects of your idea or what else might happen. This failure to manage the risk of your project idea looks like poor, inexperienced, irresponsible management.


E.g. If you only give facts from studies of the heritability of intelligence then some people might imagine you favour sterilizing low IQ people. To prevent this, you could propose a policy (not sterilization) and let people know early what policy that will be (so they don’t jump to the wrong conclusions). Alternatively, you could say the evidence on heritability does not directly imply any social policies and you will not argue for any.


Political campaigners tend to craft arguments that focus on the interests of their own supporters and, consequently, are much less influential with other people.


E.g. In the UK, if you discuss an economic policy for implementation by the government but do not cover the impact on poor people then many people will be dissatisfied. Concern for the poor is common in the UK, particularly among Labour voters. Similarly, if you discuss a social programme for needy people to be implemented by the government without covering the costs then many people will be dissatisfied. Wasteful spending by government and the impact on taxpayers are important concerns for many people, especially Conservative voters.


This effect and the advantages of covering the values of others are discussed in Feinberg and Willer’s 2019 review of Moral Reframing literature.


Give a map first


A potential problem with trying to be comprehensive is that there might not be time to cover everything, especially if others disrupt the exposition. (In some of the more difficult Cases covered later in this handbook there are people trying hard to disrupt an orderly presentation of evidence and reasoning so having a lot to cover gives them many opportunities to be disruptive.)


It can help to provide an overview of your coverage at the start by briefly indicating the process of analysis. This could mention structure, lines of reasoning, and types and quantities of evidence.


E.g. ‘To help us understand current attitudes to our products among shoppers I will describe the survey we carried out last month and the responses to key questions. Then I will summarize the most important new discoveries and suggest which aspects of our strategy we should revisit as a result.’


E.g. ‘This series of talks will cover the evidence for the evolution of species by natural selection. Initially I will explain evidence that was available to Charles Darwin. Then I will explain some of the more recent evidence, including that from genetics. I will cover seven lines of argument, mention some 35 species, and use evidence from over 70 papers, for which I will provide references.’


If you will suggest a plan then you could explain what you will compare your plan to and how.


E.g. ‘After explaining the new plan I will compare its likely results with what we expect if we just carry on as we are.’ 


Alternatively, explain the process of deducing desirable characteristics of the plan from characteristics of the situation and objectives, then crafting a plan with those desirable characteristics.


When previewing lines of reasoning, make clear when they are separate arguments that arrive at the same conclusion. With these, if one line of reasoning is flawed then another may still establish the conclusion. If you do not make this parallelism clear then listeners may wrongly think that one flaw invalidates the conclusion.


E.g. ‘Two lines of reasoning lead to the same conclusion. I will give reasons in principle and also show you the results of four practical tests.’


With longer written explanations your map lets readers decide which sections to read and what to learn from those sections. Your headings and sub-headings should also help them do this by being self-explanatory, like a textbook, and free of terms unlikely to be known to the reader in advance. Avoid headings that are mysterious, however intriguing you think they sound.


State the conclusions up front if you can


If you know where your explanation leads then it often helps to state the conclusions early on. Sometimes people incorrectly anticipate conclusions they will not agree with and feel they are being led gradually in the wrong direction. They may interrupt and dispute points just to avoid a conclusion they anticipate. Telling them the conclusion up front should alleviate that problem. If your conclusion really is something they will disagree with then telling them up front probably will not make it any harder for you.


E.g. ‘In this presentation I will explain recent evidence showing that individuals respond very differently to the same physical exercises for genetic reasons and argue for tailoring school fitness programmes to individuals.’


This can be particularly important when they suspect the conclusion will be a course of action they do not want to take. If you will propose an attractive course of action then let listeners know what it is very early. Then say you will explain the reasons for considering and preferring it then give more detail on exactly what is involved.


Clarify alternatives


In particular, clarify alternative courses of action and alternative explanations. It can be inefficient to describe every alternative in detail so usually it is better to characterize the set of possibilities (e.g. by putting them in groups) and then focus on leading contenders.


In decision making, we try to choose the best course of action or something close to it. The attractiveness of a course of action is always relative to some other course of action.


E.g. A dangerous and uncomfortable course of action might still be preferred if the alternative is a certain, painful death.


E.g. If you want to say a course of action is ‘cheaper’ then you must say which course of action it is cheaper than.


Problems arise when it is unclear what the benchmark course of action is or when it changes haphazardly. There might also be confusion over whether a course of action is the best or just better than one of the others.


What obscures this logic sometimes is that our potential courses of action usually include two that are often unstated:



  	carry on as we were going to before we started considering alternatives


  	take more time to give the decision further thought and perhaps come up with other courses of action for consideration.





Another potentially confusing complexity is that some actions are mutually exclusive while others could be done together. Where a set of basic actions can be performed in combinations, the set of courses of action is, logically, every viable combination of those basic actions. It is important to clarify what can be done in combination.


E.g. Imagine that you and your partner are trying to decide how to redecorate your bedroom. What are the options? There are several possible carpets or rugs, many options for wall colours or patterns, different bed designs, and so on. These are not the options. You cannot choose each element individually or you will have clashing colours, problems with patterns, and perhaps also problems fitting everything in. The options are bundles of choices, each one specifying the floor covering, walls, furniture, lights, and so on. And there is the option of doing more research and thinking to generate more options. Explicitly considering the prospects of a better design resulting from more effort is crucial to getting a good result and avoiding a never-ending design process.


When discussing alternative courses of action, make the alternatives clear and when making comparisons identify the course of action used as a benchmark.


E.g. If you are chairing a meeting, you might take a moment to clearly state the alternatives the meeting is currently trying to choose between.


In understanding observations (e.g. data from a scientific study, a puzzling anecdote) it is important to be clear about the possible explanations under consideration. Again, it may be that with more thought we could generate more possibilities. Alternative explanations become more plausible when they are more consistent with the observations than other explanations. Even an explanation that seems very unlikely and largely inconsistent with the data can emerge as the front runner if all other explanations are even less consistent with the data.


Be clear about the set of alternative explanations, especially if the set currently being considered is not comprehensive.


Explain more in stages


Having provided a map for your exposition, the next stage depends on circumstances.


If you have little time, and especially if the listener(s) take(s) control, then you might only be able to dip into the evidence base and give samples of what is there. With more time and control you might be able to go through everything at a high level. With still more time it might be possible to go through all your material fully.


Your coverage might be in a planned sequence or unplanned (perhaps with interaction driving the movement through the evidence and reasoning).


In a later encounter there might be time and appetite for yet more detail, perhaps in some areas.


Give references to more information if it exists. If you often explain aspects of a topic then you might have a website, book, or series of videos giving more information to which you can refer people.


Use an organized written summary


There are two further problems that come from trying to be comprehensive and they can be tackled by giving an organized written summary.


One of those problems is that it is often difficult to have all the material in mind and use it to reach a conclusion. A common example of this is the tendency to think of only some of the relevant criteria in a choice. To help with this, present an organized written summary of the points covered, reflecting the objective and analysis process of the discussion.


E.g. Discussions about voting systems tend to focus on just one criterion, which is the extent to which the people elected reflect the preferences of the electorate. However, other criteria include whether people elected are local to the people who voted, whether the voting system incentivizes parties to pursue the centre or the extremes, and whether the most popular parties are able to make decisions without being hindered by constant deal-making and failures to achieve a majority.


The other problem is that people tend to mentally average the strength of arguments rather than combine them in a more logical way. To avoid this leading to underestimation of the consequences, present the information in a way that summarizes all the effects.


Possible formats include (1) an overall calculation that combines all the factors, (2) a table that summarizes information using key words, star ratings, numbers, icons, or colours, (3) an argument map, (4) a causal network using word bubbles connected by arrows, or (5) a mind map. (In this book the contents list, displayed by an ebook reader, provides a crude organized summary.)


You might begin your explanation by showing the framework you are going to use without ratings, then add ratings as you go, and end with a comprehensive assessment.


If you are making deductions from a problem situation to characteristics of its design solution then you might build up the summary as you go, adding observations and deductions, and gradually converging on your proposed design solutions.


Be open about uncertainty


We usually have less information than we need to be certain. Advocates often pretend they are certain but it is better to be open about the limitations of your information and reasoning as you explain them. Even when you are not sure, your evidence and arguments may still point strongly to some conclusions and away from others. Your objective is to provide the best reasoning you can, including reasoning about uncertainty.


A common trick is to push the burden of proof on to an opponent. The theist expects the atheist to prove their god does not exist; the atheist asks the theist to prove the god does. In legal cases, switching the burden of proof can make a huge difference to who can win a case. In null hypothesis significance testing (an approach to statistical inference) the presumption is that the null hypothesis is true unless strongly discredited.


A heavy burden of proof pressures one side to create a strong, certain case to compensate for the head start given to the other side. This does not help reach the truth.


Logically, it is better to treat all theories equally. Every theory should be weighed against all the evidence and the theories that fit best will emerge as the more likely to be true. Logically, there is no burden of proof and no value in pretending to be more certain than you should be. (Note: Using Bayesian inference and assigning prior probabilities is still treating all theories equally if the priors are not biased.)


Case 9.2: Receiving familiar reasoning


This can range from listening to a presentation where you cannot speak to an interview where your questions direct the conversation. It also includes reading. It includes situations where you agree with the reasoning, where you disagree, and where you are not sure.


The common factor is that you are familiar with the reasoning and so find it easy to understand the explanation, even if it is imperfect.


This is the first section with advice on being a good listener and some of the guidelines also apply to reading.


The guidelines aim to:



  	help a speaker communicate effectively


  	assimilate the material in a well-organized and logical way.





Give permission to share reasoning


Explicitly or implicitly, let the other person know they have permission to share their thinking with you. This makes it an acceptable part of the conversation.


Use questions to direct the flow if necessary


If you can ask questions and the presentation of information would be disorderly otherwise then ask questions to control the flow of information. Try for systematic coverage. Start with questions that identify all areas to cover and then cover them with more specific questions.


As usual with asking questions, reassure that you are only asking for information to gain understanding. Ask so it does not sound like an aggressive challenge or Socratic trap but do evaluate and check what you are hearing and probe potential problems. Here are examples of disrespectful and respectful wording.


Rude: ‘What?! Surely you’re not …’

Respectful: ‘I’m surprised by that. Would you like to explain the reasons behind it?’


Rude: ‘Huh? What do you mean by X?’

Respectful: ‘Would you like to clarify your definition of X?’


Rude: ‘So what you're saying is <straw man/offensive misrepresentation>.’

Respectful: ‘Are you saying that <accurate/optimistic interpretation>?’


Relate the material to an objective and process of analysis


If the speaker has not established a clear objective for the discussion or a suitable analysis process then it may help to suggest one. Information from the speaker can then be slotted into place and evaluated for its contribution to the analysis.


Are they trying to explain a procedure, justify a decision, propose a revised definition that is better than others, suggest a better course of action, or something else? If they do not make this clear then help them to.


Use an organized written summary


If what is being explained is quite complex and the speaker has not provided an organized written summary then it may help to draw one yourself. This might be a table or diagram. The speaker might even participate in drawing it as the conversation unfolds. An organized written summary makes it possible to see more of the problem at once and not just focus on the current point.


Case 9.3: Joint thinking discussion


This Case is more than just a conversation. It involves two people working together in a discussion to get to the truth, devise a course of action, or do some other mental task. It is more than just one person sending information and the other receiving it, even if that is done in an interactive way.


Sometimes both partners bring similar knowledge and ability to the discussion, so they are mainly just sharing the load and encouraging each other to keep working.


Alternatively, it may be that the partners have different knowledge and abilities, so value comes from putting those together to achieve something neither could do alone.


Another typical form of joint thinking discussion is where one person is helping the other, who is struggling or even stuck and feeling quite down.


Some of the guidelines below are useful in the Cases discussed later that involve disagreements and discussions of new behaviour.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	establish a worthwhile approach to the discussion


  	get value from the discussion.





Reach agreement to have the discussion


As usual, the acceptable conversation may need to be expanded to encompass the discussion, particularly if it will require time and effort.


The participants should agree, explicitly or implicitly, to go ahead with the proposed joint discussion.


In getting that agreement it may be helpful to go beyond having a process for the discussion. This might involve explaining what each partner brings to the discussion and why this means that they can, together, do something that would be harder to do alone.


Here are three important guidelines for reaching agreement to have the discussion.


Show willingness to help and be helped


To reach agreement and maintain the discussion, show your willingness or even desire to help and be helped. This can be done explicitly and implicitly (by questions asked and body language). This is fundamental to encouraging cooperation and the development of cooperative relationships, including friendship and even romantic love.


A potential problem with showing a desire to help without a desire to be helped is that the other person may feel an imbalance in the relationship. If you help then they will be indebted to you (not necessarily in monetary terms but morally) and perhaps may see no way to return the favour. This is more likely if the relationship is new.


E.g. Two students are at home studying. One says to the other ‘Looks like you're struggling a bit with the maths of that article. Would you like a bit of help?’ The other student is hesitant even though the first student is a much better mathematician, so the first student follows up, saying ‘It's easy for me and perhaps you could give me some cooking tips when you've got this assignment done.’ The struggling student is a great cook and says ‘Yeah, ok. What I don't understand is …’


The suggestion of a way to return the favour dispels the second student's doubts about accepting help.


A similar logic applies if the other person offers to help without suggesting a way for you to return the favour. You can suggest a way and so promote a better relationship.


It is not essential to agree reciprocation in long-term, cooperative relationships where the pattern is already strongly established. (The problem of reciprocation is discussed in more detail in Case 9.10 under the guideline to Clarify reciprocity.)


The idea of reciprocation applies even in situations where it is not a traditional feature.


E.g. Sandra is networking at a conference about industrial metals. She starts talking to someone new who asks what her interest is. Sandra explains ‘I'm a sales rep for MetaMetals International, specializing in drill bits. I'm updating myself on the latest innovations but also, of course, would love to meet people who might find our drills a good choice. I'm especially knowledgeable about the problems of high temperature drilling.’ This is both an offer of specialist knowledge and a request for help meeting people who might benefit from Sandra's drills.


E.g. Mr Barnes is a geography teacher at a secondary school. He starts a class by saying ‘Hi everyone. Settle down now. Let's start. Today I have designed a new lesson to introduce you to volcanic activity. I'm going to explain what happens under the surface of the earth and how it shapes the landscape we can see. Then we can answer some questions where you will use your new knowledge to explain things you can see in photographs. Now, since this is a new approach to teaching this topic, I would love some feedback from you at the end. I'll leave a few minutes for that and ask you to send your comments to the usual address. OK?’


Once the discussion is underway it is usually crucial to ask good questions about the other person's needs, aims, or preferences, their problems, the implications of their problems, and so on. Listen to the answers and Be an expert listener.


Doing this is crucial because it:



  	gives you information necessary to reach good conclusions


  	reassures the other person that you want to help


  	shows the other person that you have information they think needed for you to make helpful contributions, preparing the way for you to make suggestions or even recommendations


  	lets them move on when they have been desperate to share some information.





Likewise, you should share similar information in response to their questions or, if they fail to ask, just tell them anyway.


Devise a discussion process


Before even deciding to go ahead with the discussion it is helpful to have some idea of the process of the discussion. What is the plan? Who will contribute what? What will the output be? Propose something or ask for ideas.


Having a good process in mind allays worries that the conversation will be unproductive, take a long time, be difficult, or cause tension. It reduces the risk of the conversation getting stuck. This increases the likelihood of both people agreeing to go ahead with the discussion.


When one person is stuck on a problem (e.g. a difficult choice, a tough challenge like finding a new job) they can feel tired, stressed by their apparent lack of progress, and pessimistic about the prospects of any attempt to solve it. They have run out of new ideas and do not even know how to find or generate more. They are overwhelmed by the sheer number of interrelated problems that seem to need solutions. A helper who is not suffering from the same fatigue and pessimism can help to move things on but the stuck person needs reasons to be hopeful. A sensible process for discussion that does not require them to do something hard is needed.


E.g. Jeremy and Samantha run a small software company and have booked a place to appear at a trade exhibition later in the year. This is their first exhibition and they are having a meeting to discuss what their exhibition stand could look like. The conversation is going around in circles and making no progress. Should they have a sofa? Do they need plants? Why would people stop to talk to them? What is the real purpose of their appearance at the exhibition? They are uncertain on so many points. Tired and frustrated they take a tea break. After that they start again and Jeremy says ‘We need to be more systematic about this or we will never decide.’ Samantha agrees and together they make a plan. They will draw the outline of their stand, showing where the walkways are, decide on the most important things they want to show, list essential kit they will need, then try to meet all the implied requirements with a basic layout. From this, one of them can research how to construct their stand and they will use their usual corporate colours, logos, and so on.


E.g. Josh has been trying to find the cause of an intermittent software bug in a complex distributed computer system and is stuck. He and a colleague, Taz, have a meeting to see if they can come up with some new ideas. They decide to begin with Josh talking Taz through the tests he has done and the ideas he has explored. That seems inconclusive so they make a further plan for their discussion. They decide to go through the known characteristics of the bug, such as when it happens and when it does not, which machines are affected and which are not, and when the bug first appeared. They will make what deductions they can from this. Then they will go through software and hardware changes known to have been made at around the time the bug first appeared to see if there is anything relevant. They will then prioritize the ideas they have come up with and Josh will do some more work.


If one person is grappling with difficulties and the other is trying to help, a good opening move is for the person with the problems to start by explaining the background of their current situation. What was the history? A good alternative is for them to talk about the changes and challenges they are facing now, or have faced over the past few days, weeks, or months (whichever is most appropriate). People usually find it easy to talk about these things and do it well.


One way or another, the exchange of information described in the previous recommendation (Show willingness to help and be helped) should take place.


Getting new ideas into the discussion should be done with an appropriate process. Ideas that do not fit the situation, put forward as recommendations or even as instructions, are harmful. Recommendations should be carefully researched and thought through. Usually, a better way to introduce ideas into a discussion is as suggestions for consideration.


Occasionally, you might have so little knowledge of the problem and its possible solutions that all you can do is ask generic questions, listen well, and hope that this facilitates effective thinking by the other person. However, in most situations you have more you can contribute so do so, but tentatively after careful research.


Ask for a valuable discussion


This is not needed in every discussion but is a useful tactic. By putting the emphasis on a valuable discussion you make it harder for people to get away with personal attacks and tricks. It is the first part of a fundamental strategy for creating better discussions and discouraging bad discussion behaviour when you are present.


You might say something like:



  	‘I'd be interested in a good quality discussion about X.’ (where X is a topic).


  	‘Does anyone have any useful insights or relevant information they can share?’


  	‘I know this is an old debate and I don't want to just have the usual argument but I would be interested in a good quality conversation on this topic.’





Later in a discussion it will be easier to object to the first personal attacks and tricks on the grounds that the contributions are ‘not valuable’, ‘not useful’, ‘irrelevant’, ‘uninteresting’, or ‘not helpful’. This sends the signal that you are just not interested in these low value contributions and tends to discourage the bad behaviour. In contrast, complaining about rudeness seems to encourage people to do it more, while complaining about tricks stimulates them to disagree that they have used tricks.


Later still in a discussion, it will be easier to underline the differences between valuable contributions and the contributions of someone who is behaving badly. You can simply summarize the discussion.


Finally, it will be easier to end a discussion or pull out of it on the grounds that it is no longer useful or interesting.


Jointly maintain control


Both participants can help to keep the discussion following a productive process. This is not necessarily the process initially agreed. It might be the same or it might be a revised process that adapts to discoveries so far or simply moves on to tackle new topics.


If the process is changed then both participants should agree to that change and understand the new process.


Be an expert listener


With expert listening you can get information from the other person while demonstrating your knowledge and ability to help them. This goes beyond showing that you are paying attention to them and thinking about what they are saying, which has already been discussed in this handbook. You might show that you have an expert skill, that you have carefully studied the problem, that you are intelligent, or just that you are trying hard to help.


If they are talking about the background to their problems or explaining the changes and challenges they are struggling with then there are usually no polite opportunities to talk explicitly about your qualifications, achievements, or expertise. Taking even a few seconds to advertise yourself while they are telling their story would interrupt their flow and seem boastful or insensitive.


However, you can demonstrate your expertise, in a way that most people find powerfully convincing and reassuring, by being an expert listener. This means being an expert who is also listening well, not just being an exceptionally good listener. Here are some typical expert listening behaviours with examples:


Showing an appetite for information: lots of it and preferably information that is obviously relevant or whose relevance you explain.



  	‘Thank you for the material you sent me, which I have read and found helpful.’


  	‘OK, let’s spend some time talking about exactly how the work is done and then we can move on to discuss the typical prior knowledge of people going on the training course. I’ve got a few other topics I’d like to cover if we have time.’


  	‘If you have anything in writing that I could read then please share it with me. I’ll read it all.’





Showing preparation: Preparation makes all expert listening easier but sometimes the preparation itself can be demonstrated.



  	‘I've made some charts using the information you sent me and I'd like to ask you about some of the interesting features. Perhaps you can talk about what was going on at the time that might explain these features.’


  	‘There's quite a lot about you on the internet and I've been interested to read about your achievements.’


  	‘In preparation for today's conversation, I've done some sketches of the floor plan and other things that might help us.’





Correctly understanding what you have been told and summarising it back: ideally, selecting what is more important and organizing information around that.



  	‘So, let me see if I’ve understood this. The deadline was unexpectedly brought forward after Sam, your key person for the work, had her accident and could not work. A difficult situation. What happened next?’


  	‘Let me try to summarise some key points from what you have just told me. Some training materials were developed, it took months and used nearly all the budget, and now people going on the course have complaining that it is confusing and not helpful. You have just been appointed to sort this out and you are trying to create a plan. Is that right?’





It is a mistake to respond to almost everything they say by paraphrasing it immediately, rather than summarising occasionally, even if you look sympathetic as you do it.


E.g. Psychotherapists trying to be empathetic sometimes make this mistake. If their client says ‘I've been feeling down since last year's exams. I struggled with the work and wasn't getting the scores I wanted.’ then they might respond with ‘Uh huh. So it sounds like you started feeling down around the time of your exams and that you have been finding studies tough.’ Doing this once or twice might give the client a feeling of being listened to but done all the time it seems idiotic. A better response would be ‘Uh huh. Struggling to study effectively. That's obviously an important area for a student but it involves a lot of psychology so I can probably help there. What other challenges were going on around that time? What about your family, friends, physical health perhaps?’


Drawing inferences from information: either likely inferences that you then check or inferences so certain they do not need checking.



  	‘So, you’re saying that you were trying to get this problem fixed but were not allowed to speak directly to the supplier? You had to go via another department that was not interested in fixing the problem. Their lack of motivation sounds like a potential problem. Wouldn’t they just want an easy life and to avoid potential conflict with the supplier. What happened?’


  	‘So, as the toy broke it cut her hand. That’s two reasons for her to be upset. How was she?’


  	‘If it was 10 pm by this time then, presumably, you had not had time to put it back. Is that right?’





Showing knowledge of the person talking or their organization:



  	‘Yes, and I remember reading in the notes you sent me that this was a particular problem a couple of years ago.’


  	‘You’re a qualified accountant, aren’t you?’





Showing knowledge of statistical tendencies:



  	‘Most people experience some fatigue at this stage. How are you feeling?’


  	‘They didn’t want it? That’s surprising because people usually are enthusiastic at that point. Do you have any idea why they didn’t want it?’


  	‘What you have described is quite typical. Many people experience something similar.’


  	‘This is unusual. Please tell me more.’


  	‘The complexity you faced at that point is unusually high.’





Showing knowledge of things that can happen:



  	‘Did anyone arrive earlier than that? It is most unusual but it can happen, especially at the time of year you were operating.’





Showing knowledge of rules:



  	‘But, from what you’ve said, a section 178 exemption wasn’t available because you had just missed the deadline. Is that right?’


  	‘The requirement is to review all “significant risks”. How did you go about trying to do that?’





Showing knowledge of methods that are often useful: but without giving premature and perhaps off-target advice.



  	‘One approach that often works well is to do it the other way around. I know it’s counter-intuitive but there are advantages. Did you consider that or try it?’


  	‘I’ve seen a number of organizations do it only monthly instead of weekly and it seems to work well for them. I wonder if that’s something you have already considered.’


  	‘Yes, I understand. There wasn’t much you could do by that stage.’


  	‘Can you tell me how you tried to do that? Maybe you organized an oversight committee, monthly reporting, a responsible specialist manager? That sort of thing.’





Showing an understanding of when careful thought is needed: This goes as far as knowing when to say you do not know what to do and expect to spend a few days thinking, researching, and writing.



  	‘Hmmmm. This is a complex situation and I'm going to have to give it a day or two's thought. I'll get back to you, probably in writing. Is that ok?’


  	‘A lot of this is fairly straightforward but the legal issues are not and so we need to spend time on those especially today.’





Expert listening behaviours are powerful because they are hard to fake. The strongest effect is when you really are an expert in a relevant way. There is significant benefit if you are prepared. You also get some benefit if you are intelligent and really listening. If all you do is nod sagely and occasionally say ‘Tell me more.’ then you probably will do no harm but you will be much less impressive.


Use a gentle pace


Go slowly enough that each participant can process contributions from the other and learn the new material being generated. Go back over points to consolidate them. If done from memory rather than just reading notes then there is the benefit of retrieval practice to create longer-lasting memories.


Take breaks to rest, get exercise, eat, and so on.


Be patient


Be patient with the other person and with the process. Sometimes it takes time for new ideas to form in a person's mind. There are chemical and biological processes that must happen. Some may even benefit from a night of sleep. Also, problem solving is often a search process and you can search for a long time without success then suddenly hit the answer and the search is over in a moment.


Do not give advice too early because it is more likely to be poor advice and more likely to be rejected even if it is good. Do not cajole the other person.


Do not get stuck


To avoid getting stuck:



  	do not hammer a participant with questions they cannot answer; the process should be mining their knowledge, not revealing the lack of it


  	correct overly negative views and overly positive views; usually we need to be more open-minded about what is possible rather than confident the future is bleak or rosy


  	adapt the process of the discussion, especially if it is not working as well as hoped.





Case 9.4: Sending unfamiliar reasoning


In this situation the receiver (listener or reader) to be influenced is not familiar with all the reasoning at the outset. Consequently, they have more to learn, will need to do more work (especially at some times), and are more likely to make mistakes in understanding and forget points. Receivers are less likely to judge your exposition clear – even if it is – and less likely to enjoy receiving it.


E.g. Imagine you have a new idea and want to explain it to your busy boss. You have worked out the details very carefully and know they will take at least several minutes to explain.


Try to give an explanation that makes sense to your receiver from the first sentence and continues to make sense until the last. It is not good enough to hope they will start to understand you eventually.


All the techniques suggested under Case 9.1 are relevant (as usual) but some new techniques become important in Case 9.4.


The following guidelines build on those for sending familiar reasoning and aim to:



  	support a rational decision by the listener/reader to attend to the new material and work hard to master it


  	present in a way that makes understanding mentally feasible despite the challenging new material


  	check that understanding was achieved


  	encourage building long-term knowledge.





Give reasons to make the effort


Listeners must work hard and, at the outset, might not have a rational reason to do so and give permission for you to share your reasoning. They need short, easy to understand information to help them make that decision at the start. This might relate to:



  	the value of the content of the contribution, driven by its


  
    	reliability


    	usefulness to the receiver if true


  

  	the ease of understanding the contribution and using the content, driven by its


  
    	sheer quantity


    	complexity


    	clarity of presentation


    	organization (how that fits the uses)


    	freedom from tricks and abuses of power (because such tricks would make it annoying and tiring to process).


  




Evidence relevant to these considerations includes:



  	the objective (especially if this is shared by the listener)


  	the importance of the reasoning on offer


  	what is provided (e.g. if it explains a method then say what that method achieves, mention any interesting ideas the receiver already agrees with)


  	the process used to develop the content and your presentation of it


  	the effort that went into developing it


  	the information used (e.g. research data)


  	the people involved in developing and presenting the contribution, including you, any collaborators, and people whose work you used (e.g. give names, credentials, experience)


  	a rough estimate of the time needed to absorb the reasoning.





E.g. An email to make a suggestion to the headteacher of a primary school might start like this: ‘This email is to suggest a simple way to improve safety outside the school gates at pick-up and drop-off times. I have been a parent with children at the school for three years and have been making notes on what happens each day for two weeks to clarify a particular problem. The attached document explains the background and my suggestion, which is about signage.’


E.g. An email asking for time with a senior manager might start like this: ‘As you know, the new regulations on effluent come into force at the start of next year. My team and I, working with the Engineering team, have analysed the implications for our company in detail and identified the two most promising ways to comply efficiently. I would like about half an hour with you to explain the main challenges and what we suggest. The initial explanation will take about 10 minutes, leaving time for discussion. There will be a document with detail but it is not quite finished and is already over 50 pages, so I thought a personal briefing would be more efficient at this stage.’


If the receiver does not know you at all then some relevant information about yourself may be needed. This should not be a lengthy life story.


E.g. An email to share an idea with someone who is campaigning for sustainable packaging might start like this: ‘This email is in response to your article last month on packaging for fruit, where you suggested three alternatives to the plastics currently used. My company is working on another alternative but it is not well-known at present. The details are still a commercial secret but I could give you more information about the inputs used, the performance of the packaging we can create, and how our company is developing if you are interested. We would like more people to know about us because we are looking for funding and business partnerships.’


It is often suggested, particularly for salespeople, that they develop ‘rapport’ with the other person early in an encounter so that the other person will be willing to listen. The methods for this tend to be superficial and based on deceptive body language or irrelevant smalltalk. Accurate, relevant information is more powerful.


It is better to give this information before you start the main explanation than start without it, lose their attention and good will, then try to get them back by giving reasons for listening.


In a complex case those first reasons for listening might lead to a few minutes of conversation that then leads to a meeting to go into more depth, and then to a project to investigate and develop the reasoning further. There is progressive investment of effort, justified at each stage by the judged value of going further.


Giving reasons to make the effort is especially important when the listener is stressed, time pressured, tired, lazy, a poor thinker generally, or lacks relevant knowledge. They may be especially reluctant or unable to think clearly for long enough. Consequently, they may prefer to stick with what they already know and do, or go with what seems popular or typical. That is, unless you give them good reasons to make more effort to learn and think.


It is rational to weigh the cost of thinking against its benefit and a person who finds thinking harder will need to anticipate greater potential benefits to justify the effort. Differences in thinking ability can be huge and so too can legitimate differences in willingness to think.


Sometimes people are reluctant to admit that the effort is too much for them and instead make excuses and even attack others verbally for ‘making things complicated’ or ‘overthinking’. This is a trick so a suitable response is to neutralize the trick and continue.


E.g. ‘I’m afraid this problem is a bit complicated, unavoidably. But if it’s not thought through properly then …’


This recommendation, combined with one other for this Case and the recommendations from Case 9.1, suggests an overall outline for your communication:



  	reasons for making the effort to listen or read


  	reasons not to worry about time


  	a request for permission to share reasoning, if not given implicitly


  	a reminder of reason and fairness


  	a map of your main content


  	your conclusions briefly, up front if possible


  	THE MAIN CONTENT


  	time to consider an organized summary, which may have been presented first some time earlier.





E.g. Suppose a senior software manager has asked a team member for some new ideas to address a serious and complex problem. The team member comes up with something that is new and, not surprisingly, complicated. The team member asks for a meeting to explain the new proposals, writing in an email: ‘You asked for new ideas on the performance problem and I have been looking at this in detail for several days. I have something that should work and I have examined potential problems carefully as well as discussing the idea with Peter in Core Architecture. I would like to brief you on this new approach. It is, not surprisingly, quite complicated but I think we can go through the main logic in about 10 minutes. Perhaps we should allow at least 30 minutes for the meeting.’


In the meeting, the explanation might start with: ‘The approach combines three ideas, one of which overturns a convention we have been using for several years. This needs to be considered very carefully and I have given the possible ramifications extra focus. I will start by summarizing the main issues we thought we had with this software and then explain some additional issues I have discovered. Then I will explain the three design ideas I have in mind and how they address each of the issues. Then I want to go through the convention this violates and how we can avoid resulting problems from this. I will conclude that it is probably time we dropped the convention completely and used this new approach instead more generally.’ The organized summary might be a diagram showing the proposed system and summarizing the behaviour of each element.


Present better ideas tactfully


If you want to explain an idea you think improves on something else then do it so that you do not unnecessarily antagonize the receiver. This can be tricky because just taking time to explain a new theory or design implies some imperfection in existing theories or designs. The receiver may react negatively because the existing idea is theirs, was originated by someone they respect, or is one they have shown support for by promoting or using it.


(The same problem can also occur when the discussion is about behaviour, though often more intensely. This is discussed in much more detail in Case 9.10 under the guideline to Clarify credit, discredit, and their allocation.)


Problems this might cause include defensiveness and a tendency to evaluate (and reject) your new idea before learning much about it. The receiver may simply look for negatives and even assume negatives instead of correctly understanding.


It would be unnecessarily antagonistic to suggest that the existing idea is old, performs badly, contains ideas that are clearly stupid, is the result of narrow or mistaken thinking, or is being stubbornly or dishonestly defended against criticism. These suggestions are unnecessarily antagonistic even if true. It is a bad mistake to start your explanation with a long section on the failings of the ‘traditional’ approach, especially if the tone is dismissive or resentful.


Being tactful does not mean being deceptive. Take care not to present your idea in an unnecessarily antagonistic way and acknowledge the contributions of others on which the new idea is built.


Allay time concerns


Listeners may worry there will be too little time for them to take in the new information. To reassure them:



  	arrange for enough time


  	do not waste time with irrelevant remarks, especially at the start of a presentation


  	make sense and do not rush


  	do not give the impression of a talk far more complex than it really will be (e.g. Do not say ‘We need to understand a complex network of sociotechnological and anthropological causal factors in order to …’)


  	show them the ground to be covered at the start.





If there isn’t time to cover everything then you may have to outline the ideal coverage, briefly explain the analysis you have done, then give some details on the most important areas. Remember that you will probably give more detail in stages as discussed in Case 9.1.


Sometimes the information can be delivered in a series of expositions, as with a series of lectures or a television series.


Discourage premature guessing


Faced with the effort of understanding unfamiliar material, people often guess and stop trying. They may seem to listen but later complain that you said nothing new. They may reject an idea before you can explain the parts that make it attractive.


Discourage this by putting them on alert. For example you might say things like:



  	‘We have made significant progress with this plan since the last meeting, so some of the important details may not be what you were expecting.’


  	‘What I am saying is not revolutionary but some of the crucial details are new and may surprise you.’


  	‘The idea only works because of refinements in its implementation, which I will explain after giving the overview.’


  	‘After giving the idea in overview, I will explain exactly how this can be done easily, efficiently, and safely.’


  	‘I know we've tried this before and it did not go well but today I will set a much more refined and better risk-managed plan that may allow us to succeed next time.’





Use a gentle pace


If you are speaking rather than writing, your exposition must allow the listener time to build new memories. At times this may be a little slower than feels comfortable and the listener may need silence to think, without you talking.


Use plain, literal language


Plain, literal language is best in both written and spoken explanations. In written presentations use plain, descriptive headings like a textbook. Do not use intriguing but mysterious headings. Label content for easy access at any point. The contents page should give the reader an excellent understanding of what is covered and where.


Metaphorical language is less clear and often a cover for rhetorical tricks, so using it makes receivers wary. Avoid metaphorical language and flowery or old-fashioned rhetoric. Stick to words with clear, familiar meanings as far as possible and define clearly any new or unfamiliar words you need.


Say only what you mean to say


It is confusing for others if you write something that, taken literally, is illogical, untrue, or otherwise not what you meant to say. This can happen from using metaphors and because English sometimes has phrases that do not make sense literally.


E.g. The sentence ‘The city slept.’ really means that people in the city were mostly asleep but taken literally it is incorrect. The city is a collection of buildings, roads, and other inanimate items that do not sleep.


E.g. Similarly, ‘The company decided that …’ is incorrect because a company is a legal entity and does not decide anything. Some people working at the company decided.


E.g. As I make breakfast, I tell my wife when I have started the toaster so that she knows how long it will be before her toasted crumpet is ready to eat. I have for years used the words ‘I'll put the toast down now’, which refers to the act of pushing the slider down on the electric toaster so that the food is lowered into the toasting slots and heating begins. But those words are not literally true. When I start the toaster it contains a slice of bread that will become a slice of toast in a few minutes and a crumpet that will never be described as ‘toast’. I should say something like ‘I'll start the toaster now.’


Use examples – carefully


Examples, either real cases or fictitious cases, can be important elements in a logical explanation. For example, they can show what might be possible, what is possible, that something has happened at least once, particular mechanisms at work, and they can link abstractions to specific reality.


However, there are mistakes to avoid:


Examples with no explicit statement of the principle: Three or four examples might be needed for most people to understand the principle you have in mind just from examples. That is usually too many examples and too much work for the reader. Make your point explicitly then illustrate it.


Over-long examples: Many people think that stories are somehow uniquely persuasive, that readers love to read stories, and that it is a good idea to make an argument using long examples told as stories. However, long stories can waste time and feel like attempted deception or failure to present a logical argument. I personally am repulsed by non-fiction that starts with a long story, especially if it keeps filling out the pages with more long stories. (The examples in this book are usually formatted so that readers can skip them if they prefer.)


Deceptive selection of examples: Selecting an unrepresentative case as an example, without saying what you have done, is a manipulative trick. Instead, make clear that the example is not typical, e.g. ‘One extreme example comes from 2011, when …’


Contentious cases and unrealistic stories: In discussion with someone who disagrees, especially if they are manipulative, a contentious case or unrealistic story will be challenged and this could lead the conversation into tedious disputes over minor details.


The following subsections discuss good uses of examples.


Link abstractions to specific reality


Avoid using abstract terms without linking them to specifics (typically examples and pictures) that others can use to ground their thinking.


E.g. If you are giving a talk about halophytes (i.e. plants that grow with salt water) then give examples of halophytes and pictures of halophytes. If your talk is about projects to cultivate halophytes by irrigating sandy deserts with sea water pumped by machines powered by photovoltaic panels then show at least one picture of such a project, even if it is just an artist's impression, and perhaps show a map of where it is located.


E.g. If you are talking about a new material that could be put to many uses, do not make that claim without giving some examples. It would help to name the possible uses and quantify their scale but unless you give specific examples it is difficult for your audience to take in and believe your claimed quantities. They need something more tangible and specific to hang on to.


You may need to give several varied examples to avoid leading listeners to think too narrowly about your topic.


Explain mechanisms


When some future possibility seems likely to you but not to the other person, it may be because you can imagine how it could come about but they cannot. Explaining one or more ways that the possibility could occur helps them understand and agree with your assessment.


An example of this is where statistics from an experiment or correlation study show an apparent link between doing something and getting a particular result but the reasons for this link are not obvious. Even strong experimental evidence may fail to influence someone who cannot see or imagine the mechanism by which the effect is produced. One way to explain the mechanism is to tell the story of one case in the experiment, in detail.


Illustrate individual suffering


One important situation where giving specific examples is vital is where the discussion is about how to alleviate some suffering. People need to understand the distribution of this suffering. That typically means the number of people experiencing each level of suffering possible. (Usually there are a few people having a terrible time but most people are not so badly affected.) They also need to understand the practical details of that suffering and the mechanisms that lead to it.


You need to talk about or present pictures that show the specific harms for one or more people but make sure you do not suggest that is the only level of suffering or typical, unless it is. Combine the examples with statistical information that shows the distribution.


E.g. Imagine that a call centre has been struggling to keep up with the volume of calls received. The usual performance metric is the percentage of calls answered within 5 minutes but this does not provide information about the worst cases, the consequences of the longer delays, or the reasons for delays. The business will have to spend a lot of money to reduce the problem but how much is worthwhile? To illustrate the situation, emails from unhappy customers are shared. Some of these are just angry. Others explain what happened and how the delay or complete failure to respond has caused further problems for them. There are also notes explaining what the company did to help the customer or provide compensation. This information is combined with a histogram showing how many calls fell into each length of delay, how many people abandoned their call without getting through, how many delays were caused by each of a list of problems, and how many complaints were received.


Demonstrate applicability


Sometimes ideas that seem superficially plausible in principle fail because it is hard or even impossible to see how to apply them to realistic situations. If you have an idea, such as a management method, the first test is to see if it might be applied to an imaginary but realistic situation or to a real situation experienced in the past. Work out the story in enough detail to establish applicability.


You might conduct your test in discussion with someone else. Alternatively, you might do it and then tell the story to someone else to demonstrate applicability.


Give practice opportunities


Sometimes people seem to understand and agree with a proposal in principle but, faced with even a simple example, they cannot apply the proposal. This might be the case for a law, ethical principle, technical term, classification scheme, or mathematical model, for example.


It may be worth giving one or even several examples so that people can practise applying the idea.


E.g. In English law, a contract requires an offer and acceptance (among other things). A person who wants to understand this should try to identify the offer and acceptance in some everyday interactions that form contracts. There are some interesting details. In particular, when you see goods in a shop on display with a price this is not counted as an offer, legally. It is instead an invitation to treat. The offer happens when you take the item to the cashier and hand it over to pay. That is you offering to buy at the advertised price. When the cashier takes your item, scans it, and takes your money, that is the acceptance.


Use examples to express calibration


Sometimes rules, guidelines, principles, and so on are applied in a way that depends on quantities but the rule does not specify those quantities precisely with numbers. One way to clarify what is intended is to give some examples.


E.g. The rule 'Very naughty children should be punished severely.' does not clarify the quantitative link between naughtiness and severity. What counts as 'very naughty'? What counts as 'severely'? A brutal Victorian schoolmaster might have thought that not doing homework was 'very naughty' and deserved six hard whacks across bare buttocks with a cane. In contrast, a modern mother might think that not doing homework is unimportant and that a severe punishment is having to wait an extra half hour before playing on the Xbox. The rule needs to be calibrated and examples can help do this.


Correctly sequence the exposition


Sequence your exposition so it never relies on concepts, terms (words and phrases), facts, or conclusions that have not already been put in place (i.e. the listener already knows them or the information has been provided and learned earlier in the exposition). This is crucial to giving an explanation that makes sense throughout but can be tricky because even one mistake can cause deep confusion.


Check their understanding throughout


With unfamiliar material the risk of misunderstanding is high. When listening – especially to something difficult, new, and badly explained – it is natural to form hypotheses (i.e. make guesses) about what is being communicated and then try to test them (e.g. with questions). Sadly, people sometimes omit the testing.


Occasionally I have seen people overlook innovative material. They guess that the meaning of the material is something familiar and do not realize their mistake.


Testing by you, the explainer, is probably a good idea. In a written document or presentation you could use:



  	statements designed to ring alarm bells in the reader’s mind if they have misunderstood


  	examples or illustrations that show theory applied


  	questions for the reader with answers revealed later.





In a conversation you can use similar tactics. Questions might include:



  	Did you already know this?


  	Does this remind you of anything similar?


  	Is there anything you would like to check with me at this point?


  	Is it obvious now why that is?


  	How would you describe it?





Encourage retrieval practice


The listener or reader needs to build new knowledge to understand your reasoning and make use of it. A powerful way to build memories that last longer is to practise retrieving those memories. Encourage listeners/readers to use the knowledge you are explaining. This may be a by-product of asking them questions to check their understanding.


Case 9.5: Receiving unfamiliar reasoning


This Case could be anything from a presentation where you must listen without speaking to an interview you control by asking questions. You might agree with the speaker, disagree, or be unsure.


The common factor is that a lot of the reasoning is unfamiliar to you, and so understanding it is hard work with higher risks of misunderstanding and overlooking errors in the reasoning.


All the guidelines for receiving familiar reasoning in Case 9.2 apply (often more strongly) along with the following further guidelines.


These guidelines aim to:



  	check that the effort is likely to be worthwhile


  	make learning mentally feasible despite the challenging new material


  	check that you are understanding correctly


  	build knowledge that lasts as long as needed.





Check the likely value


Because taking in unfamiliar reasoning, especially if there is a lot of it, is time-consuming and tiring, you are entitled to check it will be worth the effort. What will you learn? How long is it likely to take? Is the explanation likely to be clear and easy to follow or chaotic and confusing?


Review any information already available (e.g. publicity for a lecture, clarity of previous explanations from the same person or in the same domain) and consider asking questions that will help you assess the likely value.


Prepare if possible


Mental preparation can make the listening or reading much easier. In particular, if you can read about a topic before listening to someone talking about it then that could make the difference between a useful talk and you being hopelessly confused.


Check in advance for new terminology, new notation, the overall conclusions, and the main topics because all these will make listening and understanding easier. In advance, identify things you would like to learn and form cues for them. Later, material will stick to those cues more easily and you will be able to remember more.


Gain the time you need


During the interaction try to get the time you need to take in the new material. You may be able to pause the conversation briefly to allow you to think, ask for a point to be repeated, or ask for a jump in the argument to be explained.


Pay attention to detail


When new reasoning is presented, it is common to be confused by failing to notice key details. Explanations may hinge on subtle distinctions between similar terms, tiny differences in notation, or subtle logical distinctions.


Definitions are almost always worth special attention to detail.


E.g. You might think an adult of working age would either be employed or unemployed. However, official statistics on employment distinguish a further category: those not participating in employment (i.e. who do not want a job).


E.g. During 2020 in the UK, statistics were released daily showing how many people had died from COVID-19. Later it emerged that this was in fact the number of people who had died and at any time previously tested positive for the virus, which included a growing number of people who had recovered from the virus then died from something else. The definition was revised along with the numbers.


E.g. In mathematics there will usually be a big difference between x and x, between s and ŝ, and between y and Y.


E.g. When reading about a government’s financial problems you will be confused if you do not know that a government’s debt is not the same as its deficit but government debt is the same as national debt and sovereign debt.


E.g. In UK tax rules there is a distinction between a good that has no Value Added Tax (VAT) added to its sales price because it is zero rated and one that has no VAT added because it is outside the scope of VAT. As tax rules go, this is one of the more straightforward.


Check your understanding throughout


With unfamiliar material the risk of misunderstanding is usually high. You may think you know what was intended even if the words were ambiguous, incorrect, or meaningless. But do you?


Take care to ask for clarification without being insulting.


E.g. A teacher says ‘After the Germans and French had been fighting over this village for two days they were forced to retreat and that was a turning point in the war.’ Imagine you are struggling to understand a complicated and unfamiliar situation so it is not obvious to you whether it was the Germans or the French who retreated, or whether perhaps both did. The wrong way to check is to call out ‘Sir, what are you on about?’ A better phrasing would be ‘Sir, just to be completely clear, was it the French who retreated, the Germans, or both?’


E.g. A colleague says ‘So, we'll need to improve that continuously as we go forward.’ The wrong way to query this would be to say ‘Continuously! 24/7! How can we do that?’ A better question would be ‘Can you say a bit more about what continuous improvement would look like in practice?’


Practise retrieval


With unfamiliar material, listening is not enough. You must also learn, which requires building memories. A powerful way to do that is to recall what you have heard, seen, or read. Take some time soon after receiving the new reasoning to recall as much of it as you can, in detail, because this will make those memories accessible to you for much longer.



Case 9.6: You seemingly do not understand


When receiving reasoning from someone else, especially if it is unfamiliar, we often know or suspect that we do not understand. We might be struggling to form even one possible interpretation, have just one but it seems unlikely, or have more than one possibility.


Possible causes of this include the following:


Their reasoning is flawed: If what they are trying to explain is logically inconsistent, has a gap in the reasoning, or conflicts with facts in an obvious way then it may be harder for you to be sure you have correctly understood. Can they really mean what they seem to be saying?


They did not say the words they meant to say: For example, if they said ‘is not’ when they meant to say ‘is’ or said ‘sister’ when they meant to say ‘brother’ then that is confusing.


They used a phrase with unclear meaning: Perhaps they did not explain it at all or explained it too late. This is extremely common.


They used a phrase with unexpected meaning: Confusion is caused when they use a phrase differently from you. They may be wrong, you may be wrong, or you both might have valid alternatives in mind without realizing the scope for misunderstanding.


They missed something: Perhaps they failed to explain a vital step in their reasoning and it is not obvious to you how to fill the gap.


You missed something: Perhaps you did not hear it clearly, did not pay attention because you were thinking about something else, or did not notice the point and recognize it as important.


You did not make an expected inference: Perhaps the explainer assumed you would make a deduction that you did not make. Maybe you were slow, struggling with something, or you could see more possible interpretations than they could.


You are blocked by a misconception: Perhaps you are wrong about something and that is stopping you understanding them.


 


If you follow the guideline from Part 2, Give precise feedback on understanding and agreement, then you will be letting the other person know when you think you do not understand. If that is not enough then try to clarify exactly what is causing the problem by asking questions for clarification that match the apparent problem, as explained in this Case.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	diagnose the reason(s) for failed understanding, if any


  	take appropriate corrective action.





Clarify language


If you are struggling to form any interpretation of what they are saying then the most likely reason is their use of words. Perhaps they have not explained what they mean by some crucial phrase, or they have a different use for it to you, or they assumed you would know the meaning but you do not. If possible, ask a question to clarify.


Problem: They have used a phrase that is unclear to you, perhaps repeatedly.

Question: ‘When you say X, what exactly does that mean?’

Catches: Unclear meaning and unexpected meaning.


Take care to ask with words and tone that express curiosity rather than skepticism or challenge. You simply want to clarify, not pressure or antagonize.


If you can see that there are only two or three possible meanings for a phrase then you can sometimes ask a more specific question:


Problem: They have used a phrase that is ambiguous for you.

Question: ‘When you say X, do you mean Y or Z?’

Catches: Ambiguous meaning.


Simply identifying troublesome phrases is helpful even if there is no opportunity to ask questions to clarify. It may help you search for clues more efficiently.


If the other person seems uninterested in helping you understand then the prospects of a good discussion are worse. Perhaps they are uncooperative and just saying whatever they think they can get away with to get what they want.


Check for unstated reasons


Sometimes the other person will make a claim then continue as if they have justified it but seemingly without doing so. Perhaps they missed out the justification, expected you to make an inference that you have not made, or perhaps you just missed the justification because you were thinking about something else. Alternatively, perhaps there is no justification that can be given and their reasoning is flawed. All these problems can be found with the same question.


Problem: They have claimed something but you are not sure why they think that.

Question: ‘Why do you say X?’

Catches: Their flawed reasoning, they missed something, you missed something, and you did not make an expected inference.


Again, use words and tone that express genuine interest without challenging. For example, do not say ‘Really! Why on earth do you say that?’


Probe surprises


What they say might seem self-contradictory or unlikely given everything else you know. They might be wrong but it is also likely that you have misunderstood, perhaps because of a flaw in their explanation. It may be as simple as them intending to say one thing but saying the opposite.


Problem: They have said something that seems extremely unlikely to be true.

Question: ‘Did you mean to say that X?’

Catches: Said the wrong words, their mistaken belief, your mistaken belief, and unexpected meaning.


Problem: They seem to have said two things that appear contradictory or at least seem unlikely to go together.

Question: ‘You seem to be saying that X but also Y. Have I misunderstood?’

Catches: Said the wrong words, their flawed reasoning, their mistaken belief, your mistaken belief, unexpected meaning, they missed something, and you missed something.


In summary, the key questions are:



  	‘When you say X, what exactly does that mean?’


  	‘When you say X, do you mean Y or Z?’


  	‘Why do you say X?’


  	‘Did you mean to say that X?’


  	‘You seem to be saying that X but also Y. Have I misunderstood?’





Case 9.7: They seemingly do not understand


When you send reasoning to someone else, failure to understand is common but usually hard to detect. Even in a one-to-one conversation, people tend to just nod in apparent understanding and agreement even when they are taking in very little. Consequently, explaining yourself clearly the first time is vital.


In writing and when speaking to a large audience there is usually no opportunity to discover that some have not understood, let alone do something effective in response. It is better to anticipate likely misunderstandings or other difficulties and deal with them in your initial explanation.


Nevertheless, there are sometimes opportunities to detect understanding failures and respond. Something they say or write in response to you might show an understanding failure.


The reasons for failed understanding are almost the same as when you fail to understand the other person, except that there is an additional reason: they are not interested in understanding you because they are not cooperative. However, the cues available to you are very different to when it is your understanding that has failed.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	diagnose the reason(s) for failed understanding, if any


  	take appropriate corrective action.





Tell them what you did not say


It is common to be criticized for something you did not say. Often, people make incorrect assumptions about your views (e.g. that you follow some kind of ideology) and this biases their interpretations of what you say.


The first response is usually to say clearly that you did not say whatever it is they seem to think you said.


Explain again


Simply not paying attention is a common cause of failed understanding so repeating yourself is often useful. There is no need to use different words or add detail, though you could try a shorter version of your initial explanation.


E.g. Imagine you are in a mathematics lesson at school. The teacher gives a long explanation using complicated examples. You say you don't understand and he responds by giving an even longer and more complicated example in his sincere effort to help you. This only makes things worse.


Simple repetition is also useful because, often, it is impractical to work out why the other person does not understand.


Correct your explanation mistakes


Think back over what you said in your explanation. Was it confusing in some way? Did you use a phrase the other person probably did not know? Did you go too fast? Did you miss an important step in your reasoning?


Even if you do not know that your mistakes caused the other person's understanding failure, you can explain again, but better, avoiding the mistakes you made the first time. You could introduce this by saying something like ‘I may have explained that poorly. Let me try again.’


Test vocabulary


If you suspect that the other person is struggling with a particular phrase then test this and draw their attention to the importance of the phrase with questions:



  	Do you know what I mean by X?


  	What do you think I mean by X?





Then explain the term and repeat the explanation that used it. Perhaps it will now make more sense to them.


This problem is more likely if they are not native speakers of the language you are using or you used a technical phrase.


Case 9.8: Apparent disagreements


This is the Case where (1) the other person is acting as if they disagree with something they think you believe or (2) you think they have said something you disagree with. Often, at this stage, you do not know if they will discuss matters cooperatively.


The discussion could develop in four ways:



  	it emerges that there was no real disagreement


  	there is a disagreement but it is resolved easily and quickly


  	there is a disagreement and eventually it is resolved as you and the other person work together or is not resolved because you run out of time


  	there is a disagreement and it is not resolved because the other person is uncooperative.





(This assumes that, as a reader of this book, you would be cooperative.)


These guidelines aim to:



  	control the extent of open disagreements


  	resolve disagreements


  	end the discussion appropriately if agreement has not been reached.





Get or give permission for open disagreement


The possibility of disagreement is yet another reason why the acceptable scope of the discussion may need to be expanded. This is also another opportunity to ask for a reasonable discussion.


Having been asked politely, many people will feel it would look bad to refuse to discuss the issues. Some will make an extra effort to be reasonable, having been forewarned, which is an important reason for asking for permission.


E.g. A police officer is on duty in a police station late one night and is asked to interview a young woman who has come in saying she has been abused by her boyfriend. She has already been checked by a medic who found no visible injuries. The officer takes her name, contact details, and some other particulars needed for the official forms then asks her to explain what happened. She is visibly upset, tearful, and struggles to speak at first. After a few minutes she stops talking and the officer realises that she has given almost no factual details about what happened. She has only said that she was ‘abused’ and has talked a lot about how upset she feels. The word ‘abused’ could refer to anything from name calling to rape and torture. The officer needs more factual detail for the crime report but realises that the victim may see this as scepticism about her experience and perceive a disagreement between her and the officer.


To reduce this risk the officer says ‘Thank you for that information. To complete the crime report I will need to ask you for more facts about exactly what happened before, during, and after the incident. I may need to ask you to go over some points more than once if I am not completely confident I have understood you. This does not mean that I do not believe you or think you deserved it. But we should try to capture as much factual detail as we can while it is still fresh in your mind. I would also like to ask some questions to identify other evidence we might gather to corroborate your account. This could be important if we go to court and to collect this evidence we must act quickly. May I have your permission to ask these questions?’


Assess the prospects for agreement


Using the information already available to you, rapidly assess the prospects for agreement. Is there any evidence that they will disagree across a wide range of issues if the issues are raised? Is there any evidence that they will behave uncooperatively? This gives you a sense of how hard you may have to work to achieve a worthwhile discussion.


This hardly needs thought if the other person is well known to you. Otherwise you may get clues from what they have already said, to you and to others. You may also know about their role, background, or friends. Online they may have given information on their personal profile.


Confirm points of agreement


Chapter 7 included the guideline to Give precise feedback on understanding and agreement, which includes identifying points where you understand and agree with something the other person has contributed. It mentioned that this can be used to regulate the quality of a discussion where there is open disagreement.


Where there are open points of disagreement, this is particularly important so it is repeated here. If the other person is also potentially sensitive about tribal affiliations or at risk of feeling rejected then clearly confirming points of agreement is even more important. It can be combined with welcoming valuable contributions, if they make any.


Limit the scope of open disagreements


It is crucial to limit the scope of open disagreements during discussions. (An open disagreement is one where both parties know there is disagreement and discussion of the disputed point is underway.) Try to contain the discussion and prevent the number of open disagreements escalating. This is not the same as trying to discuss literally one thing at a time, which is not helpful or practical.


If you are discussing something via longer written communications (e.g. letters, journal papers, emails) then it is possible to deal with more open disagreements, but this is by taking them one or a few at a time.


Two recommendations from Part 2 of this handbook help to limit the scope of open disagreements.


As already mentioned, one of these recommendations was to Give precise feedback on understanding and agreement. This greatly helps to contain the scope of open agreements, provided you do not itemize every point you disagree with even when there are many. In particular, stating points you agree with as well as identifying those you do not agree with is helpful, especially when starting a response.


E.g. Someone discussing the performance of a weather forecasting service says ‘They are always getting the forecast wrong. They are useless.’ A response might be ‘While I agree that the forecast is almost always not exactly right, it's not correct to say that their forecasts are useless.’ The response can then proceed from there, perhaps discussing the value of forecasts that are often approximately correct and more appropriate benchmarks for evaluating weather forecasting performance.


The other highly relevant recommendation was: Do not be wrong. This reduces the number of claims you make that open disagreements. Ideally, explain your reasons for a disputed claim using claims and reasoning that are correct and agreed even by the other person.


There are several other ways to limit the scope of open disagreements.


Avoid and close down mistaken disagreements


It is important to avoid incorrectly assuming that a real disagreement exists. Some apparent disagreements are not real disagreements and some people assume disagreement too readily. Alternative explanations for apparent disagreements include:



  	The disagreement is not about something that has been said but about something related that one of you mistakenly imagines the other believes.


  	One of you said something unintended.


  	Although the words said were those intended, they were poorly chosen and did not express a belief the speaker agrees with.


  	You each have a different interpretation of a crucial phrase and this has not been identified.


  	Some vital explanatory point was missed, either in sending or receiving.


  	There has been a misunderstanding for some other reason.


  	The other person said something they did not believe just to get what they wanted.





Consider if the apparent disagreement is real and perhaps test for misunderstanding.


Close down insults


The usual response to insults received is to neutralize personal attacks and continue, as described in Chapter 7. If this does not stop the flow of insults then responses using more of the 7 basic actions can be used. If that is not enough then use the full sequence explained in Chapter 7 to neutralize sequences of attacks.


Respond selectively


When the other person says something you do not agree with, you do not have to respond in a way that will open the disagreement. It may be better to keep the set of open disagreements small and avoid adding new ones until some have been resolved. The new points raised that you disagree with might be:



  	trivial or just much less important than other issues


  	irrelevant


  	leading the conversation away from the open disagreements that still need to be resolved


  	inferences from claims that are already open disagreements.





Say something like: ‘Let's just stick with the issue we have been trying to resolve before we get onto other things.’


People sometimes make a string of only loosely related claims (often including insults) because they think this is a strong way to make their case. Words that can be used to limit the scope again include:



  	‘You made a number of points there, some of which I agree with and some I do not agree with. To start, I will just focus on one of those points, which was that …’


  	‘I'm not sure we have time to examine everything you have raised there, but I would like to focus on one inference in particular because I think it is incorrect and has far-reaching consequences.’


  	‘There were several points there where I just do not know if you are right or not but there was one point where I am sure you are not correct.’





A manipulative tactic sometimes used to try to delay action is to create the impression of a controversy. This involves raising objections and then, when they are close to being debunked, raising new objections without conceding that the previous objections failed. This should be blocked. Explain briefly that the new point is not relevant to the current point and insist on finishing with the current point before moving on.


Arguments raised to create the impression of a controversy are often irrelevant to the discussion, not just to the current point. The trickster is just trying to sustain disagreement. Pointing out the irrelevance and explaining it is a good way to close down the potential new disagreement quickly.


Clarify disagreements


Stating clearly what you are disagreeing with helps to stop unnecessary argument. For example:



  	‘I don't agree that the earth is flat.’


  	‘While I think you are right that this evidence could help us understand how memory works, I think it is an exaggeration to say that “at last human memory has been explained”.’


  	‘Although I agree that the government has made some major mistakes this year, voting for another political party does not follow logically from that.’


  	‘It is extremely unlikely that most people who have received this vaccine will be killed by it.’





Understanding the characteristics of disagreements may help you be precise. Three types of disagreement fall into this Case:



  	the two people have significantly different probabilities of truth for a statement


  	one person thinks an inference is valid but the other does not


  	the two people have significantly different preferences between courses of action.





There may be multiple individual disagreements open at one time and probably many more disagreements in total between any two people. Sometimes disagreements are related. For example:



  	If B is inferred from A then there may be a disagreement over B because of a disagreement over the inference or over A.


  	If a phenomenon has more than one competing explanation then the truth of each one is related to the truth of the others.





Sometimes people believe a generalization so strongly that any incident that is consistent with it seems like just another example and further evidence showing the truth of the generalization. This can go wrong if they ignore other possible explanations.


E.g. Pete believes that the Prime Minister is a liar and lies all the time. He tells his friend Nick about it and gives an example of what he thinks is a lie. The Prime Minister made a speech where he stated that the number of people using a particular government service was 300,000 but the official figures released that day showed it was only 297,894 people. Pete sees that as yet more proof that the Prime Minister is a liar but Nick says it seems like rounding to make the number easier to say and understand. It is not a deliberate attempt to mislead and so not a lie. What has happened is that Pete has started to assume incidents are lies even when they might not be because he believes the generalization. He does not realize that such incidents provide little if any evidence of lying because they have better alternative explanations.


Clarify if you are agreeing or disagreeing with the generalization and whether the case is an example of the generalization.


E.g. ‘While I agree that the Prime Minister lies too often, I don't think this is an example of one of those lies.’


E.g. ‘I agree that this project struggled because the resources needed were underestimated during planning but I do not agree that this always happens. It is common, especially with large projects, but not universal.’


Prevent avoidable misunderstandings


Some misunderstandings leading to unnecessary disagreement are predictable and can be avoided. (This has already been discussed briefly in Part 2.) Here are two common situations where that applies.


Some people are occasionally extremely sensitive and see personal criticism even when it is not intended. Avoid this by reassuring them when you are not criticizing something they have done or said.


E.g. Gabby says ‘It is important not to ignore emotions in this debate.’ to which Molly replies ‘But if we make the decision just on emotions we surely will not resolve it.’ Gabby did not advocate making the decision on emotion alone and Molly knows it but was moving on to make a separate point. Unfortunately, Gabby is feeling defensive and reacts by saying ‘Did I say the decision should be taken on emotion alone? Did I? No. Just watch my lips Molly. No.’ Molly has done nothing wrong here but it would have been safer to say ‘I agree that emotions should be considered but I would just add that the debate cannot be resolved by emotion alone, obviously.’


Some people have a strong political motivation and support a party or group in opposition to others. If you object to a criticism of one of their opponents on grounds that it is illogical, factually wrong, or otherwise manipulative then they will often think you are defending that opponent and attack you. Avoid this by explaining your position (e.g. that you are defending truth, not the person).


E.g. A comment made online that shows this technique would be: ‘While I am not a supporter of Hillary Clinton, this claim that she lied when answering the question is almost certainly incorrect and unfair. You can see from her face and hesitation that she struggled to remember the full and exact definition of the statistic she quoted and it looks like she simply forgot one element of it. This is an error made after an effort to be correct, not a deliberate attempt to deceive. It's not a lie.’


Prefer uncontroversial claims


In addition to not being wrong, try to explain points using claims and logic that are correct, obviously correct, and hard to disagree with.


Try to resolve the differences


At this stage you should be confident that a real disagreement exists and should know exactly what it is. It is time to try to resolve it.


A lot depends on how much you already know about the disputed point. At one extreme, you might be an expert who knows the truth with certainty while the other person is not an expert and has one of the common, easily recognizable misconceptions. At the other extreme, the roles might be reversed. Somewhere in the middle, both participants have about equal expertise.


E.g. Imagine you are a mathematics teacher with 23 years of experience teaching a particular topic. You state and explain a rule about logarithms and a student objects, saying the rule is something else. You glance at what you have written and see that you have not made a slip. It is reasonable to assume that the student is mistaken and not you. You probably know already how to explain the mistake.


E.g. Imagine you are chatting to a friend about a hot political topic and your friend challenges something you have just said about recent events. You recall that your only source for the claim is an online news article you read the previous day. Most likely your friend's only source is no better. It is reasonable to think that either or both of you could be wrong and the way forward is for both of you to look for better sources and try to discern what is true and what is journalistic guesswork and stirring.


Consider asking for or giving permission


In many contexts, permission to tackle disagreements is implied by participation. This is typical for online discussions, for example. However, occasionally the other person is of high status, very busy, or notoriously sensitive. It may be wise to check that they are willing to have a discussion that might prove them wrong.


Similarly, you might put someone at ease by explicitly giving them permission to discuss a disagreement.


E.g. The YouTube channel Veritasium (2011) reported that viewers learn more from videos on physics that carefully target and debunk their misconceptions than from videos that simply explain the correct view. However, viewers like debunking videos less.


People are less likely to be sensitive over beliefs based on superseded published evidence. They may even be eager to acquire the latest knowledge.


E.g. Suppose that some managers are planning an away day to help a busy team think through some difficult strategy choices. New ideas are needed. One team member is keen to ‘brainstorm’ to generate the ideas and imagines all 23 team members together just throwing in ideas, the crazier the better.


This looks like the common misconception of thinking that large meetings are good for generating new ideas. In fact, many scientific tests have shown that people are more distracted than inspired by having others making suggestions in one big group.


One of the team asks, ‘Are you thinking that this style of meeting is good for generating new ideas?’ The large-meeting enthusiast agrees. The response is ‘Perhaps surprisingly, they are not ideal and I wonder if you would mind me explaining what is now known about organizing meetings to generate ideas?’ The enthusiast agrees cautiously. The explanation goes like this: ‘A lot of people think that this kind of brainstorming is good for generating new ideas. It goes back to a guy called Alex Osborn who popularized the idea in the early 20th century. It does seem to make sense. People are trying to generate new ideas and they get to hear ideas from other people that might inspire them. However, research into this has found that any inspiring effect does not compensate for the time lost waiting for others to speak and the distraction. Better results are achieved with much smaller groups, more writing, and preparing people in the right way.’ There is some discussion of this information and alternative meeting formats are considered with this in mind.


On other occasions you may prefer to refuse permission to discuss the disagreement now and suggest another time. The other person may have raised a disagreement at a bad time for you accidentally, thoughtlessly, or deliberately to put you under pressure.


E.g. Imagine you are presenting a training course about a difficult technical subject to 15 people. Harry, one of the people you are trying to teach, interrupts you and starts to complain angrily about the course. This makes no sense. You have presented the same course several times with no problems. You do not understand Harry's complaints or why he thinks interrupting is a good idea. You have no idea why Harry is angry and he is not making clear what he wants. It's confusing but what is clear is that this is holding up everyone and there is a risk of other people siding with him. Maybe some would rather vent than try to understand the difficult technical material. You say ‘Harry, I need to get through this material now but would be happy to discuss your issues at the next rest break. Alternatively, feel free to leave right now and we can take this up later.’ Harry ignores this and starts complaining again but you hold your hand up to stop him and say ‘No. I'm happy to talk at a break but right now I've got a job to do. Either let me get on with it or leave now.’ This is a tense situation; Harry is fuming and leaves but his behaviour was unreasonable and if he complains to others later then the truth of this situation will support you.


The real problem was that Harry had been given misleading information about the course by someone else and should not have been on it. For some reason he thought the misleading information came from you.


Explain the origins of common misconceptions


If you are tackling something you know is a common misconception then it can be easier for the other person if you give a reason for a misconception being widespread. This often involves identifying the historical misinformation that is behind the misconception, which helps people understand where their misconception has come from.


E.g. Many people think body language conveys much more information than words. To prepare the way for explaining that this is false, you could say that the claim that only 7% of our meaning is conveyed by our words is often made in advice on public speaking and comes from a longstanding misinterpretation of two very limited studies published in 1967 (Mehrabian and Ferris, 1967, and Mehrabian and Wiener, 1967). To then debunk the idea, you could suggest people imagine watching a newsreader saying the news with the sound switched off. We would have little idea of the details being explained. You could also explain that the 1967 studies showed only that when what someone says about their feelings conflicts with the way they say it, others usually believe the body language.


This might be paired with reasons why you now are able to correct the misconception. For example;



  	new research has been done


  	you specialize in this area of knowledge


  	you have made a special study of the issue


  	you have had access to a special source of information


  	you have a relevant qualification.





Tackle the main facts and logic


Do whatever looks most promising to resolve the disagreement. The differences might be about facts, courses of action, or evaluations of courses of action, often stemming from different thinking about fairness.


Facts


A real disagreement about truth means that either you are wrong, they are wrong, or you are both wrong. Sometimes you can reasonably be confident that you are not wrong but at other times the risk of being wrong is much higher. This is important in deciding what to check first.


Some disagreements can easily be resolved because it is easy to show that a belief is wrong, often because the truth can be determined quickly and easily.


E.g. Suppose you think the 1942 film Casablanca starred Humphrey Bogart but your friend thinks it was Clark Gable. A few seconds searching online is enough to confirm that it was Bogart.


Other disagreements are harder to resolve. This may be because there is no good evidence on the simple issues involved.


E.g. In another discussion, your friend says that most young women in the UK like dogs but you think it is only a minority of young women who like dogs. What is the truth? It is hard to say without a large and representative survey. A quick search of the internet reveals nothing directly relevant.


In other cases, what makes the disagreement harder to resolve is the complexity of the thinking needed.


E.g. Your friend asserts that Lewis Hamilton is, without doubt, the greatest F1 driver in history but you are not so sure. The matter is difficult to resolve because you need to consider the criteria that would be used to evaluate F1 drivers, how all the major contenders rate on those criteria, and how to combine those ratings to choose an overall best driver. It will take time to discuss criteria and look at facts. An excellent driver also needs an excellent car to be a successful driver, so race results alone are not decisive.


Resolution is harder still if the issue is related to other issues where there is likely to be disagreement and if the other person is emotional about them.


E.g. Your friend surprises you one day by asserting that David Cameron was the worst Prime Minister in the history of Britain. Suppose you think it was one of the others. This is a difficult matter to resolve, not just because of the complex problem of choosing criteria and establishing facts, but because your friend is strangely emotional about it. Just thinking about David Cameron is making them angry. Their view is connected with a bundle of other strongly held beliefs about Brexit, the EU, Boris Johnson (whom your friend rates just behind David Cameron), the nature of democracy, people who read the Telegraph, a teacher they hated at school, and so on. It is hard to take on the David Cameron judgement without also tackling other, supporting beliefs.


Courses of action


Disagreements about courses of action include disagreements about plans, designs, policies, and so on.


They may arise because different courses of action have been devised on the basis of the same facts, or because of different knowledge about what is feasible, likely consequences, and the importance of those consequences for stakeholders.


Resolving the disagreement may involve working together to pool knowledge and ideas, leading to new ideas for courses of action and better predictions of their possible results. This is likely to be better than plan proposers trying to get their plan accepted without changes to the plan or its rationale.


Fairness


It is common to disagree about what is fair. This can happen because of omitting or under-weighting stakeholders, legitimate interests, or guidelines of fairness. A person might also be applying a moral idea that is not part of modern British fairness (e.g. eye-for-an-eye revenge, a religious ban on a food type) or including an illegitimate stakeholder interest. A person might not appreciate the collective value of norms of fair behaviour. They might be using excuses to defend bad behaviour.


Resolving the disagreement may involve highlighting omitted stakeholders and legitimate interests, introducing guidelines of fairness and justifying them, or explaining why some considerations are not relevant.


Omitting from consideration stakeholders in the future is a common mistake.


E.g. Governments are often under pressure to cut taxes while increasing spending on public services and welfare payments. A typical method of doing this is to borrow more money, which gives most current stakeholders what they want now but pushes some of the negative consequences further into the future, to be endured by future stakeholders.


Disagreements about fairness will be discussed further in Part 4 of this book when discussing unreasonable networks and war. Some of the worst human behaviour results from trying to be ethical.


Allow time


If one or both of you is found to be wrong then time may be needed to process the discovery. This involves memorizing the new ideas and identifying any implications for other beliefs. Be patient and help the other person if you can.


Help uncover implications


The implications of a new belief might not be obvious. If you can, help the other person uncover them. This is easier if it is only the other person who is having to assimilate and you know about typical related misconceptions.


E.g. If someone has genuinely believed that only 7% of their meaning when they speak is conveyed by their words then they may have over-prioritized body language and paid too little attention to clear speech and explanations. Body language just needs to be consistent with words, especially when feelings are the topic. These are points that could be carefully explored after initial debunking.


Encourage practice of new thinking


Misconceptions dispelled often return. Some people forget what they have learned and go back to believing the misconception. An efficient way to secure the new memory is to practise retrieving it. Give yourself and the other person the opportunity and encouragement to do that.


End discussion of unresolved disagreements at the right time


Not every disagreement can be resolved within one encounter and it is important to stop trying at a good time. Do not get caught in an endless cycle of trying to get the last word in. Consider factors such as:



  	the time available


  	progress so far


  	characteristics of the disagreement (because some are harder to resolve than others)


  	the cooperativeness of the other person


  	what still needs to be done to resolve the disagreement.





Characteristics of a disagreement that is easier to resolve include:


It concerns an easily established type of fact: Simple facts like size, mass, colour, location, time/date, and what people said are usually relatively easy to resolve. Difficult facts include motives, causes, degree of merit, and future impact.


There is a readily available source of trusted answers: This might be an online encyclopedia, official statistics, or scientific studies, for example. Some widespread misconceptions have been debunked well.


The disputed fact is not supported by strongly held generalizations: A misconception is easier to correct if it is relatively isolated.


 


Often, the main factor is that the other person emerges as uncooperative. Perhaps a pattern of continually trying to expand the scope of open disagreements or using manipulative tricks becomes clear. Perhaps they divulge strongly biasing factors (e.g. a drug dealer arguing for the legalization of their drug or a bitcoin owner talking up bitcoin).


Also, it may be that your discussion has an audience, taking it beyond a one-to-one encounter. This is typical for a lecture followed by questions, for example. You might continue to debate with an uncooperative person if there is a chance of the audience learning from it.


End discussion of unresolved disagreements in the right way


To avoid getting caught in a cycle of trying to get the last word in, know how to end a disagreement discussion.


A discussion of disagreements can be ended with no suggestion of continuation on another occasion, with a vague suggestion, or with a more specific suggestion for the future. The elements of what needs to be said are: signal stoppage [reason]; [propose action]; [signal possible next time]. (Note: the square brackets denote an optional element.) Here are some examples:


To signal stoppage, sometimes with a reason:



  	‘I have to leave | go | stop now.’


  	‘Let's leave it there.’


  	‘We are making slow progress so let's stop now.’


  	‘We need to know more about X to make progress, so let's take a break now.’


  	‘We have other things to discuss in this meeting so let's move on.’


  	‘We seem to have resolved a few things but I will have to stop now.’


  	‘I have explained this and the reasons just about as clearly as I can so let's leave it for now at least.’





To propose action and perhaps another encounter:



  	‘I'll do a bit of research and get back to you.’


  	‘How about you do a bit of research before we discuss this again in our next regular meeting?’


  	‘Let's both see what we can find that will help resolve this.’


  	‘I want to check some of the statistics you have mentioned before we go any further, so give me a few days please.’


  	‘Maybe we will get to the bottom of this another time.’


  	‘May I suggest you check X and maybe we can finish this another time.’


  	‘I suspect the key to resolving this is to X.’






Case 9.9: Evaluating performance


This Case is about how to evaluate another person's performance in a formal situation such as a job performance appraisal or audit. The occasional element of evaluation that appears in everyday conversations is not included in this Case.


Such evaluations often involve more than one encounter and are often evaluations of a team rather than one person. The guidelines below apply in those situations too.


These discussions are often the build up to discussing behaviour, which is covered in the next Case.


For the person being evaluated there is often a lot at stake and this can create some uncooperative behaviour. They may try to hide their failings, boost their achievements, or both. There is also tension because the objectives of evaluations often clash. In particular, an evaluation of performance used to drive pay and promotions is not ideal as a way to provide honest feedback and generate ideas for improvement.


The credibility of the evaluation is crucial. If the findings are rejected as unreliable or wrong then the effort is worse than wasted. While people who get an undeserved positive evaluation result are usually happy, others who wanted to rely on the evaluation often are not.


These guidelines aim to:



  	create a good working relationship with the person being evaluated


  	evaluate fairly


  	report with credibility.





Avoid creating unnecessary inconvenience


The evaluator is often a person's boss at work or an auditor or reviewer with delegated authority. The evaluator often can insist on being given priority and disrupting the other work of the person being evaluated. However, this disruption should be minimized.


The evaluation is to be a partnership between the evaluator and the person being evaluated, but one where the methods used make it extremely difficult to deceive the evaluator.


Some reviews are planned long in advance; others need to be unpredictable to be reliable. An unexpected review may be a necessary inconvenience and is acceptable provided people know it could happen.


Explain the evaluation process early


Explain the objectives of the evaluation and the evaluation process to alleviate worries that people often have about being evaluated unfairly. If true, explain that:



  	The conditions they have faced will be considered when evaluating their performance.


  	The evaluation will not rely just on what people say. There will be a more rigorous search for relevant evidence.


  	The draft evaluation will be shown to them and discussed with them so that they can identify anything that is factually wrong or unfairly put, and provide further information that helps put issues in context.





Work together to gain evidence


The evaluator and person evaluated should work together to obtain relevant, reliable, objective evidence that allows a fair assessment. The person evaluated is involved in particular to provide understanding and insight, help identify relevant evidence, and help understand apparent anomalies.


If this is done then the person evaluated will have a better understanding of what the evaluation is based on and have less cause for complaint. They will know it was not just based on what other people (perhaps their rivals or others who want to harm them) have said.


Analyse and discuss available relevant data


Performance related data are often available in advance of the encounter. If not already presented as charts then they can be used to create charts, which often reveal things that are not obvious with a table of numbers. Look for trends, blips, anomalies, outliers and so on. Often these indicate problems with the data.


The person being evaluated can be asked to explain the data and, especially, any interesting features such as sudden changes over time. The objective is to get explanations or at least suggestions that can be investigated further.


Focus on changes and challenges


What people achieve is not just the result of their efforts; the conditions they face are also important. The conditions must be considered too for a fair evaluation. For example, markets rise and fall, demand for public services changes over time with occasional bursts of heavy demand, resources available can dip, and the weather can cause problems.


Start this process by saying: ‘Please talk me through the changes and challenges of …’ then specify the activity and time period, e.g. ‘… the last six months of the project.’ It can be helpful to have the data to hand so that the impact of the events described can be looked at immediately and any surprises explained.


Ideally, the evaluation will have available and use:



  	Challenge indicators: Showing the conditions faced, such as demand, resources available, weather, and legal changes.


  	Action indicators: Showing what the person or team did.


  	Result indicators: Showing what results were achieved when the actions were taken in the face of the challenges. These can be broken down into short- and long-term results. Another useful breakdown is between indicators of quantity (e.g. sales made, orders processed, people treated) and quality (e.g. error rates, backlogs, complaints).





When results are disappointing, it is common for people to say that the resources available to them were inadequate. This may be true but needs to be considered carefully.


E.g. Imagine that an administrative process to give permissions for something is reviewed because of a growing backlog of permission requests. The manager of the small team responsible says that the number of requests has been growing steadily but her team is still the same size and one of them has been off sick a lot recently. She wants an extra team member. At first this seems reasonable but looking more closely at the work done it seems that giving the permissions takes an extremely long time even though most are simple and it should be possible to give them within a few minutes. More analysis reveals that a better way forward is to change the rules the team has to apply so that they can process most requests in a simpler and much faster way. The rules have gradually got more complicated without anyone realizing the practical impact on workload.


Understand how they have responded


It is vital to understand how people have responded to the changes and challenges they have faced. Rarely is there a standard response the evaluator already knows should be used. Questions to obtain that information are vital.


In particular, what did they do, why, and how did they check that what was supposed to be done was done and what was supposed to happen as a result actually did?


Focus on and test specific facts


General claims that people make (both the person being evaluated and others talking about them) should not be accepted as true without further evidence. The further evidence might be from documents, queries of a database, audiovisual recordings, direct observation, or careful comparison with patterns in data.


The opposite of focusing on and testing specific facts is to accept what people tell you even when it is vague, use that in your evaluation, and even include it as part of your final report. This undermines the credibility of your evaluation and is threatening to the person being evaluated unless they are trying to cover up their poor performance and think they can deceive you.


E.g. Imagine that Doug is the headteacher of a secondary school. For several months he has been the victim of an unjustified smear campaign organized by one of the governors and a group of her friends who are parents of children at the school. They are constantly sniping at him on social media and at school meetings. Some of the teachers have been joining in. With a large staff you cannot be popular with everyone all the time, especially with teachers who have been under pressure themselves for poor performance.


Next month Doug is expecting a visit from some school inspectors and is dreading it. He imagines them doing their survey of parents, talking to teachers, and to the governors, giving the smear squad the perfect opportunity to bad mouth him. He imagines the inspectors writing all this down, believing it because it is negative, and including it in their report, along with a negative overall assessment. Doug has been stressed for months about the smear campaign but the impending inspection is increasing his worries.


On the first day of the inspection he has a meeting with the lead inspector who explains their approach and provides some reassuring information. They will listen to everyone with an opinion on the school and its leadership but won't accept any claims without carefully studying the facts of what has happened. They won't reach any conclusions without first discussing them with Doug, as headteacher. They will start by interviewing Doug about the changes and challenges of the school and how he has been tackling them. They don't expect everything to be perfect and will accept alternative ways to achieve the aims of the school. They even welcome innovations and hope to spread the good ones. The report will not include any claims that are not supported by sufficient evidence. The inspector says that they look forward to working with Doug and his team to develop reliable evidence that will shed light on the true performance of the school and his contribution. Doug is relieved and does his best to help the inspection team get all the documents, access, and cooperation they need.


A common problem is the lack of documentary evidence to substantiate claims about actions taken in the past. It is too late to observe what was done and there are no records. If someone says they did the right thing, how can you test that? A surprisingly powerful test is known as a ‘test by inquiry’. Pick specific occasions when the person was supposed to carry out the procedure being tested and ask them to recall as much as they can about it and what they did. They can look at any documents or computer screens that will help them recall details. The difference between a true recollection and bluffing is often easy to see.


Testing often seems like it would be extremely time consuming but, with a little skill, it should typically take less time than the fact-finding discussions that precede it.


Be scientific


Being scientific means taking extreme care over testing and recognizing the limitations of the evidence. Take proper samples (e.g. random if possible), make statistical inferences rather than overgeneralize, think about alternative explanations, and do not report conclusions that go beyond what you found.


Use only checkable criteria


A common reason for unsubstantiated evaluation findings is trying to apply evaluation criteria that are unusable. Such criteria are often written as lists of questions to be answered by the evaluator. They may be quantitatively vague, require generalizations that cannot be justified by any reasonable level of testing, and be hard to link to testing because they were written with no thought of how testing could be done.


E.g. Consider this hypothetical but typical criterion for corporate risk management: ‘Has an appropriate risk culture been established across the whole organization?’ Even for experts in the field of risk management like me, this is an impossible question to answer. There is no agreement on what ‘risk culture’ is let alone what constitutes an ‘appropriate’ risk culture. Does ‘across the whole organization’ mean every employee or just some employees in each division, department, or perhaps team? What level of knowledge and acceptance would be needed in the minds of those people to count as ‘established’? Would variations in ‘risk culture’ between people be acceptable or would that indicate a problem? How would anyone go about testing this? How many interviews would be needed? How many survey responses? What type of questions need to be asked? Is it enough to use some kind of psychometric approach? How would we know if people really believed what they were saying or were just trying to please the evaluator? The criterion is unusable and likely to lead to evaluations that cannot be trusted and contain little useful information.


Such evaluation criteria, sadly, are often just part of long lists of similar items, many equally unsuitable and impractical. There is no amount of review work that would allow reliable answers to such a list.


A better approach is to prefer evaluations that can be made objectively, through practical tests, and that provide a fine grading of performance on multiple criteria rather than just success or failure.


E.g. To evaluate ‘risk culture’ a better approach is to look for the use of methods that encourage people to manage risk effectively during everyday management activities. For example, a question might be ‘To what extent does project reporting encourage people to report potential problems upwards?’ This can be answered by looking at procedure guides, templates, and completed documents that are easily found in most Project Management Offices. Encouraging people to talk about potential problems instead of just hiding them and hoping to solve them before someone important finds out is crucial and worth checking. Other tests on this same theme might, for example, look at the time between a problem occurring and the first mention of it in project reporting as a potential problem.


Report factually


Occasionally, evaluators use plenty of relevant factual information in their reviews and do good testing but the final report of their findings fails to convey this. The report might be vaguely worded, lack quantities when they could easily have been given, or make claims that go beyond what has been tested adequately. Here again credibility is destroyed.


The same dismal outcome is inevitable if the earlier review work failed to gather relevant factual information.


Case 9.10: New behaviour is involved


This important Case concerns discussions where new behaviour is the topic. This can happen in many ways.


The behaviour may be something that you will do, the other person will do, you will both do together as a team, or perhaps there will be two behaviours, one for each of you.


E.g. Two people discuss a plan where one will do construction work to modify the other's house and the other will pay money in exchange.


The behaviour may be for the benefit of you, the other person, both of you, or some third person or group.


It might be that you want the other person to change their behaviour or they want you to change yours. Very often you will both have to make some changes to get what you want. There is likely to be disagreement, especially at first. Even when there is agreement to change it may be necessary to remind each other of the agreement and refine it over time.


E.g. Terry and June have financial problems because Terry is out of work. June feels that Terry is not trying hard enough to get work and raises the matter with him. In response, Terry complains that June is still spending too much money.


The effect may be to rectify an imbalance in your relationship resulting from one of you failing the other, or balance may be maintained as you both do a favour for each other, or just one of you may do a favour for the other resulting in an imbalance that will later be rectified.


This Case includes tackling behaviour that is annoying and inconsiderate because of obvious effects on others (e.g. fighting that leaves the other child bleeding and in tears, late night noise from a housemate, laziness at work) and behaviour that has less obvious effects on others and mainly harms the person doing the bad behaviour (e.g. poor diet, going to bed late, getting sucked into someone else's problems).


It may be that one of you wants to give help in thinking through the behaviour, that one of you wants to get help in thinking through the behaviour, or both. For example, you or the other person might be struggling to decide what to do in some recurring or new situation and either want or need help to devise at least one good course of action and choose what to do.


One of you might be much more expert than the other (e.g. when parenting or in some types of consulting) or you might be about equally expert.


The behaviour might be something that is recurring or a one-off. Examples of each include the following:


Recurring: Chores (e.g. tidying up), bad habits, making more effort to help, playing nicely, methods used at work, use of space/equipment, how to write essays, recycling, being frugal, saving energy, brushing teeth, not catastrophizing.


One-off: A confusing explanation that needs clarification, an arithmetical mistake that needs correction, career decisions, and plans for holidays, journeys, and social events.


Yet another possibility is that one of you seeks permission from the other to change the way something is done.


The other person might be your child, your parent, another family member, your lover, a friend, your boss or a subordinate at work, a client or consultant, a therapist trying to help you (or you might be the therapist), a student or teacher, for example.


An important commonality across all these situations is that almost all behaviour changes require more thought and adjustment than is usually recognized. We must work out exactly how to behave instead and often make arrangements such as changing our schedule, changing agreements with other people, learning skills, or buying things we will need.


Consequently, some resistance to behaviour change is typical. A person asked to change may initially have no specific ideas on how to behave instead or how to make a transition, or may have ideas but not good ones. They naturally overestimate the difficulty of change and perhaps also underestimate the benefits. Pressing for a commitment to change before a good plan has been devised risks refusal and further resistance. Everyone must be patient.


A better approach is to have a discussion that carefully and thoroughly designs better behaviour and then, once that is done, considers if the newly devised behaviour is to be adopted. Usually this will mean discussing details a few at a time (as for any disagreements) but then agreeing to adopt the new approach in total near the end of the discussion. Trying to get a commitment on each detail as you go through is likely to fail.


When someone else is doing something they do not like, some people will sulk and tackle it with words that can be summarized as ‘You have made me very upset by doing something bad. You are a bad person and need to change.’ They are trying to motivate the other person and raising the emotional temperature. It is easier and more effective to use words that can be summarized as ‘I have been inconvenienced in some practical ways. Can we talk about how things might be done differently and, if we come up with something better, we can decide whether to do it in future.’


Try to achieve a cooperative discussion rather than get into a tug-of-war with you mentioning only points in your favour and them only mentioning points in theirs. A cooperative discussion is (1) more likely to lead to a creative solution that is good for everyone and (2) less likely to make one or both of you feel unhappy during the conversation and afterwards.


Even if the other person asks for your advice, do not make a recommendation before having a thorough discussion of the problem where you ask questions and listen carefully to the answers (unless you can convince them in some other way that you know enough already).


An alternative is to describe ideas or experiences you have had, making it clear that you are not sure if these are relevant to the person's issues but you will leave it to them to decide.


This is true whether you are parenting your child or preparing to give advice as a professional consultant. If you jump in with a recommendation then it is likely to be too high level to be agreed to, is more likely to be bad advice, and probably will not be accepted anyway because the other person does not believe you know enough to make a good recommendation.


In addition, the other person may have reasons for resisting behaviour change that you do not know about (e.g. vested interests, sensitivity to criticism, addiction, ideology). This Case does not cover what to do if the other person becomes uncooperative for one of these reasons but it does cover guidelines to reduce the risk of vested interests and sensitivity to criticism becoming a problem.


These guidelines aim to:



  	avoid prompting unnecessary resistance


  	establish that discussing behaviour change is justified


  	develop a plan for a potential behaviour change


  	choose whether to adopt the plan.





Prepare first


Understand the basis for discussing behaviour


It is important to understand the basis for discussing behaviour, especially if one participant might be reluctant. If you want the discussion then consider:



  	whether it is fair for both people to be in the discussion of behaviour


  	if advice should be provided and, if so, whether it should be as a suggestion, recommendation, or instruction.





When using reason and fairness it is rarely appropriate to give orders. Instead we share thinking, give information and explanations, and make suggestions or recommendations.


Nevertheless, if you want to talk to someone about behaviour then you must understand your basis for discussing it with them. As usual, you may need their permission to ask questions and share your reasoning with them. Likewise, if someone else wants to discuss behaviour then they should have an acceptable basis for doing so. You may want to clarify with them what it is. (Thinking this through is also useful preparation for allaying concerns people may have about the discussion.)


Common bases for a discussion of behaviour include:


  	one person wants help thinking about the behaviour and the other is willing to give it


  	both people could improve their behaviour (usually something done together) and are willing to discuss it


  	one person's behaviour could be improved (for their benefit or the benefit of others) and the other person is willing to help think it through


  	an imbalance has arisen in a relationship and one or both of the participants wants to discuss improvements.





Reaching agreement to have the discussion (see Case 9.3, Reach agreement to have the discussion) usually involves stating the basis for the discussion. If you want the discussion but the other person does not then you will have to explain why it is fair to talk.


If a behaviour is causing problems for someone else then that other person has a basis for, at least, raising the matter. A similar basis exists if a problem behaviour is affecting someone and a third person wants to raise the matter on behalf of the sufferer (e.g. if the sufferer is a child).


(The problems may seem obvious to the person suffering but not to the person whose behaviour is the cause.)


If the only person negatively affected is the person doing the behaviour then, out of care for them, a friend or family member might want to try to encourage change.


Alternatively, a change might be beneficial for both sides or their society.


E.g. Imagine a friend at college has started smoking cannabis. You have noticed the smell and they have been absent from classes more and more often. You are concerned and wonder if you should talk to them about it but worry that they will say it is their personal choice and nobody else’s business.


However, you would be acting as a friend if you alerted them to the trend in their behaviour and its possible consequences, and suggested they stop or get professional help.


You would also be justified as a citizen in raising their behaviour because it is harming others too, or could. The friend is wasting a place on an educational course. They are damaging their lungs and possibly causing memory problems that will make them less productive later and more likely to consume healthcare resources. Since they are lighting up in a house shared by other people and owned by someone else, they are increasing the risk of a fire that affects others. In paying for the cannabis, they are helping to fund an industry that is doing its best to expand, which would harm more and more people. Because smoking cannabis is not just a personal matter, other citizens can fairly raise it.


Also, if the poor behaviour is by someone while working for you in an organization then their poor behaviour affects you and others at work, and there is an expectation that you will act on it. It is your job.


In ongoing relationships the problem is often one of unfair imbalance.


E.g. Imagine that your life partner has been ill for several weeks. During that time you did everything around the house and looked after them. However, now they have recovered, they have not returned to doing their fair share. You will want to ask them to change their behaviour.


Public servants often intervene in the interests of other citizens.


E.g. It is the personal responsibility of every citizen to obey the law, including not committing murder, theft, burglary, or robbery. However, some people still commit these crimes and we are grateful to police forces and the justice system, organized by the government we have elected, who tackle this problem.


Where someone's actions have already caused you harm, you might aim to get some compensation for past harm as well as behaviour change so that it does not happen in future. That compensation might be no more than a vague sense of debt. In many everyday situations we do not pursue compensation but the perpetrator might make some gift (e.g. chocolates) without being asked.


Do not be angered by the thought that, surely, the impact on you should be obvious to the other person and that they have acted inconsiderately. They may simply be unaware of the impact on you or even think you welcome their behaviour (e.g. the sound of them learning to play drums at night). If you raise the problem and they are dismissive then this still is not proof that they will be selfishly uncooperative. They may have wrongly assumed that you want more behaviour change from them than is needed; they may have overlooked an easy solution or compromise.


Do not be put off by fears of creating mental illness. Some wise, healthy behaviours you might recommend can be pathological if overdone irrationally, e.g. sensible hygiene (compulsive handwashing), avoiding obesity (anorexia nervosa), and staying safe from strangers and while travelling alone (agoraphobia). Good advice is not the cause of these problems. Most people in the UK get the advice but very few develop the pathological behaviours.


Provided the person whose behaviour you hope to change is not showing signs of mental illness and your contributions are factually accurate, fair, and express risk levels appropriately there is no reason to hold back from raising the matter through reason.


E.g. Most people in the UK get advice on hygiene including washing their hands. During the COVID-19 pandemic it was mentioned frequently. Many public toilets have signs reminding users to do it. And yet very few people develop the problem of compulsive hand washing and phobias about cleanliness. People who do, often develop increasingly elaborate cleaning rituals and feel overwhelming emotions when those rituals are not carried out. They can hold irrational beliefs such as:


  
    	Even one failure to wash hands will certainly have catastrophic consequences.


    	Hands are dirty even when recently cleaned thoroughly.


    	It is necessary to carry out a specific, elaborate ritual to clean hands effectively.


  


Rational advice on hygiene that expresses risk levels appropriately would counter the irrational beliefs, not cause them.


Even if you foolishly gave advice that exaggerated risks, repeated it over time, or used shaming or withholding affection to control a person’s behaviour for months it is not clear that you would cause the illness. A healthy, rational person would be sceptical of exaggerated risk claims and brush off power tactics. The pathological behaviour also contradicts the idea that what someone has said has caused the problem. The sufferer goes from supposedly taking the advice too strongly to determinedly ignoring it when people start to plead with them to be sensible. This is inconsistent. The true causes of these disorders are unknown.


Assess the risk of aggression


If you plan to initiate a discussion of behaviour change by the other person then consider the risk that the other person will respond aggressively.


Even constructive discussions of behaviour change can lead some people to think their reputation is under threat from criticism, either explicit, implied, or imagined. Instead of responding constructively they may respond aggressively, seeking to nullify the threat by attacking the person they see as responsible for it. They may be triggered by such harmless behaviours as:



  	asking if a number they have provided is correct


  	explaining your struggles to a supervisor, mentor, or personal tutor (with no hint that they are somehow to blame for those struggles)


  	mentioning current problems to explain where an idea came from, to justify an idea, to stimulate the other person to think of solutions, or to justify trying to think of improvements


  	explaining an improvement idea with no mention of current problems


  	doing something in a new way (perhaps different to instructions given or to the previous way of working)


  	discussing current problems further in response to defensive rhetoric


  	talking about how to improve from good to great.





Some people on some issues are so sensitive that they tend to assume that others are out to bring them down or extract concessions, even when the truth is that you just want to do something for collective benefit and have no intention of harming them. They may act aggressively by:



  	pushing full responsibility for a subordinate's struggles onto the subordinate and doing nothing to help them (which might seem an admission of a duty to help and past failure to do so)


  	attacking suggested ways of working


  	threatening or attacking the person to keep them quiet


  	undermining the person in the eyes of others.





E.g. Imagine that Josh is a first year university student who is struggling to write essays that gain good marks. Although a diligent student and highly intelligent, he is getting low marks and does not understand why. Josh has a meeting with his personal tutor, Kandy, to explain this problem and ask for help. Sadly, she feels threatened by this and does not want Josh's struggles to be seen as evidence that Kandy is a poor tutor. She is interested in publishing papers and hates dealing with students, so feels vulnerable on this point. She offers no help and, instead, goes for a drink with some of Josh's student peers and explains the content of her (confidential) meeting with Josh, mocking Josh for his problems. Josh finds out about this later from a friend and is deeply discouraged and hurt.


Several factors drive the probability of a person responding aggressively:


Political thinking: The other person may see the workplace solely in terms of rivalries, status, position, alliances, manipulation, and politics generally rather than as a place where people work together as teams to do useful things for others. They might be protecting someone else, more powerful, on whom they depend. It is appropriate to recognize that political behaviour in groups is common but our response should be to try to minimize the dysfunctions caused and promote fairness, including honest cooperation, rather than be part of the ugly political scene.


E.g. Imagine that Sarah works in a large consultancy and is having a meeting with a partner in the firm who is more senior than her. The partner, seeming to warm to Sarah, tells her how he cleverly manipulated the firm into doing something and seems to be advising her to copy him and use the same technique to get things done. Sarah says nothing at the time but privately notes that the partner is a dangerous politician she will have to treat with caution.


Social setting: In some communities, innovation is highly valued and some types of meeting in particular also give innovation a high status that helps with introducing changes. Meetings that lower the risk of aggression include:



  	design meetings with design people (e.g. architects, product designers, design engineers) where breakthrough design ideas are the main objective


  	quality improvement groups where improvement is the sole purpose of meetings


  	consulting assignments where the client already perceives a need to change and improve, and has invited you specifically to help them do it.





Personal differences: The risk of aggression is higher if there is a stark difference in approach between you and the other person. A dangerous case is where you feel permanently driven to make things better through innovation and never worry if someone comes up with an idea better than yours but, in contrast, your boss at work is short of ideas, takes criticism of ideas personally, feels vulnerable, and constantly worries about being exposed.


The stakes: A large scope for improvement raises the stakes and the risk of aggression. In extreme cases, a person has gained a good living from clever persuasion and concealment rather than doing useful work for others. They depend on people continuing to believe a lie and the last thing they want is critical analysis or accurate information emerging. Examples include modern artists whose income depends on their celebrity, consultants selling fashionable but bad ideas, and people paid as full time workers but not given enough work to do. This might have been going on for years so they want to keep the gravy train going and avoid any risk of having to compensate others. High stakes such as these can lead to extreme aggression.


Degree of responsibility for the current behaviour: A person's responsibility for there being scope for improvement is higher, along with the probability of aggression from them, if they are performing the behaviour, manage someone else (perhaps you) who is performing the behaviour, designed the behaviour, approved its design, or have defending the design from criticism.


The reasons there is now scope for improvement: Reputations are less at risk when:



  	The behaviour is still in its early stages of development and it is generally accepted that there is still scope for improvement.


  	The work to design the behaviour was done diligently but limited by lack of time, previous experience, expert guidance, or other resources.


  	The design of the work was affected by bad information, advice, or other contributions from people no longer directly involved.


  	The behaviour is the same as most others chose at the time and still use, and produces results that are typical, or did at the time.


  	Change is needed now to deal with anticipated changes in circumstances or in response to unexpected changes or changes that have been subtle but important.


  	The imperfections, even if they have significant consequences, are complex, subtle, counterintuitive, rarely visible, and hard to spot (e.g. obscure software bugs and security flaws, rare but significant anomalies, microscopic problems with physical objects).


  	Improvement now is possible because of technological advances (e.g. new materials) developed elsewhere.


  	The improvement now possible is not obvious. The better way is perhaps revolutionary or counterintuitive, or depends on an extremely good understanding of a complex system.


  	The current approach is the result of a series of decisions that responded to changes in circumstances in sensible ways but have resulted in an approach that now could be replaced with something fundamentally different and better.





Conversely, reputations are more at risk when the shortcomings of a design are the result of laziness or exploitation, and the design has been defended aggressively for a long time.


Perceived scope for improvement by learning: Most things we do can be done better as a result of learning and resultant innovations. We can even learn to learn better. However, some people do not fully understand this and often think that the only way to improve results is to put in more resources. They see requests for improvement as, inevitably, involving more resources or asking for the impossible. Crucially, they are more likely to see requests for improvement as a critical attack on them personally rather than just a stimulus to develop their ideas further.


 


Considering these factors may clarify the best way forward. If you are the one trying to get behaviour change then the main options are:



  	Reassure the other person that their reputation is not at risk from the consideration of behaviour change. Considering all the circumstances, they acted well even if there is now scope for improvement.


  	Give them a way to escape reputation damage even though they have behaved badly.


  	Go ahead and let them take the consequences, which they deserve. These might include loss of position and compensating victims.





Keep detailed factual records


Record the details when something unsatisfactory happens or you fear it will. For example, it might be a government department making a mistake with your case, a company that fails to deliver the product you bought, something your boss says that is bullying, or a colleague who oversleeps again. Note the date, time, references, wordings, and so on. Keep copies of photos, recordings, emails, letters, and other documents that provide evidence. You hope not to have to use these details but it is reassuring to know you have them.


Encourage people to put things in writing if they might be important. This includes offers, promises, agreements, and instructions that you think might cause problems later. If necessary, explain that this is to reduce the risk of misunderstandings or details being forgotten. If the other person will not put their statement in writing then it might just be that they are busy. You can put the points in writing yourself and ask them for written confirmation. If they refuse to do even this then that is a warning sign.


Often, the occasional incident is not a major problem or a cause for action but a pattern of bad behaviour is. Only by keeping records as incidents occur can you identify a pattern and be able to substantiate it to others, if necessary.


E.g. Imagine that Angela is separated from her husband Gary but Gary is uncooperative. One evening he turns up at her flat, drunk, and when she opens the door to speak to him he pushes his way in and shouts at her for half an hour before leaving. Angela is terrified and contacts the police to report that Gary has harassed her. The officer is sympathetic and takes details but explains that this will not be recorded as a crime. Angela asks why not and he explains that the offence of harassment requires a pattern of behaviour. A single incident is not harassment. Angela is disgusted at first but eventually understands the situation and decides to keep detailed records of her interactions with Gary in future so that the moment a pattern of harassment is evident (probably after a second incident) she can approach the police again.


Such entries in your diary are not a reason for gloom or resentment. Being let down by others is normal. Keeping a record of it gives you a better chance of improvements in future. These records are a reason for hope.


Detailed records of issues can be the inspiration for improvement ideas. If you are attacked verbally by someone else then your records may be useful in your defence. If you need to escalate a problem to an authority then your detailed records give you a much better chance of getting justice. The existence of your detailed records can deter others from further bad behaviour, though it is not a good idea to threaten people with them outside a crisis.


Occasionally, the details are overwhelming and it would take too much time to log them all. Look for ways to keep records digitally, just in case, by screen capture (e.g. Windows Print-Screen), audio recording, or some other method. This becomes easier with practice.


Check if the prospects justify exploration


Consider whether the prospects for a worthwhile behaviour change justify the effort required to work out that behaviour change in sufficient practical detail, decide to go ahead, and put the new behaviour in place. (Putting it in place means getting everything arranged, not actually doing the new behaviour.)


This initial decision can be made on the basis of high-level considerations e.g.:



  	how the change has helped others


  	the reputation of the improvement principle behind the change (e.g. the good reputation of prevention rather than cure, prioritization, and reducing errors)


  	the prospects based on first principles (e.g. of physics)


  	the authority of a person or organization asking for the change


  	the character of the person being asked to change


  	a penalty that will be imposed by a third party if the behaviour change does not happen.





If the discussion another person has asked for is unlikely to be worthwhile then explain your view and the reasons for it. Bear in mind that they might have a better understanding of what could be done than you do. Give them a chance to explain.


Some people are particularly sensitive to perceived criticism.


E.g. If you see someone drop litter and point it out to them, most people will be embarrassed and pick it up. However, some people will react angrily, assert that they have done nothing wrong, and refuse to pick up the litter. Their view is that you have done something wrong by pointing out the littering to them.


I cannot find research that properly explains this awkwardness and anger but we can make some educated guesses that I will explain using a fictitious life story.


Imagine that a young child, probably a boy, has parents who use an authoritarian style of parenting. The child is required to do what he is told and no good reasons are given – just rules, threats, and punishments. The parents are not unusually strict but when their son does something wrong they sometimes ignore it and sometimes tell him off without bothering to ask what has happened or to think what might have led to the bad behaviour. Compared to more intelligent parenting, this creates many more incidents where the boy is told off unfairly or for reasons that are unclear to him.


Imagine that the boy has slightly lower than average cognitive ability and struggles to pay attention. At school, from the very start, teachers find him difficult. He does not stay on task and often is in the naughty corner. The boy experiences countless occasions where he is criticized by adults. Sometimes he is taken to be spoken to by the headteacher and these are particularly tense meetings (because only the worst behaviour leads to them). The boy often does not understand why what he is doing is wrong. All he understands is that he gets a lot of harsh treatment from adults, especially those in authority. The rules often seem petty, harsh, and unfair to him.


As he grows older, he becomes increasingly resentful and angry. He is correct that he has often been treated unfairly but he ignores the many more times when he truly has behaved badly. He does not learn that consideration for others is a way to get consideration for himself. Some of his friends have had similar experiences and have similar attitudes (which is largely why they are his friends).


His poor academic performance and bad behaviour leave him with meagre gains from education, some problems with nicotine and alcohol consumption, and occasional brushes with police officers. He begins to resent the police, even when they correctly suspect him of petty crimes such as littering, vandalism, and fighting. Instead of learning to be a good citizen, he learns to make excuses and intimidate people into leaving him alone.


Then, at the age of 25, he is vaping and drinking beers in a local park when an elderly man points to the strewn empty beer cans and says ‘I hope you're going to tidy those up.’ Our angry young man's reaction is not just in response to a concerned citizen but is a response to all the authority figures who have criticized and instructed him for most of his life. In the UK alone there are probably millions of people with similar life experiences.


Take care when dealing with people like this.


Give reasonable importance to the change


Give the behaviour change the attention it deserves but no more. Do not prepare to discuss something minor for hours or tackle a major behavioural problem without careful preparation and without making time for a detailed conversation.


If you give a minor matter too much weight, for example by asking for ‘a serious talk’ or a long meeting, then the other person may think you are placing too much importance on your own interests. Conversely, if you tackle something sensitive without careful thought then your first move might poison any further conversations.


If you think the other person is asking for too much time or allowing too little then explain this and your reasons.


Choose a good time and place to talk


Unless the risk of an aggressive response is low, choose an occasion when there is plenty of time to talk, if necessary, and some privacy. Hurriedly telling someone in a large business meeting that their work was flawed in some way and that they need to ‘shape up’ is not appropriate.


If the behaviour change is potentially complex but the risk of an aggressive response is low then at least allow plenty of time.


Consider a conversation distributed over time


Suppose you want to talk to someone to change their annoying behaviour. There are steps one should logically go through (permission to discuss, design, choice, reminders and refinement) but to do all these in one conversation is too lengthy and heavy for many minor niggles with friends and family.


Instead of doing everything in one conversation, split the elements of the conversation over several separate occasions.


E.g. Day 1: ‘John, you left your stuff out in the kitchen so I can't cook without cleaning your stuff.’ This alerts John to a consequence he might not have noticed.


Day 2: ‘John, you left your stuff out again. It affects me so I'm mentioning it.’ This moves towards justifying talking.


Day 3: ‘John, are there any reasons for you leaving you stuff out that I’m not aware of?’ This acknowledges it might not be easy and opens the door for problem-solving.


Day 4: ‘John, perhaps it would be better if you just pile up your stuff by the side here, temporarily?’ This helps design a new behaviour. It also moves towards a decision.


Day 5: ‘John, thanks for moving your stuff and putting it away later. That worked for me.’


This theoretical distribution might vary in practice. At any stage, the other person might stop their annoying behaviour or they might move the conversation forward towards discussing solutions, without waiting. Alternatively, it might be necessary to remind them of remarks on previous days because they are forgetful or were not listening.


Initially ask for the discussion


If you want discuss behaviour then ask initially for a discussion about behaviour rather than asking for the behaviour itself. Similarly, if the other person asks for a change in behaviour then propose a discussion about the behaviour rather than agreeing or disagreeing with the request. This again expands the scope of what is acceptable within the discussion.


New behaviours usually need careful thought to work them out. Until that is done it is hard to make a good decision about whether to adopt the new behaviour. The person asked for new behaviour might reject the request prematurely, perhaps thinking that the requested behaviour would be difficult or unpleasant when in fact there is a better way.


E.g. Josh is living at home with his mother while taking a full time course in computing. His mother has a job in a local office and is disappointed that Josh is doing nothing to help her around the house. Instead of asking him to help her more with chores, she suggests they have a discussion to see if they can identify some things that Josh can help her with. She says ‘I know your course is quite demanding but my job is tiring too. I wonder if we could talk about chores around the house and try to identify some things you could do to help out?’


Josh agrees. He loves his mother but just never thought about helping around the house. He has not done it before and is not sure what he could do or how to do the tasks. To his mother these things are obvious but to Josh they are not.


E.g. Dean and Jake are flatmates. Last week, Dean confessed that he felt out of condition and overweight. Jake said he felt the same about himself. Jake decides to do something about it and says to Dean ‘I've been thinking about what you said last week about being overweight and I was wondering if it would be easier for us both to lose weight if we somehow did it together. How about we have a discussion to see if we can work something out that we both like?’


E.g. Sandra struggles with some complicated tax forms and eventually gives up. The next day she has coffee with an old friend and it occurs to her that her friend is a trained accountant. She says to her friend ‘I've been struggling with some tax forms and I wonder if there's any way you could help me.’ Sandra's friend asks some questions and then explains that the forms are really quite simple and that she could probably solve the problems with just a few minutes of advice. And so she would be happy to do that as a friend with no charge.’


E.g. Sandy sells industrial heat exchangers and has been invited by a potential new customer to a meeting to discuss buying some. The customer starts the meeting by asking ‘Why should we buy your heat exchangers?’ Sandy does not want to make this a decision about whether to buy their heat exchangers at this stage. Selecting, configuring, and installing heat exchangers is a complex task and in some cases their heat exchangers are not the best choice.


So, Sandy says ‘We have been making heat exchangers for over 15 years and have installed over 1,000 heat exchangers just in the last 12 months. However, at this stage I don't know if you should buy our heat exchangers. I suggest we discuss which of our heat exchangers might be suitable and work out enough detail so that a sensible decision can be made. How would that be?’ The customer replies ‘OK. Fair enough.’ and a useful conversation follows.


Later, when a new behaviour has been designed, you may want to request it.


Allay concerns


You and the other person may have concerns about the discussion that must be reduced when asking for the discussion and subsequently. Some of these concerns might not be obvious even when they are a serious obstacle:



  	Usefulness: Will the discussion follow a useful process or be ineffective? Will the other person be helpful or just annoying?


  	Dominance: Will the other person try to make plans for me that I do not want? Will they give me orders? Will they try to establish their dominance over me?


  	Reciprocity: If I have this discussion will I owe the other person something as a result?


  	Allocation of credit and discredit: Will credit for successes and discredit for failures be allocated fairly? Will my failings be revealed and punished?





Remove usefulness and dominance concerns


Suggesting or requesting a suitable discussion process, as recommended in Case 9.3 under the recommendation to devise a discussion process, should reduce worries about usefulness and dominance. In particular, the process recommended in this case (Case 9.10) will reduce concern about premature advice, often prefaced by the words ‘You should …’, which is one of the most irritating behaviours.


Clarify reciprocity


Clarify when, if at all, giving advice and perhaps agreeing to further help in future will create an expectation of reciprocity in future.


Sometimes people are reluctant to accept advice and other help because they do not want to feel the burden of reciprocity i.e. the expectation of something in return. Sometimes the concern is justified. However, there are alternatives and it can be helpful to clarify and agree how the situation is to be interpreted. Here are some alternatives:



  	One person received help from another person in the past and now wants to give back by helping some third person (e.g. career mentoring). They are passing on the help.


  	This is teamwork on behalf of both people in the discussion.


  	The aim of the discussion is to restore balance where there has been a failure of reciprocity.


  	There is an explicit bargain with a payment or some other value exchanged in return for advice or promises of help in future (e.g. paid-for consulting).


  	The intention is a gift with no strings attached. (This idea may lack credibility.)




 
Of course, it is also possible for a person to be grateful of the help and happy to return the favour at some point in the future.


Clarify credit, discredit, and their allocation


Clarify how much credit and discredit will likely arise and who will get each as a result of discussing and perhaps implementing new behaviour. People can be concerned about both the behaviour that is discussed and the fact that they are being talked to about it.


E.g. Max and Oscar are keen badminton players who often enter competitions as doubles partners. They are travelling back from a competition where they were thrashed by another pair and are feeling a little dejected. Max says he wants to talk about where Oscar stands to receive serve. Oscar immediately feels annoyed. He fears he is being blamed for their disappointing result and part of him is insulted that Max thinks Oscar needs his advice on how to play while another part secretly fears that Max is right. Seeing the look on Oscar's face, Max reassures him, saying ‘I'm not in any way blaming you for our result today. It's just that I noticed something about how those guys played and I wondered if we could copy one of their techniques.’ Oscar relaxes.


E.g. Imagine that your boss at work has asked you to take over a task that used to be done by someone who has left. You soon find some problems with the way the work is done, including a spreadsheet that was done with the involvement of your boss. This is risky for you; your boss could get aggressive. Here are some examples of things that, if true, could be said to clarify who gets credit and discredit:



  	‘Just while trying to understand and get started with this task I have noticed a couple of things that don't look right to me.’ (This suggests you have not made a special effort to find fault with the work while being cautious about whether what you have spotted really is wrong.)


  	‘You asked me to take a close look at this work and while doing that I have noticed a couple of things that don't look right to me.’ (Gives your boss some credit for discovery of the issues.)


  	‘When I started looking at this I assumed that the Projects Department would provide the data in the usual format and it looks like our spreadsheet is designed on that basis. Last week I learned from Sandra in Projects that in fact they have made a change and do not follow the usual format, which looks like it is a problem for us.’ (Clarifies the role of the Projects Department in causing an understandable mistake.)


  	‘So, if I look into this further and devise a solution then perhaps you can review it and, if appropriate, authorize its use and roll out to other teams.’ (Gives you some credit for devising the solution but your boss credit for putting it in place and rolling it out to other teams. Also hints that knowledge of the change will not go to other people until your boss has given approval.)





This clarification is beneficial in various ways:



  	Clarification reduces the risk of credit and discredit being allocated unfairly.


  	It also reassures people that credit and discredit will be allocated fairly, which makes most people more willing to discuss possible behaviour changes and less likely to respond aggressively.


  	With people whose past behaviour has been poor, it sets out their situation and the chance to redeem themselves to some extent by supporting beneficial change now, encouraging them to do so.


  	Correct allocation of credit and discredit is good for groups and societies more generally. It helps to guide decisions about who gets roles.





Credit may arise from making a beneficial improvement while discredit may arise from failing to help make a beneficial change, resisting one, or from making a harmful change. Discredit may also arise from being associated with a poor existing behaviour that is being changed or from failing to make changes earlier.


The credit or discredit may be earned in different roles. Credit may come from suggesting it is time to rethink, from developing a new approach, from helping to develop a new approach, from devising ways to test the new approach or measure its impact, from approving the new approach, from launching it, from implementing it, or being involved in its wider use. Discredit may come from being involved with the design of the existing approach, carrying it out, failing to change it earlier, or even resisting efforts to change it.


Clarification is helpful whether you are asking for change, being asked for it, or asking for help. Explain who gets credit and discredit and how far the information will be spread (e.g. just between the two of you, across a team, wider).


Without this clarification, people may fear reputational damage and even assume the worst. Specifically, they may fear you taking credit for any good new ideas while taking the opportunity to criticize them for their links to the ‘bad’ ideas being replaced.


The following are some common types of clarification that may be reassuring for you and others. When giving these, your body language should be calm and neutral, not angry, impatient, upset, sneering, mocking, overly deferential, or overly friendly:


Mutual understanding of initial challenges faced and efforts made: When the current behaviour was being developed initially there may have been a number of factors that created the current scope for improvement but do not reflect badly on the people involved. Show that you understand or ensure the other person understands that:



  	The work to design the behaviour was done diligently but limited by lack of time, previous experience, expert guidance, or other resources.


  	The design of the work was affected by bad information, advice, or other contributions from people no longer directly involved.


  	The behaviour is the same as most others chose at the time and still use, and produces results that are typical, or did at the time.





People giving poor explanations or even good explanations of difficult things can become strangely angry at people who do not understand them, not just a little frustrated as one might expect.


E.g. A lecturer is explaining a complex mathematical process and one of her students starts to look puzzled. The student frowns, then frowns more deeply, looking both confused and a little angry. The lecturer stops and asks the student if there is a problem. The student says ‘Yes, there's a problem. Nothing you have said for the past five minutes makes any sense. Why would the procedure be that way? What do these new symbols mean? What are we even trying to do here?’ The student has some good points and the explanation has been confusing but the lecturer is angered by the student's body language and the way the complaint heaps discredit on the lecturer without acknowledging any of the mitigating factors or accepting any responsibility for not understanding. She hits back with ‘Obviously someone did not do the pre-reading I set for this lecture. Let's get on.’


Neither the lecturer nor student has behaved well here. For example, the student could have used calm, neutral body language then raised a hand and asked something like ‘I'm sorry to interrupt, but I've become rather confused by this process, which seems to be quite complex, hard to explain, involves some unfamiliar notation, and feels very abstract. Would you mind, just for me and anyone else who is perhaps struggling a little, giving some very brief background on what the process aims to achieve and the intuition behind it. Then maybe clarify the new notation. I'd be grateful and perhaps others would be too.’


Mutual understanding of challenges faced and efforts made subsequently: There may also be mitigating circumstances that help to explain why change has not been made previously. For example:



  	The imperfections, even if they have significant consequences, are complex, subtle, counterintuitive, rarely visible, or hard to spot.


  	There have been other, more pressing priorities so resources were not available.


  	Other people have been resisting change.





If you are initiating the discussion then take the trouble to understand the difficulties a person might face in making a change and let them know you have done that. If you know about previous efforts the person has made and difficulties faced then acknowledge them. If you do not know then consider asking about previous efforts made and difficulties faced.


This is not just about allaying fears of reputation damage. You may need this information to help work out a new behaviour. Consequently, asking shows a positive attitude towards the other person and that you are someone who might be able to help them or find a mutually acceptable solution.


The other person is more likely to welcome an offer of help to plan a new behaviour if you show willingness and ability to understand their position in practical detail. They will have less fear of being pushed to accept unworkable plans. They may even accept suggested courses of action without modifications.


It does not weaken your position to acknowledge their true efforts and challenges (stopping short of accepting exaggerations). They already know about those and unreasonable denial by you gives them something to be angry about. You are not making a concession about what should be done; you are just showing understanding.


Likewise, when someone else is pressing you for behaviour change you may need to push them a little to get them to understand and acknowledge the efforts you have made and the difficulties you face.


E.g. An unwritten rule of TV crime drama is that detectives struggle to spend enough time with their families but never explain why they occasionally are elsewhere. For example, the script of a scene usually goes something like this: Wife: ‘Martin, you missed Betsy's performance at school this evening. How could you?’ Detective: ‘It's the job honey.’ Wife: 'Well, I hate the job.’ Detective: ‘I'm sorry Betsy, I'll make it up to you some other time.’ Betsy [looking sad]: ‘It's ok daddy.’


Just once I would like the detective to explain: ‘I'm sorry I missed it and you know I usually have no problem. But today a cunning serial killer snatched a young woman and we had just hours to rescue her. After a long car chase, a shootout, and a fist fight I managed to find her and arrest the killer. I had to do some paperwork to get the killer safely into custody so he could not escape and kill more people and then I went to hospital for some x-rays. I don't often have days like this.’


This is also important when you are talking to people in organizations about what they and their organization could do differently.


E.g. Imagine you have been corresponding with the manager of a historic building, open to the public, about its accessibility to disabled people. Despite architectural and legal difficulties, they have installed a discreet lift so that wheelchair users have step-free access. If you immediately launch into reasons why the current arrangements are inadequate or imperfect then the manager is unlikely to object openly, given the topic. However, the manager may privately resent being pressured by someone who shows no understanding of the difficulties faced and no gratitude for efforts made. It would feel to them like you are only concerned with the welfare of disabled people and don’t care about anyone else. It is much better to begin by acknowledging the difficulties of adapting historic buildings and expressing gratitude for the step-free access. You can then ask if they are happy to discuss ways to make the lift easier to find or ideas to help people with other disabilities.


Recognition of changes that have made the improvement more important now: These tend to reduce the discredit attached to not making changes earlier. Potential mitigations include:



  	Change is needed now to deal with anticipated changes in circumstances (e.g. a new regulation) or in response to unexpected changes (e.g. an illness) or changes that have been subtle but important (e.g. gradual increase in the frequency of a particular problem event).


  	The consequences of imperfections in the current approach have become more important (e.g. the behaviour is done more often, affects more people, involves more resources, a new regulation has increased fines for breaches of a rule).





Recognition of changes that have made improvement easier now: A change that was too hard in the past may be easier now. For example:



  	Available resources have increased or other challenges have lessened.


  	A higher level of management has made it possible for someone to spend a lot of time looking at the behaviour. (This also gives some credit to those managers.)


  	A person with specialist expertise has been involved to do something that even a highly competent person without that specialist expertise would not be expected to do.


  	Experience with the existing approach has built up and now we can see patterns that previously could not be seen.


  	Improvement is now possible because of technological advances developed elsewhere (e.g. new materials, new software, new skills).


  	The improvement now possible is not obvious. The better way is perhaps revolutionary or counterintuitive, or depends on an extremely good understanding of a complex system.


  	The current approach is the result of historical decisions that have arrived at an approach that now could be replaced with something simpler and better.





E.g. Consultants asked to redesign a work process should be aware that client employees may be resentful that an outsider has been engaged. Do not tell them that you are there because you are smarter than they are or let them see your expensive car, clothing, or gadgets. Instead, mention that you specialize in the type of work you have been engaged to do. Show appreciation of their knowledge of their organization, which you acknowledge is greater than yours. Thank them for giving you time to study the processes and for answering your questions so patiently. (Other reassurances should be given too; these are just the reassurances under this heading.)


Recognition of the sources of the new approach: New ideas often owe a lot to older ones. Potential points include:



  	The new approach is just a variation on the old one, perhaps only for some limited circumstances.



E.g. If the existing method features a particular calculation to be applied in some cases then you might offer a variation on the calculation.


  	The new approach is an extension of the existing one to broaden its application or improve it in some other way.



E.g. If a statistical model predicts something using three variables then your extension might just add another predictor and show that it slightly enhances the predictive power.


E.g. If the existing idea is unquantified then your extension might add quantification and calculations.


  	The new idea is a new application of the principle behind an older idea.



  	The basis of the new idea is something more sophisticated than the basis of the approach it aims to replace but can be implemented now because of what has been learned from using the old approach.



E.g. A company that has used a budgetary control system for many years might increase the frequency of revisions to the budget and then introduce partly automated rolling forecasts and new information graphics. Doing so might be easier because of past experience with the budgetary control system, which indicates how often revisions are needed and suggests how best to predict future results.





How the performance improvement is described: The way the intended change in performance is described can also be reassuring:



  	It may be trying to close a small gap between the current level of performance and perfection.


  	It may be taking performance from good to great.


  	It may be tackling an inherently hard problem, so that even performance that was far short of perfection was a good achievement.


  	It may have slightly different objectives or tackle a different set of situations so that direct comparison with existing performance is not so clear cut or relevant.





The existing performance can often be described positively even though the aim is to do better now. Rather than use language that talks about flaws, mistakes, and problems to be fixed, talk about improvement in performance. It is quite natural to think about things that are flawed or illogical when looking for improvement ideas but performance with many flaws may still be normal for most people and organizations. If it is typical then it can still be described as good performance or at least adequate.


Problem solving language suggests that the current situation is perhaps blame-worthy, which may trigger sensitivity to criticism and aggressive responses. Here are some examples to show the difference between problem solving and improvement language:


Situation: Asking a personal tutor at college for advice.

Problem solving: ‘I’m having really big problems with this course and I need help.’

Improvement: ‘I’m doing ok but I’d like to do better and I wonder if you could help me?’


Situation: Suggesting improvements in a working method to your manager (who originally designed the working method).

Problem solving: ‘This process is far too slow and there's a lot of bureaucracy that can be cut out. Can we talk about some ideas I have for improving it?’

Improvement: ‘This process has been working well since you first developed it and handed it over but I wonder if now is the time to look at ways to make it work a little better. There may be something that can be refined, with all that we have learned.’


Indications of likely allocation of credit: This could involve running through the various roles that people can have in making the improvement happen to show what credit is available. There might be an implied contrast between the credit that would be given to changing behaviour and the discredit that would be given to unfair resistance. Or you might just say you would value the person's effort.


E.g. In a business meeting, an accountant has just finished presenting some numbers about the company's financial results and position. One of the attendees notices that two numbers that should be the same are not, causing her to be concerned that a mistake has been made. She says ‘Thank you for that useful update. I do have one small concern. I noticed as you were going through that the total by month did not agree with the total by department. It's not a huge difference but I am concerned. Do you know the explanation for this already? If not, I'm sure we would all be grateful if you double checked and gave us an update email later just to say what you found and whether it matters.’ This contribution gives the accountant the opportunity to correct a misconception by the manager, if there has been one, and sets out the credit that will be given to the accountant if the right actions are taken.


A subordinate at work who is unusually critical, creative, or both but insensitive to reputation effects might need some guidance and control. A good approach is to ask them to do what they naturally want to do then help them do it better and control the outcomes.


E.g. Marina is head of a department of five people. Gemma has just transferred into Marina's department and Gemma's old boss has warned Marina that Gemma can be ‘a bit of a handful’. Apparently, Gemma can be negative and is prone to doing things in her own way. In the first few days, as Marina explained the job to Gemma and taught her some of the key tasks, Marina saw that Gemma asked a lot of questions about why things were done and why they were done the way they were. She seemed constantly hunting for problems and ways to do better. Sometimes she was a little rude.


Marina decides to clarify the allocation of credit and discredit. She says ‘Gemma, I notice that you are someone who is always looking to make improvements. That's good but I want it controlled. The first priority for you is to learn this job and start doing it in the usual way. However, I would like you to make notes on issues and ideas for improvement that you have as you go along. After a couple of weeks, please bring me your best observations and ideas so that I can review them with you and identify any that we should take further. If there are improvements we can make then I will help you work out the details and give you permission to put them into practice. Is that ok with you?’


Gemma looks pleased but wary. This is not the negativity she is used to. She is not delighted to be controlled but is excited to have a boss who is open to change and has invited her to bring her ideas forward. There is the prospect of getting some credit for her efforts, at last.


In the coming weeks, Gemma's first ideas are mostly poor, with only one that is worth implementing. However, Marina patiently explains the problems with the others to Gemma and invites her to try again. Gemma begins to mature, produces improved ideas, and even learns to manage the risk of aggressive reactions when she shares her thoughts with colleagues.


Alternatively, it may be the creative, improvement-oriented subordinate who initiates the clarification.


E.g. Imagine that in the previous illustration it is Gemma who takes the initiative, wishing to avoid the problems she experienced with her previous boss. Gemma says ‘Marina, as I learn to do this job it is possible that I might notice something that is a problem or have an idea for doing things a little differently. I often have in the past and it's something I seem to be quite good at. Of course I don't know anything at the moment so I have no reason to think I might spot something other than my experiences elsewhere. I understand that changes need to be under your control and guidance so I will not make changes independently but instead will try to learn to do the tasks as they have been done in the past. However, may I have your permission to note any ideas that I do have and share them with you after a couple of weeks, if there's something there that I think might be useful? You could then guide me and, if there's something worthwhile, perhaps help me work out the details and give your permission for a change to be made.’


Over the coming months, Gemma thanks Marina for her inputs to Gemma's thinking, even when it is reasons that Gemma's ideas will not work, and makes a few similar requests for permission to share observations and ideas. Quite soon she begins to have more success with her suggestions. Marina is comfortable with this situation. She begins to see Gemma as a useful problem-solver for her team and even asks her to look at things that might be improved.


 


All the above is reassuring but sometimes a person has behaved badly in the past and clarification of this puts them under more pressure not less. Nevertheless, clarification is still helpful because it shows them the value of helping rather than hindering reform. Even someone who has behaved badly in the past can redeem themselves to some extent by helping to make improvements now. Letting them know that they can get some credit if they help rather than hinder can gain their support. Letting them know that there are others you can go to for support – and who might get the credit instead of them – is also a potentially powerful move.


In the most extreme cases, past behaviour (perhaps including resistance to reform) has been so bad that the person cannot be involved in change. They have shown themselves unwilling and/or unable to be helpful. They must step aside and may need to make amends too. Here again, clarification is useful and easier if you have detailed records of past behaviour.


Focus on improvement through learning


Focus on improvement achieved by learning and resultant innovation rather than on improvement that is only achieved by applying more resource. As always, focus on critical analysis and synthesis of ideas rather than on criticism of people. This reduces the risk of aggressive resistance by people who feel under attack and reduces reluctance where people think they are being asked for something more onerous than is the case.


Some people underestimate the scope for improvement through learning and innovation and that means they more often:



  	assume requests for improvement will involve an increase in resource expenditure that is ongoing rather than just while developing and implementing a change


  	see the request as a criticism of their abilities and so them personally rather than the ideas the current approach embodies that they produced but could replace. (A person with a higher focus on improvement through innovation would naturally assume it is the ideas that are being scrutinized.)





Use language that is positive about learning, discovery, innovation, creative compromises, continuous improvement, learning effects, learning to learn effects, adaptation, and refinement (especially incremental refinement). Talk about change as a natural and desirable process that does not imply anything negative about earlier approaches. The changes and improvements are only possible because of more thought, time, experience, and perhaps also the introduction of different people with different ideas.


If the amount of extra learning and other development work needed could be significant or that the other person might mistakenly think it will be significant then say something about what you think might be needed.


Explain and elicit consequences


Sometimes people behave badly because they do not understand the consequences of their actions for themselves or others. You might improve their behaviour by simply explaining consequences they have overlooked. Likewise, others might improve your behaviour by simply explaining consequences you have overlooked.


A helpful rule of thumb is: explain, don't complain.


Take care to explain the consequences in a balanced way rather than just focusing on negative impacts for you. Perhaps there are positives too, for you or someone else. Just complaining is antagonizing.


When explaining consequences or hearing about consequences from another person, focus on practical consequences, such as lost time and money, physical injury, pain, sleepiness, loss of reputation, or damage to your assets, rather than on feelings. You might mention your feelings (e.g. of frustration) but do not start with your emotions, dwell on them, or try to pressure the other person with them. Do not claim that your emotions are beyond question. Likewise, do not allow the other person to pressure you with emotions or dwell on them.


E.g. If someone keeps interrupting you in a multi-person discussion, stopping you making some of your points clearly, then later you might talk to them about it. Do not say ‘When you interrupted me, I felt you were disrespecting me and that made me feel bad.’ Instead, focus on the practical consequences. You might say ‘When you interrupted me I was unable to complete my points and they were not understandable to people.’ or ‘In this negotiation, we need to show a united front. The way you interrupted me might be taken as a sign that our working relationship is failing and the other side might try to exploit that in some way.’


If the other person responds rudely by saying something like ‘I interrupted because you weren't saying anything useful and I didn't want us to waste any more time.’ then still remain calm. Block the personal attack by saying ‘The points I was trying to make were important.’ and then explain why. This approach gives them good reasons to respect you and not interrupt. This is better than threatening them with your emotional reactions.


This is important because emotions are not reliable indicators of the severity of practical consequences. Emotions may be based on a misunderstanding, amplified by an emotional problem unrelated to the discussion, or faked to get more than is fair. The conversation should move towards deciding if practical changes should be made or whether it would be better to adjust emotions or correct misunderstandings. In some cases, an over-emotional person is incapable of adjusting their emotions in the short term, so accommodations have to be made by others, but in the longer term it is best for the over-emotional person to learn to manage their emotions more effectively.


If you lead with your emotions then the other person may suspect you are trying to manipulate with them or that your emotions are too strong for the circumstances. You open yourself up to claims that you are overreacting.


Resist the temptation to angrily criticize people, to make them feel guilty and ashamed for their inconsiderate, careless, stupid behaviour, and to rip into them for their mistakes, their misunderstandings, and their uncertain hesitations. Do not do this to others or to yourself.


Any motivational gains from this will be swamped by the stress, resentment, anger, and distractions it causes. Use this approach with yourself and you are likely to create feelings of guilt and self-disgust that do not directly lead to productive action and are more likely to lead to doing unrelated things to feel better.


If someone else attacks you in this way, after perhaps weeks of angry brooding, try to refocus them on the practical consequences and the design of the behaviour, and away from castigation:


Complaint: ‘You ask me what the matter is! How can you not know? You are so inconsiderate! You never think about others. You just sit at your computer all day …’

Response: ‘Hold on. Hold on. What has happened?’


Complaint: ‘We need to have some boundaries. There needs to be mutual respect. I feel like you are not listening.’

Response: ‘I am listening now. What has happened?’


Complaint: ‘I have told you before not to put the files there and yet you have done it again. It's frustrating and I won't put up with this type of slackness and disrespect.’

Response: ‘I can see you are frustrated but I have to put the files somewhere while I do this task. This seems to be by far the most convenient place. Can you please tell me why the files being there is a problem? What practical consequences does it have?’


Complaint: ‘I can't believe you have parked your car right there again. It's so inconsiderate.’

Response: ‘This is the first time you have mentioned this to me. What are the consequences for you of my car being parked in that spot?’


Complaint: ‘I don't want to take the bus to the hotel. I hate taking buses. If we take the bus it will ruin the whole day.’

Response: ‘I just suggested the bus because it's cheap, quick, and apparently the service is frequent. What is it specifically that will be a problem for you if we take the bus to the hotel?’


If you allow the other person to lead with emotions then they may be manipulating you. Instead, dig for facts to reach a fair conclusion and defend yourself from manipulation.  Point out the positive contribution of what you have done (if they have just been scolding you for the imperfections) and ask questions to clarify what they think can be done differently and better.


As the conversation moves into designing new behaviour it will often be necessary to consider the consequences of alternatives. This builds the justification for a new behaviour.


In parenting, this is better than the authoritarian style where the parent demands that their child do what they are told just because the parent is giving the instruction (i.e. ‘because I say so’).


Understanding the consequences affecting others is part of understanding their preferences, which is vital in close relationships and important more generally. Most of those preferences are driven by the consequences. Saying you want to understand the consequences for someone and so get a better understanding of their preferences is much better than asking for ‘a conversation about boundaries’. Many people do not understand what ‘boundaries’ means in this context, it sounds a bit pompous and like a therapist talking, and it is a crude concept compared to understanding consequences and preferences.


Understand personal interests precisely


The legitimate and other interests of the individual people involved should be understood precisely, if possible, so that suitable reassurances can be given. This requires considering the interests of the individual, not just the groups they belong to (though these can be helpful to understand too).


E.g. When a consultant proposes a project to a client, there are two courses of action to consider. One is the idea suggested for the client's organization to adopt. The other, perhaps not put into writing, is the action to be taken by the individual to whom the proposal is given. This might involve them looking for allies within the organization who want to change the organization as proposed (or something like it) and trying to get a decision taken. The collective interests of everyone in the organization are best served by a project that will make it more efficient, perhaps more profitable, and so on – all the usual business concerns. However, the interests of the individual person who receives the proposal initially are different. That person will also be interested in the impact for them personally, which might be a career boost from being part of positive change but might also be career damage if the reaction to the idea is negative or aggressive, or if the project, once implemented, does not work. The collective interests of the organization can be insensitive to the personal gains and losses of individuals; the consultant must not be.


E.g. When you try to get a new job, there are several people who might help decide whether to make you an offer. Each of these individuals has personal interests. A recruitment agent wants to be well regarded by the end client. The client's Human Resources person perhaps wants to look useful and respected. The person who might be your new boss perhaps wants someone obedient and unlikely to play office politics. People who might be your new peers might want a new colleague who is kind and considerate, does their fair share of the work, but does not raise the bar by being too good. Each of these individuals may need to be reassured or impressed with points about you that are relevant to their personal interests. Simply arguing that you would perform the role exceptionally well does not address all those interests and may cause anxiety for some.


The personal interests of individuals within a group are often legitimate. They are entitled to consider their personal interests, even when these clash with group interests. Their being part of the group is an act of cooperation, not submission. However, the weightings of the person's interests and those of others (the group) must be fair.


The situation is simpler if the other person is just deciding for themselves, as an individual. For example a person choosing what to read, who to vote for, or taking advice on their health.


Develop a plan


Offer, accept, or perhaps ask for help to develop a plan for the new behaviour, making clear that agreeing to discuss the plan does not imply agreeing to go ahead with it. This planning is just a step towards a better decision.


E.g. Imagine that Josh is 15 years old and not at all sexist. However, on social media he has recently started posting comments that are, taken literally, sexist. For example, he posted that ‘Women are weaker than men.’ when what he meant and should have said was ‘Woman have, on average, less muscular strength than men.’ Josh's friend points this out and offers to help Josh learn how to avoid being accidentally offensive when talking about demographic groups.


E.g. Imagine that Jeanine and Margot are artists working in the same town. Recently Jeanine has started posting snide comments on Margot's website. Margot contacts Jeanine and points out that the comments are unwanted and may also be showing Jeanine in a poor light. Margot suggests they discuss ways to benefit by mutual cooperation rather than simply being rivals. They do not have to like each other's work to be mutually supportive.


E.g. Ewan and Bryan are housemates but not really friends. They have to share a bathroom and, recently, Ewan has been spending a long time in there in the morning, making Bryan late for work. Bryan explains the impact to Ewan and offers to talk about how they can share the bathroom with less risk of such incidents in future.


The help provided might be nothing more than some relevant facts or ideas for actions. In many cases, the other person is competent to think through their own plan but may lack some key information.


E.g. An intelligent boy in his mid-teens has started to stay up late, eat too much refined sugar, and experiment with nicotine in different forms. His parents are concerned but he is too old and independent to be ordered to follow rules. Instead, they rely on his intelligence. They give him key facts from research and recommendations on nutrition by a health authority, then leave him to work out the implications. He shows no sign of changing his intentions but, when he learns that a single bottle of his favourite soft drink contains more than the recommended daily amount of free sugars and that this might affect his insulin metabolism, he privately resolves not to have a whole bottle in one day. He does not want to let his parents win in a battle of wills but he also does not want to harm himself.


A more reliable decision on whether to go ahead with a new behaviour can be made with a more detailed design for the new behaviour and arrangements to put it in place. Usually, the more time we spend thinking about these, the more detailed and refined our design. This usually makes the new behaviour more attractive, though sometimes awkward practicalities are found that make it less attractive.


Either way, it is better to think in detail before deciding finally whether to go ahead with change.


You may already have a detailed plan to offer but usually at least some interaction is needed to tailor this to the other person’s circumstances. They may also need time to learn the new plan or new skills. They might do this during your conversation, during a later encounter, or independently.


In this conversation to devise the new behaviour you might offer to help carry out the plan, creating a more attractive plan for the person whose behaviour is the focus of attention.


E.g. Gerry and Joe are friends. Gerry has a small but overgrown garden. He wants to tidy it and change the layout but cannot get himself to start the project. Joe does not have a garden and wants to help Gerry so he suggests they talk through the project plan then think about whether it is really worth it. While they are planning, Joe offers to come over at weekends to help with some of the work. Gerry offers to buy Joe dinner afterwards. The two friends like their plan more with these new details.


Many people are not very good at making plans. They may fail to develop enough detail, organize their ideas, and anticipate potential problems and plan to deal with them. Help developing plans can make a big difference. This is especially so if you can come up with a plan where everyone wins.


Parenting young children is a situation where there is usually a huge expertise gap between parent and child, so parents can give a lot of help with making plans. There is also an opportunity to explain why the new behaviours are better.


E.g. A young family is enjoying lasagne when one of the little boys says ‘Owww.’ He dropped some lasagne off his fork and it fell on the edge of the table and his leg, where it was still rather hot. After dad has cleaned up the mess and checked that the boy is not really hurt, they have a conversation about eating skills. Dad says ‘It's not very nice when you drop some food, especially if it's sticky and hot and falls on you. It can hurt and has to be cleaned up, which is boring.’ (This is explaining consequences.) The son looks a bit unhappy but dad continues ‘Not to worry. Can I show you how to eat like grown ups do so that you are less likely to drop food?’ (This is getting permission to help.) The boy looks a little interested so dad carries on. ‘The secret is to sit up close to the edge of the table, like this, so your tummy is just touching it. Then lean forward a bit so that as you lift your fork the food stays over your plate. That way, if some falls, it will just go on the plate. Have a go.’


The boy tries and again some food falls but onto the plate. The boy is still disappointed but dad points out that this was an improvement and gives another suggestion. ‘Another thing that really helps is to look carefully at your fork for as long as you can, until it disappears under your nose. That way you can see when the fork is not level and when the food might fall off. Try again.’ The boy tries again a few times and nothing falls. He starts to look happier. Dad congratulates him on his learning and the boy agrees to use these skills in future. (This is the decision to use the skill designed.) They continue with dinner.


A common mistake is to focus primarily on reasons why another person should change their behaviour and do too little to develop a design for the new behaviour. People can hammer away with reasons, risks, emotional blackmail, and so on, increasingly thinking that the other person is stubborn, inconsiderate, or a liar when a few minutes of constructive thinking to develop a better behaviour would have been quicker, pleasanter, and produced a better solution overall.


E.g. Chloe is an internal auditor at an insurance company. For each audit she meets people, asks them lots of questions, checks details, then writes a report about the strengths and weaknesses of the team audited. The report includes recommendations for how they can correct weaknesses in the way they work. The Claims Department is so important she audits it every year.


Two years ago she found that the team leaders were not always reviewing the report of claims to check for errors and follow up. She recommended that they should always do it, which was the company's policy. Last year she found that they had not improved so she made the same points again and added more details about the problems that could happen from not always doing the reviews. This year she has just found that they still are not always doing the reviews. She feels angry and ignored. What can she do to get them to sort this out?


That night she reads an article on how to write internal audit reports that recommends a more solution-focused approach and it is a revelation. The next day she calls two of the team leaders and, after some polite explanation, she asks why they have not always done the reviews. It all comes out. There are problems with too much work and lack of holiday cover but the really big problem is that it is almost impossible to spot errors using the report provided by the computer system. It takes hours because other sources have to be found and looked at too. Team leaders hate doing this seemingly inefficient task.


They talk about types of error and ways to improve the reports or find the errors earlier by building checks into the software that is used to enter claim details. For this year's report, Chloe writes a rather longer point than usual about the problem but she explains the things that could be done to solve it. Some programming is needed but with her report going to the board of directors it is easier for the department to get what it needs. Everyone is happy and Chloe becomes a popular auditor with the Claims Department. Her life begins to change for the better.


Understand who chooses


The final decision on whether to go ahead with a particular course of action may lie with you alone, the other person alone, or both of you together. (There might also be others who have to agree.) Carefully consider which it should be, bearing in mind considerations similar to those involved in deciding the basis for discussing behaviour.


It is not a person's sole decision just because they are the ones who must act differently. Other people affected should also be involved. In some cases, a fair outcome may have to be imposed by fair use of power.


In some cases, there are multiple decisions and decision-makers. In particular, if someone you care about is doing something unhealthy for them and the final decision on whether to carry on is theirs, it is still reasonable for you to refuse to facilitate their behaviour (e.g. facilitating nicotine consumption by getting them nicotine). You cannot stop them but you do not have to help them.


Help evaluate and choose


With a more detailed plan of action devised, it is possible to take the final decision on whether to go ahead with the new plan. The choice will usually be between carrying on as now or changing to the newly developed alternative behaviour, having taken the necessary steps to put it in place.


You may be able to help the other person think this through if they struggle and are open to help. Alternatively, it may be that they can help you think it through.


Case 9.11: Helping someone who is struggling ineffectually


In this Case we are trying to help someone who is struggling ineffectually with challenges in their life and where conversations with them and small amounts of practical support could help significantly. This excludes situations where the challenge is extreme (e.g. finding a way to harness nuclear fusion, escaping poverty during a war in a remote part of Africa) and where the person is already carrying out a great plan of action.


Typical examples of this Case include gloomy, angry teenagers and people struggling with unemployment, low income, bad relationships, or just the overwhelming complexity and chaos of modern life. They can be helped to develop a better plan and so more positive expectations for the future and more motivation to act.


Discussions must be productive and helpful. Just getting the struggling person to talk about their problems is not necessarily helpful and may be harmful. For example, unhelpful discussions might:



  	cause the struggling person to relive traumatic experiences, strengthening the trauma instead of processing it in a helpful way


  	wallow in problems without making any progress towards solutions, confirming the person's belief that they are in a terrible situation and nothing can be done


  	implant incorrect, unhelpful diagnoses of problems and ineffective, even harmful ideas for solutions.





The guidelines in Case 9.10, where new behaviour is involved, are almost always applicable. However, even people who are struggling and unhappy may be unwilling to talk or accept advice or other help for reasons that create additional challenges:



  	They may wish to solve their problems themselves to gain a feeling of triumph, to avoid feeling inadequate, or to avoid appearing inadequate to others.


  	They may be wary of incurring a moral debt to you because they cannot easily reciprocate your help.


  	Their problems may be the result of something they would prefer to keep secret.


  	They may fear that the advice will tell them to do more than they are already, despite them having no capacity to do so (perhaps due to fatigue, stress, or long work hours).


  	They may think the advice will be poor.


  	They may be wary that you will push your advice repeatedly, creating conflict rather than helping, and perhaps damaging their relationship with you.


  	They may fear that the content of the conversation will trigger stress reactions and negative emotions, making the experience unpleasant.


  	An addicted part of their brain may not want to risk a conversation that might threaten their continued addiction.





The following guidelines aim to:



  	give the struggling person reassurances that enable them to talk


  	clarify the help that is offered


  	give them control


  	manage stress reactions.





Show positive regard


Reassure the person you are trying to help that you respect and value them and that you wish to remain in a good relationship with them despite their current struggles and behaviour, and this will remain the case whatever help they accept from you in future. Using only Reasonable Influence expresses respect towards others and the advice in Case 9.10 on discussions where new behaviour is involved is also highly relevant, but it may help to give these extra reassurances explicitly before, during, and after discussions to help them.


In particular, the reassurances may be useful while seeking permission to have the discussion. They tackle worries that prevent a person from talking about their situation and accepting help.


Their self-assessments may be negative at this point making them critical of your reassurances. To be credible your reassurances must be honest and not misleading. Do not exaggerate. Mention both their current characteristics and their potential in future.


Explain possible help


As part of getting permission for a discussion, make clear what you could do in the discussion. This might include just listening, sharing your experiences and ideas that might help, analysing their situation and making personalized suggestions or even recommendations, and agreeing to do other things to help them (perhaps more practical). In some cases it is helpful to give more detail about the process of the discussion or go through a list of more practical types of help you would be willing to provide.


You do not have to offer all the possibilities. Stick to what you think you can do well enough to be helpful.


Promise confidentiality


Promise confidentiality but perhaps with limitations (e.g. excluding illegal acts and things you think you would have to tell someone else for their own good). The main aim of confidentiality is to allow people to talk about things they find embarrassing and do not want everyone to know, such as stupid mistakes.


Acknowledge their current limitations


Reassure that you understand their low spare capacity and will not suggest anything too hard. Instead, you will try to help them get out of their hole in practical ways such as finding things they think they have to do that they do not have to do or doing something for them.


Give them control


Give the struggling person control of your support to them by asking for their permission to have a discussion, encouraging them to take control of the discussion, and encouraging them to call for help and direct it in future.


People sometimes think that asking others for help is a sign that they are incapable. More often, asking for help is a sign that they are making use of the resources available to them to get better outcomes. They are also developing cooperative relationships.


Help them manage stress reactions and emotions


Use simple reassurances to manage their stress reactions while getting permission to have a discussion and at times during the discussion.


This is important because many people who are struggling are also managing their stress reactions poorly. This can cause them to avoid discussing or even thinking about their problems.


Reassure them with just a few words that they are not in immediate danger, do not need to solve all their problems right now, and can afford to take breaks to rest, eat, and sleep. Typically, modern problems require focused mental effort over days, weeks, or months. Often they require us to sit quietly and think carefully. There is no gain from getting pumped up to fight or flee. Things you might say include:



  	‘It's ok. We've got plenty of time.’


  	‘We're safe here. Look around. Nobody is coming to get you. You're safe with me.’


  	‘I don't know what the solutions are but it's obvious they will require careful thought and actions over several months. You can be relaxed and patient.’


  	‘Let's take a break and rest. I need one. We have plenty of time to sort this out.’





Case 9.12: An uncooperative person strongly motivated to be uncooperative


This Case is about one-to-one encounters where the other person is being unreasonable and trying to get their way even though it is not fair, and has a strong reason for doing this. As a one-to-one encounter this is simpler than encounters involving more people but the chance of positive progress is still small.


Typical reasons for resisting reason and fairness are:



  	a personal or group vested interest


  	a stubborn belief in a particular way of getting something done, perhaps because it is consistent with a more general preferred way of acting


  	an addiction, a psychological compulsion such as an eating disorder or hand washing problem, or a phobia


  	an unreasonable ideology (e.g. a religion, an unreasonable political ideology), usually linked with a powerful desire to belong to a group of fellow believers and do what is in their interests regardless of others.





Motivations like this can create extreme sensitivity to anything that threatens the person’s preferred position or behaviour, along with well-developed defences that include rationalizations and deflections.


E.g. I once exchanged emails with a dedicated beer drinker who told me he drank 3 or 4 pints of beer most days and that this was reasonable. He dismissed the National Health Service (NHS) recommendations as influenced by ‘partisan abolitionists’ and based on nothing much. (The NHS recommendation is to drink no more than 14 units of alcohol per week, not the 44 units he was drinking, and it is now known that there is no safe level of alcohol consumption.) He suggested that going to a pub to drink is good because, compared to drinking at home, you get more social contact and some useful exercise if you walk there. Although I did not specifically ask him to change his drinking behaviour, I did outline the harms done by drinkers to other people and their society in general. He said this ‘smacked of preaching’. In other respects this person is a gentleman and very reasonable but when the topic is his addiction, his behaviour changes and no rationalization or deflection is too absurd.


You may find your reasoning is having no effect because of a connection to their problem behaviour they spotted long before anyone else. They may also be persistent and imaginative in generating arguments that protect and promote their problem behaviour.


E.g. A person with an eating disorder may offer to cook for everyone. This seemingly generous act gives them control of the ingredients and portion size for their meal and the opportunity to make their preferred serving look like everyone else’s.


They may also learn tricks already circulating in their society, having been devised by others with similar motives.


E.g. The tradition of buying ‘a round’ of drinks strongly supports alcohol consumption. It is hard to refuse a free drink and, once you have accepted one, tradition demands that everyone in the group buys a round for everyone else. That initial free drink becomes a social mechanism for pushing everyone, including yourself, to have several more drinks.


People hiding a powerful personal or group vested interest may have gone to considerable lengths and involved others by conspiracy or coercion. What they are doing might be unethical or even illegal and, if it was revealed, they could be in serious trouble.


Finally, people with a powerful reason for not cooperating may become hostile towards anyone they see as a threat. They may be difficult, dismissive, impatient, unpleasant, or unwelcoming even without being antagonized unnecessarily.


The consequence of all this is that positive progress is unlikely. However, there are some tactics that can be tried before resorting to fair use of power (if available).


Your best response depends on several factors. If the discussion is just an opportunity to influence each other as to truth, with no course of action considered, then the stakes are low and the situation relatively simple. You could leave the discussion and do something else or continue. You might continue if it would be rude to leave, you want to practise difficult conversations, or you think there still might be progress.


If the discussion is about a course of action then your options could be:



  	continue with reason and fairness in the hope of an improvement in the discussion


  	use power fairly to try for a deal now


  	pull out now and at a future encounter try for a better outcome by reason and fairness or by making a deal with power


  	pull out now with no deal and do not try again.





The following guidelines aim to:



  	encourage uncooperative people to use reason despite their apparent reluctance


  	impose a fair outcome if possible


  	otherwise get the best outcome possible under the difficult circumstances.





Understand the situation and choose wisely


Choosing the best response to complete lack of cooperation could be crucial to results. Before and during the encounter, think clearly about the situation, considering these points:


The prospects of imposing fairness by power now: Do you have enough power to impose a fair resolution if necessary?


The prospects for progress in the current encounter through reason or negotiation, based on:



  	The available opportunities: Is the discussion about what is true or what should be done? Is there an opportunity to agree a helpful course of action (anything from what to say in a sensitive document to starting a massive civil engineering project)?



  	The chance of progress through reason in this encounter: Is this person completely uncooperative or is there still some hope of progress? Are they selfish or mistaken? Might what is said in this encounter change their views later, when they have had a chance to think?



  	The best alternative to no resolution: If a course of action is not agreed, what is the best that can be done otherwise? This is crucial to knowing whether an agreement reached by negotiation in this discussion is progress.



  	What the other person most wants and can most easily give: If it comes to negotiation, what can they concede easily and what will they most want?



  	What you want and can most easily give: Again, in a negotiation what can you concede easily and what do you most want? The best combinations are points they want that you can easily concede and points you want that they can easily concede.





The prospects for progress in future encounters, based on:



  	Whether it is possible to stop with nothing resolved and have another encounter in future: Some encounters do not have this option. An agreement must be made now or not at all.



  	How things might be different in future encounters: Might the balance of power shift? Could the uncooperative person have some experience or realization that makes them easier to deal with next time? Might other people attend a future encounter, making it more reasonable?





With these points in mind, choose carefully how to proceed.


Mention others


People being uncooperative and selfish tend to forget about people outside the discussion. In a one-to-one encounter they may be aware of you but forget about others and how they would view the selfish behaviour. Remind the selfish person of other people and their likely reactions. This is particularly useful where the uncooperative person has more power than you (e.g. your boss at work).


E.g. Imagine you are a consultant in a meeting with your boss about how to charge for some work. Your boss tells you a 25% discount on standard daily rates has been agreed with the client and then says ‘What shall we say our standard rates are?’ He is suggesting cheating the client. You reply ‘We should tell them our standard rates are what they actually are. Imagine if they found out we had done anything else.’ Your boss goes quiet for a moment then changes the subject. The idea of cheating is dead.


Without being threatening or unnecessarily antagonizing, you can remind the uncooperative person of others. You could mention that they would be interested in the issue, or that you could or will raise it with them. Here are some possibilities and ways to mention them that are informative without being directly threatening:


E.g. Examples referring to other people generally:



  	‘I wanted to talk to you about an issue that I suspect many people may have noticed.’


  	‘There was a survey last month about this issue in another part of the country and it showed that most people thought the current situation is unacceptable.’


  	‘I was wondering about perhaps raising this more widely, on social media, with local newspapers, that sort of thing, but it doesn’t seem necessary if sorting this out is really quite easy.’


  	‘If someone were to do a survey of what council tax payers think about this issue I am pretty sure it would show that most think it is unacceptable and needs to be sorted out.’


  	‘You should know that I have been posting about this on social media and obviously will also post about any progress we can make, or lack of progress.’





E.g. Examples referring to a specific person or group:



  	‘I met your Chief Executive recently and she told me how important it is to …’


  	‘I don’t imagine this was deliberate so there’s no need to drag the police into this. I’m sure it can be sorted out.’


  	To involve someone else just copy them into an email. (This is probably an over-used tactic but still reasonable up to a point.)


  	‘By the way, I will be reporting any progress or lack of it to my Institute later. I just thought I’d better let you know.’


  	‘If you’re not able to sort this out then I will have to try other people, probably higher up in your organization, to see if they are in a better position to get it sorted. Would you like to suggest someone or will that not be necessary?’





It is fine to indicate that you might or will share details of the discussion or the uncooperative person's behaviour. This could apply some necessary pressure. However, do not threaten to get the uncooperative person into trouble by misrepresenting them to others.


E.g. Imagine that you are meeting a more important person at work to discuss timesheets. He is angry that some people in your team have not completed their online timesheets by the deadline. Last week he phoned some of your team members about it and one of them was in tears to you afterwards. You say ‘One of the people you called last week was reduced to tears by your call.’ He replies ‘Good. Now perhaps she will understand how important it is to get these timesheets done promptly!’ You are stunned by this display of insensitivity but, after a couple of moments to calm down, make a quick note of those words on your pad and say ‘Should I share that response with my team? It might underscore the need for prompt completion … but it might also put you in a very bad light. We may see complaints of bullying.’


The more senior person flushes and looks ready to burst with anger but realizes he has put himself in a dangerous position. If other people hear that remark he will be in deep trouble. You continue ‘Suppose I contact the late people myself and find out what the problems are. Maybe there's something technical or they are under extreme work pressure on their projects right now. I'll look into it and try to find some constructive solutions. Can we agree that you won't call my people directly about this again?’


Sometimes there is a conspiracy to cover up bad behaviour. The conspirators may see themselves as having power over others and using it to stop people revealing what is really going on. This can seem like an unassailable position; they have all the power. However, they do not have all the power; their wider society has more. There is also an inherent weakness in a conspiracy of dishonest people: they do not trust each other.


E.g. Imagine you are in a terrible position. You have realized that there is a major fraud at your workplace and that your boss and several other senior people are involved. Your boss has just discovered that you are aware of this and has called you into her office for a talk. Her manner is friendly at first but increasingly threatening. She says, in effect, that if you ever tell anyone what you know she will make sure you are ruined and can never get a job in your chosen industry again. Part of you feels this is a scene from a movie but these are important people and the threat seems credible. Even resigning without a good reference from your employer would be a problem. Your boss seems supremely confident in her position.


You say ‘I understand what you are saying and, of course, I want to have a career but can you tell me something about the risks involved? You must have thought about this. Whether I blow the whistle or someone else does, there's a risk that this will come out into the open. What has been happening here is unethical and quite probably illegal. There could be investigations by various people and they could find documents or people willing to speak to them. How can you trust the others involved in this? How can I trust you? The very fact that you are threatening me is evidence of your involvement in a conspiracy that might be deemed criminal. Where would that leave you? Do you really want to go down this path? Have you consulted a lawyer about your possible legal position? Do you know who else has or what they plan to do?’ Your boss's face shows a flicker of anxiety. She is conspiring with some deeply dishonest and ruthless people who would happily throw her to the wolves if put under pressure.


You continue: ‘You actually taking steps to destroy my career would be further evidence of your personal complicity. I don't know the best thing to do so let's leave it a couple of days and maybe talk again.’ You stand and leave before she can say much more then leave the building and report your suspicions to the police immediately. Nothing can be worse than staying in that situation.


Mentioning others is a typical byproduct of explaining what is fair and why.


E.g. Imagine you are on an international flight that will last 9 hours. The man sitting next to you asks the cabin staff for a gin and tonic before the plane has even taken off. He keeps asking and within a short while has been served four gin and tonics. He is noticeably a little drunk and the cabin staff have started pretending not to notice him asking for more booze. He is not fooled by this and starts to get angry and say angry things. You are wondering anxiously what to do because the approach taken by the cabin staff is making things worse and you face hours next to an angry drunk man.


Fortunately, the cabin staff have much more experience of this situation than you. One of the more senior cabin staff approaches the man and says ‘Hi. Can I just confirm that your name is Condon, Peter Condon, of Milton Keynes? Well, Peter, we're not going to get you drunk by giving you more alcoholic drinks. Drunk passengers can cause problems for themselves, other passengers, and cabin staff. We're not going to take that risk. It's company policy.’


The angry passenger looks even more angry but he is slightly unsettled by his name being known and the mention of other passengers. He says ‘I'm not drunk and I'm not going to cause any problems. Get me the gin and tonic I ordered. You have to serve me.’ The response is ‘As I said, we won't take that risk. Our company policy is not to get passengers drunk by giving them too many alcoholic drinks. A drunk passenger can get nauseous, vomit, fall when trying to walk, or even fall off their seat. They can disrupt the flight for other passengers, making them anxious and preventing them from sleeping. Drunk passengers can get abusive and even physically aggressive with others including cabin staff. I'm not saying you will do all those things but we won't take the risk. For the peace of mind of everyone, especially the people sat near you, there will be no more alcohol for you. We are very happy to get you soft drinks and food. Is there anything you would like of that nature?’ In response to this barrage of good reasons and reminders of the people nearby, the angry passenger folds his arms, scowls, and says nothing more for the whole flight.


Continue with reason and fairness anyway


Sometimes it is worth continuing with influence by reason and fairness even though it looks like a waste of time. If the end result is valuable enough then even a tiny chance of success may be enough.


If you could somehow speak to 1,000 seemingly uncooperative people you would probably find that some, perhaps just a few, were open to reason and responded to fairness to some extent. Some might have a vested interest but not so pressing and the implications for other people might be a revelation for them. Some might be battling an addiction and welcome help with it. Some might recently have started to question their ideology or have been doubting it for years.


People sometimes have a poor understanding of the impact of their actions on others and themselves. When you discuss the practical impacts for everyone affected, including the uncooperative person or their group, you might be able to draw out knock-on implications or use survey data to quantify effects that contradict the impression given by a striking example.


E.g. People who smoke are likely to be reassured by the example of a smoker in their 80s. That one example seems to show that they can smoke and still live a long life. They might but statistics show the odds are poor.


Acknowledge practical problems, especially as-yet unsolved problems, as hurdles to clear but be cautious about claims of ‘psychological’ or ‘emotional’ reasons for delay or not changing. These might well be cleared away by thinking.


Tackle obvious false dichotomies and other illogical excuses. For example, with a committed drinker:


Excuse: ‘If I don’t go to the pub I won’t see my friends.’

Response: ‘You can go to the pub without drinking booze, see other friends, or make new friends.’


Excuse: ‘But I enjoy beer.’

Response: ‘You can enjoy other drinks too, or other activities that you do to relax with friends. It’s not beer or nothing.’


Excuse: ‘But walking to the pub is my only exercise.’

Response: ‘It doesn’t have to be. Go to the pub without boozing, or walk somewhere else, or both.’


It may not be possible to get through the entire process of developing alternative behaviours and evaluating the new plan. Respond to fierce complaints with neutralization and continuation. For example:


Complaint: ‘Don’t tell me what to do!’

Response: ‘I’m not ordering you because I don’t have the authority. But I can make recommendations for your benefit and ask you to do things if your behaviour is affecting me or others.’


Complaint: ‘Don’t preach at me!’

Response: ‘I’m not preaching; religion is not involved. I’m talking about the effects of your behaviour.


Complaint: ‘Stop moralizing!’

Response: ‘I’m not moralizing. I’m talking about the effects of your behaviour.


Complaint: ‘Don’t lecture me!’

Response: ‘I’m telling you about the consequences of your actions because it looks like you may be unaware of some of them.’


These complaints are trying to stop you tackling the issue. The tactic is to say that the way you are talking is making it hard for them to be open to change; if you would only stop talking about it then they would be able to change. Obviously, if you drop the issue, it is much more likely that they will happily stop thinking about it and make no change whatsoever. At some point you will need to stop but pushing through initial resistance may be necessary.


It is legitimate to want someone who is doing something harmful to others to stop, to ask them to stop, and to give reasons why you are asking. They might reasonably think they are doing no harm and something subtle they do avoids the harm. There might be some uncertainty and a worthwhile discussion to be had.


You might also want someone to change purely for their own benefit. Here they are entitled to refuse the advice and avoid the conversation.


Discuss what is best for them


People who want more than is fair for themselves or their group, and do not care much about the interests of others, may still be willing to discuss alternative ways to get what they want. Sometimes they can be interested in proposals that are in their interests. At other times they are not open to alternatives and just fixate on a particular plan.


Sometimes a person driven by a personal or group motive to be uncooperative has wrongly decided that a particular conclusion or course of action is best for them. In fact, a better alternative exists and would be better for others too, so fairer. Talking to them about how their preferred option is bad for others might be useless but talking about how an alternative could be better for them or their group might be influential. This is another technique that is particularly useful when the other person has more power than you.


E.g. Imagine a property developer wants to build a block of flats in a conservation area (i.e. somewhere that new developments are given special scrutiny to make sure they do not damage the character of the area). The design she submits for planning permission is not sensitive to the local architecture and is rejected. It looks nothing like the detached Victorian homes along the rest of the road. She tries again, reluctantly submitting plans for a slightly smaller block, but still with no attempt to match the look of surrounding buildings. Again, her application is rejected but this time a local architect who has been arguing against her developments suggests a different scheme. The alternative looks like the existing Victorian buildings but cleverly divides into larger flats. Although construction cost would be higher and there would be slightly fewer flats they would sell for more and the owners would be more similar financially to other residents in the road. The total returns for the developer would be about the same but gaining permission would be much easier. The developer is still angry but, fearing more rejections, begins to prefer the alternative approach.


E.g. Suppose a company has been providing a service for many years in a particular way that is somewhat flawed. An employee realizes this and devises a better alternative that is a little different. She prepares to talk to the person in charge of the service. If she talks mostly about the problems, pointing to customers who were unhappy, she might get the defensive responses the company has been using to placate unhappy customers for years. However, she may bypass the usual defensiveness if she focuses on the strengths of the existing approach, presents her ideas as a modification of the existing approach that keep most of the key elements, describes her ideas factually, and tentatively predicts some modest improvements in sales or reductions in costs. This approach reduces the risk of the person in charge feeling their reputation is under threat but still includes the commercial benefits.


Often there will be a better way because of the logic of enlightened self-interest. Being cooperative and fair instead of uncooperative and selfish is usually better for everyone in the long run.


E.g. Imagine a company has its accounts audited and the auditors wrongly conclude that there is a large error in the accounts. The whole problem is handled badly and ends with bitter litigation. Eventually the auditors are found to have failed and the Chief Finance Officer (CFO) is exonerated. Later, the CFO feels so angry about it that he develops a general distrust of auditors and starts to research their legal powers and limitations. He puts videos online about how to avoid answering questions and giving auditors information. People follow his advice and he gets positive feedback from some others who have had a hard time from auditors (though often for good reason).


Unfortunately, most people who follow his advice find it backfires badly. Auditors naturally find the uncooperative, negative attitude extremely suspicious and increase their requests for information instead of backing off. Eventually these requests are escalated to the top of companies where an executive is legally obliged to answer questions and angrily demands to know why these routine issues are requiring senior attention. The advice in the videos is harming the very people it was supposed to help. Bringing this to the attention of the CFO would be a good way to encourage him to take the videos down and promote cooperative relationships instead.


When a person is fighting on behalf of another person or group, they may be less aware of when their approach is counterproductive. Pointing out when an idea is counterproductive is a relatively safe approach when the uncooperative person mistakenly thinks you are a horrible person and on the wrong side.


E.g. Imagine a campaigner is arguing for a costly and unfairly discriminatory new scheme to increase the proportion of people of a particular demographic group that go to university. They do not care about the unfairness and aggressively promote their scheme.


The scheme probably will get more people from that demographic group going to university but almost none of the extra students will successfully complete respected courses at leading universities. Instead, almost all will struggle at bottom tier universities, take on a student debt, miss three years of potential earnings, and not improve their employability. In short, most would be better off not going to university. This issue can be pointed out safely by starting with the interests of the demographic group, despite the campaigner’s aggressive approach.


Sometimes it is useful to point out the likely reactions of other people to an unfair plan. Blinded by their own rhetoric, a person who is being unreasonable may have overlooked these. A gentle hint may be better than explanation in some cases.


E.g. Imagine you are raising an issue while meeting a politician. She has been slightly dismissive and when you tell her you have details of six cases that illustrate the problem she seems uninterested and tries to end the meeting without taking them from you. You say ‘As I said, I have in this folder details of six cases that show the problem and I am sure that you will want to look into them.’ She still seems hesitant so you say ‘All six of those people are interested in your reaction, as are their families and several journalists now following this issue.’ She gives you a frigid smile and takes the file from you. You end with ‘Great. I'll check in with you in a couple of weeks – that will be Tuesday the 8th of next month.’


Point out that manipulation harms credibility


Tricks and abuses of power harm credibility and explaining this can encourage uncooperative people to behave slightly better. (The ways that credibility is harmed have been explained in Chapter 4 in the discussion of backlash risks.) Do not say directly that the uncooperative person is using a trick or abusing power; just point out when something they are doing is likely to backfire.


E.g. ‘I know you are determined to help poor people but the statistics you have just shown us are plainly unreliable for the reasons I explained. If you use them without acknowledging the problems then you damage the credibility of your argument and that won’t help poor people. How about …’


If your objective was to win an argument then this would be a bad tactic because it helps the other side. However, since your objective is influence, this is a good tactic that improves the quality of the discussion and guides the other person to use reason rather than get lost in their own lies and motivated mistakes. They might even realize they have misunderstood.


Impose a fair outcome if you can


If it becomes clear that reason and fairness will not prevail in the conversation and you have sufficient legitimate power then switch to explicit use of that power to impose a fair outcome. For example:



  	‘Thank you. Well, I think it's time I reached a decision.’


  	‘It looks like no new facts or insights are likely to be gained by further discussion so it’s time for me to make up my mind.’


  	‘It seems to me that this discussion is not producing any insights or progress so let me be quite clear. This project will get no practical support from me unless the requirements I have explained are met.’


  	‘It seems we have reached the point where we need a third marker. I'll request one.’





Your power moves might include:



  	impose something, because you have the power (e.g. just refuse to give them money they want)


  	refer the matter for arbitration


  	call in law enforcement, forum moderators, or similar


  	delay for a better time when you will have more power.





Negotiate


If you need to agree a course of action and do not have power to impose a fair one then you may still have enough power to negotiate. Understanding the situation is crucial, as discussed above.


Remind them of what you provide and how that might depend on what is agreed.


E.g. ‘I understand you are very keen to get this document finished but I am also working on two other documents for you and one for Mr Giles. If I put your urgent document first, I may have to delay your other documents or tell Mr Giles that you insisted on priority.’


E.g. ‘I am fed up with the smell of your cigarettes in the flat and the butts dropped in the garden. Sharing this flat involves a lot of cooperation and it’s much easier if we are considerate to each other, especially concerning the kitchen and bathroom.’


Explore priorities. Search for concessions they can easily make that are valuable to you and concessions you can easily make that are valuable to them. These are crucial to bargaining.


Be open to a variety of possible gains and losses, and search for creative solutions that do more than just balance the interests of both sides.


Exit the conversation


In addition to sparing yourself wasted time and frustration, exiting the conversation may reduce the opportunities for cheats to wheedle for more or make their demands seem reasonable with tricks. It may be appropriate to cut them off just after their worst behaviour and highlight their vested interests. Make it obvious that you are not fooled. Show them that their behaviour has produced a backlash.


Chapter 10: Group encounters


Having considered increasingly difficult situations where one person tries to reason with another it is time to move on to situations where more than one person tries to do the influencing or persuading and, usually, there is competition. This does not necessarily require people to be together in one location or attend simultaneously.


Group encounters of this type include:



  	family discussions involving more than two people


  	business meetings, committee meetings, and similar discussions


  	political talk shows, combative interviews watched by an audience, public debates, and interactions between conference speakers and people with questions


  	competitive sales situations


  	court cases and other legal proceedings with advocates and decision-makers


  	discussions on social media, especially of controversial subjects like politics and religion.





As with one-to-one encounters, the level of cooperation is crucial. Occasionally, groups of three or more people are entirely cooperative. Occasionally, everyone except you is uncooperative. However, most often the situation is that some people are cooperative and some are not. The level of reliance on reason and fairness also varies.


In group encounters all the recommendations for exchanges are applicable, as are relevant recommendations for one-to-one encounters. The recommendations in the following Cases add to those recommendations.


Case 10.1: Having control of the discussion


Being the chairperson or otherwise being the person with most control of a discussion is an advantage but brings new challenges. The recommendations in this Case are relevant in later Cases only if you have this role.


Examples of this role include being chairperson of a meeting or conference, moderator of an online discussion, owner of an online group (with the power to exclude people or delete comments), interviewer, or master of ceremonies.


The role gives some power to control the discussion but rarely full power. You may have influence over who attends or is in the online group, what information is provided (e.g. reports provided to a board of directors, items posted to start an online discussion), the agenda (tasks on the list and time allocated), how the tasks are approached, which options are for consideration, who speaks and for how long, and what is voted on and when.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	encourage a good quality discussion based on reason and fairness


  	reduce or eliminate manipulative behaviour by participants.





Have a clear agenda


If there is an opportunity to write an agenda for a meeting or discussion then create one that clearly identifies the aims and allocation of time then distribute it in advance. This encourages diligent contributors to prepare and should improve the contributions overall.


An ideal agenda goes further and makes clear the process for tackling each task, including key speakers. Beware of asking people for a general update on their area of work because this can reveal a major problem that needs focused discussion and for which a process has not been identified. It may be possible to ask in advance if there is anything that will require a discussion so that a specific plan can be made.


Discourage premature conclusions


If people reach conclusions before all the relevant information has been shared then there is a risk of unnecessary disagreement and arguments.


It is sometimes thought that disagreement within a discussion is helpful, especially if it is disagreement with the boss. This might be better than the boss reaching a premature conclusion and everyone else saying nothing. However, it is not as good as everyone studying all the relevant information and making initial inferences before attempting to put it all together and reach a better conclusion together.


Near the start of the discussion, let people know that there is information to take in, some discussion will take place, and then an attempt to reach conclusions, which might be tentative and lead to more work. You may even need to ask people explicitly to avoid premature conclusions.


Provide good information


You can often provide information in advance or during a discussion. Prefer information that is factual, detailed, but understandable. Provide it in advance where possible and make it prominent at the start of the relevant discussion. This puts relevant facts into the discussion and encourages participants to be factual generally.


One of the most important ways to do this is to invite people with different information, experiences, mental models, and interests to share them during the discussion. They may have made some inferences from their information that point towards conclusions but these should not usually be regarded as conclusions until all the relevant information has been shared and considered.


One person, working from their information and mental models, may think that the conclusions are obvious and this can lead them to reach a premature conclusion and argue with others. This risk is lower if people know that more information is coming, have been encouraged to keep listening, and know from previous discussions how this works.


The best people to contribute are not necessarily just the most experienced and cognitively able. Everyone is an expert at something, though it can be hard to use their expertise if they are inarticulate and have a poor memory.


E.g. A very young person who has just joined a company and has no previous work experience may still be an ideal person to hear from if you are discussing hiring or induction processes for new staff, or if you want to see which strategy ideas new recruits find most understandable and compelling.


Being involved in a discussion does not necessarily mean being involved in final decisions. Some decisions need consensus but many do not. Some discussions end with a vote but most do not. Nevertheless, there is value in having people involved and listening to each other.


They are less likely to feel that their contributions have been ignored when they have heard about competing interests, other models, and conflicting information. They are more likely to agree with conclusions if they contributed useful information and inferences to the discussion because they know that at least some mistakes were avoided. They are more likely to appreciate the contribution of the discussion controller or decision-maker if they have seen the information used and the patient analysis and synthesis of ideas.


Just having people participate does not in itself lead to influence or ‘buy in’ as it is sometimes called. If people participate but feel it was a sham then the outcome may be worse than if they were not involved at all.


Clarify the discussion process


Meetings often drift inconclusively without procedural control. Explain the objectives and approach for each task and remind people where necessary. Occasionally clarify which options are under consideration.


Be flexible where a better approach is suggested but curtail useless digressions if you can.


Help people speak up


It is not necessary for everyone to contribute equally or even at all. Some people do not want to contribute. Some are much more able to contribute helpfully than others. Do not push everyone to contribute because it will elicit some poor contributions that waste time and cause discomfort for some.


However, some valuable contributions do not get shared because others go on for too long, do not wait for responses, or respond aggressively. Intervene to stop this happening.


E.g. Imagine that a jury is in deliberation. Most members think the defendant is guilty but one young woman is not sure and says so. Another jury member fires a question at her but before she can answer someone else jumps in with another question. Before she can respond to either question a third person fires yet another question. At this point the foreman intervenes saying ‘Hold on, hold on. Give her a chance to answer. Now, the first question was about the witness’s identification. Julie, would you like to say something about that? Take all the time you need.’ Someone else starts to speak before Julie can answer but the foreman raises his hand and gives a hard look that shuts them up. Julie is protected from further bullying and able to process the evidence properly.


Do not be the person whose behaviour discourages contributions. Instead, invite contributions from individuals in an encouraging way but without pressure. Be specific about what they might contribute. Does anyone have any information about some issue? Anything to contribute about the interests of people they work with or care for? Any ideas, even half-baked, on how a tricky problem might be solved?


Restrict tricks and abuses of power


This can be done by excluding people who consistently behave badly and by cutting them off or deleting their comments if (1) those contributions are manipulative, and (2) they are part of a clear pattern of persistently manipulative behaviour. Who is to decide which contributions are rational and fair and which are tricks or abuses of power? You. It is the role you have in the discussion. Try to do it effectively and objectively.


Identifying manipulative trickery and abuses of power requires technical skill but is often easy. Some bad behaviour by particular people is predictable. React to the most blatant examples rather than trying to catch everything. It can help to react to even trivial incidents, provided they are clear cut, because it reminds people to behave well.


E.g. Here is a snippet from a hypothetical business meeting:


Person 1: ‘Why are you so obsessed with sales figures? Where is this fixation coming from?’


Chair: ‘Sorry, but can I just stop you there. The words “obsessed” and “fixation” insinuate a mental health issue. Let’s keep that kind of language and personal attacks out of this meeting. Just ask why sales figures are important or talk about the importance of other objectives.’


E.g. Here is another snippet:


Person 2: ‘Professor Bennet makes several comments here which we can all read. They are quite complicated and technical statistical points.’


Person 3: ‘Oh dear, I wonder if he has any friends! Ha ha.’


Chair: ‘Hold on. Hold on. Mocking someone for having a lot of relevant technical knowledge is not helping our discussion. Professor Bennet may have some good points and we should try to understand them.’ 


These interventions on discussion tactics are completely different from weighing in with opinions and value judgements related to the content of the discussion, which are much more subject to bias:


E.g. Here again is that hypothetical business meeting but with an unhelpful intervention:


Person 1: ‘Why are you so obsessed with sales figures? Where is this fixation coming from?’


Chair: ‘Sorry, but can I just stop you there. Good grief! Surely you know that making sales is fundamental to business.’


When considering excluding someone altogether, watch for a pattern of manipulative behaviour. This will be particularly clear if they repeatedly make a claim or argument even after its flaws have been correctly and clearly explained to them. Now they cannot claim to be mistaken.


Continue to encourage reason and fairness


All the recommendations above have been to encourage reason and fairness but, in addition, the discussion controller should mention the value of reason and fairness occasionally, praise good contributions, and reward those who make them with more time and protection from unfair attacks.


Case 10.2: All cooperative


This is the situation where the other influencers only want what is fair and are willing to use reason and fairness, even if they sometimes lapse. In addition to the challenges of influencing on your own, there is the problem of coordinating efforts.


In this comparatively easy Case, the following guidelines aim to:



  	promote use of reason and fairness (as usual)


  	rely most on the best available brain power.





Encourage use of reason and fairness


Although all participants in this Case are cooperative, some may use tricks or other manipulative ploys (even though they do not need to). This undermines the quality of discussion and may reduce support for (1) correct reasoning on the same side of an argument, and (2) people on the same side.


If there is an opportunity then, to make lapses more obvious, describe concisely the conversation you would like. For example, you could say:



  	‘This is a tough and emotional issue for us as a family so let's stay calm, focus on the facts, let everyone speak uninterrupted, and try to work out some solutions.’


  	‘I think this idea is worth exploring properly so I would prefer this discussion to focus on possible applications of it and try to find solutions to problems that might arise. After we’ve done that fully then perhaps we can consider if we want to take the idea any further.’


  	‘This topic often triggers arguments and advocacy but I don’t want that to happen to us. I am hoping we will discuss this carefully, objectively, and factually – considering the impacts on everyone involved, both positive and negative.’


  	‘This is a tricky problem to solve so I’d like to hear from you all with your most relevant and reliable information, your best insights, and your most objective analyses.’





Alternatively, you could just say that you would like a conversation based on sound reasoning, evidence, and fairness. Most people will agree to this even if they don’t then act accordingly.


It may be necessary to discourage participants who use manipulative tactics and neutralize their ploys directly. Use the response methods already explained for exchanges.


If someone is not sticking to reason and fairness despite being neutralized and put back on track then make more specific requests for contributions. These direct the person more explicitly to say things that will help. For example:



  	‘Do you know how many times you have had to do that?’


  	‘Please name the other groups of people that would be affected if the change you have asked for was made.’


  	‘Do you have any facts on the number of people in your group who might be affected?’


  	‘Have you done any calculations to estimate that effect?’


  	‘Can you give me a specific example of the collusion you referred to where enough detail has been made public for the collusion to be detectable?’


  	‘Can you point to particular statements within the transcript of the telephone call that illustrate the problem you mentioned?’


  	‘Are you aware of any survey results or other data directly relevant to this point?’


  	‘What was the sample size and how were people selected for the survey?’





Let the best speaker speak


If more than one participant is ready to explain the same or similar reasoning then it is usually better for one person to do it than have people interrupt each other. The influencers might want to introduce points in different sequences, use different terminology, and perhaps different forms of analysis. It would be confusing to jump around.


Ideally, the person likely to give the best, clearest explanation should be the speaker until they have done their best to cover the line of reasoning. They can then give way for any corrections, clarifications, or extra points from others.


So, if the approach can be coordinated then it should be. If not then participants must decide individually whether to try for control or let another be lead expositor – at least for part of the discussion – and just watch for mistakes.


Preview your longer contributions


As with one-to-one situations, explain early how your exposition is structured and what conclusions it will reach (if you know). This discourages others from interrupting and encourages them to be patient. It also helps them decide whether you should be lead expositor for a while.


Case 10.3: Mixed cooperative and uncooperative


In this common situation some participants are cooperative and others not. The extent to which they rely on reason and fairness also varies. The cooperative participants might rely on reason and fairness exclusively (perhaps with encouragement) but the uncooperative participants will typically stick to their position any way they can.


As in the previous Case where all participants were cooperative, it is important to encourage maximum use of reason and fairness. The same techniques can be used.


In this challenging and common Case, the following guidelines aim to:



  	encourage cooperative people, reason, and fairness


  	effectively tackle manipulative behaviour that may be complex, intense, and sustained.





Involve cooperative people


If there is a choice then hold your discussion with competent people likely to rely on reason and fairness and likely to be cooperative. Try to bring as many people as you can who also want to use just reason and fairness. Avoid situations where everyone else is uncooperative and against you (e.g. a social media page where, typically, all users are mistaken conspiracy theorists).


There is nothing morally wrong with bringing along people who will help keep the discussion reasoned and fair. It helps to involve people who express approval and disapproval of behaviour non-verbally and support statements promoting reason and fairness. If they form a majority in the discussion then that is better still.


The main objective is a discussion based solidly on sound reasoning and fairness instead of one undermined by manipulation or muddle. This is to seek the truth or a good and fair outcome. It is not to push for a particular point of view or outcome. Of course a discussion based on reason and fairness is more likely to reach some conclusions than others but that is because they are closer to the truth or fairer.


Clarify what is at stake


State all the stakeholders and their interests, legitimate or otherwise, in general terms. Quantification is usually impossible but if a large number is known then it may help to mention it. Clarifying what is at stake helps ensure all relevant, legitimate interests are considered, brings vested interests into the open, and shows that you are considering the interests of all sides where there is conflict. It is even more relevant if uncooperative people are present.


If it is soon clear that some discussion participants have something personal at stake then it may help to clarify what that is early on.


This can be a powerful move. Uncooperative people who do not plan to be reasonable and fair may react aggressively. Consequently, it is usually better to be explicit about obvious interests that cannot be disputed but talk in more general terms about other interests that might be relevant.


E.g. Suppose someone is arguing for more government money to be spent on a particular project. There will be some beneficiaries from the project and some losers who will pay for it but not benefit. Pointing out this obvious point is a powerful move for fair consideration of everyone’s interests; unreasonable people in this situation usually try to pretend that public money can be used with no negative effects for others.


If you want to point out the personal interests of an individual, it is usually better to point out the interests of groups they belong to rather than make the statement personal.


Very few discussions are completely free from vested interests. What might be at stake includes:



  	direct material advantages (e.g. money, food, space, inconvenience)


  	power (e.g. a role, status, reputation, a law)


  	moral debt/guilt.





E.g. A debate over Darwin’s theory of evolution is nothing like a negotiation over pay. Nobody is directly arguing for cash and if Darwin was right or wrong there are few direct practical consequences. Yet these debates are often brutal. The credibility of participants may be at stake. Also, if one side is religious then the size of their following is at risk, at least in a small way. These interests are so obvious they hardly need stating but do so anyway.


Bringing vested interests into the open fundamentally shifts the conversation, making it much harder for participants to pass themselves off as disinterested.


As a discussion unfolds it can be helpful to focus on what people are asking for. Maybe their great sounding rhetoric supports a request that is blatantly unfair or illogical. Mentioning their request is a reminder of the interests at stake.


E.g. ‘So, to clarify, what you are saying is that the company should pay you an additional £30,000 as compensation for your emotional upset at not getting the promotion. Have I understood you correctly?’


Talk with the cooperative people


The cooperative people in the discussion are the ones most worth conversing with. Ideally, spend time discussing directly with them, building up correct, relevant reasoning.


As discussed in Part 2, prefer to respond to valuable contributions, welcome valuable contributions, and ask questions but only for information and understanding. These actions encourage more reasonable behaviour, especially from cooperative people. This tends to increase the proportion of discussion time taken by the cooperative people.


When uncooperative participants try to interfere with this (which they usually do) you must respond to them but with the observing cooperative people as the real audience. Your influence on the uncooperative participants is small, so spend as little time on irrelevant argument with them as possible and quickly return to making valuable contributions for those interested in real progress.


The options for responding to personal attacks and simple tricks have been explained in Part 2 under the guideline to Respond to personal attacks and simple tricks. Responding to longer contributions by uncooperative people and others not using reason and fairness is discussed later in the current chapter.


It remains vital to avoid unnecessarily aggravating uncooperative people because it can lead to unproductive bickering and look bad to cooperative participants. However, even if it annoys an uncooperative person, you should avoid getting drawn into complex, detailed, muddled discussions that, to onlookers, will seem like a genuine controversy they do not have time to understand. Instead, make useful, logical points that are accessible to onlookers, even while responding to the uncooperative person.


An extreme type of this situation is a debate between two people (or a very small number) observed by many others. Examples include formal debates, court cases in front of juries, conversations between a conference speaker and an audience member perhaps with a hostile question, many interviews in news media, internet forum discussions, and comments on web pages.


In these discussions:



  	The speakers have little expectation of influencing each other but hope to influence the observers.


  	Speakers are judged as people by observers and care how they are perceived, though this does not always push them to stick to sound reasoning and fairness.


  	The quality of discussion tends to be low, with reason and fairness eclipsed by advocacy and point-scoring.





Your main tactic in these discussions is, as usual, to stick to sound reasoning, with evidence where appropriate, and fairness. When an opponent uses an unfair tactic, neutralize it and try to continue a useful conversation. You may be accused of tricks, bullying, suppression, or bias even if you have done nothing wrong. Simply neutralize these attacks as usual.


If your opponent becomes angry then do not appease and do not apologize unless you really have done something wrong. Do not hold back from stating the most important points clearly.


E.g. If your opponent is pushing quack remedies for deadly illnesses that should be treated with real medicine then say so, in clear language, matter-of-factly, and early on. Estimate the number of lives lost already because of their activities.


E.g. If your opponent is defending a system that does not work and you can prove it with facts and figures then say so clearly without delay.


Your opponent will hate this but the observers you could influence probably will not.


Criticize people with care


Do not criticize people unnecessarily and when you must criticize, do it carefully. (Some of the issues and relevant guidelines have already been discussed in Case 9.9: Evaluating performance and in Case 9.10: New behaviour is involved, especially in the guidelines to Assess the risk of aggression and to Clarify credit, discredit, and their allocation.)


Occasionally it is necessary to discuss the failures of others. Perhaps (1) they are the topic of the discussion overall (e.g. a performance discussion at work), (2) the weakness of one person or group is a reason for not following a course of action, or (3) the failures help explain the current situation and must be understood if things are to be made better.


This is a difficult topic because:



  	your criticism might be of someone who is in the conversation


  	some people in the conversation might defend the person or group criticized


  	legal liability for defamation might be incurred


  	with these stakes, bad behaviour is more likely


  	you are more likely to be emotional about the issue – probably frustrated.





If, perhaps out of frustration, you state or imply a criticism while making another point then you give opponents an excuse to interrupt indignantly and complain, derailing your exposition. Consequently, special care is needed.


Some reasons for apparent failure do not deserve blame or personal consequences:



  	There was no failure, in reality.


  	Success was impossible despite a great effort and good approach.


  	The problem was a lack of skill despite good efforts to develop it.


  	The problem was not knowing what was expected or required, not lack of diligence.


  	The problem was something a third party did or failed to do, and reasonable precautions against the possibility were taken.





Other possible reasons may warrant blame and personal consequences:



  	not making a fair effort


  	being incompetent or ignorant due to lack of effort on self-development


  	acting selfishly


  	acting dishonestly.





At the start of a critical discussion of performance, the causes of past performance are often uncertain and it is unclear if blame and penalties will be directed indiscriminately or appropriately. People are often reluctant to discuss past performance at all, let alone critically, for fear that this will lead to blame and personal consequences, possibly unfairly.


Here are some tactics for these difficult discussions:


Explain the objectives of the critical discussion: These might include finding opportunities to improve through coaching, finding ways that everyone can contribute to improvement, deciding if a reprimand or fine is to be given, deciding on pay or promotions, and calculating compensation.


Explain the good analysis approach intended: To reassure people worried that they will be unfairly blamed, explain at the outset how you would like the discussion to proceed. You would like it to be objective, specific, factual, and to make sure the reasons for what happened are thoroughly explored and understood. You do not want anyone to lay blame prematurely. (If the approach you describe is poor then your explanation will be alarming, not reassuring.


Call for evidence: Ask for evidence of what happened and why. Consider that evidence thoroughly to encourage more to be supplied. Do not dismiss opinions because independent evidence is unavailable but still push for any evidence that exists.


Provide and require specific information: Stay focused on what is factual and specific. If something was late, how late was it? If mistakes have been made, how many? What were the reasons for them? How do we know?


One approach to criticism is to avoid claims that identify people and acts explicitly.


E.g. ‘Certain people have been acting in questionable ways over the past week.’ Who? Doing what? Why were the actions ‘questionable’ and how serious is this?


This vague innuendo may discourage the person being criticized from speaking up because if they did then they would identify themselves or perhaps appear to admit guilt. Vague innuendo is a nasty tactic and feels wrong when done.


It is better to be specific, identifying the people and the acts (or at least some of them).


E.g. It is unhelpful to say something like ‘Some people have been unhelpful this week, making it hard to get work completed.’ A much better contribution would be ‘In the past week, Julie, representing the Returns Committee, has sent me three emails requesting more information about the case. In response to the first I explained that I needed some information from her in order to respond but she did not acknowledge this or provide the information I needed.’


To do this you may need to record dates, times, names, who said what, who did what, etc. Then you can criticize specific acts or omissions.


Make comparisons with appropriate expectations: It often helps to describe reasonable, appropriate expectations for performance and behaviour, under the circumstances, before comparing those with what happened. This sometimes reveals that behaviour people have routinely accepted falls far short of reasonable expectations.


Probe for difficulties: To find all the real reasons for a performance problem, probe for difficulties. Give people a chance to explain themselves. This may also elicit excuses and attempts to blame others. Respond by asking for specific facts and focus on those.


Record multiple causes: Most things that go wrong do so for many reasons and often several people could have acted better. Record it all. If someone acknowledges their responsibility, do not stop exploring causes. There may be others with responsibility who have no intention of acknowledging it.


Focus on the future: If analysing the past is not working, try switching the focus to the future. Talk about what would be reasonable expectations for future behaviour and performance. Ask if there would be problems achieving them and what needs to change to make it possible. If someone does not want to say they have failed to do something in the past, they might be more likely to say they can do it in future. You can suggest things to do in future. For example: ‘To make this a success this committee should X, Y, and Z.’ (Where these seem sensible but have not been done in the past.)


Respond to longer manipulative contributions


Occasionally an uncooperative person makes a longer, skilfully constructed argument including multiple tricks and other manipulative tactics. Examples include presentations and videos given during meetings, unusually long single contributions to discussions, speeches given in debates, articles posted online, longer comments online with many claims, articles taken as the basis of a discussion, and entire books. Some people are highly practised and can produce long and superficially impressive talks at any time. Longer manipulative contributions can be plausible to some participants so are more dangerous to a true and fair outcome than short, isolated tricks.


While it is important to spot the manipulative tactics used, the problem is often the sheer number of manipulative tactics in a contribution.


E.g. Imagine a discussion on whether a farming method should be banned, primarily on animal welfare grounds. The practice has been studied carefully and really is unnecessarily distressing to the animals. It should be banned. A representative for the farmers affected gives a speech and over several minutes uses the following untrue or otherwise unfair arguments: (1) the animals are not distressed, (2) some animals have been distressed in the past but things are different now, (3) the meat tastes better, (4) people like the meat produced this way, (5) it is totalitarian oppression to impose restrictions on farmers’ behaviour, (6) the farmers have a right to treat the animals in any way that makes commercial sense, (7) the practice is perfectly legal, and (8) the campaign to end the practice is another unfair and discriminatory assault on farmers of a particular country. The representative speaks well and seems thoughtful and calm.


Such contributions undermine the discussion with manipulative tactics and may persuade some people of things that are untrue or unfair, or reinforce misconceptions.


An effective response is needed. Sometimes it is possible to give a long response in reply (e.g. the equivalent of several paragraphs or more). This can be more influential because more time can be spent explaining logic and evidence.


The challenges of longer contributions


These longer manipulative contributions are harder to respond to effectively because:



  	they may be professionally presented, making them seem credible (For example, the speaker may be famous or have a great voice, or a video may have been professionally produced.)


  	the speaker’s persona can be hard to deal with (e.g. posing as a plausible intellectual or someone whose vulnerability makes it seem cruel to be critical)


  	they deliver multiple points without an opportunity to respond, so less critical listeners can be led a long way into error before there is a chance of correction


  	they can be skilfully constructed, with many tricks cleverly combined, some of them hard to spot


  	the tricks are often subtle and it can take hours, working from a transcript, to fully understand what has been done but you only have seconds to decide what to say


  	some of the tricks, such as heavy reliance on social proof (i.e. ‘lots of people agree with me so I must be right’), can be tough to counter


  	the material is sometimes delivered quickly


  	debunking all the tricks might take longer than it took to play them


  	the set of points to debunk can be too big to remember


  	the manipulative explanations are often vague and confusing, making them even more overwhelming mentally.





Fortunately, you do not have to debunk in detail a contribution that is confusing, baseless, or clearly not objective. Even cleverly designed contributions often have so many flaws that many participants in the discussion can see the pattern. This creates the opportunity to respond in a relatively simple way then put the conversation back on solid ground. Instead of getting mired in controversy around their flawed points you can move on to your sound reasoning and insightful proposals.


Give initial quality feedback


Your first response can be initial quality feedback, responding to obvious signs that the contribution is not helpful to the discussion, and pointing this out. This can be done as soon as there is an opportunity to respond.


This is a development of the simple alert explained in Chapter 7 under the guideline to Respond to personal attacks and simple tricks. 


The purpose of this initial response is to protect the quality of the discussion for the benefit of all participants, not rebut claims for the benefit of one side in an argument. (Remember that the objective of influence is to reach good conclusions, not win arguments.)


Make your quality feedback comments honestly from your point of view, recognizing that you may be the only person in the discussion having the same problems. If you are willing to take that risk then go ahead with feedback on quality. If the quality issues are clear enough and you are one of the most expert participants then it is usually safe.


Here are some typical problems that can be mentioned and often backed up with one or two examples from the manipulative contribution:



  	The approach was plainly not objective, with a lot of animosity shown towards some people or ideas, very strong language and unreasonably strong claims made (e.g. about a person’s real intentions), smears, selections of the worst cases, failure to mention obvious points of mitigation, and so on. Overall, the contribution is clearly just an angry attack and not intended to be constructive.


  	There were easily noticed technical mistakes or logic flaws, perhaps all pointing in the same direction.


  	There were several claims that needed to be supported with evidence but were not. (People already convinced of those claims would not feel the need for evidence.)


  	There was no clear objective or process of analysis.


  	Several statements were unclear or confusing. Often this will be because key terms that needed definitions for you to understand them were not defined. (Other people might not have this problem if they know the speaker’s use of those terms already.) Claims might be quantitatively vague or too abstract.





Initial quality feedback can describe poor contributions overall as ‘not useful to me’, ‘unhelpful’, ‘not constructive’, or ‘hard to take seriously’. In the body of your response you might need to say that the contribution seemed to you ‘not objective’ or that you were ‘not sure the claims can be relied on’. Do not describe the contribution as useless, biased, partisan, a rant, ideological claptrap, selfish, self-serving, or anything similar that is likely to antagonize unnecessarily.


The various ways that manipulative tactics harm their users have been explained in Chapter 4 in the discussion of backlash risks.


A simple summary of the main quality issues and their consequences, put in neutral language, may still get a hostile reaction but it sends the vital message that only objective, rational contributions are welcome. The problem is the initial, poor quality, perhaps manipulative, contribution not your feedback about it.


Longer manipulative contributions often show several signs that the speaker lacks objectivity, which undermines the contribution. In particular, if claims or arguments are made that you know for certain are incorrect then this should make you suspicious of claims the person makes that you cannot check. This can be explained in the feedback.


Where a manipulative contribution was mainly an attack on a person or group, the language and lack of objectivity may be particularly strong. Some people have uncritically collected claims they think show the bad character of a person or group. Potential mistakes they may have made include:



  	accepting claims from sources that are themselves plainly unreliable (either mistaken or lying)


  	accepting claims from sources that are less reliable than they seem or claim (e.g. activist journalists, claimed eye-witnesses who did not actually see the events, people reporting their false assumptions as facts)


  	reading factually true but misleadingly presented stories in biased news sources but then misremembering factual details so that they are more consistent with the insinuated claims than was the reality


  	assuming motives (e.g. racism) without adequate evidence


  	taking errors as lies


  	misinterpreting innocent behaviour as bad behaviour.





Initial quality feedback is a useful response to an angry tirade making many claims to attack a person or group. Ferocity, extreme claims, and overwhelming pace can be intimidating but destroy the speaker's credibility.


E.g. Imagine that an activist has just spoken for almost a minute, making many extreme claims, and angrily condemning her enemies and you. A possible response might be ‘You made many claims there but they're familiar and I know all are disputed by the other side. I noticed two claims in particular because I know them to be wrong. Your assessment seems extremely one-sided. Clearly, I have to be cautious about accepting your claims.’


The quality feedback should start with general points and, if possible, move on to more detail.


E.g. Here is an example of some feedback on quality given in response to a blatantly unobjective presentation. ‘OK Simon. Thank you for that review of the progress of war in Afghanistan over the past 20 years but it wasn’t as helpful as I had hoped. I got a sense that it was mainly attacking western leaders rather than giving us an objective analysis that helps us with a specific question.’


Detail to support this general assessment can follow: ‘You focused on the contribution of western leaders but said nothing about the conduct of the Taliban, other Afghan leaders, the Afghan people, or any other potential contributors. You also said nothing about the possible benefits from having the Taliban out of power for 20 years. You seemed to be blaming it all on ‘neocolonialism’ but did not explain what neocolonialism is or how you know what people were really thinking when their stated reasons were different.’


Having given this feedback, it is crucial to return to a productive discussion. The options include:



  	invite:


  
    	ask the other person if they would like to try again, perhaps by summarizing their main argument and facts


    	suggest an objective and process of analysis for the conversation and then ask the other person if they would like to try again


  

  	continue:


  
    	talk about the same topics as the uncooperative contributor but in clearer, more neutral language and with more cautious claims and more attention to facts


    	talk about the same topics as the uncooperative contributor but debunk their key claims e.g. by showing that they are irrelevant, factually wrong, or unlikely to be true.


  




Here are illustrations of each approach, continuing with the example above about Simon’s contribution on Afghanistan.


E.g. Invite: ‘So, Simon, it would help me if you could just state clearly now what your key point is and identify the most important evidence.’


E.g. Invite (with this objective): ‘Perhaps something useful we could consider at this point is what this Afghan war tells us about the factors to think about when considering overseas intervention. Simon, would you like to suggest some key factors along those lines?’


E.g. Continue (talk instead): ‘What do we really know for sure about the story of Afghanistan over the past 20 years? We know that pushing the Taliban back was relatively quick and easy but they didn’t give up and getting troops out of the country has proved very difficult. We know it is possible for relatively unsophisticated fighters to continue hostilities against better equipped, better trained forces – so I wonder how that was possible. We know that getting the government forces to a point where they could win against the Taliban has proved very difficult, and I wonder why that was.’


E.g. Continue (debunk): ‘One specific claim that I think is incorrect is that neocolonialism was the root of the problem with the western approach. Colonialism is where a country takes control of territory that was legitimately owned by another country intending to benefit from that land permanently. The stated intentions of the intervention in Afghanistan were to fight al-Qaeda, establish a system of locally elected democratic government capable of defending itself, then leave. That is what has been attempted. I don’t think the intervention in Afghanistan can be described as colonialism of any kind because there was no intention to stay indefinitely. If the Taliban had been less determined to impose a theocracy by war then it would have been possible to leave earlier.’


Another reason you might want to debunk a longer argument is that a clear but incorrect argument has been made, no general quality feedback is worthwhile, and you are ready to debunk an important claim.


Introduce your response if it is long


If you have more time to prepare and deliver a response to a longer manipulative contribution then you can start in a more considered way. Make clear the importance of your points and work towards detail. Usually it is easier to debunk if you first explain what is correct and, in some cases, you might not even bother to debunk explicitly. Here is the basic pattern for a longer response:



  	The contribution is wrong on several fundamental points


  	and [some of] its conclusions are incorrect


  	and, if acted on, would be harmful to X, Y, Z (possibly including the very people the speaker is trying to support).


  	I will explain a better, more accurate way to think about this.


  	[Then I will explain some of the problems with the contribution you have just heard.]





An alternative to explaining better reasoning is to just focus on debunking. In this case, replace the last two bullet points above with:



  	Here’s a quick list of the key errors, claims, and insinuations that may have created a false impression before I get into any details:


  	<a list of moderately worded items> (e.g. ‘Key details of the research were not explained’, ‘Words were attributed to Tony Blair that he did not say’, ‘Other factors were not discussed, creating the impression that only unfair discrimination was a cause of the disparities’, ‘Some moving case studies were presented but only for one type of case. Others were not illustrated in the same way.’).





In an online posting, that initial list of issues could include links to detail (e.g. the full details of a study, a written explanation). That might be all there is space for. There might be a website with corrections of common false claims.


Having responded to an incorrect and manipulative longer contribution, it is important to continue with correct reasoning and apply fairness in decisions. Successful debunking is not always progress in a constructive direction, though it clears the way for progress.


Explain better reasoning


The most important part of a response to a longer manipulative contribution is usually to explain reasoning that is better. This might be true, closer to the truth, or a better plan.


It should be clear, easy to follow, and logical. This is particularly effective if the manipulative contribution was complicated, confusing, and too quick to be properly understood.


Building up a better position usually makes it easier to explain where the longer manipulative contribution was wrong and may even make debunking unnecessary. As mentioned above, you might explain the better reasoning immediately after giving initial quality feedback.


E.g. Imagine a speaker has been arguing passionately about the evils of wealth inequality in the UK, claiming that all households should be equally wealthy and anything else is bad and the result of oppressive behaviour. This is factually wrong but emotionally appealing to many people. One way to start a response is to explain how people usually start poor, gradually build wealth through their working years, then spend it during retirement. Explain that even in a society where everyone consumed exactly the same during their lifetimes this pattern of lifetime saving then spending would leave some households considerably wealthier than others at any point in time. Having explained this it is easier to correct the idea that all households would be equally wealthy if there was no oppression.


Debunk efficiently


When debunking a long argument, especially one with many elements, brevity is vital. Aim to debunk effectively in less time than it took to make the argument.


If an objective and a process of analysis have been established for the discussion then it is easier to point out when contributions are irrelevant. This sometimes opens the way for a quick debunking.


E.g. The management technique of setting people fixed targets for their work was greatly boosted by Edwin Locke and Gary Latham in their many publications on the subject (notably Locke and Latham 1981, 1990, and 2019). They typically reviewed research on goal setting up to that time and concluded that setting fixed targets was a good technique. Their reviews covered hundreds of studies and, at first, the evidence seems overwhelming: fixed goals should be used.


However, if the objective of a discussion is to choose between setting fixed targets and setting relative targets, or setting a reward function that links different levels of performance to different levels of reward, then almost all this research is irrelevant. This is because almost all studies have compared setting fixed goals with no goals, easier goals, or instructions to ‘do your best’.


If you are confronted with a long list of arguments or papers it may be efficient to select a sample at random and explain the results of your investigation of those items. If some of them are dodgy then that reflects poorly on the entire list. You might say ‘I took a closer look at just the first 5 studies on your list and here is what I found …’


Debunking confident assertion


A useful technique for debunking confident (but baseless) assertions uses questions in a way that also promotes a good discussion if the person can explain the basis of their assertions.


You might need to do this because someone makes a confident claim with no argument to support it, you suspect the claim is wrong, but you do not know enough to present a strong argument for the truth that contradicts their claim. You might or might not know they are using the trick of confident assertion. (The ubiquitous trick of confident assertion involves making baseless claims repeatedly and confidently, even if shown to be wrong.)


If you can argue for the truth then do so but, if not, then the question types to use are as follows:


Ask for evidence: The opening move is to ask for the trickster's best arguments or evidence for a particular assertion they have made. This is the opposite of the natural tendency to go after the worst arguments. For example:



  	‘What is the best evidence | argument that X?’


  	‘Well, what’s the best example?’


  	‘What’s the next best?’


  	‘What are the main areas of evidence showing X?’


  	‘Can you break down the types of example | evidence available?’


  	‘Do you have any information about X?’


  	‘Can you post a link to that? What is the source?’





Typically, the other person has made more than one confident assertion and some of the least truthful were only insinuated or implied by a word that made a side claim. Pick one specific assertion to work on that is likely to be wrong.


If the assertion has been made sincerely by someone who can support it then this usually produces an interesting contribution that can be discussed usefully.


Ask for evidence again: When a trickster is using confident assertion, the most common response to a request for evidence, even when the invitation gives them a perfect opportunity to lay out any argument they have, is to ignore the request. They do not have a good argument and do not want to discuss their reasons. Press them harder. For example:



  	‘Well, do you have any argument to support your claim that X?’


  	‘At the moment it looks like you don't have any evidence to support your claim that X.’





This in itself exposes the use of confident assertion. If the trickster has nothing to say then the point is made by their failure to offer reasons.


Ask for better evidence: Another possible response to a request for good evidence and arguments is to offer poor evidence and arguments, or just more confident assertions with no stated basis, often changing the subject slightly. Give feedback on quality and relevance, critique any arguments made, and ask for better evidence. For example:



  	‘But what is the evidence that X?’ (Said when their response was irrelevant.)


  	‘Can you be more specific?’


  	‘Sorry, but that’s not helpful. Can you be clearer | more factual | more precise | specific?’


  	‘Where is this data? What is the source? A link would be ideal.’


  	‘When exactly did they say that? Do you have a link because it seems unlikely and I would like to check.’


  	‘I have done my own research but I want to know about yours. What is your claim based on?’


  	‘The other side say that X. What is the best argument showing they are wrong?’


  	‘But I have heard a similar narrative from the other side that shows the opposite. What else is there?’


  	‘But these images could be faked by … What else is there?’


  	‘But how can we trust these statistics? What else is there?’


  	‘So, what are you now claiming? Are you saying this amounts to a pattern of X behaviour?’


  	‘This is not convincing because, of course, Y.’


  	‘This is not the strong evidence I was expecting, based on your initial claims.’


  	‘You seem hostile | angry | insulting | disgusted | aggressive. You are swearing | using extreme language | being insulting | etc’


  	‘Your comments are not particularly helpful. There’s a lot of anger and disgust, lots of claims, but not much specific, useful information. Can you do better?’





Explain your expectations: Another way to encourage a good discussion is to explain what you expected and, perhaps, what is happening instead. These expectations should not be idealistic. For example:



  	‘I am looking for a discussion that focuses on facts and tries to get past the propaganda from both sides.’


  	‘I’m looking for a discussion free from hatred and disgust that just focuses pragmatically on what can be done to make things better.’


  	‘I am looking for fresh information and insights rather than familiar campaign slogans.’





A warning: If the trickster is persistently hostile or insulting then it may be worth giving a warning that you will end the discussion if they do not behave better. For example:



  	‘If you X then we can continue to discuss Y.’


  	‘Unless you start to X I will block you and stop responding.’





 


The above tactics may need to be used in sequences other than the most logical and expected. The overall objectives are to have a good quality discussion or expose a trickster and debunk their baseless claims.


Debunking one-sided arguments


Sometimes all the reasonable points lead to the same conclusion and so are inherently one-sided. That is not a trick. The trick is to tackle an argument that is not one-sided and leave out points you do not want to mention. A response to this is to briefly point out the one-sided nature of the arguments and present a comprehensive discussion instead of an equally one-sided counter-argument.


For discussions of courses of action, this often means considering all the stakeholders and their legitimate interests, their values, and not going along with any Exaggerated Oppression Theories.


For discussions of the truth, this often means considering all the alternative explanations and pieces of evidence.


E.g. A case comes to court of a child who died of a disease caused by fungal spores in her family's home. The local council (the landlord) is charged with causing the death.


The prosecution mentions only those points that favour its case. The rented rooms were hard to ventilate properly. The extractor fan in the kitchen was not working and not mended. The council told the tenants to paint over the fungus but did not mention removing it and treating the area with a suitable fungicide. The tenants are presented as honest but vulnerable people with poor English language skills who did everything they could to tackle the fungus, repeatedly painting it as recommended by the council, but still could not get rid of it.


In contrast, the defence mentions only those points helpful to its case. It presents evidence that the flat could be ventilated by opening windows or using a dehumidifier. It says that washing off fungus is a routine chore for many people in the UK. It claims that, had the family done the sensible thing and researched the problem themselves, they would have realized the need to remove the fungus and treat it with powerful fungicide before repainting. It further shows that the fungus was allowed to grow into a thick furry carpet while the family was trying to use the fungus problem to get a better flat from the landlord. This is corroborated by a photograph used by the family. It was during this period that their child became seriously ill. The defence argues that the child's death was the result of the family deliberately letting the fungus grow, not realizing the health risk.


While this competitive advocacy is what we expect in court, a better analysis would have been achieved with an objective, two-sided analysis. This would put together the whole sequence of events, regardless of which side is favoured by each one, and build up a picture of opportunities to avert the death, along with assessments of where there was negligence or deliberate wrong-doing. This is what we hope those who must give a verdict will do using the information presented.


Debunking research


Research, especially done in a scientific style, is important to discussions using reason. However, research can be misused deceptively and genuine mistakes can be made in interpretation. Such arguments are like flawed mathematical writing: it looks like mathematics but is still wrong.


A single study might be explained in detail. At the other extreme, many studies might be mentioned but with little detail beyond their supposed conclusions. Sometimes what appears to be a citation of empirical findings is only a citation of speculations or opinions given in an introduction or discussion section, or claims in a purely theoretical paper.


Deceptive use of research is more dangerous when the person doing it has a calm, intellectual manner and an academic title such as Doctor or Professor. It makes them believable as learned intellectuals even if they are protecting a dangerous religious cult, want to overthrow western society and create a communist utopia, or lost their sanity after winning a Nobel prize for something unrelated.


Identifying and explaining problems with research designs is a huge topic and part of science education. Particular branches of research have their finer points in addition to more generally applicable potential problems and their solutions.


Very common issues include:


Correlation without causation: Studies that show two variables are statistically correlated are sometimes used as evidence that one causes changes in the other. This might be the case but is not a safe conclusion without a time lag or some additional reason to think the causation is in one particular direction and not the result of some third variable.


E.g. Suppose you see a news item about research that found a connection between eating cupcakes and staying slim. Apparently, people who ate more cupcakes were slimmer and the researcher interviewed mentions chemicals often found in cupcakes that may be the cause of the slimming effect. Really? Another explanation might be that overweight people avoid cupcakes. Another is that slimmer people also tend to be different in some other way that affects their consumption of cupcakes. Without more information we do not know which, and it is wrong to talk only of cupcakes being slimming.


Ignoring the effect of human reactions: Studies that look at correlations may overlook the fact that people respond to conditions.


E.g. Imagine a study of pandemic responses shows that countries that took the most stringent lockdown measures also suffered the worst effects of the disease. Does that mean the lockdown measures made things worse? No. It is the predictable result of governments reacting to larger outbreaks by taking more stringent measures.


Lack of a control group: Some studies need a control group but lack one. For example, perhaps something increased after an intervention but there were no cases where the intervention was not made so we do not know if the increase would have happened anyway.


E.g. Imagine a doctor reveals his research that supposedly shows that a particular vaccine commonly given to children causes a rare but deadly disease. His evidence is a set of children who were given the vaccination and later developed the disease. This is wrong in more than one way. What about children who developed the disease before being vaccinated? What about children who developed the disease but were not vaccinated at all? What about children who were vaccinated and did not develop the disease? The correct statistical analysis compares frequencies in each category. To just pick the children who got the disease after being vaccinated is an elementary mistake for a doctor so this is probably a health scam.


Inappropriate comparison: Studies that test the effectiveness of a method or model sometimes compare it against an inappropriate benchmark, such as (1) the performance of another method or model that is not a leading alternative (e.g. it is rarely used or is known to perform poorly) or (2) perfection.


E.g. Worries over bias in Artificial Intelligence (AI) programs illustrate the problem of inappropriate comparison, and others. Many articles have now been published that spread the view that AI programs are biased in an evil way. Behind the articles written by journalists for a general audience there are much more technical papers in academic journals written by experts. They seem impressive but there are some serious recurring problems. Many compare AI performance with perfect performance and conclude that, since some AI programs do not perform perfectly, AI is a bad thing. The real choice is between AI and human reasoning, and there are many situations where AI performs better. It is also easier to study the potential for bias in AI than in human thinking. Another problem is that many fairness criteria have been suggested for AI. Some of these are irrational and do not capture a reasonable idea of fairness. Many pairs of criteria cannot mathematically be satisfied simultaneously so a researcher who wants to say that AI is biased has only to pick a set of criteria that cannot all be satisfied at the same time. This again is an inappropriate comparison, this time against an impossible standard.


Biased sampling: Biased samples are more common than small samples. It can be very hard, in practice, to get statistically ideal samples. More often people used in studies (e.g. survey respondents) are volunteers and many people asked declined to help.


Experimenter effects: Participants in research studies are surprisingly keen to please researchers and many try to give results they think the researcher wants. They may do this unconsciously.


Overlooking individual differences: Sometimes research is analysed and presented in a way that makes it seem that everyone is alike when they are not.


E.g. Suppose a survey asks a sample of British men how interested they are in several topics. They give a score between zero and 10 for their level of interest in each topic. When the survey findings are reported, the averages of the scores of all respondents are shown and the text says the survey shows that ‘British men are interested in beer and football.’ as if all British men have these interests. In reality, some of the respondents expressed no interest in beer and some expressed no interest in football.


E.g. Many studies of people produce noisy, untidy data so the results from many people are combined into an average curve. This curve may have a compelling shape yet be the result of pooling different people with qualitatively different behaviour whose true individual curves, if they could be seen clearly, would look quite different.


Crucial details: Reading the details of a study and imagining participating in it often reveal crucial details the researchers thought unimportant but which may have had a huge impact on the results.


E.g. Some psychological learning studies are very long and boring. If they tell us anything it is how people behave when they are tired and bored.


 


When tackling a large body of research studies, check for studies that used the same or similar methods. Instead of tackling studies one at a time, it is often possible to critique one method used by many studies.


E.g. Many studies appear to show that people, even young children, and some other primates prefer sharing equally. However, all these studies provided no reason for unequal division. In the relatively few studies that provided a reason for unequal shares (e.g. one person has been lazy and unhelpful while the other has made an effort and been helpful) subjects have preferred to allocate shares in a way that rewards good behaviour. This was used as an efficient debunking argument by Starmans, Sheskin, and Bloom (2017).


Often the longer contribution you are responding to does not have a clear argument, preventing a clean debunking. An alternative is to summarize the main claims (potentially just implied or insinuated) and debunk them.


Sometimes an expert has already done the debunking so you can use their analysis.


E.g. In the social sciences, most researchers are politically left-leaning so researchers who focus on debunking often oppose this. Lee Jussim has written extensively on bias. Christina Hoff Sommers has critiqued feminist research. Both go into detail and debunk carefully.


Debunking cases


Cases can be useful sources of information but can be used deceptively. One trick is to select only supportive cases and talk about them as if they are typical. In a longer contribution it is possible to describe several cases and create the false sense that the same thing is happening repeatedly and is typical.


Sometimes only a small number of cases, or just one, is used but presented to maximize emotional impact by focusing on the harrowing details of a vulnerable person’s horrible experience. Usually this is an extreme and untypical case but presented as if typical.


To debunk this trick, point out the need for statistical data to show how often such cases arise. Do not say the person has been ‘cherry picking’, has been selective, or has used an emotive argument, even when this has happened. Just move on to the more relevant evidence.


E.g. ‘Those cases are quite interesting and give us some idea of what can happen but how frequently does this occur and how is the severity distributed? Are there also cases where the scheme has worked well? To understand that we need statistical data, ideally based on proper sampling or a comprehensive analysis. Let’s take a look at …’


People who have had power for a while have usually been responsible for both good and bad outcomes – more so than people without power. This inspires some attacks on them based on selecting bad outcomes only.


E.g. White British men have been unusually powerful over the last few hundred years thanks largely to the Industrial Revolution and British Empire. If someone wants to attack white people, people from Britain, or men then there are many available cases of bad behaviour leading to bad outcomes for others. However, there are also many cases of good behaviour leading to good outcomes for others. Overall human progress (e.g. higher life expectancy, abolition of slavery, modern conveniences, more choice for women) has been accelerated over the past few hundred years and white British men collectively have played a positive role in this.


Debunking other fake evidence


Fake evidence goes far beyond dubious empirical research and deceptive cases. Some examples:



  	interviewers who try for a ‘gotcha’ soundbite to use without context as a negative smear on the interviewee


  	journalists who create stories about nothing by misrepresenting and misinterpreting trivial incidents and innocent coincidences (Favourite phrases in these stories include ‘failure to deny’, ‘the minister insisted’, ‘questions unanswered’, ‘undisclosed details’, ‘allegations’, ‘links’, and ‘faced criticism’.)


  	surveys with loaded or complex questions that elicit answers that can be summarized in a way that is misleading


  	indexes purporting to show inequality, poverty, or corruption that are bogus, guesswork, biased, or misnamed to create an impression (e.g. ‘in poverty’, ‘fuel poverty’, ‘food poverty’, ‘cancel culture index’, ‘crony capitalism indicator’, ‘inequality’, ‘unaffordable’)


  	statistical modelling that nobody understands


  	histories that use selective or incorrect information to blame someone unfairly


  	estimates (sometimes just guesses) whose basis is unclear or unstated.





These pieces of fake evidence are made harder to detect and challenge by chains of citations and distortions that separate initial facts (if any) from later claims. Motivated people energetically manufacture source material. Others write secondary documents and social media postings that cite, quote, and exaggerate the claims of the original source. Others write documents that cite, quote, and exaggerate the secondary sources. Soon a community is writing as if some claims are established facts. Many in that community are astonishingly confident despite being mistaken and readily accuse others of being naïve, deluded, or ‘sheeple’.


Skilled users of corrupt ‘evidence’ weave claims together to create a seemingly well-supported grand theory or story.


It can be hard to make progress against a large body of fake evidence. However, people using this kind of material often express a lack of objectivity through colourful language, personal attacks, and smears that are not directly relevant evidence. This creates an opportunity to give initial quality feedback as described above. Personal attacks can often be neutralized quickly before returning to the important content of the discussion. You may be able to analyse a random sample of claims or sources and report the results. Evidence that the person is not objective raises suspicion that the research mentioned may not have been presented or selected properly.


You can debunk a particular trick if you know the facts. For example, if you know the details then you can explain the facts behind distorted history, how a statistic has been calculated and why it is misleading, or how the exact wording of a survey question was misleading.


A useful time-saver is the discovery of a source so outrageously unreliable that it discredits all the other claimed sources.


E.g. Imagine you are discussing vaccine safety with someone who cites a paper that seems detailed and scientific. However, you notice that one of the two authors describes himself as a ‘naturopathic oncologist’. This means someone who advocates alternative medicine (i.e. not medicine but unproven quack treatments) to treat cancer. This is one of the worst of all health scams and discredits the paper, any paper that relies on it, and anyone who claims it as supportive evidence in a discussion.


Debunking social proof


Social proof is the evidence from many people agreeing. Lots of people agreeing typically makes something more likely to be true but is unreliable and often of little value. Tricks are often played with social proof.


Social proof is definitive on matters such as the meaning of words and the most popular song but virtually useless on matters such as the cause of a mysterious disease or the way Bitcoin really works. It also tends to block new ideas (e.g. new ways of doing things) because initially, with almost nobody looking enthusiastic, it seems the ideas are overwhelmingly rejected. The longer an idea is rejected because of social proof the more convincing the social proof seems to be.


Arguments using social proof can be deceptive. Sometimes people rely heavily on social proof because their position is wrong but widely accepted. Social proof favours them but directly relevant empirical evidence and careful theoretical analysis do not, so they use social proof.


E.g. Journalists often pull together quotes from a variety of people, organizations, and publications that broadly support a perspective. The sheer number of people mentioned, all seeming to agree, increases the sense of social proof. If some of them have doctorates or Nobel prizes, all the better, even if their academic qualifications are not relevant to the issue. Experts who disagree are not quoted or are presented in smaller numbers as a dissenting and perhaps eccentric minority.


It helps to remember that on many hotly debated issues with two sides, each side has millions of people who agree. Millions of people must be wrong; often everyone is wrong.


When responding to irrelevant or deceptive social proof arguments, try to neutralize their effects and refocus the discussion on more reliable evidence. One tactic is to explain what social proof is and where it fails. Explain that popular opinion is a poor guide on complex matters where special expertise is required, where there are very few facts, on issues where some widespread prejudice is operating, and where ideas are too new to have many supporters.


E.g. ‘That presentation mentioned a number of people who agree that disaggregation is a good idea but of course there are also quite a lot of people who think it is a bad idea. The evidence we should use is the directly relevant evidence, so let’s forget about who thinks what and take another look at the results from modelling and experiments that are directly relevant.’


Neutralizing social proof can be frustratingly difficult and may take time.


A basic trick played to exploit false social proof is to gather together (physically or online) people who support a position. This creates the impression of many supporters and few dissenters. This can be countered by pointing out the absent dissenters and moving the discussion away from social proof.


Another neutralizing tactic is to look at the difference between real and apparent support for a bad idea. Often bad ideas are less popular than they seem. (They are bad ideas, after all.) They have some prominent supporters but many silent detractors. Some apparent supporters may be making extreme statements because they want to be noticed by other participants and either know the statements are wrong or do not care if they are wrong. It may also be that the apparent support in one place (e.g. a particular channel on a social media platform) is unrepresentative of the overall picture.


Bad practices, to take an important group of bad ideas, might have been imposed on people rather than chosen by them. The people who imposed those practices perhaps do not have to use them or suffer the consequences of their use personally. The practices might not be used as widely, often, or rigorously as it seems. And perhaps nobody has properly evaluated the effectiveness or efficiency of the bad practice.


E.g. Some documents about risk management create the impression that everyone uses Risk Registers (and the related process of listing risks) to manage risk. (This method is sometimes called Risk Listing.) In reality:


  
    	With few exceptions, Risk Listing is only used in large companies, charities, and public sector organizations in some countries.


    	Even in these organizations it isn’t used often; in many cases it is just an annual ritual.


    	Only a tiny percentage of employees are directly involved with using it.


    	And even those employees do not think about Risk Listing most of the time.


    	Overall, a tiny proportion of all decisions involve any element of Risk Listing even in those organizations where it is used. (A large organization might claim it uses Risk Listing on an almost daily basis but this will still be for a tiny fraction of its many, many decisions.)


    	Even on those occasions when the method is used it rarely contributes new ideas or better organization of ideas. Instead, the required forms are filled in using existing ideas developed in other ways.


    	Almost nobody who uses Risk Listing does it because they personally chose to do so; far more often someone else thought it would be a good idea and imposed it.


    	Most of those who imposed it were not experts in risk management methods and had little idea of the problems their choice would create for other people.


    	And many of those who imposed it did so only because they thought others in the room at the time thought it was a good idea.


    	And of that tiny minority who chose it personally, very few did so because they had a good reason. There have been no solid scientific tests of Risk Listing’s value compared to sensible alternatives.


    	The ‘evidence’ for the value of Risk Listing is restricted to personal opinions based on experience (but not systematically collected or analysed), selected anecdotes (ignoring anecdotes that tell the opposite story), inconclusive correlations (not causation), and comparisons with doing nothing (not with using the same resources in other ways).





You can point out these factors and report the results of surveys that ask people individually and perhaps anonymously what they really think about the bad practice.


Another mechanism that helps entrench bad practices is the human tendency to judge our beliefs from our own actions. If we use a bad practice then we tend to assume we think the practice is good. If the reason we do something is obvious coercion then this tendency is much less. However, if we just do something because it seemed to be an expectation of our job then we can sometimes mistakenly think we do it because we like it.


One way to weaken this mechanism is to mention other reasons the practice may be in use, such as historical reasons no longer applicable, imposition by a rule, apparent expectations of others, or simply not knowing enough about a better alternative.


Debunking the cloak of vulnerability


A familiar modern ploy is to pose as a vulnerable person who would be hurt by disagreement or criticism. The other person must stop talking and give way. The supposedly vulnerable person might be feigning vulnerability, less vulnerable than claimed, vulnerable in an irrelevant way, or vulnerable only because of decisions they have taken that they can easily reverse.


The effect of this ploy is amplified by claims that the vulnerable speaker has been treated badly in the past (perhaps by others in the discussion or people demographically similar to them) and so is entitled to sympathy, generous treatment, and even taking revenge.


Disagreement or critical analysis may be complained of as intimidating, oppressive, discriminatory, harmful, unsafe, violent (a verbal form of violence rather than violence as usually defined), denial, bullying, or hate speech.


When this is being done to get more than is fair then the best way to counter this is to refocus the discussion on relevant evidence and analysis then let them do their work. It is not someone in the discussion who is being mean; it is just the unwelcome facts being what they are.


E.g. Suppose someone has been complaining about their treatment by a government department and demanding special help. Their complaint was unconvincing but invoked the protective power of vulnerability. In response a representative of the department might say ‘I understand the situation you have described and as you see it but, of course, everyone who uses this service is vulnerable in some way. Let's have a look our service level data and check if you have been treated unusually badly.’ This is an appropriate response whether the facts agree with the person’s complaints and demands or not. If the facts do not agree then patiently working through them will lead to a better conclusion than accepting or debating the individual’s complaints directly.


Do not say ‘facts don’t care about your feelings’ or in any other way provoke anger unnecessarily. Simply bypass the vulnerability ploy by identifying relevant evidence and analysis, and proposing it be looked at carefully. The analysis should take into account any genuine vulnerability but block manipulation.


Sometimes the cloak of vulnerability is used to deflect criticism of bad behaviour. For example, someone who often writes impulsive, rude messages without bothering to correct typos might claim to be dyslexic. A powerful, male sex predator might claim to be sick and in need of help. A married man with children who is bisexual and has been unfaithful with a much younger man might tearfully claim to be gay and struggling with it. A swindler might hide behind undefined ‘mental health issues’.


In this situation it is usually still possible to discuss what should happen. There is never a need for shaming the person so the discussion is hardly affected by the ploy. For example, even if a careless typist really is dyslexic it is still important that they take extra care over their messages to avoid misunderstandings. A powerful, male sex predator should not get opportunities to continue predation, even if he is sick and needing help. The wife of an unfaithful man should seriously consider divorce and if he really is gay then this strengthens the case for it. A swindler must still be prevented from cheating more people and money must still be recovered as far as possible, especially if the swindler has mental health problems and cannot be expected to behave rationally and diligently.


Debunking relativism


People often like different types of food, music, and art. Although there are some fundamental factors that shape our preferences (e.g. toxicity and nutritional content of food, degree of predictability with art and music) there are also individual differences. These are personal preferences and largely beyond criticism. For example, if someone says they like traditional jazz then they are probably in the best position to know and their assertion is hard to contradict. Traditional jazz is enjoyable for them. It is good music as far as they are concerned.


Tricks based on relativism over-extend this idea of individual preferences and apply it to matters where there is merely uncertainty (e.g. moral questions, uncertain factual matters) and even to factual matters where there is no real uncertainty.


Some people feel virtuous about their relativist views. They think it is smart to see both sides in a conflict as equally guilty (even if they are not) and even to sympathize with terrorists.


Sometimes the person maintains that their perspective is due to their demographic group memberships rather than being simply personal. For example, they may say ‘as a straight white male…’ or ‘as a mathematician…’. The idea is that if other people do not belong to the same group then they cannot possibly understand or question the claims made.


In the extreme, it is sometimes claimed that there is no objective truth. This leads towards unhelpful rows where the loudest, most emotional, most numerous hope to get what they want by power.


In an effective discussion we want to get beyond opinions and assumptions and get closer to objective truth (which exists but is often unknown for now). Relativist tricks push in the opposite direction, claiming that incorrect claims and guesses are personal opinions and, as such, should not be criticized and do not have to respond to evidence or logic. The sentiment is something like: ‘I’m entitled to my opinion and everyone’s opinion is valid.’


Terms that are alternatives to ‘opinion’ include ‘belief’, ‘faith’, ‘perspective’, ‘narrative’, ‘viewpoint’, ‘experience’, ‘lived experience’, and ‘my truth’.


The reality is that the contributions of different people often are of very different validity and value, with some people offering a lot of relevant evidence and correct reasoning while others offer premature conclusions based on very little. It is better if people offer relevant and reliable observations, information, and analysis. It is also better if they suggest courses of action that they have thought through sufficiently well that they are worth serious consideration.


In responding to relativist ploys, you need to avoid seeming to dismiss the person’s contribution entirely while still refocusing the conversation on reason and evidence.


E.g. ‘OK, well let’s see how your personal experience compares with the available statistics on where this moth has been observed across the UK.’


E.g. ‘The perspective we have heard from some followers of the Holy Sayer is that they are deeply offended by this type of music but what matters here is the objective harmfulness of this music. What are the real harms they suffer, if any? Does the music cause suffering to people who are not followers of the Holy Sayer? Is it very loud? Does it disturb sleep? What about followers of the Holy Sayer who have not been encouraged to be upset by the music? Does the problem lie with the music or with the thinking that causes a strong negative reaction to it?’


Debunking fake controversy


People sometimes want to create the appearance of a continuing controversy. This section considers two situations where this happens.


Motivated doubt


The first situation is where someone has a reason to prolong uncertainty about a matter that is being settled in a largely scientific way. Their aim may be to delay a decision or avoid legal liability.


E.g. During the 20th century, when strong evidence first emerged that smoking cigarettes was causing many deaths from lung cancer, some cigarette manufacturers funded researchers to produce research papers that would delay the inevitable conclusion that their cigarettes were killing many, many people. The details are explained in Cummings et al. (2007).


The approach combines two tactics:



  	Keep criticizing the evidence so far to make it seem that there is still uncertainty (because the experts do not yet agree).


  	Maintain that the remaining uncertainty is too great for significant decisions to be taken.





Tactics that may be used by tricksters within an encounter include:



  	an impressive scientific manner, credentials, and displays of scientific knowledge


  	a long list of criticisms of research the person wants to discredit (This may focus on methods, samples – size and bias, equipment, documentation, lack of preregistration, departures from the preregistered method, equipment, statistical treatments, and the independence of experimenters or subjects. Some of these may be so complicated and hard to understand that almost nobody does understand them, which is perfect for maintaining the appearance of controversy. Some of these criticisms will be wrong, some valid but trivial, and a few valid and important but not crucial.)


  	exaggerating the significance of each criticism (Even trivial documentation matters unlikely to have influenced the results may be claimed as fundamental flaws that mean the study should be ignored completely and taken as yet more evidence that the researchers are biased and unreliable.)


  	many alternative explanations for findings, some of which are being researched or will be


  	a pattern of not conceding when a criticism was wrong or unimportant, or when an alternative theory has been eliminated because it is not consistent with evidence (Instead of conceding, the trickster just moves on to their next talking point.)


  	talking up the difficulty of the decision and the need for more convincing evidence before anything is concluded.





The overall effect is to keep attention off the complete picture of evidence and direct it to details while maintaining a flow of quibbles that creates the impression of ongoing doubt.


In response to these tactics, it is important to counteract this overall effect. Look for an opportunity to give an overview of the full evidence available. Mention the types of evidence and include the view a person might take before scientific evidence is considered.


E.g. If you were talking in the late 1950s about whether smoking causes lung cancer your summary of evidence types might have been something like this: ‘Before we get into those details, I’d just like to mention that evidence on this risk comes from a variety of sources. To begin with, everyone knows that smoking involves deeply inhaling smoke into the lungs and it is hard to see how that cannot have some bad effect on health. Non-smokers, in particular, will know how unpleasant it is to be in a smoky room. Post-mortems show that heavy smokers have lungs that look dirty and unhealthy. If smoking did not cause serious illness then that would be the surprise. Cigarette smoke contains many chemicals and it would be surprising if none of these had any carcinogenic effect. The more recent scientific evidence shows that the rise of smoking and the rise in lung cancer are related, with a plausible time delay. We also know that, in a large sample of doctors, smokers more often developed lung cancer. The scale of the difference is consistent with the epidemiological evidence.’


This reminds everyone that there is already a large body of evidence and so the points that will be discussed are unlikely to be significant in the big picture.


Also, state your current view, including uncertainty, based on the overall evidence to date. This is to counter the logically incorrect argument that, while there is some doubt, no decision can or should be taken.


E.g. Continuing with the smoking example above, you might summarize by saying: ‘For me the existing evidence, even without experimental confirmation, makes me about 90% confident that smoking really is the main cause of the large rise of lung cancer in this country. That, combined with the other harmful effects of smoking, should be more than enough to proceed with restrictions on the advertising and sale of cigarettes, and on smoking in the workplace.’


Mention other reasons you consider relevant to the decision. This again explains why the detailed quibbles to be discussed cannot make much difference.


E.g. Still with the smoking example: ‘Other reasons for restricting cigarettes are their contribution to fire risk, the financial cost for smokers, their loss of taste, and the tendency for smokers to smoke even when it is unpleasant for non-smokers, including so often their own children.’


Ask that the criticisms of research be presented in descending order of importance. This removes from the minds of participants any suspicion that there might be an important weakness still to come. Instead, if they start to realize that all the criticisms are minor then they will want to give less time to the remaining trivial points.


In responding to each criticism, be patient and careful. Encourage others to respond the same way. Try to get to the truth rather than just defend the research. Clearly state where criticisms have some validity but summarize what would have to happen for a weakness to lead to misleading results and estimate the maximum impact.


Do not accept the idea that a weakness in some research means it must be ignored altogether. If it is still more consistent with the theory that the critic is trying to resist than with other theories then the study is positive evidence even if not as conclusive as one might like.


Where a criticism proves unfounded or exaggerated, ask for explicit confirmation of this before agreeing to move to a new criticism.


Motivated outrage


Another situation where fake controversy is a problem involves outrage: someone says something factually correct, not misleading, fair, and not unnecessarily antagonizing but which is against the interests of a person or group. They respond by angrily complaining that the original speaker has said something controversial, insulting, offensive, disrespectful, perhaps blasphemous, harmful, hateful, and so on. Their key claims are that (1) the original speaker is blameworthy and (2) an angry reaction is reasonable.


In some cases there may be intimidation by threatened reputation damage, boycotts, or even physical intimidation including death threats. The irrationally angry reaction may be defended as religious, cultural, or a matter of mental health for a vulnerable group.


The real reasons for this kind of behaviour may be varied and hard to identify. Perhaps they want to silence criticism. Perhaps they want to see how far they can intimidate people. Perhaps they feel angry at being defied and interpret it as being offended in some more abstract or noble way.


If you are the person who made the initial statement then do not apologize and do not accept the claim that something controversial was said. Do not say anything that is untrue, misleading, unfair, or unnecessarily antagonizing. Explain why the outraged reaction is inappropriate. Repeat the initial claim if it is important to do so.


E.g. Imagine that you expressed the view that e-scooters are being ridden on public paths and roads, and that this is dangerous and (for privately owned e-scooters) illegal so police should enforce the law on e-scooters. In response, an e-scooter salesman has become angry, claiming that you are making an attack on working-class lads who enjoy e-scooters and cannot afford more expensive forms of transport. He says your statement was provocative and demands to know why you said it. You might reply as follows: ‘I am primarily concerned with the danger to e-scooter riders. What I said was true and reasonable. I said they are dangerous and riding them on public paths and roads is illegal, which currently is true. E-scooters provide no protection to the rider and lack other safety features. Some are fast. I said the police should enforce the law, which is what they are there for.’ This indirectly explains why outrage is wrong and gives your key points extra attention. It avoids being unnecessarily antagonizing.


It would be unnecessarily antagonizing and quite dangerous to add that the salesman’s reaction is just fake outrage and that he should think about the safety of working-class lads instead of his own profits. It would be pointless to complain that he is trying to deny your freedom of speech; just speak freely but in a way that nobody can reasonably object to. Clarify the likely effect of your proposals on his income with words such as ‘I realize that this would reduce sales of e-scooters and your income but, obviously, there are other considerations.’


Survive intense, sustained attacks


In some discussions you may be attacked repeatedly by one or more people who hope to beat you in what they see as a contest. They will keep up a steady, unyielding barrage of nasty attacks hoping that you will become tired, emotional, and vulnerable. In the worst case this is an attack from many people. In an online discussion they may try to wear you down by pushing you into time-consuming work searching the internet, reading documents, answering their questions, and making dozens of postings in response to them. They are waiting for particular behaviours they can attack further.


E.g. Imagine that, after a sustained attack, you respond angrily. The attackers leap on this, attacking you as aggressive, bullying, or dictatorial. It does not matter to them that they have already been aggressive. It is vital that you continue with good reasons and avoid being unnecessarily antagonistic.


E.g. Imagine that, after a sustained attack, you respond wearily or humorously. The attackers attack you for not taking the matter seriously. Again, it is vital that you continue with good reasons and avoid giving opportunities for attacks.


The attackers will often behave as competitive advocates. It is their prowess against yours, not a shared search for progress. If they win that contest then they think that proves their conclusion is correct. They want to find things they know that you do not or make you hesitate, seem unsure, or back away.


Attackers sometimes fire several questions at their victim. The questions may be demands for definitions of terms that are clear enough already, obscure factual questions they think they can answer and hope you can’t, or highlighting supposed weaknesses in your proposals. They will demand answers.


If you can answer at least some of their questions with valuable contributions then do so. Quite often the answers are irrelevant to the issues so, instead of responding directly, point out the irrelevance briefly then move on to a more valuable contribution.


If you cannot do either of these efficiently then you may get stuck in a controversy that wastes your time and gives them more chances to claim victories and pound you with more questions. They have control of the discussion. They will claim you are ignorant because you cannot answer their questions, or that you are avoiding a question because the answer wins their case, or that you are not listening.


Your objective is not to ‘win’ the argument or to influence your attackers (who are not open to reason). You should aim to influence observers who may be open to reason. (If there are none then you probably have no reason to participate.) So, continue using reason and switch to arguments more interesting to those observers and easier to follow. Stay calm and share valuable contributions until you run out of time or have nothing more to add.


The basic tools for this situation have already been covered in Part 2 under the guideline to Respond to personal attacks and simple tricks. If you want to exit the discussion then another option is to say something like ‘I have other things to do now so I’ll just finish with a summary of the major points.’


On social media, the discussion may end with you blocking one or more of the persistent attackers, perhaps temporarily. If they are just attacking you personally and have not contributed anything valuable to the discussion then there is little to lose from blocking. They cannot then see you online and you cannot see them.


Monitor manipulators


As a discussion develops, some people may occasionally use tricks or abuse power rather than rely exclusively on reason and fairness. Some people may get muddled as a result. Monitor these lapses so you can act when appropriate. Focus on identifying persistent offenders.


It can occasionally be hard to distinguish between someone relying on sound reasoning and someone only pretending to. Some of the ‘baloney detection’ tests suggested fail because a supposedly flawed argument type might legitimately be used by a soundly reasoning person. For example, arguing from authority or from popular opinion can be used legitimately as well as illegitimately.


 E.g. It is relevant (though not conclusive) that nearly all climate scientists think the earth is getting warmer.


Here are some behaviours that, if observed repeatedly, more reliably indicate failure to rely on reason:



  	extremely implausible generalizations across large groups of people


  	crude name calling and swearing; blatantly dismissive rudeness


  	emotive or framing language that insinuates unsubstantiated claims (This is often used in ad hominem attacks and slurs. It is worse if the hinted claims are serious.)


  	failure to explicitly concede points lost (Tricksters much prefer to move on to another point.)


  	repeated reasoning flaws that could be legitimate errors but are stupid and always favour the direction the trickster is arguing (e.g. inconsistencies, omissions, ignoring obvious alternative interpretations, misinterpretations, and misrepresentations)


  	simple assertions free of detail and reasons


  	impenetrable delusion or circular logic. (For example, ‘The devil put fossils in the ground to trick us.’ or ‘God put fossils in the ground to test us.’ There is no way forward if all tangible evidence is dismissed like this.)





Emotive and framing language with unsubstantiated implications is so common that this point alone will identify many instances of bad behaviour. Entire newspaper articles are written in this style.


Books on critical thinking itemize many interesting thinking faults and these occur occasionally. However, the vast majority of faults in ordinary discussions are of a few crude types. Name calling is remarkably common, as is incompetent, vague muddle.


If you decide to explain the trick a person is trying to use then do not do so by giving a name; instead just explain the trick in plain language. For example, do not complain that someone is gaslighting, straw-manning, or dog-whistling.


E.g. If someone makes a series of flawed arguments in rapid succession do not complain that they are using a Gish Gallop. Instead, say ‘You have made too many arguments too quickly for us to have a sensible discussion and, although I noticed more than one incorrect claim and flawed argument as you raced through, I’m not going to try to work through all those points. I’ll just focus on a few key points, …’


Give a warning


You may be able to warn someone who is deliberately departing from reason and fairness repeatedly. The elements of a warning have already been explained in Part 2 under the guideline to Respond to personal attacks and simple tricks. Another form of warning, especially if you have a position of power, is to highlight the difference between the conversation taking place and what was hoped for, then say you want to get back on track. For example:



  	‘I’m not getting the information, the analysis, or insights that I was hoping for. What relevant, reliable data can you contribute?’


  	‘This has not been as useful  |  productive  |  rational as I was hoping for. Can we try to stick to a systematic analysis that’s going to cover all the stakeholders and their interests?’


  	‘So far this conversation has been much more negative than I was hoping for. To consider the idea properly we first need to try to find solutions to potential problems and ways to exploit the idea further. Can we please try again to do that?’





It is tempting to go into why things have gone poorly and whose fault it is. Very possibly you have participants who have used a series of dirty tricks to protect their vested interests. Secretly you may yearn to spell out how their smears, emotive words, outright lies, and feigned morality are blatant and crooked.


Sadly, an attack on the guilty can give them an excuse to complain in return and send the conversation off in an even less productive direction.


A better alternative is to acknowledge that they have successfully communicated their position before signalling your disappointment. For example, these might precede the statements above:



  	‘I can see that you want | think X and you’ve been trying very hard to promote it. But …’


  	‘I can see that you don’t like the idea of X and you’ve been trying very hard to shoot it down. But …’





Another approach is to state your suspicions and the detailed reasons for them. This is easier if you have considerable power and the bad behaviour has been obvious. For example:



  	‘Your comments have been dismissive but without giving reasons. If you had real objections, you would have given them by now. This makes me suspect you are just trying to wind me up.’


  	‘I am beginning to think you are not sincere because you seem much too upset for something so small. I suspect you may be saying whatever you think will get you what you want.’


  	‘I suspect that your intention is to create the impression of a controversy to delay or block action being taken on this matter. You have raised a series of objections that have been shown to be irrelevant or unfounded. Instead of acknowledging these failures you have just moved on to another objection.’





Stating suspicions only is important. Making a definite accusation is usually unreasonable because so much depends on the true motivation, which is often hidden. It is easy to dispute such an accusation. In contrast, expressing a rational level of suspicion, with reasons, is much harder to attack.


Call the bluff and move towards using power


If you have insufficient power to deal with someone who is not using reason and fairness then it may help to explain their approach so that others who, collectively, have the power to act are more likely to. This is a call to end discussion and just act. Calling the manipulator’s bluff is much more effective when the attempted manipulation is clear to most people watching.


One case is where the unfair behaviour is all in one encounter.


E.g. Suppose you are in a conversation with someone who turns out to be a religious zealot determined to defend his sect’s practice of beating children weekly to teach them the power of a supernatural being. He is an official representative of the sect and skilled at presenting his position. While remaining calm and even smiling serenely at times he claims that the beatings are not very painful since the stick used is only light and is used in a loving way, that the children are not upset and only occasionally cry, and that the beatings have been shown to promote better performance at school. Finally, he says you are oppressing him by restricting his religious freedom.


Few people watching this debate will be persuaded by these rather absurd arguments, even though they superficially resemble a reasonable position. Most people, like you, will suspect that his real reasons for defending the beatings are not these. More likely, he is motivated by fear of a supernatural being, a desire to look good in the eyes of other followers, and a desire to hold on to the power his religion gives him. It looks like he just hopes to confuse the issues, create a sense of controversy, and discourage or block politicians and law enforcers from acting.


It is probably a mistake to point this out immediately the first absurd argument is put forward. Let them build up into a clear pattern. Then say something like:


‘Your points have been cleverly worded and skilfully put but in essence you have said that hitting children is good for them and your religion should entitle you to do anything you like, even if it is cruel and unlawful. I suspect you’re just trying to create a sense of doubt around this clear-cut issue to discourage politicians and law enforcers from acting to stop this practice. Beating children is clearly wrong and no religion makes it right. Reasoning with you, as we have just seen, is unlikely to make any difference and it is time to simply act firmly and stop this without delay.’


This clarifies what has been going on and invites others to join together and do what needs to be done without wasting more time on futile conversations with someone who cannot be reasoned with. This move might be followed up with other arguments to mobilize law enforcement.


In this example of a religious zealot the arguments were weak and used in rapid succession so it was easy for onlookers to see the pattern and for you to call it out. A pattern can also develop if the same trick argument is used across different encounters. This might be a series of encounters where you were involved.


E.g. Imagine you attend a series of committee meetings where someone uses the same trick argument whenever a particular issue comes up to block progress and protect a vested interest. Even when their trick has been conclusively debunked, they have not conceded the point and have simply brought back the same trick at later meetings, now describing their position as a ‘view’ or ‘opinion’, as if this makes it untouchable even though it is a factual or logical claim that is wrong. In response you might be able to say:


‘Last time we discussed this you made the same objection and the reasons why it is not correct were very clearly explained. Those reasons still apply. There is no reason to go over them again and no reason to delay our decision, so let's have a show of hands.’


Alternatively, the person behaving unreasonably might have been using tricks across several encounters where you were not present.


E.g. Imagine that an ‘activist’ has used the same emotive and misleading argument repeatedly in different press releases or interviews. Even when their trick has been debunked, they have conceded nothing. Even though the debunking argument remains logically conclusive, they now call it a ‘trope’ (i.e. something that itself has been long debunked and has no weight). You might be able to say:


‘The claim you have just made has been discussed in detail before and it is now well known that there are other, more likely explanations. These you say are ‘tropes’ but you have no new facts or insights and you are just repeating the same discredited campaigning lines. There is no point in going over it all again and what the Council should do now is to …’


If you have been making valuable contributions (e.g. to an online debate) and the other person has been manipulative in response then you can highlight the difference.


E.g. Imagine you have been debating online the enforcement of a law. This has turned into a commenting battle with someone who is probably a criminal and has been manipulative throughout. You might say something like: ‘We are discussing the need to enforce the law to reduce this behaviour but your contributions have not been helpful. When I explained the issues for children, you tried to undermine the points by suggesting I was part of a conspiracy involving Bill Gates (which I am not). When I outlined the harms of long-term exposure, you tried mockery, writing “Aww diddums”. When I explained official statistics on the extent of this behaviour you claimed there was no evidence of the behaviour happening in shopping centres, but this is only because the location is not shown in official statistics. I have said enough to explain the case so I invite anyone reading this to perhaps write to their MP or take whatever other action they think is justified.’


In this last example, note how the word ‘tried’ is used to make clear that their tactics were weak attempts rather than successful responses.


Case 10.4: Intervening


Occasionally two people in a discussion will be in conflict, both using manipulative tactics, and with heightened emotions. They may be arguing about something that is just a dispute between them (e.g. who is in control) or about a more general point (e.g. something political). This ugly conflict undermines the wider discussion and creates discomfort for others.


Although the two arguing may feel it is their private dispute, intervening may be better for everyone if it is done well.


(If just one of the combatants is being manipulative then it is natural to join in the conversation by being reasonable. The manipulative person is then outnumbered and being calmed by at least two people. This is not the sort of intervention covered in this Case.)


Intervening can be difficult because it is hard to get heard and the combatants may wrongly feel their dispute does not concern others. There is a risk of being verbally attacked for getting involved and of being drawn into the conflict. This in turn may threaten your relationship with one or both of the combatants.


If one or both of the combatants is your friend then they may feel that you should be supporting them in their attempt to win the argument.


The guidelines in this Case aim to:



  	break the angry cycle


  	impose reason and fairness until calm is restored.





Know your reason for intervening


Knowing why you are intervening helps you respond if the combatants object. Your reason might be that their argument is undermining a wider discussion by taking up time, making others feel uncomfortable, or setting an unhelpful example of unreasonable and manipulative behaviour. If the points they are arguing also affect others then your basis for intervening is stronger still.


Agree and disagree with both combatants


Start by expressing agreement and disagreement with each combatant. Since they are both using manipulative arguments it should be possible to identify something each has said that is incorrect. However, they probably have some underlying correct views so agree with at least one of those.


This opening move gains the attention of each combatant and helps them see that you are being reasonable and fair. Although they get corrected on something, so does their opponent. You also show them each more respect than their opponent has. Combatants who expect you to support them do not get what they want in the heat of the moment but they get something that is hard to complain about and you at least give them some respect.


It is possible to disagree with different points made by each combatant or disagree with both on a single point. The next two examples illustrate these two possibilities.


E.g. At a social gathering, Megan and Jack are arguing. It began with a mild remark by Jack about bacon but within 30 seconds Megan had called Jack a ‘murderer’ for eating meat and Jack had dismissed vegans like Megan as ‘idiotic’. They are now going at it angrily with most of the usual arguments on both sides being deployed. Siobhan is friends with both Jack and Megan so feels uncomfortable with this argument.


Siobhan approaches them and says, slowly and deliberately, ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry to interrupt but, Megan you are right that animals often do suffer when they are slaughtered and of course that is upsetting. There are also other reasons for cutting our use of animal products. But it's not really correct to say that Jack is a murderer. Many people today still eat meat and in the past it was more common. Legally, eating meat is not murder and if it was I am sure that Jack would not do it.’ Megan is about to lash out at Siobhan and tell her that it is still murder even if it is not legally murder but, before she can, Siobhan turns to Jack. She says ‘Similarly, Jack, I agree that veganism is not a natural diet for humans and that vegans can sometimes be difficult. However, it is not correct to say that Megan is idiotic. She isn't as we both know.’


Jack replies to Siobhan with something a little silly but Siobhan easily neutralizes it and continues making sensible points about animal products and different views on the matter. She remains calm, reasonable, and talks more slowly than her angry friends were. Within a few seconds the tone of the discussion has changed and Siobhan steers the conversation onto a plant-based meat substitute she tried recently and the recipe she used. It emerges that Jack has also tried the same product and liked it. Everyone relaxes and the conflict is over.


E.g. Brian and Joan are arguing about ‘Net Zero’. Joan says it is a scam invented by China to hurt western economies. Brian says it is vital to prevent the extinction of all life on earth in the next 50 years. The conversation is heated and they are attacking each other personally. Brian thinks reducing greenhouse gas emissions is costly but the price is worth paying. Joan thinks it is costly and completely unnecessary.


Since their row is spoiling the atmosphere and Peter knows them both well, Peter decides to intervene. He says ‘Sorry, hang on, just hang on. I think you are both wrong on one important point. Moving towards sustainability, even rapidly, need not be expensive and in fact can be cost saving and improve our standard of living. Insulation and electric vehicles are examples of that. Joan, I agree that some things demanded to achieve Net Zero probably are not helpful and of course we should not do things that create serious hardship for many people. Brian, I agree that sustainability is crucial and greenhouse gas emission is one of the most pressing problems today. But humanity has made the fastest progress and will continue to make the fastest progress by making changes that reduce resource consumption and improve our living standards. There are still many opportunities to do that and we should be pursuing those as hard as possible.’


Both Brian and Joan are simultaneously jolted to be disagreed with and briefly consider attacking Peter for his views, but they are calmed by his agreement with things they believe. His overall approach seems reasonable and his tone is calm. The debate continues for a few minutes but Peter's modest claims and resolutely reasonable style eventually bring the combatants back to their senses.


Slow the pace


Speak at a slow, thoughtful pace. People in a heated argument usually talk more quickly than usual and often try to leave each other with less time to think. Their idea is to win by outpacing the opponent rather than to allow an interesting conversation in which people can think, learn, and develop new ideas and insights.


Deliberately hold your pace so that the combatants fall into line with you rather than you accelerating to their angry pace.


Stay absolutely reasonable and persist


Be absolutely reasonable and hold to that approach regardless of the temptation to join in the argument. Make the combatants fall into line with you rather than the other way around.


Because they are already angry their initial responses to you may be worse than normal. It may also take some time for them to calm down. Be patient and persistent.


Case 10.5: Discussion-rule breaking and enforcement


This is the Case where a discussion has rules, guidelines, or expectations and someone to enforce them but the enforcer sometimes needs encouragement to act. (You are not the enforcer in this Case.) Examples include a court case with a judge, a meeting with a chairperson, and an online discussion with a reviewer or moderator.


In this Case the enforcer almost always has the evidence needed to act but no action has taken place for some reason. Perhaps the enforcer:



  	was not paying attention when the infringement took place


  	did not realize a rule was broken


  	realized but was worried about negative consequences of intervening


  	is biased and happy to protect the offender.





This Case excludes two types of legal enforcement that would take place outside the discussion: (1) Discussions in public that might give rise to civil legal action for defamation. (2) Discussions that might be criminal.


The guidelines in this Case aim to:



  	increase your understanding of discussion rules that might be helpful


  	encourage discussion rule enforcers to act appropriately.





Learn the rules


Knowing the rules, guidelines, or expectations in detail can help you alert the enforcer to infringements. Understanding what reason and fairness look like in a discussion and how they differ from tricks and abuses of power will also help.


Examples of rules and guidance for discussions include community guidelines for social media, committee procedure rules, guidance and standards for company board chairmen, rules for a debate, rules governing court procedures, and Erskine May: Parliamentary Practice (the book for the British Parliament).


Ask the enforcer to consider intervening


Enforcers usually do not like people telling them what to do or what conclusions to reach. If you can, ask them to consider intervening rather than saying they should intervene or telling them what view to take.


E.g. In cricket, players shout ‘Howzat’, which is a lazy way to say ‘how was that?’ meaning ‘please let us know if that was out or not.’ This is the right approach. Players do not shout ‘Out!’


Your request will still put pressure on the enforcer to act correctly. If they do not then it is more obvious to everyone that they are behaving badly themselves.


E.g. Imagine that Sandra is chairing a meeting that has become confused and is rambling. You say ‘Sandra, to help us keep this discussion focused on the main decision we need to make, would you consider summarizing the main options now under consideration?’ She can still say ‘No, I think we’re doing just fine.’ but your request has prompted her to make the effort to intervene and bring the discussion back to order. You have also made it easier for her to intervene by signalling to everyone that someone is not content with the discussion.


Even if your request is denied it may help to put people on alert, realizing that they were close to infringement, you noticed, and the enforcer has been alerted.


On social media, complaint forms rarely give this option. Usually you must choose which type of bad behaviour you think you are reporting from a list. Sometimes the available categories do not match the community guidelines and there is no way to report some infringements and no place to explain the issue. Do the best you can.


Use phrases from the rules


Where there are written rules or guidelines it may help jog the enforcer’s memory to use distinctive phrases from them.


E.g. Erskine May (the guidance for Parliamentary practice in the UK) talks about ‘unparliamentary language’. A politician insulted even more than usual by an opponent might say: ‘Mr Speaker, the Right Honourable Gentleman’s claims before he put his question were extreme and insulting to me. I wonder if you would consider if they constituted unparliamentary language?’


Suggest which rules may have been broken


If there are written rules or guidelines it may help to suggest which may have been broken. In a written request you could quote the rule or guideline as a convenience for readers.


Clarify the perpetrator’s intent


Sometimes someone is ambiguous and it is unclear if they have broken a rule. It may be possible to clarify their intention and infringement, or push them to retract.


E.g. Suppose you are discussing a vaccine on a social media platform that has banned misinformation about vaccines. The other person says ‘The vaccine has not been fully tested’ leaving some ambiguity as to whether they mean it has not been through the testing needed for licensing and full-scale use or has not been through the monitoring for rare problems that takes place once full-scale use has begun. You might ask for clarification. If they claim incorrectly that the testing required for licensing has not been done then that is vaccine misinformation and an infringement of the rules. If they clarify that they just mean that monitoring is still incomplete then there is no infringement, although they may have deliberately tried to spread misinformation using this ambiguity.


Case 10.6: Uncooperative discussion controller


In this Case the person with most control in the discussion is also uncooperative, aiming to get their way even though it is not fair. Situations where one person has most control of a discussion include meetings that have a chairperson, meetings where one person has higher status in an organization, and interviews where one person’s role allows them to ask all the questions. Interviews include interviews by auditors, consultants, therapists, potential employers, law enforcement officers, barristers questioning witnesses in court, and interviews for broadcasting. This power can be abused.


E.g. Imagine that a standards committee that meets quarterly has a chairman who runs the committee to support his own pet projects and block others. The agenda is always long, generic, and short on explanation. During meetings nobody really knows what is coming next. The chairman often makes long contributions of his own, rambling on for several minutes at a time as if the committee is just there to listen to his achievements. He permits irrelevant contributions by others to continue without control and his meetings regularly over-run. He often says he thinks the mood of the meeting is in favour of, or against, something when he has no basis for that belief but he wants that to be the agreement. He gives time and support to projects he favours but not others. He makes tough demands of projects he is not interested in but not of those he favours. His questions to the committee typically omit options he does not want considered. When good suggestions are made that he does not like he fails to hear and understand them correctly and what makes it into documentation is often not the suggestion made. This behaviour is frustrating to some members of the committee but hard to deal with.


Interviewers have a variety of tricks they can use. For example, they can press for details the interviewee cannot remember or does not know. They can demand unreasonable guarantees. In court they can ask questions that require a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer in ways that create a false impression. They can interrupt repeatedly, often changing the subject abruptly. They can summarize the interviewee’s position inaccurately with ‘So what you are saying is …’


E.g. Imagine a television interview of a scientist who has written a book about raising children. Although the book is solid science it has become the focus of a row between other people. The TV interviewer for some reason disapproves of the scientist he is about to interview. The interviewer introduces the interview with some words the interviewee does not hear: ‘My next guest is a controversial author whose views on parenting have been widely condemned. But he is also enthusiastically supported by readers who include members of far right and fundamentalist religious organizations.’


The interviewer then asks questions about the author’s personal, psychological motives for writing his books. Although the interviewee tries to explain his desire to make life better for children and their parents, the interviewer keeps interrupting and asking about the author’s own childhood, implying that somehow it was traumatic or odd and that the author is psychologically flawed as a result.


The interviewer never quite lets the author complete an answer. Occasionally the interruption is to complain that a question has not been answered. At other times it is to question a detail of the answer that is only just beginning. The manner is dismissive and impatient. The author switches topic repeatedly in an effort to keep up with the flow of questions. The interviewer finally ends the interview by saying, ‘Well, thank you, and that’s all we’ve got time for but coming up next we talk to a Satanist who recommends eating raw meat before bedtime. See you after this break.’ 


Interviewers can also ask loaded questions, such as the classic ‘When did you stop beating your wife?’, that combine an implied assertion (that you have beaten your wife in the past) with the question to be answered.


E.g. A loaded question that might have been put to President Trump is: ‘Mr President, given the recent reports that you have begun beating your wife, again, how can you guarantee women that they are safe under your administration?’ This is loaded with the smears that he previously beat his wife and that he is doing it again. (The ‘recent reports’ could be just speculations made by the same journalist, perhaps based on the President saying he had beaten his wife at poker.) But the question that follows is itself extremely tricky because it conflates the safety of women from him personally with women across the country being safe. He cannot guarantee that women across the country are safe (but it sounds bad to say that) and if he guarantees that women are safe from him some will misunderstand that and think that he is guaranteeing safety from all harms. Others will think that, because he gives a guarantee, this implies that he has beaten his wife. Finally, to make it harder the question does not ask for a guarantee; it asks how he can make such a guarantee, which he has not made (potentially another loaded item).


These discussions are difficult for honest, cooperative participants who just want to get to good conclusions together. However, there are tactics that can sometimes be used to get through the ordeal with more success. These are in addition to the exchange-level guidance already given, particularly relating to neutralizing personal attacks.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	discourage manipulation by the discussion controller


  	neutralize attempted manipulation.





Make procedural suggestions


The dominant person will usually be observed by other people (e.g. television viewers or other people at a business meeting). Not all observers will approve of the dominant person’s tactics and objectives. The audience is often important.


During the discussion there is often scope to suggest how the discussion could proceed for the benefit of others.


E.g. In the example of the dominant committee chairman given above, it might be possible to ask at various points (1) that the key items of the agenda be identified at the start of the meeting, (2) that the approach to a key item be clarified before it is discussed, (3) that the main options for decision be stated as a starting point, (4) that particular people be asked to explain particular points that are relevant to the discussion, and (5) that a full show of hands be taken to get a better picture of current views. All these are reasonable requests helping to produce a more productive meeting. There will be tension but it is hard for the chairman to refuse.


E.g. In the example of the television interview given above the author might have blocked the personal line of questioning by saying ‘My parents and upbringing have nothing to do with the motivation for writing my latest book so there’s nothing useful I can say about it. But your viewers might be interested to know the real reasons I wrote the book.’ The last point is the suggested direction for the interview. It is a good idea and reminds the interviewer that there are people watching.


Discourage interruptions


A common abuse of power in a discussion is to interrupt others. To make this harder, start your longer contributions with an outline. In a relatively short answer to an interview question this usually means saying how many points you are going to make e.g. ‘There are three ways this happens …’ or ‘There are two problems with that.’


If interrupted, mention (if possible) what you were trying to explain.


E.g. ‘I am still answering your question. I have mentioned two of the three problems so there is still one to go.’


E.g. ‘There are still some more issues that need to be considered if we are to take a balanced view.’


E.g. ‘Please allow me to finish my main statement and so answer Susan’s question.’


Do not get diverted onto a new point before you have finished dealing with the old one.


E.g. ‘Please allow me to state the three tactics that have been used before we discuss the evidence on how often they have been used.’


E.g. ‘I’ll answer your question and then we can discuss your follow-on questions.’


E.g. ‘I’ll give this overview and then we can explore specifics.’


E.g. ‘I’ll answer your question and then we can discuss the justification for my answer.’


Some media interviewers deliberately interrupt as often as they can and change the question by doing so. This prevents the interviewee from completing any intelligible points and is intended to make the interviewee look bad. In reality it is frustrating to anyone observing and probably makes the interviewer look bad.


The tactic exploits the natural tendency of decent people to try to listen and respond to questions put. Hard as it is to act differently, being rational and fair is not the same as being agreeable. Being agreeable invites manipulators to take advantage. Show that you are considerate towards anyone observing the interview and remind the interviewer that there are others observing.


E.g. ‘Unless you allow me to finish sentences nobody will learn anything from me or about me. I’ll continue with my overview of the three main problems and then we can come back to explore details.’


Neutralize attempted gotchas


Some interviewers want to make you look bad. The interview is an argument with someone who despises you and controls the conversation according to their rules. In particular, modern news media interviewers often try to get victims to say something that can then be used, perhaps out of context, to attack further – a ‘gotcha’.


In this age of internet video sharing, try to negotiate a deal that gives you access to the full, unedited video for your own use or lets you have your own camera in operation too. This is like a cyclist wearing a helmet camera or a police officer wearing a body camera. It gives you evidence of what really happened that can be shared and analysed slowly, patiently, and in detail later. Slow, patient analysis is good for people who are reasonable and fair but threatening to others. It may discourage use of tricks.


The interviewer may ask the same question in slightly different ways, hoping you will choose words poorly. Their repetition looks bad to observers, which is the weakness of this tactic.


Tactic: Repeatedly asking the same question, hoping to get a gotcha.

Response: ‘I have already answered that question and our viewers will be wondering why you keep asking what is really the same question instead of moving on to something fresh. I was hoping to explain a bit more about …’


Another attack tactic is to include a claim that you are a bad person while asking you about it. News media and activists who help them are happy to search through everything an enemy has ever said, written, or done in the hope of finding something to use against them. Their back up plan is to report that their victim ‘denied’ something bad-sounding in a way that suggests everyone thinks the denial is a lie. Here is a useful generic response pattern using a simple contradiction and follow on, with some specific examples.


Tactic: Generic pattern: ‘You are a terrible person. What do you say to that?’

Response: Generic response: ‘I am not a terrible person. Your question is mistaken.’ Then follow on with useful material.


Tactic: ‘You once said that people with no business being in this country should be sent home. Do you accept that was a racist statement?’

Response: ‘I am not a racist. You seem to have misunderstood that statement, perhaps through losing the context. I was referring to the government’s policy and the law then and now, which is to identify illegal immigrants and remove them from the country if they have no legally sufficient reason for staying.’


Tactic: ‘Many people have been upset by your statement last week. Do you accept that you should not have said what you said?’

Response: ‘What I said was fair and true. No reasonable person who understood it should have been upset. My point was …’


Some attacks amount to ambushes where the person with control of the conversation introduces new information (e.g. a case, a statistic, a statement) they present as damning and demands a response. They hope to push you into saying something they can use against you or at least make you look ignorant or flustered.


E.g. A journalist chases after the President waving a photograph of a suffering child and asking what she has to say about it. If the photograph is genuine and shows what it appears to show then there are many levels of management who should have prevented the problem before it became a Presidential matter but still the journalist wants answers. The President knows nothing about the case.


E.g. A TV interviewer is interviewing a Minister about one topic then abruptly switches to a new one saying ‘Your colleague, Sir Giles Poshman, says women should be locked in cages. Is he fit to be in government?’ The Minister knows nothing of this but senses it is a cynical distortion of something innocent Giles said. The Minister does not want to accuse the interviewer of lying, attack his colleague, or appear to defend the indefensible.


If you already know about the issue then you can respond but in a true ambush you do not have enough to respond at that moment. Avoid responding to something that may be incorrect or misleading. 


Typically you will explain that you are not familiar with the details and will get more then say more about the issue. You can then move on to your overall objectives in the area, policies, plans, etc. The ideal response depends on what you have done so far.


E.g. ‘I saw this picture earlier today and I’ve asked for more information. Clearly this is not government policy and not acceptable. I will say more about it when I have more information. Our plans for the health sector include …’


E.g. ‘This is not our policy and I’m concerned to see this but I don’t know about the particulars of this case and will get someone to do some research before I say more. Our plans for the health sector include …’


E.g. ‘I have no knowledge of this but don’t think for a moment that Giles wants women locked in cages. I will check with him to understand the context but for now I have no comment.’


Skilled ambushers will not be put off by this and will maintain that the information they have provided should be enough for you to give a response. Say that checking and considering before commenting is your standard policy and perhaps also give examples of points you want to check (e.g. the source of some information, the context, when a picture was taken, the definition of a statistic, the sampling method used, what is already being done).


Do not say you are suspicious of the ambusher, even if you are. It is tempting to explain that you want to check for fake photographs, quotes out of context, manipulated statistics, or cherry-picked evidence but this would antagonize without helping. If later you find these problems then you can explain them calmly and clearly with detailed evidence.


E.g. ‘I looked into your claim that Sir Giles Poshman said women should be locked in cages and the truth is that he said the opposite. He wrote an article 13 years ago for the Times in which he said “I do not think women should be locked in cages.” So, it is true that he wrote the words “women should be locked in cages” but in a sentence that said the opposite.’


Case 10.7: All other participants are uncooperative


In this Case nobody else in the discussion is cooperative. They are all trying to obtain or defend an unfair position for themselves and the prospects for constructive progress are poor. This situation calls for largely the same tactics as a one-to-one encounter with an uncooperative person.


However, in this situation the interests of other participants may differ so that they conflict with each other as well as with you. Alternatively, they may all be aligned against you.


The following guidelines add to those suggested for one-to-one encounters with uncooperative people and additionally aim to:



  	explore incremental routes to positive change that may achieve some support.





Understand the situation and choose wisely


All the considerations for one-to-one discussions with an uncooperative person are relevant here but often repeated to cover the various individuals or groups in a large discussion. Complexity can become overwhelming.


Nevertheless, understanding the interests of the various individuals and alliances helps you suggest ways forward.


Test support for incremental changes


In practice, progress is most often made by finding smaller changes that all parties will agree to, happily or otherwise. The incremental approach can produce larger change over a series of negotiations. Creative suggestions may break a deadlock.


Suggest changes and see how people react. This can be more effective if you have some creative suggestions that others have overlooked.


E.g. Suppose someone is complaining because most of the speakers at a planned professional conference are men. The organizers say they posted general requests for speakers to cover the themes they thought would most appeal to the intended audience and most of the volunteers were men. All the speaking slots are filled and all rejected speakers were male. The complainer wants the organizers to reject some male speakers already accepted and recruit only female speakers to replace them. The conversation becomes an ugly battle between those who want to do this and those who want no further action, especially not cancelling men already accepted. Reason and fairness are not being used and there is deadlock.


To make progress, someone needs to suggest creative solutions and some incremental changes. These might include shortening speeches so that more speaking slots can be created, making discussion panels larger, and having a female host to introduce speakers. With some new slots to fill, more female volunteers might be reached by having the complainers seek further volunteers, and by suggesting new topics that will appeal to female speakers while still being popular with the whole audience.


E.g. Imagine that a company is planning some efficiency improvements but these are resisted by a trade union because the plan might lead to job losses and does not propose increased pay to share the benefit of the changes. The latest meeting includes an independent arbitrator and starts with almost an hour of bad-tempered argument over job losses and pay rises. Eventually the arbitrator suggests they discuss a new topic: plans for re-training and re-deployment. The plan proposed by the managers does not address these at all. The union representatives are willing to discuss this topic and the management representatives are less hostile. They feel defensive because they overlooked this when planning but see hope of some acceptance of change by the union. Both sides agree to steps they can each take to make quick progress in this area. It is not the full solution but these are steps in the right direction that everyone can agree to.


PART 4: CAMPAIGNS


Chapter 11: Introduction to campaigns


In this handbook a campaign is simply a set of encounters. These might be spread over time with much the same group of people meeting repeatedly. Larger campaigns might involve encounters between many different people at different locations, sometimes even happening at the same time.


The advice given is not applicable to campaigns trying to get the best outcome for one person or group regardless of fairness or truth.


E.g. Imagine that a crime is committed and the police investigate. At first they do not know who the perpetrator is and their objective is to apply reason to find out. As evidence is discovered they start to suspect a person without being sure so they remain open to new evidence and new suspects. However, more evidence piles up and they become sure they have identified the right person. They arrest him. The suspect also has several past convictions for almost identical crimes. The police continue gathering evidence but nothing emerges to change their conclusion that they have arrested the right man.


When the case comes to court some crucial evidence is excluded on a legal technicality, the defendant proves a very clever liar, and the defence barrister skilfully upsets the crucial prosecution witnesses, reducing their credibility. The jury knows nothing of the man’s history of similar crimes. Throughout this process the police and prosecuting lawyers act reasonably and fairly and so the advice in this handbook is for them. In contrast, the suspect (who knows he is guilty of the crime) does his best to get away with it. Before going into court he practises his lies and body language with the help of his lawyers and a mirror. This handbook is not for him.


Types of campaign in scope here and for which advice is given are:


Campaigns to achieve a fair practical outcome: These campaigns aim to achieve a practical outcome that should be possible but where the details are not known in advance. They include getting a job, a home, a car, a lover, friends, and customers. In each case the campaign involves finding others for whom the arrangement is a wise choice and making an arrangement with them that is wise for both sides. It should not involve anyone being manipulated into an arrangement that is unfair.


Campaigns with certainty about the conclusion: These aim to ensure a clearly-correct conclusion is reached or prevent a clearly-wrong conclusion being reached due to manipulative persuaders.


Campaigns for reason and fairness: These might aim at all situations, a particular repeating encounter (e.g. council meetings), or a particular issue (e.g. climate change adaptations, improvements in education). They promote use of reason and fairness to get to better conclusions. Often, progress could accelerate because of extra thinking contributed by the influencers and that might be another motive for the campaign.


In campaigns for reason and fairness on a particular issue, it may seem at times that some conclusions are almost certainly correct and others almost certainly false but there must be openness to new evidence or reasoning.


Campaigns to combat persistent manipulation by a person or group: The manipulators might be, for example, scammers, zealots, agitators supported by a foreign power, political parties, or news media. The campaign might aim to block their manipulations, overwhelm them with sound reasoning and evidence, or even stop the manipulators from operating.


Chapter 12: The scale of campaigns


Campaigns can vary in scale from a short series of conversations between two people to a diplomatic and social effort to end a war between two countries. Larger scale introduces additional challenges and opportunities.


Case 12.1: Small-scale campaigns


Examples of relatively small-scale campaigns include:



  	encouraging better behaviour from your children as they grow up


  	regular committee or management meetings at which similar people discuss similar issues


  	conversations between the leaders of an organization over many months that gradually shape its strategy and plans


  	sharing a good idea with a few people who might find it particularly interesting, through a series of conversations


  	a company trying to fill a vacancy


  	a series of meetings to sell an industrial product to a company.





E.g. Most committee meetings are regular events with many of the same people attending each time, a chairperson to provide some control over discussions, and often a written agenda, perhaps provided in advance. Sometimes there is voting or a consensus mechanism. There is usually time to prepare for the meeting and the positions and tactics of other participants are often frustratingly familiar. Participants sometimes represent factions locked in conflict (usually non-violent). Committees are often formed to tackle important decisions involving multiple groups of stakeholders, so bad behaviour is common. It is important to know what options you have for using power if necessary.


The advice given in previous chapters on exchanges and encounters applies to encounters within campaigns but campaigns (even small ones) have additional characteristics.


Campaigns provide opportunities to learn and adapt from one encounter to the next. This includes learning about the topics of the discussions and about the intentions, beliefs, and tactics of participants – including how to defeat manipulative tactics.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	involve the best people


  	base the campaign on high quality reasoning


  	keep driving that quality up through learning


  	promote learning among all discussion participants.





Contact the best people


The best people to communicate with will sometimes be obvious from your objectives. For example, if you want to educate your children then they are key people to communicate with. If you want to influence your boss because your boss is the person who will make a particular decision then your boss is clearly a key person to communicate with.


However, it may be worthwhile communicating with others who can influence those central people. For example, these might include other colleagues, consultants, other children, or teachers.


If you get no response from someone you are trying to contact, do not assume the communication has failed. A response to a communication is not necessarily a good thing. The true answer may be something they cannot share with you. The important thing is to affect their thinking.


Sometimes you will want to contact people who do not know you yet. In a small campaign you will most likely want to contact a few particular people. (In larger campaigns, covered in Case 12.2 under the guideline to Involve more people, you might want to contact many people and be less specific about who they are.)


You will need their contact details and they will need some reason to pay attention to your attempt to make contact. A few people make their contact details (especially their email address) available and are open to new contacts. Many others keep their contact details private, have filters to remove messages from people they do not know, and often do not even open messages unless they recognize the sender and want to hear from them.


Many people, especially important people, are extremely busy and focus only on a small set of people. Even if you could, somehow, get a message to them personally it would most likely be ignored or rejected, perhaps angrily.


Instead, look for people who are open to contact and in the set of people attended to by the person you would ideally like to influence. These more open people might be worth influencing because of their involvement. They might also, at some point, put you in contact with the person you would ideally like to talk with, adding their endorsement of you. This is better than just bypassing ‘gatekeepers’ and getting no endorsement. Finally, they may get some kind of promotion and become the person you most want to contact.


You will need to establish a simple relationship with them on an understood basis and build a reputation for being useful and easy to interact with.


Clarify the basis of relationships


Clarify the basis of relationships to form new ones, strengthen old ones, get attention, and get responses and other forms of support. The relationships needed for a successful campaign need not be broad-based friendships or commercial arrangements, though they might be. They can be narrowly focused on the topic of the campaign and involve only small mutual commitments. Nevertheless, even a small relationship can improve attention and responsiveness. In a world where so many people are communicating with so many others, just getting noticed in the crowd is hard.


Healthy relationships between people are typically based on mutual help and non-harm. You do something for someone and they do something for you. This might be an agreed trade or just a vague expectation of reciprocation. The forms of help provided are the basis for the relationship. Other things may be helpful, such as sharing a love of the colour yellow or having grown up in the same town, but they are not as fundamental. The basis proposed must be worthwhile for both parties.


The basis of a relationship is sometimes obvious (e.g. a watermelon seller provides watermelons and customers give money in return) but often it is not. Relationships are based on the personal interests of individual people, so they may be quirky and perhaps seemingly selfish or shallow at times.


Clarifying the basis of proposed or current relationships helps people recognize the potential value of cooperating with you.


Clarifying the basis of proposed or current relationships also helps avoid the impression of fake friendship. A person only has capacity for a few close friends and a slightly larger circle of other friends. Friends are people who typically take an interest in our lives generally, including professional and personal challenges, and might be willing to help us with any of those. Most of our relationships with others are, quite correctly, much narrower than this, often focused on work.


Behaving in a friendly way towards people we do not intend to have as true friends is manipulative. If you ask someone about their family but the relationship intended is narrowly restricted to your campaign then you are faking friendly behaviour, which is a common form of manipulation and could lead to a nasty backlash. Explicitly stating the mutual help you suggest for a narrower relationship takes away this risk.


Have at least some easy, pleasant discussions


Try to have discussions with people that are pleasant and easy from time to time. If every discussion is intense then people can become reluctant to participate in further discussions. It is helpful to have easy topics for conversations as well as topics related to the campaign.


E.g. If parents only ever speak to their teenagers to address serious topics like how they are getting on with school work, what they want to do later in life, or the worry that they are spending time with unsuitable people then their teenagers may just avoid conversations.


E.g. Helping someone recover from being a cult member is usually a long process, even with the help of an expert. Such an expert should have other topics of conversation with the former cult-member to alleviate the pressure and keep the meetings enjoyable overall as well as productive.


Build a reputation for reason and fairness


Carrying out the recommendations in previous chapters will give you a growing reputation for being reasonable, fair, constructive, helpful, respectful, and generally worth listening to.


Over a series of encounters people will learn that you:



  	are well informed and use reason carefully


  	will explain things clearly and at a considerate pace


  	understand the effort they will need to make to understand your reasoning and evidence


  	understand the effort they might need to make to work out changes to designs or plans as a result of the new information and inferences


  	understand the practical and perhaps political constraints on what they can do.





It might also be worth showing that you have power you are prepared to use if they will not act reasonably.


These things are best shown by doing them. Hospitality and irrelevant social contact might put the other person in an uncomfortable position and be seen as slimy schmoozing rather than as genuine and relevant.


Focus on the quality of the reasoning you use


Reasoning without mistakes is hard but keep trying to minimize the number and importance of mistakes in the reasoning you share. Word your arguments carefully, avoiding basic mistakes like unintended implications and overgeneralizations. Carefully check your facts and arguments.


Test your arguments by asking people whose abilities you trust to reflect on them, try to find flaws, and explain them clearly to you.


Most of us will do better if we look for useful reasoning by outstanding thinkers and use it if we are sure it is sound.


When evaluating consequences of potential actions, be aware of their size and the certainty of your predictions. Try to be comprehensive and consider even consequences that are too uncertain to analyse convincingly.


Over time you can develop your reasoning and it will become more influential.


E.g. Consider the challenge of advertising for a charity that wants to help suffering children in Africa. A familiar approach is purely emotional. While a mournful voiceover tells us about the little girl who walks 15 miles every day to collect water from an infected stream for her family, the video shows us the poor girl struggling to get dirty water into her plastic container. Will we please give just £10 a month to help?


This kind of advertising must bring in some donations so it is effective with some viewers, at least in the short term. However, there are major problems with this approach.


There are more good causes asking for money than most people can give to and some people are becoming more aware that not all charities are equally good at turning money into improved outcomes for the suffering. Some charitable programmes are ineffective; some even do more harm than good. In many cases there is another charity doing almost the same thing but more efficiently, perhaps by wasting less money on its headquarters or on fundraising activities. More people today want to be effective altruists.


When I see these purely emotional appeals, I am put off donating, not encouraged. Their blatant attempts to manipulate through emotions seem cynical to me. I feel my intelligence is being insulted by their attempt to manipulate me this way. I note that they provide no information about what they will do to help using any money I might provide. Worse than that, I can imagine the camera crew and charity workers standing behind the camera just watching the little girl collecting infected water and I picture them doing nothing to help. They give me no reason to think their programme will help the suffering or that they will efficiently convert my donation into improved outcomes. More than that, because they are not talking about those things, I strongly suspect they do not have a good story to tell. There are probably other charities that would do much more good with the money.


A much better advertisement would give me facts and figures about the problem, what the charity does, what it achieves, and how efficient it is. At the same time, it could show me images of the beneficiaries before, during, and after the charity’s help. The emotional content is still there but now combining the initial distress with relief and hope for the future.


Show me a charity worker stepping forward to give the little girl a bottle of clean water. Then show a lorry delivering such water for short-term relief at her village. Then show me the well they drilled the week after and happy people pumping clean water from it. Now tell me how much it costs to do that and how many people it helps. And now tell me what percentage of donations goes towards the direct costs of each project.


Without the facts we know we cannot trust the emotions someone else provokes in us. Yes, some people are taken in and that’s enough to make emotional manipulation effective. But that does not mean it is the most effective way to influence, or morally defensible. Putting the case using facts and logic often requires more thought and refinement but focusing on the quality of the reasoning you use is worth it.


Learn during and between encounters


Knowledge of the content


During an encounter a participant might introduce some new evidence or a line of reasoning. Sometimes you can trust this and learn from it immediately. Often you should do some independent investigation, perhaps online, during or after the encounter. You might confirm that the new material is correct and learn from it or find problems that you can share at the next opportunity.


This learning is vital for the discussion to progress. Also, showing your learning to other participants reassures them that you are paying attention to them and responding intelligently. This is important in, for example, making major sales and winning jobs through multiple rounds of interviews.


Knowledge of participants


Study the other participants during encounters and then, between encounters, research and think about them.


What are their tactics? What are their circumstances, problems, ambitions, and fears? Do they have any ulterior motives? What do they want most? What do they believe and why? Are they mistaken and, if so, why? What are their cognitive limitations? Do they have any personal problems or significant personality defects?


During meetings you might learn from information they volunteer and from their answers to your probing questions (e.g. about evidence), and from things they say explicitly and from the patterns in their biases and manipulations. Between meetings you might learn from studying public information about them (e.g. their publications or social media profiles) and from asking others. You might even learn something from talking to them privately, though this is risky and they might not be honest. Systematically review all you know about them and make inferences.


This is the foundation for developing better ways to work with and influence the other participants. It is unrealistic to expect to influence a difficult person you do not know within just one encounter but over multiple encounters, with chances to think and build on slow progress, you can sometimes achieve success.


Improve your explanations


Explanations are often misunderstood, sometimes because they are unclear and sometimes because the other person is mistaken. Clear thinkers and expert writers can produce clearer explanations most of the time but everyone makes mistakes sometimes. Whatever your ability it is vital to continue refining your explanations. The reaction to an explanation can highlight opportunities to make it clearer and less susceptible to misunderstanding. Improvements will also come from using information learned during encounters.


E.g. During 2020 and the COVID-19 pandemic some people argued that it was not worth doing anything to limit infection because 99.5% of people survived it. In conversation it was difficult to counter this immediately but given a chance to do calculations it was easy to be ready next time with ‘0.5% of the UK’s population of around 67 million people is 335,000 premature deaths in a short time. That’s a lot and would put a huge strain on many people, not just the health service.’


Explanations can sometimes be tested systematically using a survey. Do people understand the explanation? Do they reject it because of a misconception?


Improve ways to manage participants


Encounters are often less productive because of muddle, lack of focus, tricks, and abuses of power. Some of these are driven by uncooperative participants who want something unfair.


Managing these should be easier if you are the recognized chairperson for encounters but, even without that advantage, it is usually possible to do something.


Building on the research you have done on the participants, devise responses to promote a good quality, cooperative discussion. Against persistently uncooperative manipulators this effort must continue because they will adapt to your changing tactics.


E.g. Imagine that in regular management meetings you have noticed two of your peers aggressively defend existing working methods when an attractive alternative has been suggested. They said the existing methods are widely used in the industry and work well in their experience. They described the alternative suggestions as ‘half baked’ and when you suggested something you had worked out carefully they dismissed your contribution as merely an opinion. At the time you did not fully understand that they were using social proof as their defence. Saying your contribution was an opinion was part of this approach and a sneaky trick to undermine it.


Having identified this pattern you might propose the next innovation by describing the analytical work that went into it and the advantages of doing something better than typical industry practice. You might prepare to respond immediately to the ‘opinion’ trick by explicitly saying that the proposal is not merely an opinion but an idea that has been carefully analysed.


Later it might become clearer which changes they wish to block and why. That in turn might suggest a better approach to their obstructive behaviour. Their next ploy might be, for example, to undermine criticism of current performance by manipulating performance figures to give a falsely positive impression.


Encourage participants to develop knowledge


Knowledge of recurring discussion topics usually develops between encounters as well as during them. This applies to you and other participants. Anticipate and encourage this progress.


This is particularly important if deep understanding of issues is needed.


E.g. When governments around the world first started to respond to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic (the virus that causes the disease, COVID-19) there were many meetings between medical specialists, epidemiologists, vaccine experts, and politicians. Most politicians have very little scientific knowledge so for them this involved acquiring a lot of new knowledge. Within a few weeks many were comfortable talking about ‘R’ numbers and even ‘R zero’. This was because of learning during meetings and reading in between. As this happened their ability to make wise decisions in response to the pandemic improved.


You may notice that people who seem not to understand your explanations during one encounter come to the next with a much better understanding. Between encounters they may be thinking, consolidating memories, reading, or getting advice to educate themselves. Encourage this.


Sadly, many others do nothing to develop their knowledge between encounters and forget points they learned previously. You may need to remind them of things they should already know but at least this will take less time than the initial learning. 


There will also be points where everyone was uncertain during one encounter but before the next some people do more research and return better informed. You may be able to encourage this: think about the importance of what is uncertain during each encounter and direct research effort towards the more important areas of uncertainty.


Doing some kind of research between encounters is a powerful technique for tackling stubborn beliefs that are or may be wrong. A variety of research methods might be used, including gathering information from websites, calling suppliers to get quotes, running polls to find out what people really think, or doing practical tests of alternative methods.


Time should be allocated at the next encounter for learning the results of the research and discussing them.


E.g. Psychotherapists often ask their clients to do experiments between sessions. For example, if a depressed patient is convinced that he would be unable to stand for more than 60 seconds due to fatigue then the experiment might be to try to stand for 120 seconds and see what happens. Very likely 120 seconds will not be impossible, disproving the false belief. The next test might be to go for a slightly longer time or to walk a modest distance.


People with stubborn but wrong beliefs might agree to these research efforts because they think the results will confirm they are right.


Groupthink is a social phenomenon that can lead to stubborn false beliefs. It has been identified from case studies of poor group decisions. The central problem is that the group prioritizes its own internal harmony over truth. Challenges to group beliefs are aggressively repulsed.


Reasonable Influence is a natural counter to groupthink because of its focus on logic and evidence, and not unnecessarily antagonizing (which would threaten group cohesiveness). Testing beliefs between encounters is a powerful tool for countering groupthink.


E.g. As I write, a public inquiry is analysing a huge scandal at the UK's Post Office that developed over more than 20 years and probably involved groupthink. The Post Office treated some people who ran their post offices badly, leading to several hundred miscarriages of justice and at least one suicide. The details are shocking. Paula Vennells, the CEO in place towards the end of the scandal who did her best to cover it up and defend the Post Office, was questioned for three gruelling days in the inquiry.


When Paula Vennells joined the Post Office, a group had already developed within the Post Office whose members believed that thefts by subpostmasters were common, that the Horizon computer system had no relevant faults, and that the tactics the Post Office had used to tackle crooked subpostmasters were entirely justified in defending the finances of the Post Office. In court against individual subpostmasters they argued, time after time, that the Horizon system showed the subpostmaster had stolen money, the Horizon system was never wrong, and so the subpostmaster must have stolen money. We now know that crooked subpostmasters were far less common than the team thought, the Horizon system had extensive flaws, data was being changed secretly by IT people trying to fix problems, and the tactics used were despicable and unacceptable.


When Paula Vennells became CEO of the Post Office she simply joined this group and adopted its collective beliefs. She did not scrutinize the information available, test it, or even doubt it. She became the ring leader. What she should have done is to recognize the dangers and order strong tests to be performed. This would not have been difficult if she had tried to do it.


All large, bespoke systems have bugs. The claim that Horizon had none is clearly wrong to anyone who, like me, has experience of large scale software development. As an experienced board member, Vennells should have known this. No investigation was needed to know that Horizon had bugs but the right tests could have revealed the truth much more powerfully to those in the team who stubbornly did not believe it (e.g. the lawyers).


What tests would have done this? As systems are developed and move into testing it is standard practice to keep a database of bugs found so that their correction can be tracked. A large system like Horizon would have had hundreds of bugs listed during its testing. At the time it went live some of those bugs would have remained uncorrected. Again, this is normal. Not only were there bugs but some of them would have been known about, documented, and analysed. During live operation, further bugs would have been identified and recorded in the database. The simplest test would have been to ask for that database and look at what was in it to work out which bugs were uncorrected at various times in the history of the system. If no such database had existed then that on its own would have been such a serious control weakness that Vennells should have escalated her scrutiny and tests.


From this simple test, all the rest would have come out into the open.


Build knowledge in a planned sequence


Over multiple encounters knowledge should accumulate, though hindered by forgetting. This accumulation often leads to new conclusions in the minds of participants. The sequence of knowledge building is important and sometimes can be planned.


E.g. Parents wanting to help their children make wise educational choices at age 14, 16, and 18 might start the process much earlier by talking about what mummy and daddy do at work. They might then build on this over a period of years to ensure that their children understand basic facts of adult life, careers, educational opportunities, and how to contribute to their society.


E.g. A series of university lectures might need to lead students towards conclusions they would not be able to understand or justify without several sessions of learning beforehand. The lecturer has the power to put the material in a good sequence.


Just as a single presentation within an encounter should build in a logical way, so too should learning from one encounter to the next. Perhaps nobody knows where the discussions will lead and so it is impossible to anticipate the conclusions. At the other extreme someone who knows the logical conclusions may be passing that understanding on. Either way, it should be possible to sequence learning sensibly.


E.g. Members of a working group assigned to review the way public funds are given to support sports might start with open minds about their conclusions. However, they can still plan to think through the issues in a logical way that builds knowledge gradually. They might start by understanding how funding is currently decided, then consider criteria for evaluating the social impact of a sport, then apply those criteria to some sports to see what happens. In the UK we tend to regard all sports positively and want them to expand, with more participants and more of the sport shown on television. However, some sports are much more beneficial to societies than others. For example, on net health benefits (fitness less injuries) and cost of participation, badminton rises above show jumping and middle-distance running beats boxing.


Sometimes a campaign requires correcting a set of linked misconceptions with only limited cooperation from the other person. This is much harder than correcting a single misconception held by a cooperative person. The misconceptions tend to support each other and there may be other reasons why the person likes to believe the misconceptions.


It may be possible to sketch their network of beliefs, highlight the mistakes, add in corrections or missing material, and make a plan to work through the remediation systematically, making sure to consolidate gains along the way. Perhaps you can start with less strongly held beliefs, or with some new facts the other person has not seen, or with a testable implication of what they believe that they have not previously noticed.


The main problem may turn out to be ignorance, in which case you can make a plan to build up knowledge gradually in a logical sequence. This might not produce immediate, visible gains.


When we try to help someone who is confused, stuck, and struggling with life it can be frustrating because they seem to take no notice of good advice. Even when they have some useful thoughts this often comes to nothing – or seems to. Then, sometimes, they can make what seems like sudden progress, maybe when you are not there trying to help. After days, weeks, or even longer when they could not put together solutions to their most pressing problems, they finally have built enough knowledge to put it all together in one exciting plan. Your efforts to get them thinking about the right things, to make abstract advice practical, and to dispel mistaken beliefs laid the foundations for their breakthrough.


As with sharing reasoning within a single encounter, preview the overall progression and likely conclusions if you can. At least try to eliminate worries about conclusions that might concern participants if you honestly can.


Maintain knowledge


Progress made tends to slip away between encounters even when good conclusions have been reached and it seems that influence has been achieved. This could be due to forgetting, the effect of further (mis)information (e.g. a popular misconception), or reminders of reasons for preferring other conclusions (e.g. because they are comforting even though untrue).


It may be important to remind people of knowledge and conclusions from time to time, ideally by getting them to retrieve those memories rather than just having the points explained again.


Knowledge develops more rapidly if people are prompted to use it (e.g. by writing up notes from a meeting or explaining points to others in writing or conversation). Psychologists call this ‘retrieval practice’ and it is a powerful way to build long-lasting memories.


E.g. A school teacher of mathematics will assign homework and set tests to get students to rehearse their knowledge between lessons.


Case 12.2: Large-scale campaigns


Examples of large-scale campaigns of the type discussed in this Case include:



  	efforts to get more people to live in more sustainable ways, drop less litter, or be kinder online – all clearly a good thing so Reasonable Influence is bound to lead to progress in the expected direction


  	activity around a proposal for a major train line requiring the decision to be taken in a good way despite uncertainty and conflicting interests, whatever the outcome might be


  	activity to encourage politicians to develop a law in a good way


  	campaigns to get people to vote wisely in a referendum


  	efforts to block the activities of a religious cult that aims to gain power and is neither rational nor fair.





Campaigns as we usually understand them (but not in this handbook) are typically exercises in persuasion, not influence. Organized campaigns usually have a fixed objective (e.g. win power in a vote, stop Brexit, achieve Brexit). They aim to win, not to reach good conclusions whatever those might be.


However, in this handbook the only campaigns of interest are exercises in influence. These aim to reach good conclusions through cooperative, high-quality discussions and mutual learning, and bring others along so that action can be taken. For example, while it is hard to argue against shifting to more sustainable lifestyles, the details of what looks more sustainable change as more evidence and better ideas emerge.


In campaigns like this the only strategy is to seek better conclusions by promoting good quality, cooperative discussions.


The advice for small scale campaigns still applies but large-scale campaigns bring new issues. There are more diverse opportunities to learn. The people involved can change over time and between encounters. Leading participants may emerge. Perhaps most importantly, the resources needed typically become large.


The guidelines in this Case build on the guidelines for small-scale campaigns and aim to:



  	involve more people in promoting application of reason and fairness to an issue


  	tackle uncooperative, unreasonable people in a controlled way


  	promote learning on a large scale.





Define and segment people to influence


It helps to define who you would like to influence, in broad terms, even though your initial ideas may change over time as you learn more. You might do it demographically, by social group membership, or on the basis of beliefs. A particularly useful segmentation uses groups that are at least partly formed around beliefs.


Segmenting means identifying groups within the set of people to be influenced that form natural clusters relevant to your campaign.


E.g. Suppose you wish to promote rational thinking about sustainability across the UK. Segments might be the members and supporters of the main political parties, such as the Labour Party and Conservative Party. Within each of these segments, people typically have different priorities, concerns, and favourite solutions to problems. They also like and dislike different people, and come together at different venues. The arguments likely to be relevant to each segment will be different.


Political groups are often defined more by the people involved than by their beliefs, priorities, and policy preferences. Beliefs, priorities, and policy preferences can change over time as the group searches for ways to be more popular and powerful. Some changes may be easy to accomplish.


Working in ways that suit the group is likely to be more effective than approaching all groups in the same way. Arguments put in the terms their political opponents use might be strongly resisted while arguments for the same policies put in their own terms might be enthusiastically adopted.


Involve more people


This is one of the most important and most challenging aspects of large campaigns. It is unclear how much support campaigns can gain when they promote just use of reason and fairness, even when applied to a hot issue.


Groups such as the Centre for Inquiry, the Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason & Science, and innumerable scientific groups show that there is scope for getting people together to talk in a better way. However, their size is often small, not all their discussions are as reasonable as they should be, and they sometimes just talk within the group rather than tackling irrationality and unfairness more widely.


How large should a campaign network be? It is hard to be precise but there are reasons to think some campaigns must be very large indeed.


Influencing many people usually requires many people, for two major reasons. First, people who have not thought about the issues pay more attention if they see that many others have. Second, for people to be influenced they must pay attention, learn, and think. They may need time to understand complexities or work out new behaviours. Often someone must spend time with them in discussion, promoting that learning, and learning with them.


E.g. Think how long it takes, on average, to get one person to learn how to sort waste for recycling and learn enough about why they should bother to do it carefully all the time. Over several encounters, at least, it might be an hour or two. Now multiply that over, say, 25,000,0000 householders and you have the learning and teaching time required for the UK: roughly 30,000,000 hours (i.e. 3,425 person years of effort). Post about recycling on social media or create an informative website and you might reach people more efficiently but most will not see the pages or pay much attention. Your online effort will be a tiny drop in the ocean of effort needed.


Reason and fairness give explanations more influence than other communications but rarely let one person influence many significantly.


The challenge of influence is far greater if many people are uncooperative. (In the recycling example above the resistance is usually just mild annoyance at inconvenience.)


E.g. As I write, many people currently own some bitcoin and want its value to increase. It is not known how many people own some bitcoin but it is thought to be tens of millions. Others are getting money by bitcoin mining, running crypto exchanges, selling related software, and doing other bitcoin-related activities. They too would like bitcoin to be popular. Some of these people speak in support of bitcoin in conversation or online. If they see someone post something critical of bitcoin on social media, they will attack it, deploying a variety of arguments to nullify the effect. Nobody knows how many people do this but if it was just one in a thousand of as few as 10 million people then that is still an army of 10,000 advocates with a pressing vested interest.


Similar mathematics and large numbers apply to many other motives for unreasonable behaviour:



  	consumption of alcohol, tobacco, and cannabis


  	people who have had bad romantic relationships and now have a general hatred of men or women (over 90,000 divorces in the UK each year gives some sense of scale)


  	people who are angry at the police for arresting them for a crime they committed (roughly 11 million people in the UK have a record on the police national computer, though not necessarily for something serious)


  	Muslims who have Islamist or fundamentalist tendencies (an unknown percentage of almost 4 million Muslims in the UK)


  	people who think they have been unfairly discriminated against in some way (regardless of whether they actually were)


  	academics, consultants, politicians, and others who have linked their careers to particular theories or methods (perhaps that they developed)


  	young people who have linked their friendships to activist work or crime


  	people who get their living from fossil fuels or nuclear energy.





In all these cases, the people motivated to be uncooperative and unreasonable are a minority but it rarely seems that way. The motivated ones are more likely to speak up. They spend more time developing their rhetoric (years in some cases). They get together in groups and show themselves. They sometimes intimidate others, discouraging them from expressing other views. Just a few of them in a social media discussion can create an overwhelming climate of rage or make an unreasonable position seem dominant.


Some of these people will also have characteristics that make them less likely to be rational:



  	a temporary mental health issue (Even among people who are working or have worked in the last year, common mental health problems – excluding personality disorders – affect roughly 13% of the UK at any given time according to Stansfeld et al, 2011. Depression and anxiety, the most common problems, might make a person irrationally negative about the world.)


  	a lasting personality disorder that makes them unusually eccentric, suspicious, angry, resentful, unforgiving, confrontational, uncooperative, vengeful, or selfish (According to Winsper, et al, 2019, 9.6% of people in high income countries have a personality disorder.)


  	superstitious beliefs (Dagnall et al, 2016, questioned over 1,200 adults at a UK university and found that 42% of them thought they had experienced at least one paranormal experience. The three most common were ESP, 23%, astrology, 15%, and haunting, 14%. These experiences are the result of mistaking coincidences and unusual sensations for something more. Having these experiences was strongly correlated with belief in false conspiracy theories and urban legends.)


  	an upbringing within a culture that does not use modern British fairness and where there may be more emphasis on honour and taking personal revenge


  	lack of skills to influence reasonably


  	generally low intelligence or more specific cognitive deficits.





Can this problem of scale be overcome by using the internet? Over the last few decades, reaching new people has become easier in some ways but harder in others.


Now, anyone can have a website, pages on social media sites, release videos, post music they have recorded, and can send messages by email and other channels to many people in a few seconds at no extra cost to them.


However, the vast quantity of messages and people sending them means it is hard to get noticed. In an ideal world, if you posted on social media an argument that conclusively debunked something recently said by a senior politician then your debunking would cause the politician to retract their claim and perhaps also apologize; in today's real world your debunking will have almost no impact. Yours is just one of thousands of voices, mostly ignored by almost everyone. People who are much more famous continue to get nearly all the attention.


To get noticed you will need to direct individuals to that material and engage with them directly and personally.


Clearly, if reasonable, fair people are to prevail then many of them must understand the issues, know how to speak safely, and speak up. Thinking clearly about existing, large-scale campaigns gives insights about the campaign networks needed and how build them.


Aim to fill many roles


Participants in large campaigns fill many different roles. The roles are those needed for the campaign to be successful. Who fills the roles depends on the abilities and preferences of participants. Here is what the key roles do, with notes on who is attracted to them.


Influence others by discussions with them: Participants who do this run at least a risk of facing people who are manipulative and even aggressive. Examples include people who make comments on social media in support of the campaign, representatives on committees, people who participate in public debates, and people who give public talks and take questions from the audience.


Some people like being in this vital role. Perhaps they enjoy attention or enjoy the occasional signs of progress. Others find the occasional conflict too stressful and unpleasant. Doing the role well requires advanced skills.


Present content for one-way dissemination: Doing this avoids facing difficult people directly but can still attract criticism. Examples include authors of articles and books for publication, and presenters on videos for broadcasting or spreading online.


Even when presenters do not generate the ideas they are presenting they still need special skills and a willingness to be in the limelight.


Gather an audience: This involves both organizing a venue and getting people to consider attending. Examples include owners of popular channels on video sharing platforms, broadcasters, publishers, event promoters, and club organizers.


Being able to gather a significant audience requires a long-term investment of resources and is not easy.


Generate insights, ideas, and arguments: This can also involve doing research to gather information that fuels the insights, ideas, and arguments.


This role is less intimidating and stressful than some of the others. When done with like-minded others, it can provide enjoyable opportunities to spend time with reasonable people, work with them, and even pioneer new ideas with them. Since unreasonable, difficult people are excluded, progress is faster and easier, even with hot topics.


Most people can do this to some extent but only a few people can do it well.


Provide an information hub: In practice this usually means a mailing list, website, social media group, newsletter, schedule of events, list of contacts, and repository of resources.


 


Clearly, some people fill more than one role. Some people are more capable and important than others. Some are more closely aligned with the campaign than others.


An important attribute of a cooperative campaign network is that it allows people to have influence indirectly as well as directly. For example, a thinker might provide information to a presenter or debater that then is used to influence somebody who was initially opposed. A good idea from anyone in the network can spread and be used by everyone.


Accelerate the natural formation of a cooperative campaign network


People in the roles described above can naturally form a cooperative network over time. This process can be accelerated if it is guided. People can be put in touch with each other and suggestions can be made as to what each can do for the other. Here are some examples:



  	debaters needing allies so that they are not on their own against multiple opponents


  	debaters needing a venue and venues needing content


  	debaters and presenters needing something to say and thinkers needing someone to use their material


  	thinkers needing people to think with.





In all cases, participants must broadly agree on the objectives of the campaign and approach taken.


Social media can be used to find potential participants. If you view material supportive of themes in your campaign then you will soon be shown more material of the same kind. Some people commenting on that material may do so in a reasonable way and may be worth interacting with. Similarly, if you post material of your own then you may find some commenters are reasonable and worth interacting with.


It may be worth reaching out to well-positioned people who make their views and approach public and are relatively easy to contact. These include:



  	editors of journals, websites, and social media channels who are looking for more content like your campaign material


  	people working in think tanks and campaign groups with similar objectives or audiences to your campaign


  	academics, journalists, and other writers with similar interests


  	politicians representing you (e.g. your MP in the UK, local councillors, county councillors, the Mayor).





Most of these people make their contact details public and are receptive to new contacts, provided you offer what they want and are respectful and considerate. Many of them write and speak publicly so it is easy to find out what they think and write material that is relevant to their interests and to propose a basis for a reciprocal relationship. Start by showing you know what they have written or said and agree with at least some of it. This increases the chance of successful contact.


In contrast, major celebrities and businesspeople rarely publicize their contact details, usually have less attention to spare, are less thoughtful, and are less interesting thinkers.


In general, speculative emails to people who do not know you are usually ignored even by people who should be interested. People are often so busy they cannot keep up with the many messages they receive each day. However, contacting relevant strangers is still a worthwhile route and you can increase your success rate.


Encourage others to build the campaign network


The cooperative campaign network will form faster if more people guide it. So, in addition to putting people together and suggesting how they can help each other, suggest to people that they in turn bring others together and make suggestions for their cooperative relationships. And they should encourage others to do the same, and so on.


In theory this might lead to an exponential growth in the size of the campaign network but in practice the enthusiasm and encouragement to form the network will tend to dissipate as the messages are relayed. What usually happens is that network participants are encouraged to register with an information hub which then sends them messages directly.


Prompt reasonable people to speak up


It is obvious that, when voting is required, the more people who vote based on reason and fairness the better. What is less obvious is that numbers are also important in consultations, letters to politicians, online comments, and other expressions of view. The ideal situation is for sound reasons and fair proposals to be given by many people.


Whether you are just an independent individual wanting to have a positive influence or a campaign manager, you should try to reach the often silent, reasonable majority. Let them know that when they read something sensible their feeling of agreement is not influential unless they tell someone. To be influential they must click ‘Like’, post a supportive comment, write a similar letter to the right people, or do something else that shares their thinking.


Too often there is a vocal minority that seems to speak for everyone while a silent majority is wishing they would go away. With public and media perceptions, silence looks like agreement with whoever is speaking.


Getting reasonable people to speak up can be done in several ways:


Follow existing friendships: These often make it easier for people to speak up. You can ask your friends to speak. You can ask people to speak to their friends.


Explain the need: Many people do not realize that reason and fairness need people to speak up if they are to win. The need can be explained in general terms or for specific occasions where influence is needed (e.g. a particular consultation, vote, debate).


Welcome valuable contributions: This has already been discussed in Chapter 7.


Give prompts during discussions: This has already been discussed in Chapter 6, but in the context of expanding a campaign could also involve suggesting topics a person might like to comment on or even arguments they might explain.


Point out opportunities to influence: These include consultations, surveys, web pages, public meetings, and voluntary committee roles.


Encourage repetition of reasonable contributions: If someone makes a valuable contribution then they can be encouraged to repeat it on other occasions or in other venues. This might be just general encouragement or might identify the further opportunities.


Suggest teamwork: This might be a casual, one-off invitation such as ‘I was thinking of making some comments online later this evening. If you're free and would like to weigh in with me, that would be great.’ That might develop into more regular teamwork. Teams could target particular online pages, topics, and even individuals and organizations who have been spreading disinformation energetically.


Provide valuable contributions that can be forwarded: If the contribution is itself forwarded from some earlier source then this establishes a pattern that others might be prompted to repeat.


Suggest how to influence: This can give people a better expectation of achieving something worthwhile and prompt them to act effectively. The advice might or might not be for a particular occasion.


Sometimes people have reasonable concerns but do not know how to speak up appropriately. They may become involved in counterproductive campaigns that give them a way to express their concerns, even if it is far from ideal. It can be vital to compete with such counterproductive campaigns by offering better ways to speak up about sensitive issues.


E.g. Many people are concerned about pollution, especially the gases that are causing gradual global warming and climate change. Some want more action but, lacking the ability to talk about it influentially, they are drawn to groups that promote impractical actions using disruptive campaigning methods. Some of these have used the climate problem as a way to promote socialist ideas. Other people are concerned by the possible consequences of impractical actions to address climate change and, lacking the ability to talk about it influentially, are drawn to groups that deny the problem and attack mitigation ideas as a socialist plot to destroy western economies.


Reasonable campaigns on sustainability must offer a better, more attractive way to talk about these concerns to compete successfully with the counterproductive campaigns.


E.g. Many people in the UK are concerned about the scale of immigration into the UK, both legal and illegal. Some of these concerned people are themselves immigrants. Many struggle to express their concerns in ways that do not open them to valid accusations of racism or heartlessness. There are angry, unreasonable campaigns that offer them an outlet. What is needed is more reasonable campaigns that provide a better way to express concerns about issues and promote solutions. Those campaigns must offer a better, more compelling opportunity to express legitimate concerns people have.


Maintain motivation to speak out


Even people supportive of the campaign often need encouragement to continue speaking out.


Where there are people in the world impeding progress who are not being cooperative or where something bad is going to be done, there is a need to reach out and spread reason and fairness further. This may also be satisfying if progress is made and the stakes are high enough. However, there are some powerful reasons that discourage reasonable people from getting involved, even in small ways like online commenting:


It may seem unnecessary: If someone else has already set out a clear and compelling case then it may seem that there is no need for others to do it or even to endorse it. Everyone can see what is correct. In reality, the number of people involved is important, as explained earlier. Others may be ignoring the good argument or misunderstanding it.


It may seem ineffective: Discussions with difficult, uncooperative, manipulative people can seem like wasted time. They do not change their minds. They just carry on anyway, seemingly no matter what you say. However, silent onlookers may be powerfully influenced, especially if they see some people being reasonable and making useful contributions while others try personal attacks and tricks to get their way. Even some unreasonable people may quietly shift their views later, out of sight.


It may be stressful: Tackling uncooperative, hostile, manipulative people can be upsetting, risky, and time-pressured. Overall, this makes it potentially stressful. They may try hard to shut you up and drive you away.


To maintain an overall positive motivation to reach out it should help to:



  	repeatedly explain why many reasonable people need to speak out


  	minimize the effort required by reusing text, automating, having favourite research sources, and focusing on specialist areas


  	minimize the emotional cost by influencing in the company of other reasonable people, learning how to respond effectively even to nasty tactics, and understanding more of the psychology of manipulative behaviour and how to beat it


  	maximize impact through excellent influencing skills and operating in high profile forums


  	track impact, perhaps counting the people reached, positive reactions, allies gained, and so on.





E.g. Imagine that a journalist writes an article for a major newspaper about the environmental impact of pets in the UK, focusing mostly on cats and dogs. The article offers this information as considerations for anyone thinking of getting a pet for the first time or replacing their pet. His article appears online where people are able to post comments in response. The initial comments are almost universally hostile with some commenters saying he wants them to have their pets put down, others that he wants them to just have reptiles, others saying they will kill anyone who comes for their pet, and others attacking him as part of a globalist conspiracy trying to control them with myths about environmental damage.


At first nobody is brave enough to take this on but one person starts to respond. She explains that the article was not asking owners to have their pets put down; the information was given for consideration when thinking of getting a pet. She explains that the environmental concerns are real and starts giving hyperlinks to sources and expanding on the information given in the article. Predictably, the initial responses to these comments are hostile, with attacks on her personality and motives. As an expert in Reasonable Influence, she is unaffected by this and effortlessly neutralizes it.


But onlookers can see what is going on and people who prefer good discussions join in, reinforcing the lone voice of reason. There is a pile on of sensible contributions, many making similar points but collectively countering the mindless hostility of the initial comments attacking the article and the first voice of reason. Advantages and disadvantages of pets of different kinds are shared and explored.


Hold cooperative meetings


Meetings, in person or online, where interesting issues are discussed with no tricks or other manipulations are attractive to many people. Such meetings offer a zone of reasonableness to inhabit, at least for a short time. The meetings are an opportunity to share information and reasoning, develop thinking further, and get closer to good conclusions. This requires excluding unreasonable, unfair, uncooperative people and encouraging good behaviour. If this is done then productivity should be high and the atmosphere pleasant.


E.g. The Royal Society, based in London, is a scientific society for top scientists only. The quality of discussions is unusually high (on average) because of the outstanding scientific focus and abilities of the members.


These meetings are also an opportunity to discuss the thinking and behaviour of uncooperative, manipulative people interested in the same issues. Responses to their tactics can be devised, shared, and refined.


Spread good thinking on the internet


Social media are awash with bad thinking, misinformation, and disinformation so it is vital that good thinking and correct information are spread there as a corrective influence. A systematic approach may help. This involves creating high-quality material and then encouraging people to read or view it. Here are steps to take with advice on each:


Create a strong destination page: Create a web page that clearly states the best thinking and information available that is relevant to the campaign. This is a destination to which you hope to guide newcomers.


This foundational material should be between 1,000 and 5,000 words long but can have links to supporting evidence, books, videos, and so on. Visitors should not need to read all that supporting material. They should be able to sample it, find it is solid, and then be influenced by the existence of all the other linked material they have not sampled. For example, this database of evidence might be case studies or published research.


There is no need for this destination page to give visitors the opportunity to comment. If it does then you may have problems with manipulative comments being made in an attempt to undermine the destination page.


Develop short messages for sharing: To encourage people to pay attention to the destination page it will be useful to spread much shorter messages across many social media sites and pages. These messages should be:



  	short (50 – 500 words) – suitable for social media postings and comments


  	legally safe to use


  	clear and hard to misrepresent


  	hard to counterattack


  	interesting and impactful for people who do not already agree with the main points of the campaign and perhaps actively disagree with them.





A message might debunk a bad argument or disinformation, provide protective information, or advertise the value of the destination page. However, it is hard to devise messages that are impactful and interesting to the target people, who are mostly not already in agreement. The argument must be relevant yet avoid setting off their protective reactions and be hard to counter with tricks. This might be done by basing an argument on obvious facts, experiences almost everyone has had, or contradictions within trick or mistaken arguments.


The best messages might not be the ones that get the strongest, most positive responses from friendly readers.


Test and refine the messages: Exposing prototype messages to a relatively friendly audience (e.g. on a generally supportive social media page) can generate feedback but this may be nothing like the reactions that can be expected from a less friendly audience. However, exposing prototype messages to a hostile audience may give them ammunition and an opportunity to develop counters before you can use your messages more widely. Perhaps the best approach is to ask friendly reviewers to comment on how they think that other people might react to those messages.


Develop protective responses: When the messages are spread further, the responses may include personal attacks and tricks designed to stop the messages being effective. In some campaigns such responses are typical. The test-and-refine phase is an opportunity to develop responses to the most likely personal attacks and tricks. Members of your friendly audience might help with this. If they do then it prepares them to help spread the messages and defend them.


Spread and defend the messages: Having developed one or more short messages and refined them along with protective responses, it is time to spread the messages further. This means posting them on more social media and making more comments in more places, including where the audience is less friendly. They should include links back to the destination page. If possible, be ready to defend the messages and yourself against personal attacks and tricks.


Encourage spreading and defending the messages: The impact is greater if other people join you in spreading and defending the messages. Encourage this by telling them:



  	why many people spreading the messages and defending them is helpful (greater attention, credibility, and activity)


  	what the messages are designed to do and why you think they will work


  	who has been involved in development and what they did


  	how to spread and defend the messages, including how to repeatedly mention the location of the destination page and its value.





Gain attention constructively


Protests gain attention (e.g. news media coverage) for your cause but are often counterproductive because of inherent contradictions.


E.g. A physically disruptive protest demanding sustainable lifestyles is contradictory. Sustainable lifestyles are efficient, not disrupted. Resources are conserved, not wasted. Physically disruptive protests also associate sustainability with disruption, irritation, and less enjoyable lives, which is inaccurate, unattractive, and unhelpful.


E.g. A riot to protest against the behaviour of the police is contradictory. If your complaint is against law breaking by the police then it makes no sense to break the law too. Surely bad behaviour is to be avoided?


E.g. Refusing to work in support of demands for higher pay is contradictory. If you want more pay then surely you would do more work, not less, and act to increase demand for what you do. It suggests that you do not understand the basic mechanisms of business and often reduces the money available to pay more.


E.g. An angry crowd protesting loudly outside a politician's family home day and night is likely to be seen as intimidating. The politician will not want to reward such behaviour by doing what the crowd is demanding. If the crowd is supporting a demographic group that already has a reputation for anger, violence, and extremism then the protest is even more counterproductive because it reinforces the perception that the group is angry, violent, and inclined towards extremism.


Protests that get the wrong kind of attention can still seem successful to participants. They attract attention (but the wrong kind) and attract support from people who also mistakenly think that such protests are effective. However, they do not influence decision-makers or most of the public in the desired direction.


A better way to gain attention is get many people to do the same thought-provoking action in a short period of time and also have them publicize their actions widely. The activity could be repeated regularly to build the impact and attention.


E.g. Examples of inspiring actions for environmental issues include:

  
    	10,000 people recycling and posting online about it on the same day


    	litter picking expeditions on a special day with notifications to local and national news media and schools


    	500 people suggesting ideas on a specific topic to their local MP on the same day and all telling journalists about it


    	500 people posting reviews of products on a major supermarket’s website in one week focusing on wasteful packaging, telling journalists, the retailer's managers, managers of the companies that make the products, and others about it, and announcing which retailer is next on the list


    	in the same week, many people making a lifestyle change, or switching away from using a product, or towards using a product, and telling people about it.


  


E.g. Similarly, ideas to promote healthy eating and weight control include:


  
    	a city losing a massive amount of body fat collectively, with publicity


    	1,000 young people suggesting healthier eating ideas to family members, with publicity as usual.


  


E.g. Coordinated actions that are a better alternative to striking include:


  
    	flooding management with dozens of suggestions for ways to slightly reduce time spent on low value administrative tasks such as over-long meetings, over-complicated form filling for compliance purposes, tortuous evaluation and interview processes, and reporting (This allows people to do the same amount of useful work as before but under less time pressure. If the suggestions are not accepted then consider implementing them anyway by non-compliance, i.e. do your real work instead.)


    	raising another avalanche of suggestions for saving money by cutting back on perks for senior management that are not part of their official, taxable remuneration (These include swanky offices, first class travel, and management events in hotels. Copy these to anyone who might be interested.)


    	suggesting dozens of small ways that the working environment can be made safer, more comfortable, more attractive, and more productive (It may be easier for management to agree to these than to agree to higher pay.)


    	having as many workers as possible start to upgrade their skills and providing anonymized statistics on this activity, e.g. evening classes, training provided by their union, qualifications achieved (A large union could easily organize a website to facilitate and collect data on this.)


    	having them prepare to seek a job elsewhere and providing anonymized statistics on this activity (e.g. CVs updated, job advertisements circulated, agency registrations)


    	having them try to get a new job and providing anonymized statistics on this activity (e.g. applications sent, interviews achieved, offers received).


  


A way to coordinate the timing is to have people sign up over a period of time with the idea of launching the action when a large enough number of people have signed up. Another is to name a date for the actions and try to get people to act when that date arrives. Another way is for a small number of people to perform an extreme feat (e.g. make 1,000 polite comments on social media consecutively and ask people to sponsor it in aid of a charity).


Sometimes a practical demonstration of the truth can be effective and attention grabbing.


E.g. A stunt organized by the Merseyside Skeptics Society in 2010 aimed to highlight the fact that so-called homeopathic ‘remedies’ contain no medicine. The campaigners wanted to discourage Boots, a large retailer, from stocking homeopathic products. Around 300 volunteers each ‘overdosed’ on around 80 homeopathic pillules, as a result of which nobody was harmed or cured (Coghlan, 2010). The stunt gained attention though it was not enough to stop Boots stocking the products. As I write, Boots continues to offer homeopathic products and a wide range of other quack remedies and unproven supplements. However, NHS England has decided to stop funding homeopathy and recommended that all its prescribers stop providing it.


Choose people to focus on


This goes into more detail than defining and segmenting people to influence. Who exactly will be next to invite into the cooperative campaign network or just try to influence?


It is important to focus efforts on the right people, though impossible to completely control this aspect of a campaign. The people to focus on first are usually those that are closest to being correct or most receptive, not those who are most wrong and most difficult to deal with. Talking to more receptive people is easier, more enjoyable, and can cause more change. As successively more difficult people are tackled, they can change and become part of the campaign if progress is being made.


Where crucial opponents are in powerful positions it is tempting to try to tackle them first. Even here, it is probably better to start with people who will be more receptive.


The following ordered list starts with those people who should be the first target:


People with good ideas and using good influencing methods: It might seem that people with good ideas who are already being rational and fair do not need to be influenced. However, there are important opportunities:



  	Responding to them will tend to encourage them to be more active, sharing good ideas and information in a constructive and influential way.


  	It helps them be more consistently rational and fair.


  	They are likely to use information and arguments you share with them.


  	They are the easiest and best people with whom to develop new ideas.


  	It may also be possible to coordinate campaign efforts with them for greater impact.





Interacting with these people is usually less stressful and more rewarding. However, it is important to remain rational and fair. Do not slip into the mistake of becoming an advocate for one side in a rhetorical battle and using arguments that are only acceptable with like-minded advocates. Your campaign should be for reason and fairness, not just a particular outcome.


People with good ideas but not using good influencing methods: Like this they are probably doing more harm than good because their tactics discredit good ideas. Encourage them to influence well so that they can be like the previous group.


Receptive people: These will typically be people new to the topic, perhaps young, often intelligent and open to new ideas. Typically they will not be older, more prominent people who have already set out their position and usually want to defend it. However, very occasionally a more prominent person is receptive.


In some cases, there is a continuous supply of new people coming to the issues for the first time, open to alternatives.


E.g. New gadgets for distributing and playing recorded music have rapidly swept through societies in part because there are always young people coming to the market to buy their first system. Others may be committed to an older technology but the new customers are not. 


Finding people willing to consider new ideas seriously may be as simple as spreading information widely (e.g. through broadcast media or the internet) and following up with people who show an interest. Many of those who show interest initially will be people who have already been trying to promote similar ideas, so they are often natural allies.


When something is gaining widespread attention and acceptance it is not necessary to be choosy. Word of mouth may help to spread good ideas.


People with good motives, who influence well, but have bad ideas: These might include some prominent people whose views are particularly important. Somehow they are stuck in misconceptions but at least they are able to have a good quality discussion and their motives are good. Helping them out of their misconceptions might be slow work but worthwhile.


People with good motives but bad ideas and discussion tactics: This is common among people discussing hot topics online. There are some well-meaning people spending a lot of time online angrily spreading terrible thoughts. We can encourage them to use better discussion tactics (to be more influential), share good thinking with them, and alert them to deceptive sources they may have been relying on.


People with bad motives: These may have to be left until they are heavily outnumbered. They may have worked to block progress. Research may be needed to understand their reasons for not accepting the new, better reasoning.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic, health authorities in the UK were pleased with the high level of vaccine compliance but still encouraged everyone to accept vaccination. This involved research to find out who was not accepting vaccination, what concerned them, and who was increasing those concerns. The reason for this encouragement was that herd immunity, which would have been especially beneficial, relied on a very high immunity rate because of the high infectiousness of the virus. For a time, the situation was finely balanced.


 


This progression from most to least receptive people applies at the level of the campaign overall but also within each arena.


E.g. Online discussions of a topical issue usually have two battling sides but which has the most combatants varies from one web page to another. Whatever the situation, start with the people with the best ideas and tactics, then work down from there. Even as you discuss ideas with those best people, others will often get involved and they should be responded to whoever they are, but with the intention of influencing the more receptive people who might be onlookers.


Over time, the proportion of the relevant population that is heading in the right direction will increase if the campaign is working. At first, there may be almost nobody who understands some new insight, policy, technology, or other idea. At the end there may be almost nobody who does not and those die-hards are recognized as defending their position for selfish reasons.


E.g. As SARS-CoV-2 vaccines were being developed and rolled out, levels of vaccine acceptance were surveyed and monitored closely. They differed considerably between countries.


E.g. The level of acceptance of evolution of species by natural selection varies greatly between countries. It is particularly low in Iraq and there is evidence that it is slightly higher in Kazakhstan than in the United Kingdom, where the theory was first devised and explained in detail by Charles Darwin.


Sometimes the actual level of acceptance is not what it appears. Sometimes most people prefer one good idea but think most others prefer a bad alternative more often supported in public. A survey that reveals the true majority view encourages people to pay attention and be more open to reason and evidence on the matter.


Cautiously tackle uncooperative people


Participating in discussions that include uncooperative, unfair, manipulative people is inherently more difficult and stressful if not done well. Try to avoid entering such encounters as the only determinedly reasonable person. Instead, participate as one of a group of allies, well prepared to promote reason and fairness, and respond to manipulative behaviour.


Being heavily outnumbered by unreasonable people can be overwhelming. They may take turns to speak, leaving you with no opportunity to respond. They may suggest a show of hands on issues or use the majority mood as a reason to close down discussion of inconvenient facts. They may attack you as unreasonable because you are the only one who does not accept the majority view. This is very hard to respond to. Having even a few allies in the discussion makes a big difference.


If more than one participant is determined to stick with reason and fairness then there is more chance that at least one of them will know how to respond. A two-way conversation can develop between cooperative people, for a short time at least.


Share learning from encounters


Encounters including uncooperative people are rarely completely successful. It is important to learn from these experiences.


In addition to learning from repeated encounters with the same people, a campaign can learn across encounters with different people. These encounters may be more varied.


The participants need to share what they have experienced, their insights, and their tactics. A website or social media page can help, and face-to-face meetings can also be used, of course.


This does not have to be a centrally organized process. Anyone can offer suggestions to others, including organized, professional campaign groups.


Encounters with people can be supplemented by encounters with a generative artificial intelligence system such as ChatGPT or Gemini. These are trained using vast collections of documents and programmed to be polite. Their responses are impressively knowledgeable, intellectual sounding, and superficially respectful. They simulate the best arguments you are likely to get in defence of the current received wisdom. You can even test counter-arguments to see the reaction the system gives. When you correct the system on a point or suggest something it did not mention initially, it may agree and pour out more material backing you up. Alternatively, it may hold to its initial position.


When I debated a variety of topics with ChatGPT and Bard (later renamed Gemini) in 2023 both made several logical mistakes but did better than most humans posting online.


Ideally, effective counters to trick arguments should swirl through societies' meme-spheres as readily as the tricks they counter. They should be counters that are effective and safe in front of a jury, human resources department, or legal department, not just safe in front of people who already agree.


Document for efficiency and quality


Two challenges with large scale campaigns are (1) the sheer workload from influencing activity and (2) the difficulty of maintaining high quality reasoning and behaviour in the face of often horrible tactics by uncooperative people. Both challenges can be tackled more easily if you document your best material. An information hub can be used to make it available.


Having your best material documented is especially timesaving because so much campaign activity involves saying the same things to different people to correct the same misconceptions and explain the same points.


E.g. Discussing government policies on policing in the UK on social media usually brings out the same misconceptions each time. Many people will think that crime in the UK has increased in the previous 10 years. (It has not; recorded crime per person has increased because of an increased tendency to report incidents to the police but actual crime per person has reduced.) Many will think that this imagined increase in crime has been caused by government cuts to police officer numbers. (But crime has not been rising and, anyway, seems unconnected with police numbers in practice. There must be some connection but clearly something more powerful is going on.) On the same page several people will make each mistaken point so, if you want to correct them all, then you must make the same reply repeatedly. This is easier if you copy and paste, then perhaps adapt your text to fit each person’s comment accurately.


If government policies on policing come up as a topic a week later in connection with some other story then the same misconceptions will arise again, requiring the same replies. This is easier if you still have the text you used before, with its links to official statistics, explanations, and so on.


Campaigners such as political groups and charities often post the same or similar stories on social media repeatedly. If some of their points are debunked they simply repeat themselves without learning. Even videos and articles on social media by different people will repeat the same arguments and misconceptions. Comments by social media users will also contain much repetition of the same mistakes. Consequently, it is legitimate to respond with the same points and even the same text each time.


I personally find it time saving to copy my best comments to a document dedicated to the topic so that I can reuse and adapt them in future. As each topic accumulates more and more of my comments, I sub-divide them with headings to make it easier to find the right material.


A campaign should gather and refine documents (e.g. reports, well-written letters to politicians and others, articles, blog postings, and even particularly useful social media comments) and recordings (video, audio) that provide reminders of proposals, lines of reasoning, evidence, and so on, and make them freely available.


Taking this further it is possible to create interactive learning tools and decision-support tools to guide people in decisions. Tools could include decision calculators and organized directories of products and career options.


This can reduce campaign workload because the items can be distributed or broadcast via the internet. It is also timesaving to re-use existing text.


Documentation also lets the most active and able participants contribute more, reducing average effort and improving quality but making the campaign appear to involve a smaller number of people.


A good proposal or evaluation will often be quite long, covering many factors and stakeholders, or many sources of evidence. Documenting all that work is important so that:



  	the full, organized picture can be seen


  	the full picture can be referred to when communicating details of it


  	people can systematically work through the material, perhaps in stages, process it, and learn it.





Finally, documenting your principles helps keep behaviour aligned with initial ideals as new people participate, even though the principles may need updating over time.


Chapter 13: Multi-person decisions


Case 13.1: Multi-person decisions


This Case concerns decisions involving deliberation by more than one person over a period of time. Within this broad definition there are wide variations.


The number of people could be anything from two upwards. The decisions may vary in importance from unimportant but time-consuming through to vital decisions affecting whole nations.


There are also differences between settings. These include family decisions (e.g. accepting a job, moving home, getting married), business decisions (e.g. new product lines, rebranding, relocations, mergers/acquisitions, closure, and major policy decisions), and official decisions (e.g. planning permissions, court cases, immigration decisions, route choices, school closure/opening, hospital relocation, awarding contracts, passing new laws).


There are also variations in the clarity and detailing of the process to be followed. At one extreme is a disorganized, unconstrained series of discussions. At the other extreme there is a written specification of exactly who does what and when, perhaps with an extensive set of rules to govern different situations. They sometimes involve voting (e.g. by members of a standards committee, local council, parliament, or electorate).


Your role within this may also vary, ranging from being one of the main decision-makers to being someone on the outside, trying to contribute.


The need for the decision might or might not have been recognized by others when your influence begins. You might be trying to influence a process already started or get action on a problem or opportunity that has been overlooked.


Typical features of such decisions include a set of decision-makers, their assistants, a wider set of people whose views are important to the decision-makers, a possibly wider set of people who might be affected by the decision, a process of deliberation and choices, often with stages, rules, defined participants, and voting. Between the individuals involved there are often big differences in thinking style, amount of expertise and knowledge, and degree of responsibility. There are often established groups battling each other.


The ideal role to take is that of trusted decision-maker or advisor to the decision-makers: someone who takes the interests of all stakeholders into account, fairly, and helps guide everyone towards a good course of action. This is different from joining a tug-of-war on behalf of one side and against others. As a trusted decision-maker or advisor you are more influential and less likely to be disappointed by outcomes (because you can see all sides and recognize the need for compromise).


The following guidelines aim to:



  	gain attention for your contributions


  	influence key decisions by doing useful mental work and sharing it


  	encourage reason and fairness


  	sustain helpful influence.





Establish a channel of communication first


Consider establishing a channel of communication first, before you make your main suggestions. (This extends the idea of getting permission for some types of discussion, which was recommended for encounters.) In practice, this means agreeing with one or more individuals how you will contribute and what will happen in response to your contribution.


This may even apply if you are already established as a decision-maker but is especially relevant if (1) you are an outsider that decision-makers may regard as an unimportant stranger who can be ignored, or (2) the need for the decision has not yet been recognized by the likely decision-makers.


When establishing a communication channel, you will communicate with one or more individuals. Their interests might not align with the collective interests of all those involved in the decision.


Nevertheless, your proposition will usually be that you are offering to make constructive, well-informed contributions in a respectful way and, in return, you want to be sure that your contributions will be given proper consideration. The fact that you are trying to make this arrangement itself signals that you take your own contributions seriously.


Messages designed to establish a channel of communication may include the following elements:


Build familiarity: Perhaps start with some small interaction that requires little or no effort from the individuals you are communicating with, then leave a few days before moving on to the next step.


Describe your potential contribution: Do not make your contribution; just describe it. For example, if you want to propose a method then say what the method achieves but not what the method is. If you make your contribution, perhaps in summary, then the individual might prematurely decide to reject it.


E.g. ‘I have an idea for a better way to present the calculation. It would be shorter but easier to understand and check.’


Give them reasons to cooperate: Explain that you have valuable ideas based on expertise, experience, or research effort. Gently give evidence of your power and credibility.


State your objectives: For example, make clear that you are not selling, if that is true.


Ask if they are open to receiving your contributions: Some people will say they are even though they are not.


Explain the extent of your likely effort: How long is it? How complex? How novel? This is important for deciding how your idea might be processed.


Ask about the organization's processes for receiving and responding to information such as you wish to share: This makes it less of a personal effort for the individual and may clarify that you are not expecting an effort from the individual now.


E.g. Imagine that Nancy has important information for the police. She enters her local police station and says to the officer behind the front desk ‘Hi I'm Nancy. I believe I have witnessed a crime and that I have with me an object that was used in the crime. Can you tell me how I should go about reporting this and handing over the evidence?’


There may be an established process that specifies who communicates what, to whom, in what form, and when. If there is no established process then ask how it could be done or suggest an approach.


Asking in this way shows that you are a serious person with a worthwhile contribution to make.


In some cases, such as a government consultation, the channel of communication is already obvious. However, you might still try to negotiate an alternative if the obvious approach is too time consuming, does not allow you to share all the ideas you want to share, or you suspect your ideas will not get adequate attention.


Negotiate for a better approach: If their suggested process is unattractive to you (e.g. onerous for you or provides little assurance that your contribution will get adequate attention) then ask if there is an alternative or suggest one. Since your time is important too, it is reasonable for you to want assurances that your work will be looked at properly before you go to the trouble of writing a lengthy document or preparing to give a detailed explanation.


E.g. Imagine that you engaged a funeral director for the funeral of a loved one but on the day there were misunderstandings that made it stressful for you. You have complained but are not convinced that the company has done anything to reduce the risk of similar problems for other customers. When you wrote asking how you should communicate your thoughts on how the company should improve its approach you received an email saying that you should email their customer services department detailing your complaint.


This misses the point and is not satisfactory so you write in response: ‘After an unsatisfactory experience with your company, I complained but I am not confident that changes are underway to prevent similar problems for other customers. I would like to share my thoughts on changes that might be made with your company at a suitably high level. You will understand that I do not want to spend the time needed to prepare an explanation for you, with all the necessary details, without at least some assurance that it will get serious consideration at the right level. Please suggest a process that is better than an email to your general customer services address.’


Probe for clues about the individual's personal interests: Working with the individual's personal interests may be crucial to getting through.


Patiently persist through early obstacles


Especially if you are an outsider, and whether your task is large or small (e.g. opposing a railway or complaining to a company about their service), you may have to persist through some frustrating obstacles:


Automated contact systems: These include telephone systems with multiple menus, robots on websites, and baffling online forms.


E.g. I recently telephoned a company and worked through a series of menus, expecting to speak to a person eventually. But instead the final message told me to use their web chat facility. I tried that and was greeted by a ‘bot’ that asked me several questions ‘to direct me to the right person’. But then it tried to fob me off with a link to a help page. I wrote that I wanted to chat to a real person so it transferred me to the wrong person, who transferred me to the right person, who could not help.


Fob offs: The response is polite but not warm and says they will take no action. They may give one or more reasons for taking no action but these are often logically flawed or show that your suggestion was not understood. This lack of serious thought is itself insulting.


No response at all: If you write to someone who does not know you, by far the most common initial response is no response at all. If you write from an organization they know of, this improves your prospects. People are often too busy at work and focus on their boss.


Defensive responses: These are also very common, even when you are making an uncontroversial suggestion, in the interests of the organization you are writing to, that would take 30 seconds to implement once it got to the right person. Sometimes a senior person or someone acting for them will take 30 minutes to brush off a good suggestion that could have been implemented in 30 seconds. Layers of subordinates may try to shield their boss from communications from outside. Sometimes they are so used to rebuffing angry criticism and objections that they do not notice when someone is genuinely trying to help. They may be more worried about liability than learning.


Persistent, nasty resistance from an individual: Occasionally an individual gets difficult for little or no apparent reason. They may start by just fobbing you off and then get increasingly angry if you do not give up.


 


All these obstacles are frustrating, time-wasting, and insulting. Some seem to say ‘our time matters more than yours.’ They should not happen and yet they do, often.


It is natural to feel frustrated and angry but do not let that affect the content and tone of your communications. Stay considerate, polite, and constructive but keep records of what happens so that you can explain it in painful detail later, if necessary.


Calm yourself by remembering that they are probably insulting to everyone, not just to you personally. The same people who are ignoring you now may turn out to be responsive, good people once they start to pay you attention and realize you are easy to talk to. There may also be others who will support you and make amends when they realize that you have been persistently reasonable but have been treated badly in response.


There are many possible reasons for these disappointing responses. For example:



  	They perceive you as unimportant.


  	They are busy or lazy and do not want to take on something that would create extra work for them personally.


  	They fear the suggestion could lead to extra work that grows as more attention is paid to the issue.


  	They think acting on the suggestion would involve dealing with others in their organization that they prefer to avoid, perhaps because they make everything hard work.


  	They have received many communications on the same issue so only have time to deal with each one superficially.


  	The suggestion appears to criticize them, or acting on the suggestion would open them up to criticism by colleagues.


  	They have already thought about the problem and could not find a solution, so assume there is no solution even if you are suggesting one.


  	The organization has used automation to minimize the number of communications from outside that its employees have to deal with.


  	Your suggestion has arrived at the wrong time. Maybe an internal process, such as annual budgeting, means they are only open to ideas at certain times in the year.





Work with the interests of individuals


Your chances of breaking through are higher if you work with the interests of the individuals you communicate directly with. Design your approach to target their personal interests rather than just those of their organization. Suggest only small efforts by those individuals. Write clearly and economically so that they understand the best parts of your idea quickly and easily.


At the same time, make it hard for them to ignore or block your communications unfairly by quantifying the importance of the issues and making it clear that other people are interested too.


E.g. Josie works in a supermarket and has just had a difficult experience with a customer whose gift card was rejected for no apparent reason. She decides to report this problem so that people in IT can fix it. There is a company website for doing this. Josie has seen in the past that the IT people tend to ignore these issues so she decides to make it clear how important the matter is. In her report she estimates the number of gift cards for which this problem possibly occurs and the number of minutes of time lost on each occasion. From these she calculates the total time lost to employees and customers. This comes to thousands of hours per year – surely more by far than the time it would take to fix the problem.


Search for areas of relative ignorance


It is helpful to identify areas where decision-makers are ignorant, relative to other areas, and that you can correct with your research and thinking. This can be done by looking at what has been put out so far, asking questions (but take care not to seem to be looking to score points by finding areas of ignorance), or just thinking about what areas are likely to be weak or hard to know about.


Share research and thinking


Key decisions typically involve considerable information gathering and thinking. The best way to discover and push towards good outcomes is to do some of that work competently and share your outputs. You can do any part of the work and offer it even if you are not a decision-maker or an official part of their decision-support team. If the decision will affect you in some way then the decision-makers should at least be willing to consider paying attention to your work.


Sharing your reasoning (e.g. as research reports, suggestions, proposals, recommendations) is completely different from making demands or giving orders (which you might do if you have authority over someone or are threatening them with consequences if they do not comply). Demands and orders without authority or overwhelming power usually cause a negative reaction, so it is better to simply share your work.


It is vital to move the decision forward by being constructive (e.g. providing new information, suggesting options, doing useful calculations) instead of just trying to delay the process and claiming that those more involved are incompetent or corrupt at every opportunity (even if they are).


There are many ways to contribute:


Develop framework material: Specifically, define important terms (ideally that form a useful set that work together cleanly). Also, provide structured breakdowns of possibilities. These can alert people to ideas they have overlooked, revealing areas where useful work might be done.


Review the decision process to be used (or being used) and suggest improvements: You could comment on who is involved and methods for research, deliberation, decision, and voting. There are usually major opportunities for improvement in the way uncertainty is considered, for example.


E.g. Imagine a proposal for a new train line includes estimates of its journey times calculated using ‘a simulation’ that are central to the argument for building the line. The estimates are to the nearest second with no indication of uncertainty and no list of assumptions made. It is very unlikely that actual journey times will be as predicted and poor practice to ignore uncertainty for a proposal of this importance. This could be pointed out and a proper analysis could be proposed with detailed suggestions on method. The problem could be illustrated by listing potential reasons for journey times being different from the best estimate and being variable.


Review the decision work done and suggest improvements: You could identify missing information, stakeholders, factors, or causal effects, incorrect information (found through internal inconsistencies or by fact checking externally), statistically unlikely predictions (probable errors), poor courses of action pursued despite obvious improvements available, incorrect calculations, misleading charts or drawings, and misleading statistics.


E.g. In one application for planning permission I noticed that the side elevation drawing was inconsistent with the rear elevation. Most likely the rear elevation had been incorrectly drawn, making the building alterations look smaller than was really planned.


Do research: You could do library/internet research, surveys, modelling, surveillance, or trials. This might look at facts, the values of stakeholders, or the willingness of stakeholders to try particular courses of action.


E.g. A group promoting sustainable lifestyles could launch a research programme to find out which lifestyle changes people are making, which they would be willing to try if suitable products or services were available, and which law changes they would support. This information could then be shared with companies likely to offer such products or services and with people in government interested in the relevant law changes. A group with many members could organize simple surveys and ask its members to help recruit survey respondents. The credibility of the research would be increased by reporting lifestyle changes the group thought reasonable but were largely rejected by respondents alongside the changes with wider support.


Provide inferences about the likely best solutions: This is often easy and powerful. Even if you do not know what the whole solution is you might still have some insightful ideas about the characteristics of good solutions. These might be inferences about design ideas to use or criteria to satisfy, based on distinctive characteristics of the problem.


Develop possible courses of action: Proposing a plan or design that is better for everyone is a powerful move. This is easier if you have expertise and a good process in place for evaluating alternative plans/designs. You might propose an entirely new idea or refine existing ideas. (This is discussed in more detail below under the guideline to Propose solutions an ideal decision-maker would welcome.)


E.g. Imagine the board of a company has been arguing over a plan to replace most of its computer systems in a large, two-year project. The board is split between those who think the project is essential and those who think it unnecessary and too risky. They are deadlocked until someone proposes a revised project, structured into many smaller deliveries so the pace of change can be controlled, possible data quality issues can be measured and solved in good time, and less important changes can be dropped later if desired.


E.g. Proposed legislation is sometimes poor because the authors did not have good ideas for conceptualizing the rules and expressing them. In this situation suggesting good wordings can help more than itemizing faults with existing proposals.


E.g. Imagine a proposal calls for ‘continuous improvement’ in a situation where, taken literally, this is impractical. You could point out the practical impossibility of continuous improvement and propose an alternative schedule of frequent but discrete improvement activities.


Predict and evaluate the effects of particular courses of action: (Note: Evaluation involves putting some kind of importance on the consequences.) Although this should be done in business and official decisions, often it is not or is done incompetently. Failure to deal with uncertainty is normal. If you analyse uncertainty well it is a good basis for reducing that uncertainty through extra research and analysis. This type of contribution includes predicting the consequences of doing nothing different, which is sometimes needed to get anyone to take an interest in a problem, but it is a common mistake to do only this. (Predicting effects is discussed in more detail under the guideline to Be objective about work required and likely results.)


Collect and organize overall analyses of multiple courses of action and comparisons between them: This could include variations on courses of action. It might be organized to help decision-makers select bundles of actions more efficiently.


Propose choices from the alternatives: Because of complexity and uncertainty it can be hard to identify the best choice even when you have excellent predictions and evaluations of options. It can be helpful to propose a choice with a rationale or suggest a compelling method for choosing.


Share widely and openly


Unless there are reasons for secrecy, it is usually best to share the results of your decision-support work widely and let people know who else you are sharing with. It may also help to share their reactions, if any, with others and let them know in advance that you might do so. This includes sharing the fact that you have not received a response.


You could try to communicate with everyone at the same time or start by gathering support from more receptive people before going on to tackle less receptive people. You could communicate with a person's boss in the hope that the boss will find it easy to pass the task down to your real target.


There are several reasons for sharing widely and openly:


Reach multiple decision-makers: Typically, many people are involved in big decisions.


Prevent private blocking: If you email one person, they may selfishly decide to quietly delete your email.


Find someone receptive: If you email several people who might be interested then you are more likely to reach someone receptive (e.g. has a few minutes free, likes your ideas, is looking for fresh inputs).


Create a buzz: If more than one person is thinking of your suggestions at the same time then they may start talking together and that will increase consideration of your work.


Use the weight of opinions: Most decision-makers care what other people think. They want to look like good listeners who support popular ideas. They do not want negative comments on social media. They may need votes to keep their jobs or worry about a bad public reaction. They may take popular opinion as evidence that an idea is good or at least worth looking at more carefully. So, try to reach a wider audience of people whose views might be influential indirectly as well as sharing with decision-makers. Let people know the work is being shared widely.


E.g. The UK's now infamous Horizon/Post Office scandal involved several hundred subpostmasters being cruelly treated by the Post Office over about two decades. Key points in bringing this astonishing miscarriage of justice to light included (1) an early article in Computer Weekly that first identified the fact that more than one subpostmaster had been affected, (2) getting the boss of the Post Office to accept files on several cases that had still to be investigated by mentioning that people would expect her to be interested, (3) a TV documentary, and (4) a TV dramatization that caused a national uproar and frantic action in parliament.




The most direct way to share your thinking is by face-to-face conversation. This is practical for family decisions and smaller organizations. For a campaigning group with many members these conversations can have a large cumulative impact.


E.g. An organization promoting sustainable lifestyles might ask its members to talk to their families and friends about a list of lifestyle changes to see which they think they could and will adopt.


Another direct approach is to write to individuals (e.g. by email). The emails could go to people in a variety of roles and at different levels of importance. Some choices of who to write to are tricky. For example, if you want to get an idea to a UK government minister it is better to write to your MP suggesting that they forward it to the minister if they want to. If your MP thinks the suggestion is reasonable then he or she will usually forward it to the minister and is guaranteed a response, eventually.


E.g. Imagine a large charity has taken a public position on an issue you think harmful to the charity and others. You could analyse the consequences of their position and describe actions to correct the situation. Your thinking could then be shared by email with the chief executive, the head of membership, the head of fund raising, various other technical roles relevant to the issue, their legal advisors, and a selection of volunteers to the charity that you know personally.


To share your ideas with more people, you could convert the private letter into an open letter by posting a copy on a website, social media page, or publishing it in a journal. As well as sending a copy to the key recipient you can also let other people know through publicity efforts such as social media postings, mass emails, and contacting journalists.


Another advantage of sharing with more people is that it is harder for anyone to write off your contribution unfairly.


E.g. Imagine that a prominent female politician makes a strongly worded attack on men generally, calling them all rapists. In response she receives thousands of critical emails. Suppose you also write to her with critical points but your email is not abusive or threatening. Some of the emails she receives threaten her with violence or rape, allowing her to say later that she has received thousands of abusive emails, some making vile threats such as rape. She insinuates that all the emails (including yours, to which she has not replied) have been from horrible men who were threatening and abusive. However, if your letter has been made public then it is clear that your email was not abusive or threatening, still less vile.


An alternative is to start a petition and in the UK there is a website for this set up by parliament. Share your thinking via the text you write to encourage people to sign the petition.


A better format for longer contributions is to publish a report on a topic. This is typical for ‘think tanks’ and other organized campaign groups. The impact of reports can be amplified by publishing speeches and interviews on video or audio.


E.g. Organizations that publish reports to share their thinking include the Rocky Mountain Institute and Project Drawdown (sustainable technology), Z/Yen (finance, charities, etc), The National Secular Society, The Centre for Social Justice, The Institute of Economic Affairs, The Social Metrics Commission, and Demos.


If you have the skill and resources, you may eventually get a paper published in a scientific journal.


E.g. In March 2020 a team of epidemiologists led by Neil Ferguson of Imperial College published a 20-page report (Ferguson et al., 2020) giving the results of simulations of COVID-19’s potential future impact on the UK. The report radically shifted government thinking and plans.


It is easy to set up a website, blog, or social media home page to make your material globally accessible all the time.


Going public is especially important for topics that are difficult to talk about, perhaps because they are embarrassing or are met with angry reactions. People must encounter ideas that are put calmly, rationally, and fairly so that they can become more familiar and comfortable with them.


E.g. As mentioned earlier, in the UK we mostly think sport is a good thing, almost regardless of which sport it is. Any legal sport you can think of has enthusiastic people doing and promoting it. There are coaches, organizing bodies, equipment manufacturers, places you can do the sport, and people wanting to get the sport on television more often. In many sports there are people hoping to win an Olympic medal and struggling to get funding.


But are all sports equally good for a society and equally deserving of public funding? Are there objective ways to evaluate this that most people can understand? Yes. Consider the comparison between show jumping and 1500 metre running. Show jumping is expensive due to the equipment, animals, and venues involved. Doing it is not a good, healthy workout for the rider and can lead to serious injuries (e.g. a broken spine) from falls. In contrast, middle-distance running needs minimal equipment and provides a good workout. Anyone physically capable can participate in this kind of running and become healthier as a result. The same cannot be said of show jumping.


Or consider shooting compared to badminton. Shooting does not provide a healthy workout and encourages people to own and use guns. It is not a sport most people would want their children to play. In contrast, badminton provides a healthy workout with unusually low risk of sports injuries (due to there being no physical contact with opponents). Almost anyone can play it to some level, from tiny children to people long retired.


Clearly, mass participation in running and badminton are better for a society than show jumping and shooting. Happily, far more people participate in running and badminton than in show jumping and shooting. Overall, although some evaluations are tricky, it is not hard to identify the larger differences in social value between sports and, to some extent, public funding already reflects these evaluations.


However, when it comes to Olympic funding the rule (as I write) is that sports in the UK get funding according to their prospects of winning medals at the next Olympics. If this is to be reformed it will be necessary for people, especially politicians, to get used to stating publicly that funding some sports is more valuable to a society than funding others. They must stop fearing criticism from supporters of less socially valuable sports (e.g. show jumpers and shooters who say ‘But we have won many medals for you!’ and ‘This is an attack on traditional British pastimes and values!’ and boxers who say ‘But we work with under privileged kids!’ and ‘That’s typical of you middle-class liberal elite politicians!’ and ‘What have you got against us?’).


To prepare the way for sensible decision-making about Olympic funding it would help to get people comfortable with statements about the differing social value of sports. They should be said calmly, based on facts and systematic analysis, and show the net benefit to a society from revising the allocation of funds, while acknowledging that some people will get less as others get more. In contrast, if the points were made in an emotive, deceptive way then the effect would be to make these topics even more difficult to talk about.


Take care to avoid defaming anyone without good grounds. In the UK, if you defame someone and they take you to court then it is up to you to show (on the balance of probabilities, not beyond reasonable doubt) that what you said was factually true or a reasonable opinion you held based on the facts available to you. If all you are doing is sharing your communications to someone and their responses, and you have not attacked the person in your communications, then simply keeping copies of your messages and their responses should be enough. Consider recording conversations. Always have backups.


Also, take care not to share anything that a person has asked you to keep confidential or where you have contractually agreed to keep a secret, and do not break copyright law.


Explain how you worked


To get people to attend to the work you are sharing, give them good reasons. Let them know the effort and expertise applied and the methods used.


E.g. ‘Our team of retired planners, architects, and historians spent six weeks reviewing the options in detail and developing some alternatives. Their work can be seen at our website: …’


Involve more people


People can get involved as active campaigners and as onlookers who are passive for now.


The impact of sharing thinking is increased if more people do it (with similar quality and ideas). Involving more people increases attention and credibility. For politicians it is also an indication of the likely votes involved.


Having many people involved in a campaign does not mean that they should be marching in public, angrily shouting slogans, or blocking traffic. Collective action does not have to be disruptive to be newsworthy. If 500 people instead write similar but individual emails to their MPs and journalists on the same issue and the same day then that is newsworthy, especially if the emails are packed with useful information, analysis, and practical proposals.


Just letting more people know what is going on, what information and ideas you have shared, and what reactions you have received can be powerful.


Press for reason and fairness above all


Sometimes the right decision is (or should be) obvious. Sometimes it is not. Either way, approaching the decision with reason and fairness is best. You might say things like: ‘We would like that to be decided after careful consideration of the practical challenges and consequences for all those involved. Without delay.’


Support reasoning achieved rather than people or their tribes. If someone supports the same conclusion that you have reached but does so with tricks or some other alternative to reason then that’s a problem. Discourage them from doing it again because they are discrediting the sensible conclusion. If someone who supports the wrong conclusion nevertheless makes a sound inference from reliable information then support that inference.


This is very different from the tribal form of argument that is more often seen in public. It makes perfect sense to encourage people with power to rely on sound reasoning and fairness even if this is not in connection with any particular decision. That alone could be the aim of your message or even your whole campaign.


Propose solutions an ideal decision-maker would welcome


Try to develop and share excellent proposals for action that are worked out in adequate detail, recognize competing interests, and would be fair and acceptable to all stakeholders. Since campaigners almost never do this, your proposals will stand out. Decision-makers are likely to be more receptive to this kind of advice and can accept complete sets of recommendations instead of just some or trying to invent for themselves compromises between competing interests.


Even a powerful person is limited to the best course of action they choose between. Often, the options given to them are poor and they fail to think of something better themselves. This forces them to choose between poor options and increases the likelihood of complaints about their decision.


Some key things to get right when proposing solutions:


Adequate detail: One reason that the options for consideration are often poor is that people, typically, are not as good at developing solutions as they are at detailing problems and finding fault. It would be wrong to hide problems from more powerful people until you have a solution for them to consider. However, it is also wrong to deluge them with problems and demands for abstract solutions (e.g. ‘a fair deal’, ‘peace’, ‘kindness’) while doing little or nothing to develop viable, acceptable solutions.


Experts on a particular issue, asked for proposals, sometimes do not give enough practical detail, perhaps because they feel they could easily work out the detail. However, a powerful decision-maker who is not so expert on that issue might see the gaps in the proposals as unsolved problems that could be troublesome. An expert who wants their advice to be taken needs to see things from the point of view of the decision-makers and be more helpful.


E.g. Imagine that a professor of nature conservation has been asked to advise the government on biodiversity policies and proposes that ‘Nature should be made central to all government decision making.’ To the professor this perhaps has a clear meaning with obvious practical implications but to a government minister or civil servant it will seem vague and idealistic. They have procedures for many types of decision, often supported by computer systems, forms, and special committees. Making nature central to each one would require many practical changes for each type. It's a massive and complex reengineering project that would be challenging for anyone.


A proposal without sufficient detail is typically just offering an objective rather than a means of achieving it. This is particularly irritating for decision-makers if the objective is already obvious but the way to achieve it is not.


To remove the fear of troublesome gaps, do one of the following:



  	explain the approach in such detail that it is obvious to the intended audience what to do


  	explain using an imaginary but realistic and detailed case


  	cite or even explain the detail of a real case where what you propose has been done already


  	explain that what you propose (or something like it) is done often or covered by a standard practice.





Deal with competing interests: Another way that expert recommendations can frustrate decision-makers is by being narrowly focused on the concerns of the expert. It takes more effort to think about all stakeholders instead of just some but it makes advice more usable.


A number of well-meaning and kind-hearted charities campaign for specific causes. In addition to giving practical help they often see themselves as fighting injustice. They often call on the government to do things and complain when the government does not do them. What they rarely do is acknowledge that the government is facing competing interests and make proposals that acknowledge those other interests. Even government ministers that are not cruel, corrupt, or stupid would still not do exactly what the charities want because there are legitimate competing considerations.


E.g. Charities focused on housing want more homes built. Charities focused on hunger want more food grown. Others want to accept more overseas refugees and provide them with homes. Saving the planet from climate change might be seen as requiring more land for wind and solar farms. Preserving biodiversity requires giving more land over to nature. All these are conflicting uses of limited land.


A similar phenomenon is found in organizations. Each function within an organization tends to see its own activities as vitally important and deserving of more attention. They make proposals to leaders that often reflect their narrow points of view. The leaders have to do the best they can with conflicting, narrow proposals from many sides.


E.g. Marketing specialists see marketing as more than a department. For some of them it is a way of managing, a philosophy of life, the key to prosperity for all. They read books and go to conferences where a frequent topic is how to get top people to embrace true marketing and give it more attention. Risk management specialists see risk management as more than a department. For some of them it is a way of managing, a philosophy of life, the key to prosperity for all. They read books and go to conferences where a frequent topic is how to get top people to embrace true risk management and give it more attention. Legal specialists see … you get the picture. Leaders get advice from many different groups with a similar view of their own specialist concerns. It must be frustrating at times.


You do not have to be the chief executive of a large organization to understand the problem. We all have to make decisions for ourselves that involve conflicting demands.


E.g. Imagine that the professor of nature conservation's report, in addition to being short of practical detail, also does nothing to recognize and tackle the competing demands on land use. The recommendations simply say to have less housing, less farming, and less of all kinds of development and instead rewild the landscape and reintroduce species. The government will try to be welcoming but it is virtually certain that such recommendations will not be followed.


Recommendations more likely to be implemented would include practical ways to prioritize areas of land for nature (e.g. because they provide a disappearing type of habitat), get more species into limited land areas (especially those that are currently blighted in some way and not used), integrate nature with housing and other developments, make housing more compact yet still desirable to people, and motivate people to want to conserve the nature they have.


E.g. Imagine that a campaign group focused on climate change is writing a report to recommend actions for the government to take. Its suggestions will not be implemented if it demands an immediate end to fossil fuel use, a ban on private vehicles within 3 years, a tripling of tax on flights, tax-funded rebuilding of all older housing to Passivhaus standards, and the immediate conversion of all land used for livestock into solar and wind farms. Those might all reduce greenhouse gas emissions but they fail to consider practical problems (e.g. time needed to do engineering and construction work) and conflict with other legitimate interests (e.g. the financial constraints and travel requirements of individuals). Even government ministers determined to act on climate change would have to refuse these ideas to be fair to all stakeholders and keep their positions of power.


Suggestions more likely to be implemented include (1) ways to increase the supply of people with the skills to design and implement more sustainable homes, businesses, and leisure activities, (2) overlooked opportunities for people to become more sustainable and financially better off in the short term, (3) overlooked lifestyle changes that people like, can afford financially, and that are more sustainable, and (4) overlooked bureaucratic obstacles to implementing more sustainable systems that can easily be cleared away.


Be objective about work required and likely results


A course of action will usually be more attractive to people if it is easy to do but produces huge positive results.


A backlash can be caused by overselling it through:



  	exaggerating the size of a problem


  	exaggerating the likely positive impact of a suggested course of action


  	downplaying the work needed.





Also, a course of action can accidentally be made less attractive by these mistakes:



  	confusing the level of work required with the level of results


  	assuming incorrectly that the level of work required will be proportional to the level of results


  	exaggerating the scope of work needed.





Some familiar buzz phrases can exaggerate the scope of work needed. The following will create the impression that everything – literally everything – is wrong now: ‘system is broken’, ‘fundamentally flawed’, ‘completely useless’, ‘completely meaningless’. The following phrases create the impression of a gigantic project: ‘completely change’, ‘total overhaul’, ‘a culture change is needed’, ‘a full review’. These are bad phrases to use unless they are literally true, which is rare.


E.g. Would you say ‘our lighting system is broken’ if the problem was a bulb that needed replacement? No, even if there was no light. It exaggerates the scale of the problem and the effort needed to fix it. Yet people will sometimes say something like ‘our housing system is broken’ or ‘the housing market is fundamentally flawed’ even though tens of millions of people are happily housed and only a relatively few people are struggling to find somewhere to live, and even though prices have adjusted in a helpful direction in response to external pressures (e.g. migration).


Offer to try again


Encourage decision-makers to explain any problems they see with thinking you have shared and to welcome a revised contribution. At an early stage, acknowledge the possibility that your contribution was not perfect and offer to try again.


Decision-makers may know of factors that you were not aware of. They may have already done analyses that came to different results. They may have just misunderstood your thinking. In all cases, you can revise your material and try again. It is more encouraging if decision-makers have expressed a willingness to consider a revised contribution, but not necessary.


Never be disruptive


Avoid disruptive campaign tactics completely. These include:


Getting in the way: e.g. a rally or march that disrupts traffic; blockading public transport or access to buildings with people, vehicles, or other things; chaining doors or gates shut; stopping building, demolition, or clearing work by putting yourself in physical danger; occupying buildings or wider territory; running out in front of racers; denial of service attacks on computers.


Attacking things: e.g. graffiti; breaking windows; looting shops; setting fire to cars and buildings; pulling down fences; destroying statues; computer hacking attacks.


Attacking people: e.g. threatening behaviour; stalking; throwing harmless liquid over people (e.g. a milkshake); throwing food at them (e.g. an egg); throwing stones, bricks, or burning objects at people; acid attacks (e.g. putting acid into post boxes); setting fire to cars or buildings with people in them; kicking and punching people; attacking with a weapon (e.g. a baseball bat, sword, machete, knife, gun); bombing; driving a vehicle at people (e.g. a van, aeroplane).


 


These tactics do nothing to advance the decision process and their consequences harm a campaign in various ways:


Wasted resources: Disruption wastes resources (e.g. police time, transport effort, repairs and cleaning afterwards). These include the resources of public authorities (funded by the public), ordinary people harmed, and campaign people (who could have been doing something more productive instead).


Inconvenient legal consequences: These include being arrested, getting a criminal record, a restraining order, fines, and paying compensation to victims.


Unhelpful perceptions: The disruption often links an unhelpful idea with the campaign (e.g. disruption linked to sustainability, violence linked to black people, intolerance linked to Muslims, irrational behaviour linked to women voters).


Loss of good will: People harmed directly get angry. Others know the extra effort by public authorities has wasted public resources paid for by ordinary people and know this is inconsiderate. They see the campaigners as childish and stupid, perhaps also evil. It looks like the campaigners do not have good ideas or good reasons, or think their opponents are evil.


Increased resistance: Official decision-makers are less willing to do the things the campaign demands because they do not want to appear influenced by these tactics. Public support is lost due to resentment and unhelpful perceptions. People angered may put more effort into researching the issues and developing counter-arguments and proposals. The result of disruptive campaigning is more effective opposition to the campaign.


 


Despite these strong reasons to avoid being disruptive, the temptation to be disruptive can be strong. If you write an email to raise an issue with someone you do not know personally and have no authority over (e.g. an official in government) the most common response is that they will ignore you completely. This happens even if you are writing to help someone do something you know they want to do. Many people are so busy, and so focused on the circle of people they interact with frequently, that they have little or no time for other people and new ideas, let alone new problems. Another common response is to fob you off with irrelevant or flawed excuses. When you write again, they may ignore you, even if you are respectful, helpful, and have good suggestions.


Although typical, these time-wasting responses are rude and frustrating. What should have taken you just a few minutes becomes hours of correspondence and other activity just trying to get noticed. You may feel ignored and want to shout at them: ‘Listen to me you idiot. I’ve made an effort and I’m trying to do the right thing. Stop being so lazy and we can get this sorted out easily!’


Also, supportive coverage of disruption by news media presumably encourages disruptive campaigners because it looks like popular support. However, the unseen but greater consequences listed above are negative and more publicity only increases them.


Fortunately, there are other ways to get the attention an issue deserves that do not involve being disruptive. Some of these are discussed in Case 12.2 in the guidelines to Involve more people and to Gain attention constructively. Another tactic is to remind the people you are trying to communicate with that other people are involved. This was discussed in Chapter 9, Case 9.12, in the guideline to Mention others.


Gradually move towards escalating bad behaviour


If the people you share your thinking with initially are unreasonable in response (anything from ignoring you to persecuting you) then you can escalate the issue and their behaviour to more people or to more important people. Letting more people know about the behaviour of the person being unreasonable is a use of power and more than just sharing your thinking widely. This can be a powerful move but raises the stakes and could turn nasty. Move in that direction only gradually and be careful. The evidence concerning the issue and their behaviour needs to be strong enough to justify each level of escalation.


If you threaten to escalate an issue then you might prompt the other person to aggressively stop you being effective (e.g. by attacking your reputation). On the other hand, if you give them no warning then you might escalate unnecessarily, wasting everyone's time and giving them a reason to hate you.


Instead, you must remind them, by implication only, that you could escalate. Show that you are taking careful note of what they do and that their behaviour would look bad to reasonable people. The following illustration is unavoidably long to show the gradual escalation.


E.g. Imagine that another department at work provides a weekly report that you have been using for some months. By luck you discover that you had misunderstood the report because of misleading descriptions and layout. Email 1: ‘Hi, I recently discovered that … and I think my misunderstanding was natural given the way the report is worded and laid out. Is there a better way this could be done?’


In response the report producer says that what they do is required by Group rules that all subsidiaries have to follow and cannot be changed. You look on the company intranet and find that the rules do not require what they are doing and they could make improvements. You think of a better design and mock it up in 10 minutes, which is about how long it would take to change the spreadsheet used to produce the report. Email 2: ‘Hi, You said that you could not improve this report because of Group rules. I have checked the rules carefully and discovered that, although it is not obvious, there are changes you can make that would clarify the report. The rules say how to do some of the calculations but do not say how the numbers should be described or prevent you from providing other numbers as well. You can fix this and I attach, as a suggestion, a design that I think would be an improvement. Perhaps you could consider this and do even better.’


Time passes but you get no response. You write to remind them of your email and to remind them that they are vulnerable (without making threats). Email 3: ‘Hi, I'm just writing to remind you of my email of the 13th June (23 days ago) in which I explained the flexibility of Group rules on this reporting and suggested a better way to present the information. So far you have not responded. I am only one of several stakeholders with an interest in how you present this information and how you respond to suggestions for improvement. The way this information is presented is your choice, not mine, but still I have raised a significant point with you and made a sensible suggestion. I am expecting you to at least acknowledge my efforts to help.’


Now they respond, apologizing for the delay in getting back to you but then giving another excuse for making no improvements that clearly shows they have not understood your explanation or considered your idea. Their cleverly worded response seems superficially reasonable but does not mention any details you shared and repeats the error you debunked. Are they genuinely blinkered, lazy, insecure, or are they doing this to defend an interest you are unaware of? Your next move shares more information about the impact of the issue but also reminds them that other people are interested. Email 4: ‘Hi, As I already explained, the rules do not prevent other information being included in the report or clear explanations of the data. Please consider the details of my suggested design. I have contacted other users of the report to find out if anyone else has misunderstood. It seems most of us have and everyone I have contacted would like to see improvements. Some wonder why this was not sorted out long ago.’


Faced with the choice of simply adopting your suggested design or continuing to waste time and emotion on this issue, the report producer continues. They say they do not have time to look at it and a decision by a senior committee is required for any changes. That committee will not meet for another 3 months. Again, it seems like a reasonable response, superficially, but a more constructive employee would surely have been eager to improve their output, particularly when there is clear evidence of confusion and a better design has already been suggested. You try again, once more hinting at escalation without threatening. Email 5: ‘Hi, This seems a simple problem with an easy solution and I am surprised that it requires that level of senior consideration. Could you perhaps contact the Chair of the committee and the team at Group level that wrote the rules to find out what they think?’


More time passes and again you get no response from the unhelpful report producer. You try again. Email 6: ‘Hi, I contacted the team at Group level and they prefer the design I suggested to you 63 days ago. They say it complies with their rules. I also contacted the Chair of the committee you mentioned. She had misunderstood the report in the same way as me and does not think that a change requires her committee's approval.’


This matter (and this example) should have ended some time ago but the report producer hits back, complaining to his boss, who complains to your boss. The complaint is that you have been harassing, bullying, and wasting time on something you do not understand. You show your boss the emails exchanged, the Group rules, and your suggested design. Your boss shakes his head wearily and says ‘OK, leave it with me.’ Soon after, the report is changed and a few weeks later someone new takes over producing it. The original issue, that of the misleading report, was not particularly important but the emerging issue of an employee who was not interested in making improvements and helping others grew into something worth involving more senior people.


You shared your information and reasoning without being rude or difficult. You gave the report producer opportunities to do the right thing themselves and even reminded them that other people were interested. It is likely that the report producer acted badly to others too and your interaction was just part of a bigger picture.


It is vital to escalate their bad behaviour in a factual, neutral way. Do not complain, get emotional, or say they are bad people. Say what has happened and perhaps also say what you think would have been reasonable for them to do under the circumstances, to show the difference.


Withdraw bad arguments promptly


If you realize you have stated something in public that is incorrect, misleading, or superseded by a better idea then:



  	do not repeat that statement


  	quickly remove it from websites you control, possibly putting a note that explains the change made and why


  	if necessary, quickly publicize the retraction and correction.





An apology might be appropriate but often is not necessary.


Similarly, if you realize you have stated something in private that is incorrect, misleading, or superseded by a better idea then:



  	do not repeat that statement


  	quickly send corrections or updates to those who received the original message





Again, an apology might be appropriate but often is not necessary.


If others are using a bad argument despite generally being right and moving in the same direction as you then privately encourage them to withdraw it. If that fails then distance yourself from the bad argument by publicly encouraging them to withdraw it.


Keep going and stay focused


Even one mistake can turn a good idea into a disaster so it is important to work towards good outcomes through every stage of deliberation. For example:



  	getting the thing considered at all


  	an initial report


  	a consultation


  	committee deliberations


  	drafting documents


  	the decision itself


  	interpretation and implementation decisions later.





You may need to respond to people pushing in unhelpful directions. They may be extremely persistent, ruthless, and ingenious. Considerable resources may be needed to keep this up so it pays to be focused and efficient.


E.g. When a property developer’s inappropriate development is refused planning permission this is not necessarily the end of the matter. Developers often come back with revised proposals in what is really a drawn-out negotiation involving far more than the official planning committee meetings.


E.g. The battles over HS/2 (a new rail line for the UK) continued at stage after stage of the process of design, approval, and construction. There were several points where the project could have been abandoned and many design details were the subject of campaigns.


E.g. The UK’s lengthy battle to leave the European Union was the longest and most convoluted political battle I can recall in my lifetime. It took many years to get a referendum and, once that was won, more years to overcome the obstacles put in the way by politicians, lawyers, journalists, and others. There were battles for power within the government, between the political parties, with judges, and the irrepressible Gina Miller. Work was needed at every stage to achieve the eventual outcome.


Focus on the most important periods of time, people, and arguments. Adapt to new developments. Do not get drawn into spats about who is the better person; focus on the decision.


One of the major challenges in these situations is the involvement of unreasonable, organized groups. These are included in the next chapter.


Chapter 14: Unreasonable networks


Overview and general guidelines


Unreasonable ideas and behaviours shared across many people are common. Examples range in importance from relatively harmless false beliefs (e.g. that it is bad luck to walk under a ladder) to religious fanaticism that inspires terror attacks and religious dictatorship of whole countries.


This chapter goes beyond the large-scale campaigns in Case 12.2 and the decision-focused battles in Case 13.1 to consider the further challenges caused by the typical characteristics of an unreasonable network:



  	bad ideas and behaviours spreading between people


  	different types of participant in the unreasonable network, with different motivations and behaviours, yet operating as a mutually supportive network


  	a combination of people who are members of organized unreasonable groups and other participants who are outside those groups


  	ideologies, including Exaggerated Oppression Theories, often featuring false conspiracy theories


  	professional persuaders, usually in organized groups


  	a combination of planned, coordinated behaviour and flocking, where people react to and follow each other.





Unreasonable networks can push harmful change and/or resist positive change.


The participants in an unreasonable network may be connected simply by knowing what others are thinking and doing, or they may be connected much more tightly by cooperation or coercion.


Examples of unreasonable networks include:


Religions: There are many, many religions in the world ranging from the Catholic church to tiny cults. All are examples of unreasonable networks.


Extreme political/social positions: This includes both the extreme political right and left.


Obsolete professional methods and technologies: Many fields have entrenched methods that should have been replaced by better methods long ago but are entrenched and defended in an unreasonable way. My personal experience is with some management methods (including budgetary control systems and risk registers) and the continued use of GDP as the primary measure of economic progress.


Predatory persuasion: This includes efforts to promote profitable quack remedies at the expense of vaccination and other effective medical treatments, excuse the activities of criminal gangs, and slow progress towards sustainability (e.g. to maintain profits from fossil fuels).


Hybrids: This is where two or more of the above types are combined, such as a religion with politics included, or industrial lobbying that rides on a social movement.


(Some readers may find this chapter hard to read. If you are in a religion or consider yourself an ‘activist’ then there is a high risk that you are part of an organized unreasonable group, have been manipulated using tactics described in this chapter, and have done things that this chapter advises against.)


E.g. Imagine that a country was conquered by another a century ago and even now has many people who want independence from the conqueror. They include a small number of terrorist groups who all want independence but hate each other. Their supporters include groups that argue for non-violent independence while secretly colluding with and funding some of the terrorist groups. There are people who support non-violent independence campaign groups without realizing those groups secretly fund terrorists. Other people just think independence would be good and say so when surveyed, which the organized groups claim as popular support for their activities.


E.g. Imagine that a new social justice cause has emerged that champions the welfare of people who keep snakes as pets. Suddenly it seems that many advertisements feature someone with a snake, oppressed snake owners are appearing in TV dramas, people are bravely revealing their liking for snakes (pushing back at the snake taboo and demanding that snake lovers are not stigmatized or discriminated against), charities have formed to remind everyone that snake lovers are people too, historically significant people are being re-evaluated because of their alleged poor treatment of snakes, and social media storms are claiming victims as people make clumsy references to snake owners, snakes, reptiles of any kind, and even amphibians. It seems as if there is a concerted effort to push snake ownership into the society that is run by big companies, the mainstream media, celebrity elites, and shadowy internet thought leaders. In reality, the effort is far from coordinated. People acting in support of this, usually on their own initiative and just reacting to events, may include:

  
    	owners of snakes and similar pets who have been treated unkindly


    	people who will support almost any social justice movement to make friends, have something to talk about, feel important, feel like heroic people, upset their parents, and so on


    	people who are trying to start a romance with someone who owns a snake or seems passionate about justice for snake owners


    	people who love snakes and whose main interest is the snakes rather than their owners


    	companies in the pet industry who just want to sell more snakes and snake related goods and services


    	companies in other industries, politicians, actors, and other celebrities who just want to look like caring people, up to date with the latest causes.


  


Unreasonable networks can be immensely damaging to societies and individuals. Some harm their participants as well as others.


Crime gangs are overwhelmingly harmful in their effect, including to their members. Industrial lobby groups can be immensely harmful when they delay reforms. Through delaying reforms on tobacco smoking, eating too much sugar, and pollution from diesel fuel such groups have cut short hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions, of lives worldwide, so far. Health scammers have also caused many deaths, often by discouraging people from getting vaccinated (and encouraging them to buy fake treatments and pay to attend seminars instead). Cryptocurrency scams have been costly to many. Some political ideologies have led to terrorist attacks, bloody revolutions, and repressive regimes whose mismanagement has caused mass starvation and death.


In the UK we often think of religions as being either innocuous (just kindly vicars visiting old ladies for a chat and a cup of tea) or pro-social (organizing charity events). Of course this is not the whole story.


The Church of England was created as a breakaway from the Catholic Church and subsequent strife involved wars and many brutal killings by both sides. The tradition of ‘bonfire night’ (5th November) commemorates the foiling of an attempt by Catholic terrorists to blow up the Houses of Parliament, many politicians, and the King. The perpetrators were hung and then cut into pieces, which was the standard punishment for high treason at that time. (Only a lucky few died from the hanging stage.)


Religions have at various times tried to hold back scientific and technological advances, though at other times they have benefited from and exploited them.


Today, in some Islamic countries, it is possible to be executed for blasphemy or apostasy – if an angry mob doesn’t get you first.


In the UK even today religions enjoy special privileges. The Church of England receives many tens of millions from the government to help pay for the maintenance of its buildings despite its great wealth. It has bishops in the House of Lords whose votes can affect UK laws. Religions run about a third of UK schools and receive government funding for them but use those schools to gain members. Religions can get charity status and so obtain tax breaks even if they just evangelize.


The UK’s religious have special exemptions that mean they are not prosecuted for certain acts of cruelty to animals, cutting children’s genitals, and unequal treatment of people on the basis of sexuality. They can also print, publish, distribute, and teach children and adults from books that powerfully advocate a wide range of acts illegal in the UK, including stoning, taking slaves, and killing non-believers. The books can state that people of particular religions or with no religion are inferior, evil people. Without the special status of religions this incitement to hatred and illegal acts would surely lead to prosecution under the Public Order Act at the very least.


The cost of following a religion can be considerable, particularly with some modern cults that have taken the follower’s money and their sanity.


Tackling religions by explaining why they are bad for societies and their followers is not ‘hate’. Quite the contrary, it expresses care for those followers because they would benefit greatly from leaving their religion and developing a modern sense of morality based on modern British fairness. This is particularly so for religions that are more damaging to followers and the societies within which they exist.


In summary, there are many reasons why we might tackle unreasonable networks. You might have to do this with your family or friends, or you might speak out for reason and fairness in public to help reason and fairness win. You might do this on your own or with others in a group, perhaps even organizing such a  group.


Nearly all the guidelines offered up to this point are useful against the challenges of unreasonable networks. In particular, the guidelines for large-scale campaigns relating to getting more people involved and being efficient are crucial.


The following additional guidelines for tackling unreasonable networks aim to:



  	develop an understanding of the unreasonable network


  	develop specific tactics to respond to the problems you find


  	apply the right tactics at the right times, efficiently.





(Later Cases add detail on tackling different types of participant.)


Understand and prioritize


As with any large-scale campaign it is important to prioritize efficiently. However, the total effort needed can be even more because some cases of unreasonable networks:



  	have been around for a long time – perhaps centuries


  	have reached a huge scale


  	include most people in a society, so social proof and fear of being rejected are powerful


  	are enforced by violence


  	have an extensive and refined ideology with many publications and rhetorical tactics


  	put people through intense, prolonged indoctrination, sometimes from birth.





E.g. The process usually called ‘radicalization’ often begins with religious indoctrination from birth onwards, but not extreme. At some point, the young person becomes drawn to a more extreme form of religion or related politics, which may involve months of daily contacts with a recruiter, typically on the internet. There may be gifts, friendship, and long heart-to-heart conversations. There may also be regular classes where small groups gather to learn more teachings of the radical group for hours each week over a period of months or even years. They may gain recognition of their devotion and be given positions of greater importance in the group, perhaps becoming part of the recruitment system and being praised for this.


E.g. Since the mid 1990s, it has gradually emerged that in the UK there are many criminal gangs that get girls raped for money on a large scale. The organizers of these gangs have been largely Pakistani Muslim men but another distinctive characteristic of these gangs is their method, which has led them to be called ‘grooming gangs’.


Girls in care between the ages of 11 and 15 are the primary targets, mainly because they are naive. They are initially befriended by young Asian men only a few years older than the girls. They are led to believe that one of these men is their boyfriend and encouraged to do things to please him. The girls are given alcohol and also often cannabis and cocaine. They are repeatedly invited to what are called parties where they will have what is called fun. Often a taxi arrives to take the girls from their care home or foster home to a party. The young men introduce them to somewhat older men. Within weeks the girls are induced to have sex with multiple men, often introduced as cousins or uncles. In addition to alcohol, cannabis, and cocaine the girls may be given gifts of jewellery and clothes. Although the girls largely do this willingly, it is rape because they are too young to give consent. Sometimes the girls are not willing and are pressured by threats such as the withdrawal of love, physical violence, or not getting a lift back to their home. Sometimes the girls are encouraged to bring other girls with them and so involve them in the criminal gang.


Even when those responsible for protecting these girls have tried hard, they have found it difficult. Typically, the girls are determined to participate. They believe they have a boyfriend, that they are having fun, and that nothing wrong is being done. They resent and resist attempts to monitor their activities and prevent them being taken away in a taxi to be raped by multiple men. Although they are victims they behave in many ways more like perpetrators.


This grooming process is now quite well understood. However, there must also be a similarly refined process that finds new men to participate as customers and rapists. Conspiracies take a risk whenever they involve a new person. Their invitations might be rejected and the person might go to the police or family members and cause problems for the gang. In practice this almost never happens.


Even as grooming gangs have been broken up and their participants arrested, the activity has continued elsewhere. The method has been developed and spread. Until it is beaten or exterminated, this horrific problem will remain.


Prioritization is important at each level:


Campaign level: Where resources need to be (1) allocated to collecting and sharing the most useful information and (2) focused on efforts that will do most to reduce harms.


Encounter level: Where we must choose who to talk to and when.


Exchange level: Where we must decide what to say next, reflecting relevance to the particular type of unreasonable network, the individual being spoken to, and the point they have just raised.


 


The specific considerations are discussed below with many useful insights into how unreasonable networks work.


Scale and structure


Assess the scale of the unreasonable network and identify any organized unreasonable groups involved. Do they meet and coordinate their actions or just flock together?


Look for the prominent groups and their members, but also people who are not part of a group and people who are not prominent but perhaps have key roles, such as providing money.


Participants


Consider the types of participant involved, how many of each there might be, and how they depend on each other. This is crucial to deciding who to focus on and how to deal with each person.


The way people are involved varies greatly. Some widespread misconceptions have many believers but no committed supporters. At the other extreme there are issues with higher stakes where a huge movement has formed. This movement has participants with a wide range of motives, levels of commitment, and skills. Some are sincere in their misconceptions while others are not and knowingly manipulate people.


The types of participant can be broken down like this:


The Ignorant: These are people who believe something false or continue to support a practice even though there is a better alternative mainly because they know little or nothing of alternative views or approaches and just go along with the only view they have ever known.


The Self-Interested: These people may fear change because it might disrupt their current success. They may be uninterested in truth but hoping to gain from exploiting the high level of agreement, so they do not want disagreement. They may simply get a good feeling of comradeship from being with like-minded people.


The Wounded: Some people have a strong commitment to bad ideas because of personal experiences that have affected them deeply. This might a trauma (e.g. a bitter divorce), childhood indoctrination, or mental illness (e.g. paranoia caused by faulty neurochemistry).


Organized Professionals: These people typically gain a living from promoting irrational or unreasonable ideas and do it full time within a group. They include leaders in crime gangs and religions, and industry lobbyists.


Also important are those who are At Risk of becoming participants. For example, they might be involved in something similar, share some beliefs of participants, or be friends with participants.


Participants can vary widely in their beliefs and levels of commitment, and it is easy to overlook some variations. When the most extreme people are speaking, others tend to keep quiet, perhaps intimidated, giving the impression that everyone on their side is equally extreme. On other occasions the extreme people know that their honest views would be unacceptable in public and might cause a loss of support or perhaps lead to arrest and imprisonment. They stick with more palatable slogans.


E.g. During the war in the Gaza Strip that started in October 2023, there were protests in London (among many locations around the world) against Israel. Many protesters, especially the more sophisticated ones, knew that being against Israel is acceptable in the UK but being against Jews is not because it counts as antisemitism, a form of racism. Almost certainly among those crowds were people who simply saw Israel as a bully, oppressing the Palestinians. At the other extreme were others who wanted Israeli Jews driven into the sea or killed so that an Islamic caliphate could be established under a strict version of Sharia and whose hatred extended to all Jews, not just those supporting the existence of Israel. Almost certainly there were some who genuinely believed that Israel's plan was genocide of Palestinians but others who were making that claim to get support while privately not believing it. Still others were really more concerned with socialism than with the Gaza Strip, or more concerned with a worldwide Islamic fight against the USA and other western nations.


The placards showed a variety of views. The most prominent read ‘Free Palestine’ (which is abstract and does not mention Hamas) and ‘Ceasefire now’ (which could have been a call for both sides to stop fighting). However, mingled with these were some more risky placards. The slogan ‘No Justice, No Peace’ clearly supported Hamas in continuing to fight. ‘From the river to the sea’ probably expressed a desire to remove Jews from the entire region. ‘Is our blood so sweet?’ accused Israelis of drinking the blood of Palestinians while the other side of that placard read ‘The only weapon of mass destruction is the US.’ A socialist party had printed placards saying ‘Mass united workers struggle to, Stop the war in Gaza!, For a socialist intifada’, which is puzzling since an intifada is an uprising against oppression and it is unclear how stopping the war would contribute.


The situation among Palestinians in the Gaza Strip was different. Moderate views tended to be hidden to avoid danger from the more extreme and violent fighters.


Mutual support


The different types of participant support each other, sometimes unwittingly. This should be understood. For simplicity we can divide the participants into just leaders and followers. Leaders are the Organized Professionals and some of The Self-Interested and The Wounded. Every other participant is a follower.


Leaders, being energetic, dedicated, and often skilled, provide arguments and persuasive materials (e.g. online videos, websites), organize meetings, protests, petitions, and open letters, and provide representation in politics and the media (though not necessarily saying things supported by all followers). By repeatedly saying things in public that are a little extreme, leaders shift perceptions of what is acceptable speech.


Followers, being numerous and relatively passive, provide legitimacy for leaders (e.g. by census numbers, survey responses, supportive comments online, petition signatures, votes), funding (through donations and purchases), other material support, a sense of comradeship, and opportunities to recruit (e.g. by inviting speakers to be heard).


Sometimes followers do not understand that their support reaches extremists they personally would not wish to support. Often there are layers of participant with each being somewhat supportive of the more committed and extreme layer above it, not always realizing that at the top of the pyramid are some frightening people.


E.g. A follower might donate money to a charity thinking it will be used only to alleviate poverty. In fact, the charity also holds events where extremists give speeches to recruit people into a dangerous cult and the extremists use their speaking fees to fund terrorism.


Revered texts


Books revered by followers should be examined.


Religions typically base their system on one or more sacred texts. Sometimes more than one different religion is based on the same text (e.g. the Bible, the Quran) and there can be violent disagreements between people following the different interpretations.


Some unreasonable political systems also base their approach on the writings of one key person (e.g. Adolf Hitler, Karl Marx).


These texts are given so much respect that, in the minds of some, every claim in them must be true however bizarre it may seem and however much it may seem to contradict other claims made in the same text. True believers may go to great lengths to explain away these problems.


Supernatural elements


Consider any supernatural elements within the thinking of the unreasonable collection of people.


The characteristic ideas of an unreasonable network can often be divided into (1) a set of rules that recommend or require particular behaviours (perhaps expressed using commandments and/or illustrative stories), and (2) a supportive backstory.


E.g. Ritual circumcision of babies is included in some religions. Specific rules prompt this practice but they are underpinned by a backstory about a supernatural being who can get angry if his followers do not follow all the rules.


Some supportive backstories have supernatural elements such as supernatural beings, aliens, or energies. These may generate fear and a desire to please the powerful entity, or confidence in a course of action (e.g. war) through believing that it is supported by the powerful entity. There is often some kind of after-life or reincarnation cycle that amplifies the consequences of failing to follow the rules. A doomsday can make the fear more pressing.


E.g. The religious notion of martyrdom has led many people to throw away their lives in futile gestures and brutal attacks on others. The modern suicide bomber is effective at killing and frightening because of the irrational willingness to mingle with civilians and then explode, killing the bomber and others around. That irrational willingness comes partly from the belief in a delightful, endless afterlife that can be obtained by carrying out an act of war against religiously defined enemies.


Supernatural backstories can be attractive. People who lack good ideas for practical courses of action may feel happy thinking that prayer, sacrifices, or following a religious code of behaviour strictly will win them supernatural help and lead to good things in life or later.


A suspicion that the supernatural backstory is true can be turned into compliance and even wholehearted belief by the argument of Pascal's Wager. Blaise Pascal explained an argument for believing in God as follows: If there is no God then it does not matter much if you believe in Him or not. However, if there is a God then believing in Him will make the difference between eternal pleasure in Heaven and eternal suffering in Hell. The best bet is to believe in God, or at least do your best to act like you do. This argument is applicable if the backstory links your faith in life to serious consequences in an afterlife.


Pascal's Wager is not effective if (1) your probability that the god is real is very low, (2) the cost of believing (or seeming to believe) is high, or (3) you realize that there are many similar religions that could say the same thing. Suppose one ideology says we must not pick up sticks on a Sunday but another says Saturday is the rest day. Who is right? Maybe atheists are right because there is a god but He is fed up with people who pray and worship when He thinks they should rely on their own efforts. Maybe that is why He lets more bad things happen to people who take no practical precautions and just trust in Him to look after them.


Religions sometimes accept that they cannot really prove their backstory is true so they say it is a matter of faith and demand that critics prove it is untrue. Like the theory that there is a teapot orbiting the sun, not being able to disprove it does not stop us assigning a very, very low probability to it being true.


Exaggerated Oppression Theories


Check for another common type of backstory: an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. Such theories claim conflict between two groups, one of which is oppressing the other, and exaggerate the situation. In reality there may be no oppression (beyond normal incidents between individuals within groups) or the level of oppression may be lower than claimed by the theory.


E.g. People in crime gangs should see themselves realistically as bad guys trying to take an easy route to wealth by cheating, intimidating, and exploiting others. They should view the police as good people doing a difficult job, mostly fairly. They should know that their gang’s activities damage the society from which the gang arose and ruin the long-term life prospects of most of its members. However, more often crime gang members see things differently by holding an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. They often see themselves as a club or family, looking after each other against an oppressive, unfair system or society. If you grow up on the streets who else is going to look after you? In this view the police are bad, unfair people doing an unnecessary job cruelly. Drugs are something everyone should be able to use as much as they like and their criminalization is unfair and wrong. Helping the police is a very bad thing to do.


Exaggerated Oppression Theories typically define the two groups in one of two ways:


By defining the Victim group and perhaps also the Oppressor group demographically: e.g. men oppressing women, the English oppressing the Scots, white people oppressing black people, rich oppressing poor, or a combination.


By defining the Oppressor group in terms of a network of powerful individuals and the people who work for them: e.g. the government, the establishment, the elite, the BBC, the World Health Organization, the World Economic Forum, Big Pharma, the ‘military industrial complex’, banks, the police. The Victim group is usually everyone else.


Currently, oppression theories based on demographic characteristics are more common in left-leaning political thinking while theories using a network of powerful individuals are more common on the political right.


When people believe one exaggerated theory involving a network of powerful individuals then they tend to be more willing to believe others like it, even if they are contradictory. It is as if they simply think that this is how human societies work.


Similarly, when people believe one exaggerated theory involving conflict between demographic groups, they seem more likely to believe in others.


Theories based on demographic groups often come in opposing pairs.


E.g. Exaggerated ideas of a patriarchy of men oppressing women are opposed by exaggerated ideas of feminism oppressing men. Both sides present the other as the Oppressor and complain about their behaviour and complaints.


Exaggerated Oppression Theories make their major appeal to the alleged Victims but can also be accepted by onlookers and members of the alleged Oppressor group. Onlookers may feel heroic for caring for the underdogs in a conflict while members of the alleged Oppressor group may feel both heroic and enlightened compared to others in their group.


The exaggeration applies to:



  	the difference in virtue between the Oppressors and Victims, with the Oppressors being extremely bad while the Victims are extremely good


  	the Oppressors' intentions to do harm to the Victims


  	the Oppressors' bad treatment of the Victims


  	the extent of harm resulting for the Victims


  	the proportion of harm that is the result of deliberate oppression by the Oppressors rather than mistake, bad luck, or limited resources


  	the extent to which the Oppressors' bad actions are driven by the desire to inflict suffering and take property rather than by fear


  	the Victims' lack of oppressive intentions, behaviour, impacts, and bad motivations


  	the homogeneity of members in each group, primarily by making all the Victims equally good people and all the Oppressors equally bad people


  	the extent of conspiracy between Oppressors (while Victims are often encouraged to work together more).





In reality, large groups of people defined by demographics or by working for a set of powerful people are almost never homogeneous. Instead, there are some good and bad people in every group. Sometimes the level of trouble between members of different groups is about the same as the level between members within those groups. Little or no group level conflict may be present, though promoting an Exaggerated Oppression Theory can create more. In other cases there may be an intense conflict between groups but even so there are people promoting exaggerated views of it.


The real level of conspiracy is also often less than claimed by the theory. However, the idea that the alleged Oppressors conspire is important to some people who promote such theories because it is a reason for the alleged Victims to get organized too, perhaps organized by (i.e. led by) the people promoting the Exaggerated Oppression Theory. For them, promoting the theory is a way to get followers and power.


People who accept an Exaggerated Oppression Theory, when speaking in public, almost never mention good points about the alleged Oppressors or bad points about the alleged Victims.


E.g. The war that started in 2023 in Israel and the Gaza Strip was the result of a real group conflict, yet even here there was exaggeration. Both sides alleged genocide and killing of babies. Supporters would typically acknowledge no faults on their own side and no virtues in their opponents. All those appearing to be on the opposing side (even relatively neutral commentators who failed to make expected condemnations) were seen as evil and wanting to see genocide and babies murdered. It seemed as if every claim about the conflict, no matter how trivial, was disputed bitterly.


This tendency to mention only points that are consistent with the Exaggerated Oppression Theory narrows influence to just those who already agree because it shows everyone else a lack of understanding. The tendency to do it anyway might be due to multiple mechanisms:


Theory acceptance: The person speaks consistently with their honest belief in the Exaggerated Oppression Theory.


Halo effect: This is a psychological bias where, if we think of someone as good, we tend to think they are good in all respects.


Enemy-of-my-enemy effect: This is the tendency to think that the enemy of an enemy is probably a good person. Thinking that a group is bad makes their opponents seem good, and vice versa.


Tribal bonding: People may fear upsetting their own side by mentioning faults and bad actions by them, and wish to ingratiate themselves by mentioning the faults of the alleged Oppressors and their bad actions. This leads to one-sided talk that reinforces one-sided views.


Case building: In arguments about who should do what, it is common to focus on the bad actions of the opponents and say that they should, therefore, make amends (e.g. do more housework, pay reparations, leave a territory). The debate is by competitive advocacy and people do not feel a need to be objective. In responding to such arguments, counter-arguments are equally one-sided, filling in the gaps left by the other side's claims. The end result is one-sided talk by both sides, more often reinforcing one-sided views than providing an objective, influential view.


Political manipulation: The speaker deliberately exaggerates to stir up emotions, make beliefs more extreme, and gain political power. Every new incident is seized upon and spun to manipulate people.


 


Exaggerated Oppression Theories can be powerful and harmful. They can produce much of the most extreme and even violent behaviour generated by unreasonable networks.


They are more likely to be believed if consistent with other beliefs and experiences. It is common to misinterpret and overgeneralize from single events.


E.g. If a person has recently survived a bitter divorce then the idea that men or women are all bad may seem true and attractive.


E.g. A person who has been beaten up by a religious gang for being a non-believer will more easily believe that everyone in the religion is dangerously aggressive.


Although an Exaggerated Oppression Theory tells participants in an unreasonable network that they are in a bad situation, the theory can still be attractive. Features that can be attractive include:


Relief from self-blaming: Perhaps the idea reassures some people; it gives them someone else to blame. For example, hearing that they are oppressed by someone else may be more reassuring than thinking about their own poor productivity and bad decisions. Learning that their life of crime is the inevitable result of bad parenting and failures by government relieves guilt.


Permission to ignore advice: Many are reassured by claims that experts are wrong, especially when the experts recommend something the person does not like. This goes with preferring to ‘go with their gut’ (perhaps because they worry that they are not good at thinking things through properly). Some ideas are particularly attractive to addicts. For example, the idea that a little bit of alcohol is good for you, or that the ‘war on drugs’ is not working and racist so cannabis should be legalized.


Attractive promises: The promises may be of rewards to the participant (e.g. reparations, ‘positive’ discrimination, removal of competitors), punishment to someone they dislike, or both. To get these benefits the participant just needs to agree with, endorse, and spread the ideas.


Tribal: An idea can be attractive if it seems to be supported by most people in a person’s group. Agreeing with the idea may help cement their place in the group, raise their status, or be important to getting or keeping a job. Some branches of journalism, university teaching, and entertainment are populated by such a high proportion of politically left-leaning people that it is difficult to work in them without going along with it.


Feeling enlightened: The theory might feel like a hidden truth to a follower. A person in the alleged Oppressor group may feel especially enlightened because they see themselves as understanding something despite their group membership.


Feeling heroic: It feels heroic to help the underdog in a struggle. The more evil and conspiratorial the alleged Oppressors are thought to be, the greater the sense of heroism.


 


An Exaggerated Oppression Theory facilitates emotional manipulation. Victims are encouraged to blame the Oppressors for problems and to see getting even (i.e. more than just equality) as justice.


Emotional manipulation patterns


The arguments that sustain an unreasonable network often manipulate the emotions of potential participants, often using an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. Some people are particularly vulnerable to this manipulation. The patterns used should be identified.


Presumably the beliefs and emotions of individuals can change in many ways but some transitions and some sequences of transitions are more likely than others. Sadly, I am not aware of any systematic research on this so I present below descriptions of patterns I believe might be some of those that are more common. This effort to structure the possibilities may help you make sense of the available clues:


The Resentment Pattern: Anxiety or disappointment turns to envy, to resentment, to anger, and to hate.


The Heroism Pattern: Empathy for someone suffering turns to concern, outrage, anger, a desire to help, and a sense of heroism mixed with hate.


The Reactance Pattern: Reactance (i.e. a negative reaction to be being given an instruction) turns to anger and then to hate.


The Panic Pattern: Anxiety turns to fear and then to panic.


The Acceptance Pattern: Desire for acceptance, liking, friendship, or love turns to fear of losing out, and then to desperation or fanaticism.


Some high-profile examples of unreasonable networks appear to use these patterns. For example, climate alarmism uses the Panic Pattern and Acceptance Pattern while climate denial uses the Reactance Pattern and Acceptance Pattern. People who oppose public health programmes (e.g. vaccination, ‘lockdowns’, health advice, sin taxes) might also be driven by the Reactance and Acceptance Patterns. Religious evangelism often uses the Acceptance and Panic Patterns. Political movements often use the Resentment, Heroism, and Acceptance Patterns.


All these exploit an Exaggerated Oppression Theory as a basis for their inflammatory rhetoric.


The Resentment Pattern


Anxiety about the future or mild disappointment with life can turn to envy when a person thinks about people they see as enjoying a better, easier life in some way. This can turn to resentment if it starts to seem that those happier people in some way caused the person's problems. This resentment can grow into anger and then progress to hate. Inflammatory rhetoric offers vulnerable people someone to blame their problems on: the Oppressor group.


It is rational to be unhappy if someone takes your stuff unfairly. Complaining about this is reasonable. However, there are some unreasonable emotional reactions that can be intensified by rhetoric to gain support for an unreasonable network:



  	feeling envious of others who are better off, even though we are comfortable and secure and would feel happy without the comparison


  	feeling disappointed or envious because of focusing on one indicator where we are doing relatively badly but ignoring other areas of life where we are not


  	feeling resentment of others who are better off, as if they caused our disappointing situation, even though they have not treated us unfairly


  	hating others even though they are not responsible for our negative emotions and disappointing lives


  	hating others so much that it is hard even to think about any course of action that does not involve revenge against them in some form, even when the course of action would benefit one's own group.





Manipulative rhetoric often provokes and develops these misperceptions and feelings. A person who has gone all the way may show little interest in discussions other than relentlessly attacking the group they hate.


People with a tendency to feel negative emotions and blame others are particularly vulnerable to this. Young people concerned about their future and older people experiencing disappointment may also be vulnerable. However, just being stressed or unhappy is only part of the vulnerability. There may also be a tendency to think that others are responsible. This might result from, for example:



  	being bullied by a group as a child or adult


  	attending to stories of oppression and fighting back, both fictional and true


  	a historically created culture of resentment of an oppressor (e.g. Scots resenting the English, Irish resenting the English, Arabs resenting the Jews, Jews resenting just about everyone, black people resenting white people, families of criminals resenting the justice system).





The Heroism Pattern


Empathy is the simple tendency to feel the same emotions as someone else we are paying attention to. Seeing people suffering, perhaps in person but more likely on a screen, can lead to emotions that focus on that person or their group to the exclusion of others, especially if rhetoric encourages this. Those feelings can quickly turn to concern for the people suffering, then to outrage at what is happening, and then anger towards those people supposedly responsible for the suffering. This in turn may be followed by a desire to help those suffering by fighting against their Oppressors and hatred of those Oppressors. That may be accompanied by a sense of one's own heroism.


It may be easy to get that sense of being heroic. Simply go online and fight with a keyboard for the cause or join a protest outside in public for more attention and excitement.


It is admirable to help those suffering and to side with underdogs when there is a need to restore a fair situation. It is rational to feel good about doing that. However it is not rational to:



  	focus so narrowly on the suffering of one group that the interests of others are ignored


  	accept an Exaggerated Oppression Theory and act on it


  	use manipulative tactics and be hostile and aggressive towards everyone you think is an Oppressor without even trying to have a proper discussion


  	feel proud while doing all this, even though your actions are harming the interests of the people you want to help.





Manipulative rhetoric that pushes people through this pattern does so by encouraging narrow empathy and offering an Exaggerated Oppression Theory that blames the suffering on a group that is to be attacked, rhetorically or physically. It further pushes the idea that fighting those alleged Oppressors is the best or even only way to bring about improvement; discussion will not work.


People may be more vulnerable to this if they feel empathy strongly, have weak critical thinking and influencing skills, and already see manipulative behaviour, physically disruptive protests, and violence in pursuit of justice as admirable. A tendency to think that oppressive groups are common is also likely to contribute.


The Reactance Pattern


A tendency towards reactance (i.e. being against doing something just because someone else has told you to do it) can be developed into anger at the people giving the instructions, which can become hatred of them. The people resented are typically the Oppressors within an Exaggerated Oppression Theory (e.g. the ruling class, the liberal elite, men, police officers, white people).


It is rational to be unhappy when someone tries to control us in a way that is against our interests or just not helpful. We prefer to have control and feel less vulnerable. However, it is unreasonable to experience angry reactance where:



  	we are only being asked or advised to do something, not ordered


  	we would do what is ordered anyway because it is a good idea


  	an authority (e.g. the government) gives an order to everyone because there is something that everyone should do (e.g. take litter home) but some are not doing it (e.g. because of selfishness or ignorance).





Manipulative rhetoric often intensifies feelings of reactance to generate resistance to instructions and rule changes, then hatred of authorities, ranging from parents to governments.


People with a tendency towards strong reactance are particularly vulnerable to this. For some this qualifies as Oppositional Defiant Disorder.


The Panic Pattern


Anxiety about something can be intensified into fear and on into panic.


It is rational to fear genuine danger but irrational to feel:



  	a sense of imminent catastrophe for dangers that are unlikely to emerge for weeks, months, years, or even decades


  	a high probability of harm when the evidence points to a much lower probability


  	panic so intense that it is impossible to think straight.





Unreasonable networks can harness and intensify fear to gain support. People who are often anxious are particularly likely to be affected by this.


The Acceptance Pattern


The natural desire for acceptance, approval, liking, friendship, or love can be exploited, intensifying feelings of insecurity, compliance, and willingness to adopt the beliefs and behaviours thought essential to acceptance, including hatred of other groups (e.g. an Oppressor group within an Exaggerated Oppression Theory).


It is rational to want to be accepted into a social group, to have friends, and to be loved. These are important. However, it is irrational to get them by:



  	accepting or telling untruths


  	supporting a position, person, or group without good reasons


  	hatred of others that is not deserved.





Sometimes people express extreme versions of the group's shared views because they want to be noticed. For example, if a group has a mild aversion to something then the extreme version might be a more aggressive hatred of it. Saying something sensible and justified is no good; they have to say something not everyone would say and for which, perhaps, there is little or no evidence.


Desire for acceptance and attention is a powerful motive and can be exploited by unreasonable networks in a variety of ways. A person can be made to feel disapproval for not showing the correct attitudes or taking the wrong side in a conflict. Through repetition and gradual progression, people can be made to feel a stronger connection between the expected behaviours and the positive relationships they desire. This can be extended to more behaviours and refined so that they must comply even on trivia.


E.g. Jenny and her friends love animals, especially dogs. They all have pet dogs. Most of their conversations are about them. They donate to animal charities and let each other know about it. This is a key part of their relationship and they agree that they could never like someone who felt differently. One day a story appears in the news about a young woman savaged to death by the dogs she was walking. A friend of hers was also attacked and is being treated in hospital. One of Jenny’s friends expresses the worry that the dogs might be put down or suffer in some other way. She says she is sure it’s not their fault and that the woman who died must have done something wrong. Jenny and her friends quickly agree. They see themselves as kind people and their love of animals is part of that, and yet there is no empathy with the women attacked.


Before they became friends they probably were, individually, kind people who loved animals. However, through constant reinforcement of the link between group acceptance and animal concern, this has become an irrational obsession and their kindness has become selective.


E.g. Jedd knows Jenny and has fancied her for several weeks. Before they met, he had been single for over two years and was feeling desperately lonely and pessimistic. In Jedd’s eyes, Jenny is gorgeous. Jedd discovered he also loves dogs the moment Jenny told him she could never date someone who didn’t. Their relationship has progressed to the point where they regularly go out together to walk her dog, Pookie. Jedd hopes that, in time, Jenny will be at least half as keen on Jedd as she is on Pookie.


E.g. Gary and Becca present a morning show on TV. One morning they interview a young woman who has suffered from depression on-and-off for several years. She is on the show to talk about problems with the treatment and support she received during her last down period. They meet her briefly before going on air and she is rude and demanding to everyone. During the broadcast interview she blames everyone without mental health problems for the poor medical support she thinks she has received, making it clear that she includes Gary and Becca in her criticism, despite their sympathetic interviewing of her. Inwardly, Gary is frustrated and insulted, having experienced depression himself several years earlier, while Becca also feels insulted as she is on the council of a mental health charity. However, not wishing to seem unsympathetic to their many viewers they do not mention these facts or show their real feelings. Instead they continue with the gentle interview and nod sincerely to even the more ridiculous claims and unreasonable demands their guest makes.


People who fear being excluded from social groups may be more vulnerable to this. Drivers of this vulnerability include:



  	being pushed away from a group as a child or adult


  	having little or no support from parents


  	having material worries (e.g. low income, poor job prospects).





False conspiracy theories


Exaggerated Oppression Theories typically say that the Oppressors are conspiring against the Victims. This is a conspiracy theory and if the real situation is different then it is a false conspiracy theory.


In some cases the conspiring group is quite small. In the extreme it might be just one, perhaps supernatural, entity that then controls others. In other cases the conspiring group is larger, perhaps as large as being ‘all men’ or ‘all Chinese people’.


The alleged evil qualities of the conspirators, if accepted, make the theory seem more credible.


The false conspiracy theory encourages believers to think that any evidence or reasoning that contradicts the ideology is a lie created by the conspirators. A conspiracy theory helps insulate the false beliefs from reason and evidence. Within an ideology defended like this there may be no limit to how elaborate and effective the conspiracy can be. Whether it is the devil or government spies, they can fake anything so no ‘evidence’ need be taken seriously.


Religious believers may be encouraged to suspect anyone who challenges their beliefs of being an evil trickster, perhaps sent by a devil, or someone fooled by conspirators. The evidence these tricksters provide (e.g. fossils and geological evidence of the true age of the Earth) is said to be fabricated by that same devil to trick the follower, or perhaps by their god to test them.


Political ideologies more often build their protective conspiracy theory from ideas like gaslighting, pervasive unconscious bias, shadowy government agencies, propaganda bots, and global elites.


Although believers have accepted a conspiracy theory that should leave them fearful or angry, they often seem pleased with what they see as their less naive perspective.


Flawed conceptions of fairness


Unreasonable networks often have a flawed approach to fairness and it is vital to understand what is wrong. Typical flaws include:



  	making decisions that are group-based when they should be individual (e.g. considering a black billionaire a candidate for affirmative action, hating all rich people even if they are good economic citizens who benefit others enormously)


  	not considering some stakeholders and their legitimate interests (e.g. considering only one side in a conflict, considering current stakeholders but not future stakeholders)


  	not applying some guidelines of fairness (e.g. incentives but not mutual care, mutual care but not incentives, equality but not incentives)


  	restrictions and requirements with no practical basis, perhaps because their practical basis no longer applies, (e.g. dietary restrictions, non-work days).





Rhetorical tactics


It is vital to study the rhetorical tactics the unreasonable network uses. Participants tend to share rhetorical tactics, even when they have different motivations and ideas. A participant might use the tactics because they follow from an ideology or simply because they have learned them from other participants.


Almost all news media are activists in the sense that they promote some ideas selectively. For example, most people in the UK know the difference between the Guardian and the Daily Mail.


These news media generate a huge volume of rhetoric each day, combining familiar claims and arguments with details from recent history. Their supportive readers then use those stories, claims, and arguments on social media, sometimes adding hyperlinks to the sources, but usually just typing their own version of the argument. These versions often make explicit claims that the original news item only insinuated.


Impacts


It is crucial to understand in practical terms the problems caused by a set of widespread false beliefs. This makes it easier to decide what is worth tackling and how to do it efficiently. Problems might include:


Promotion of bad practices, including:



  	physically or mentally harmful practices (e.g. religiously motivated mutilation of children, frightening people with stories of supernatural beings or aliens, an unhealthy diet, crimes including rape of children)


  	useless practices and restrictions (e.g. time wasted on prayer, building places to worship, not working on some days, men or women not working, foods being avoided, quack remedies)


  	inefficient practices continue to be used even though better alternatives have been developed (e.g. flawed management practices, ineffective approaches to teaching)


  	conflict between large, demographically defined groups (e.g. between men and women, different races, different religions)


  	abuse of power (e.g. by tyrants).





Resistance to good practices, including:



  	slowing progress in understanding the world (e.g. science is blocked, a company continues to misunderstand its customers)


  	reducing cooperation with beneficial collective programmes (e.g. refusing vaccination, not voting).





Choosing priorities


Your objectives with unreasonable networks can vary from narrow to broad. For example, with respect to an organized unreasonable group or a wider unreasonable network, you might aim to:



  	stop them doing something harmful


  	make them more reasonable


  	get them to influence fairly


  	stop them getting an unfair privilege or remove an unfair privilege they already have


  	stop them gaining unfair power or remove unfair power they already have


  	disband them, e.g. stop a gang from recruiting new members using its unfair tactics so the gang dwindles to nothing (This might involve reducing the rate at which it gains new members and increasing the rate at which it loses them.)


  	extract one or more participants or reduce their commitment.





Whatever your objectives, your influencing activities within a campaign should usually focus on:



  	people who are At Risk of becoming believers and The Ignorant, because they are important collectively and more often open to reason and fairness


  	the individuals within those groups whose minds are most open to reason and fairness


  	reducing funding and other support for the more extreme participants


  	tackling harmful behaviours and the specific beliefs that support them rather than on the backstory and the groups involved


  	worthwhile behaviour change where people can be influenced, usually because the behaviour is not too tightly linked to their ideology or interests and not too big.





The temptation to focus on the backstory is strong because it seems as if a breakthrough there would undermine all the supported harmful behaviours. However, there are good reasons for focusing instead on specific harmful behaviours and the rules that drive them:


Easier to address: While the harms of specific behaviours are usually easy to identify and observe, the backstory more often lacks evidence to support or refute it. Moreover, the backstory is more often protected by insulating beliefs and patterns of thought. Consequently, the backstory is harder to criticize effectively than the harmful behaviours.


Specific harms are often the spur for leaving: People who leave an unreasonable network often do so because some specific behaviour seems wrong to them, either because it harms them or someone else.


Less tolerance: Many societies have a tendency to be overly tolerant of religions in particular, making it less acceptable to tackle their core supernatural beliefs than to tackle specific harmful behaviours and the rules that drive them. This is probably driven by a general desire to be tolerant and the effect of many religions doing good things in the society as well as harmful things.


Ideologies usually drive a mix of harmful, neutral, and beneficial behaviours. Typical beneficial behaviours include taking care of the sick and poor, treating animals kindly, physical exercise, and avoiding booze and other addictive drugs. Typical neutral behaviours include vegetarianism, prayer, and having a beard. Ideologies seem more acceptable to others when they promote some beneficial behaviours and followers publicize those energetically.


 


Although it is better to focus on The Ignorant and At Risk, especially those with the lowest commitment, encounters with all types of participant are likely. The Cases later in this chapter are organized by type of participant, getting more committed and difficult to deal with each time. Guidelines applicable to the easier cases are sometimes applicable to the harder ones too but are not repeated.


Some common types


Many instances of unreasonable networks are examples of the following three types.


Manipulative social justice activists


Legitimate concern for hardship and unfairness is admirable but manipulative social justice activism is different. It uses rhetorical and other tactics to pressurize, mock, ambush, intimidate, and harm others. It is counterproductive and usually does not help the people it seems to want to help because of backlash and the other problems with manipulative tactics.


Manipulative social justice activism often appears in opposed pairs, each aligned with either the political left or right. The political left most often takes the side of women, the disabled, non-white people, LGBT people, and Muslims. The political right most often takes the side of men, white people, straight people, and Christians.


While left- and right-leaning groups have similar Exaggerated Oppression Theories, currently the left more often relies on the tactics of angry attacks, claims of emotional harm, and cancellation while the right more often relies on mockery.


Understanding of fairness is typically flawed. All types focus on groups in situations where they should treat people as individuals. They also tend to focus on the interests of their favoured groups and ignore other legitimate interests. They see themselves as fighting for an underdog and imagine that this justifies using almost any tactic, no matter how manipulative, and taking revenge. The left tends to underweight incentives and overweight mutual care, especially when it is care for their favoured groups. The right tends to underweight mutual care and overweight incentives.


Some manipulative social justice activists were demanding or defiant children who adopted the rhetorical toolkits of identity politics to replace the sulks and tantrums they used when younger. Some are truly frightened and feel attacked by innocuous actions. Some act out of a narrow sense of kindness that singles out only certain types of people and only certain interests. Some see themselves as heroes, bravely organizing with their brothers in a struggle against oppression. They are fighting for justice, not just sharing information and ideas. This justifies and even glorifies their methods.


Others are more mature people who use the toolkit to advance their political ambitions – typically to gain a following, gain votes, discourage dissent, eliminate opposition, and gain concessions.


Manipulative social justice activists exploit the Resentment Pattern, the Reactance pattern, the Panic Pattern (claiming danger from Oppressors), and the Acceptance Pattern. Typically, they are sure their opponents are evil, hateful, or idiotic people.


These theories are often promoted by insinuation, not by explicit claims. This lets the manipulator make claims that would be hard to defend if made explicitly. Typically, there is some mean treatment between the demographic groups (though perhaps no more than within groups). The manipulator works to exaggerate perceptions of conspiracy, unfairness, and consequences.


The main tactic used to gain concessions is to complain relentlessly of monstrous unfairness. If this is resisted then they complain that the resistance is more unfairness. Rather than accept the possibility that their opponents might be mistaken, they typically assume from the outset that opponents are evil and should be excluded and punished. If manipulative activists win a concession, they are more likely to intensify their attacks than be placated.


Some manipulative social justice activists also use language tricks to confuse and trap opponents. Many of these have been developed by left-leaning academics. They have redefined ‘racism’ so that only white people can be racist and redefined ‘sexism’ so that only men can be sexist. When they complain about ‘whiteness’ and ‘masculinity’ (or ‘toxic masculinity’) it sounds like they are complaining about white people and men, but they are not, strictly speaking. Terms like ‘violence’, ‘abuse’, ‘trauma’, ‘harm’, ‘aggression’, ‘phobia’ (e.g. as in ‘transphobia’) and ‘mental health’ have been redefined to include ever milder phenomena, typically expanding from physical violence to eventually include seemingly innocent verbal behaviours.


Additional academic ammunition comes from psychology. Left-leaning manipulative social justice activism relies heavily on psychological effects that have some support from published studies but, typically, are not as common or as powerful as the activists maintain. They often incorrectly assume that any upsetting experience must lead to lasting trauma, that any feeling of stress is a mild form of mental illness, that people who say they are not prejudiced are concealing it or doing it unconsciously and the bias is still overwhelming even though it is imperceptible, that negative stereotypes are always baseless and incorrect prejudices, and that having low expectations of someone will cause them to perform poorly.


The impact of manipulative social justice activism is largely negative for societies. It stimulates divisions in societies. The activists attack alleged Oppressors but also cause a variety of problems for their alleged Victims, such as encouraging them to feel resentful, powerless, and pessimistic.


Angry rejectors of authority


Few people want to live in a totalitarian state where their every word and move might be observed, deemed unacceptable, and reported to a sinister state police force, resulting in severe punishment for them and danger for their family and friends. At a milder level, authorities should not get involved in our lives unless we need their help and they really are helping, not making things worse.


However, the angry rejection of authority that is the subject of this section goes too far. It rejects even necessary, effective help. It often goes with irrationally intense anger and a determined belief that governments always, always make things worse and the same goes for any organization that gets involved with the individual. To them, taxation is theft.


The motivations can include an objection to specific changes (e.g. addicted smokers not wanting restrictions on their smoking) and a general reactance against being told what to do by anyone. Or they may be criminals or lobbyists cynically pursuing their interests.


The flaws in their understanding of fairness typically involve underweighting cooperation and consideration for others.


They may have been rebellious as teenagers or had too much contact with the police or other authorities who they came to see as unfair to them. They may have suffered from inconsistent but authoritarian parenting. They may deserve a diagnosis of Oppositional Defiant Disorder. Or they may just have some resentments that have developed through encouragement by the people they spend time with and pay attention to.


They may have learned the rhetorical tools of libertarian absolutists and use them to demand to be left alone to smoke, do drugs, say what they like, drive whatever they like however they like, spread diseases, neglect vaccination, and ignore the problems of sustainability.


There may be an overlap with manipulative social justice activists on the political right because their Oppressor group is the people who they think are giving them unacceptable instructions. They may hate governments, other authorities, and ‘elites’ who work in media and politics. (This is slightly different to hating rich people, which is more typical of manipulative social justice activists on the political left.)


The rhetoric tends to focus on the Reactance Pattern but can also use the Acceptance Pattern to bond the angry rebels together.


They may argue that the behaviours they want to do cause no harm to anyone but themselves, that a change they object to would have no useful effect or be harmful, that authorities always make things worse no matter how well-intentioned, or that major threats are hoaxes designed to control the population. They eagerly spread news of tiny or non-existent attempted manipulation by people in authority while frequently using manipulative tactics themselves. They see every new law as a step onto a slippery slope that leads inevitably to a totalitarian state. Sometimes they even claim that it is not government’s job to tell people what they can and cannot do (i.e. to make laws).


Religious zealots


For this section, a religion is an organized unreasonable group whose beliefs have little or no scientific support and are based on one or more sacred texts, typically written a long time ago. Followers may believe in the existence of one or more supernatural beings or supernatural phenomena such as reincarnation.


Typical departures from fairness include restrictions and requirements that have no practical basis and the distorting effect of trying to please a supernatural being, thinking a supernatural being is on your side, or worrying about the consequences of your actions for an afterlife. There is also a tendency to consider groups (i.e. followers versus non-followers) where treating people as individuals would be better. The moral code of many religions still reflects incorrect knowledge of the world and outdated norms to some extent.


Typical issues arising include (1) their desire to continue with behaviours that are required for conformance with their religion but are harmful and unfair – often affecting their children, (2) requiring significant donations from followers to support the lifestyles of the religion’s leaders and continuation of the religion, and (3) the indoctrination of children into the religion.


In countries such as the UK where religion is not dominant, these issues attract criticism and some restrictions. There is also competition between religions. Religions are under pressure and use rhetorical tricks in response. Although this is a huge topic and many suggestions are given in later Cases in this book, most arguments involve one of a small number of tactics by the religion:



  	complaining of unfair discrimination or infringement of rights on grounds of religion in response to pressure to stop doing harmful, unfair things


  	arguing that the behaviour is not harmful or is beneficial


  	complaining of being treated disrespectfully in some way that falls short of unfair discrimination


  	making arguments on the basis that religious people are moral but non-religious people are not.





Develop a set of discussion tactics


It is vital to develop and refine a set of discussion tactics that work against the specific manipulative tactics driven by the unreasonable network. This helps you respond to particular people and their tactics. Developing a set of tactics usually requires ongoing analysis, creativity, and experimentation.


To help you do this, most of the rest of this chapter explains a large number of potential tactics to choose from. This is, unavoidably, a vast topic. What is most useful with a particular organized unreasonable group or movement has to be worked out.


Most of the psychological testing on this has shown that it is better to tackle false beliefs before a person is sucked into them. This is known as psychological inoculation or prebunking. However, this is only useful if there is the opportunity to get in first and it does not tell us what to say – only when to say it. Consequently, the advice in this chapter on what to say does not have the benefit of scientific testing but I hope you find it useful nevertheless.


Assess individual openness to influence


The approach to take must be adapted to the unreasonable network and then to individual people.


On meeting someone for the first time who might be a participant in an unreasonable network it is important to assess how open to influence by reason they might be. It is usually best to focus on more open people. If they are not open to influence then you might not want to interact with them at all or you might interact but make points that are intended for more open onlookers.


Consider first if the person has vested interests. Are they perhaps Professional Organizers? Do they gain a living from being members of a group or rely on other members for their living? Are they Self-Interested? If they stopped participating, would it significantly worsen their material circumstances, at least initially? Do they have many friends who are also involved? Might this be because they felt rejected by their family and older friends? If they stopped participating, would it make a large difference to their social support network?


Is there anything to suggest a past bad personal experience that made them more committed and less open to reason? Do they seem surprisingly emotional around relevant topics?


In conversation it may be possible to ask questions that probe for ideological commitment. Rather than starting with the most fundamental beliefs, start with peripheral beliefs that are more often not held by some participants.


E.g. For a follower of a hypothetical religion, here is a list of potential questions starting with some that are peripheral and building up to core beliefs. You might ask just a very few, starting modestly, not the whole list:

  
    	‘If you had not been brought up from childhood as a member of your religion, do you think you would be a member today?’


    	‘Do you agree with everything said by the leaders of your religion? Are there any points where you think their interpretation of the sacred text is wrong, exaggerated, or too literal? Do the leaders ever make up extra rules not mentioned in the sacred text?’


    	‘Do you think everything said in the sacred text is literally true? Are there any points you think need to be interpreted non-literally?’


    	‘Do you think there is a God with exactly the characteristics described in the sacred text? Are there any points you think are unlikely?’


    	‘Do you support <name a cruel or wasteful practice many followers will doubt>?’


    	‘Do you agree with the idea that <state a rule held by the group but not by a similar group that uses the same sacred text>?’


    	‘If you were recruiting someone to work with you, would you put up with a less good candidate if they shared your religion?’


    	‘When you make day-to-day decisions at work and at home do you often think about your religion and use it to decide what to do?’


    	‘If just one of the candidates in a political election was from your religion, would you vote for them regardless of their policies and the policies of other candidates?’


    	‘Do you want to increase the political power of your religion?’


    	‘Would you vote to have your religion’s sacred text adopted as a basis for law in this country if there was a referendum on the issue? All of it, even the stricter parts?’


    	‘How confident are you that there really is a god of some kind?’


    	‘Are you afraid of the consequences of angering the god?’


  


There are wide variations in beliefs and behaviours between followers in many instances of unreasonable networks, even within organized unreasonable groups.


E.g. In a Pew Research Centre study (2015), which was done in the USA, 64% of Catholics said they were absolutely sure that God exists, 27% were fairly sure that God exists, and 5% were not too/not at all certain. Even if we are generous and count the 5% as believers that still leaves 4% of Catholics with no belief in God, in the USA. A third of followers were not absolutely certain.


Some people who would say they are participants:



  	do not believe the supernatural story or underlying theory


  	do not pay attention to, or even agree with, much of the content of the revered texts (Some simply have not read them and are not aware that they would disagree.)


  	attend meetings only occasionally and just to be sociable


  	favour their family and friends as most people do but do not have a general preference for other participants over non-participants


  	in elections, do not have any particular loyalty to candidates that are also participants (e.g. Catholics who would not automatically vote for the Catholic candidate)


  	in referendums, do not have any preference for policies that suit their unreasonable network (e.g. Muslims who would not vote for Sharia if offered)


  	have no interest in increasing the power of their unreasonable network


  	make decisions without being influenced by fear of other participants or of a supernatural being or fate.





Participants might think everyone involved is highly committed because the people who most often speak are highly committed. The less committed and sometimes more reasonable participants might be overlooked.


While probing for ideological commitment you may notice the person using strategies that insulate their beliefs from reason and evidence. The ideologies of unreasonable networks often have features that make them resistant to evidence and logic.


Participants may show they are influenced by an Exaggerated Oppression Theory that leads them to discount evidence as merely faked by oppressive conspirators. They may also prove surprisingly adept at avoiding reason. As part of their conversion and education, many participants spend a long time learning to repeat and use complicated arguments said to support their ideological beliefs. Their central texts (especially with religions) are often ambiguous, in archaic language, and internally inconsistent. If challenged with clear logic and tangible evidence honestly collected, the believer retreats into a complicated network of justifications and confident conclusions based on ambiguous quotations selectively taken from their texts.


A less elaborate form of insulation is a retreat into abstractness. Many modern believers in religions have accepted that some details in their holy text are, if taken literally, wrong. So they interpret the text in an abstract way, progressively letting go of details as research shows them to be false or modern morals make behaviours illegal and unacceptable to most people.


A participant who fluently uses insulating beliefs and arguments will be difficult or impossible to sway with reason or in any way.


Case 14.1: The Ignorant and At Risk


The Ignorant are people who participate (e.g. go along with a false ideology or continue to support a practice that is no longer the best) primarily because they do not know better.


E.g. They may support the religion they grew up with, having little knowledge of other religions and non-religious ways to live well, and perhaps also having only a limited and uncritical knowledge of the sacred texts of the religion. They might also have a flawed understanding of evolution by natural selection that leads them to think it is implausible.


E.g. They may use and promote a management method (e.g. budgetary control systems) mainly because they know little about alternatives and what they do know is incorrect or not enough to understand how they could be used.


E.g. They may support a terrorist group in its fight against a state the ignorant person sees as evil, mainly because they (1) know little about the objectives or methods of the terrorist group and (2) think that if the terrorists are fighting the evil state then they must be good people – freedom fighters, not terrorists.


E.g. They might support central planning of an economy enthusiastically and without precautions because they do not understand how markets work to stimulate suppliers to meet demand and have no knowledge of the problems of central planning or the history of nations that have tried it with terrible results.


Their commitment to the bad ideas is often low, driven by little more than a feeling of familiarity and a sense that everyone thinks the same as they do. Nevertheless, they can be slow to change their views and surprisingly defensive.


The store of ideas about the world a person has and accepts as at least plausible can leave them vulnerable to incorrect beliefs, especially when faced with phenomena that are hard or impossible to understand, predict, or control.


A person is more likely to accept supernatural explanations of otherwise hard-to-understand phenomena if they already know about and find plausible theories such as these:


Psychic phenomena: e.g. telepathy between people or other animals, memories of past lives, psychokinesis, prophesies, the collective unconscious.


Supernatural beings: e.g. gods, ghosts, spirits, pixies, fairies, goblins, elves, dragons, Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny.


Supernatural places: e.g. Heaven, Hell, Hades, Mount Olympus, Asgard.


Ancient civilizations with lost/secret knowledge: e.g. pyramid powers, alien visits.


Supernatural forces and energies: e.g. crystal healing, healing touches, chakras, chi, mystical vibrations.


Other supernatural stuff: e.g. miracle stories, magic powers, prophets, reincarnation, creation myths, Intelligent Design, astrology.


Conversely, a person is more likely to be protected from incorrect beliefs if they already know about and find plausible theories such as these:


Probability models of coincidences: e.g. odd things happening, patterns appearing from randomness, fluke results of tests.


Evolutionary mechanisms: e.g. evolution of species by natural selection, emergence of popular of ideas.


Physical forces our senses cannot detect directly: e.g. magnetism, radio waves, electrostatic forces.


Physical objects our senses cannot detect directly: e.g. bacteria, viruses, very small insects, colourless gases, colourless liquids within water.


Illusions: e.g. how conjurors do some of their tricks, altered photographs and video, confidence tricks.


Why explanation is often hard: e.g. chaos theory, theories of complex adaptive systems, bounded rationality.


Vulnerability is further increased if a person already accepts ideas that give them exaggerated confidence in their baseless conclusions, such as these:


Unconscious genius: e.g. that intuition is reliable, you should trust your gut, problems get solved in your unconscious.


Reality following thoughts: e.g. positive thinking, the law of attraction, visualizing makes things happen.


Supernatural guidance: e.g. that a supernatural being puts thoughts into our heads to guide us.


This kind of overconfidence in inner convictions is reinforced by incidents where a person wrongly thinks they would have known or always knew (the hindsight effect), where they reconstruct memories that suit what they later learn, and where they see illusory correlations that confirm they were right again.


Conversely, a person is protected from irrational inner convictions by knowing about and accepting theories such as these:


Typical biases: e.g. hindsight bias, representativeness error, framing effects, availability effects, illusory correlations, motivated reasoning that affects our recollection of evidence.


Interpretation effects: e.g. reconstructive memory, priming effects and resolving ambiguous perceptions, remembering dreams as real memories.


Reasons for hallucinations: e.g. near sleep, temporary illness, mental illness.


Statistical inference errors: e.g. with biased samples, return to the mean effects, sample size effects, confounding variables, difficulties with correlation and causation.


The reality of intuition: e.g. based on pattern recognition, lucky guesses, alleviation of mental fatigue and narrow focus rather than unconscious processing.


Later in this chapter, similar ideas that create vulnerability or protection are listed for false conspiracy theories and Exaggerated Oppression Theories.


When The Ignorant are part of a larger movement, they get ideas and information (perhaps false) mainly from other participants. They may repeat manipulative tricks they have learned from them or from friends or colleagues without realizing they are being manipulative.


They may feel they are defended or represented by more committed, perhaps more extreme people they think are on their side.


What The Ignorant provide to other, more committed participants is often numerical support in votes, polls, surveys of public opinion, and comments, likes, and dislikes on social media. The Ignorant may be by far the most common type of participant, making them important despite their low commitment. They may also provide funds or other material support, perhaps unaware of who ultimately uses them and how.


The Ignorant usually do not contribute much individually. If they express a view online it is more likely to be through a like or dislike, or perhaps a short comment. They rarely create elaborate materials to promote their views. Nevertheless, they can effectively deliver simple rhetorical tricks they have picked up from others and share links online.


This Case also considers people who are At Risk of becoming part of The Ignorant or another type of participant.


The main strategy of Reasonable Influence with The Ignorant and At Risk is to provide them with accurate information and sound reasoning. This can open their minds to alternatives, alert them to misconceptions, and help them realize how they have been manipulated, by whom, and why.


There is typically a lot of information to put across. A careful balance is needed between going too wide (e.g. a general education in sound reasoning) and being too narrowly focused on tackling particular tricks.


E.g. Almost all children in the UK are taught about science at school. Some choose to continue studying science between the ages of 16 and 18, and a few go on to study it more at university. However, the teaching of science that is aimed at all children does not specifically cover the importance of randomized controlled studies or the value of double blinding in medical testing studies. Even people who received years of science teaching at school may be vulnerable to false claims about vaccination based on coincidental links between vaccination and other events.


In addition, it is also necessary to defend material shared with The Ignorant from attacks that try to undermine it.


The process may also require going after manipulative rhetoric. Many useful methods for responding to bad arguments have already been covered in Chapter 7 under Respond to simple attempts at manipulation and in Chapter 10, Case 10.3, under Respond to longer manipulative contributions.


The following guidelines will also be applicable to more committed participants. They focus on tactics to address misconceptions that are very widespread, supported by ignorance and social proof, and driven by a stream of trick arguments generated by more active participants. The objectives are to:



  	make contact


  	reduce ignorance


  	defend good information


  	dismantle tricks that trap the Ignorant and At Risk


  	encourage beneficial behaviour change.





Reach out to The Ignorant and At Risk


Influential communication should reach The Ignorant and At Risk because of their high priority, being both important collectively and relatively more receptive. This might be done by communicating directly to people known to be less committed and more open to reason, or by broadcasting messages (e.g. through social media) designed to help the less committed. You might speak directly to them or debate with more committed participants in situations where onlookers include The Ignorant and At Risk.


Private conversations may be helpful. Participants are likely to be more defensive about their ideology in public than in private. They are more likely to admit doubts about details if other participants are not listening.


Young people, including children, are also likely to be receptive to reason and fairness so parents, schools, and other educational organizations in particular have a vital role in protecting societies from unreasonable networks. Your activities are not indoctrination if you provide information fairly and use reason. In contrast, if you teach what you know to be mere faith, especially if your intention is to create a new generation of warriors, then it is indoctrination.


E.g. A school course that goes one step further than typical religious education in secular UK schools could counter indoctrination directly. It might start with some statistics and details of religions over the centuries, highlighting differences between religions and changes over time. The sheer variety of supernatural beings, afterlife theories, creation theories, energies, and magical occurrences sends a clear and helpful message to most people. However, the course could go on to explain exactly the difference between baseless beliefs and beliefs based carefully on reality using reason.


Going still further than current teaching, it could explain the various methods that religions use to gain members (e.g. having babies, online grooming towards extremism) and to avoid losing members (e.g. death penalty for apostates). It could cover the law on coercion and ways to escape from religious control. It could also cover the practical consequences of following a religion, both good and bad, and non-religious alternatives that give the benefits without the harms.


Be direct and open


Do not antagonize unnecessarily and do not use influence methods other than Reasonable Influence. These fundamental recommendations apply to all influence and especially to dealing with unreasonable networks. For example, mockery gives them something to complain about and may even win them sympathy. Some participants are physically dangerous in response to mockery, though not usually those that are just Ignorant or At Risk.


However, if you are going to tackle them on some issue then speak plainly. The person may be antagonized but it is a necessary tension.


E.g. Things you might say in different conversations include:

  
    	‘Society is not against you and you have many opportunities to find paying work that is safe and pleasant.’


    	‘The drugs you want legalized are almost certainly harmful and if used on a much larger scale would ruin and shorten millions of lives.’


    	‘Even if there is a supernatural being watching over us, it almost certainly does not care if people of the same sex get married.’


    	‘Prayer does not work in any measurable way during our lifetimes.’


    	‘There almost certainly are no supernatural beings.’


    	‘It is extremely unlikely that any god, if it existed, would have the characteristics described in your sacred text.’


    	‘When we die that is almost certainly the end. There is almost certainly no life after death. No Heaven or Hell.’


  


Describe the ideology of an unreasonable network accurately and in a scientific style. If the ideology involves belief in a supernatural being then use that phrase, ‘supernatural being’. If the ideology involves belief in alien invaders then say that. Do not shy away from this language because it is direct.


E.g. Arguing against the major religions one might say ‘Almost certainly there are no supernatural beings of any kind. No gods, ghosts, or spirits; no pixies, fairies, or goblins; no dragons; no Santa Claus. Even more certainly, there is no god with the characteristics described in the Bible or Quran. That god seems keenly interested in humans believing in him. He also seems to have so much power that he could easily provide all of us with incontrovertible proof, daily, of his existence until we were all convinced. And yet, he does not, which is powerful evidence that there is no such god.’


E.g. Imagine that the headteacher of a small primary school that is supposed to be non-religious has begun trying to teach young-Earth Creationism to the children. He has no authority to do this. Arguing against allowing him to remain headteacher and against appointing another religious headteacher, one might say ‘The headteacher has done this because he sincerely believes several things that are almost certainly not correct. He is convinced that there is a powerful supernatural being who knows what we are thinking and cares whether we believe in him or not. The headteacher also believes that this supernatural being, in effect, dictated a book – the Bible – and so the guidance in that book is entirely reliable and correct. That book explains how the supernatural being created the Earth and all life on it. The headteacher is trying to teach these beliefs to the children because he thinks the beliefs are true and that the children will be saved from a horrible afterlife if they accept the same ideas. That is why this headteacher has done what he has done and why anyone else with the same, factually incorrect beliefs would, at the very least, be strongly motivated to do the same. We need a new headteacher who does not hold these incorrect beliefs.’


A major reason for always being direct and open with participants in unreasonable networks is that they are often suspicious of outsiders. The slightest perceived deception might destroy any trust that exists.


They might be more trusting towards a person who was once a participant but has since left. Such people have been powerful agents against crime gangs and radical groups. However, once organized unreasonable groups identify someone like this, they often start to inoculate their followers against them, generating reasons to distrust the former participant.


Unless they are clear and scientific, avoid using words that have become sensitive, antagonizing words because of being used often by opponents of the unreasonable people you are trying to communicate with.


Avoid ostracism


Do not make The Ignorant or At Risk feel excluded from mainstream society, family, or friendship groups. This goes beyond avoiding being needlessly antagonistic and requires reassurances.


This is important because feeling ostracized can push people towards other social groups, including those that promote an unreasonable network. A desire to be accepted as part of such groups can drive people to become more extreme and less reasonable.


In some cases, the aggressive nature of the unreasonable network can encourage protests against it that are themselves rather aggressive or just needlessly provocative. As usual, it is better to resist the temptation and not give the extremists something they can complain about and use to gain sympathy.


Increase encouragement of reasonable discussion


More encouragement of reasonable discussion behaviour is crucial where an unreasonable network is involved. People participating in an unreasonable network are more often manipulative and unpleasant to deal with yet receive enthusiastic encouragement from others on their side.


This handbook has already provided a lot of advice on how to encourage reasonable discussion and discourage low value contributions. Here are some reminders and further suggestions:


Encourage non-participants to be reasonable: Since people speaking up against an unreasonable network often get treated badly and its participants often encourage each other, it is important to encourage those non-participants. Praise their good contributions, thank them, prompt more, and suggest further cooperative contact (e.g. invite them to future conversations).


Encourage participants to be reasonable: If participants in an unreasonable network make a valuable contribution, free of manipulation, then praise them and prompt more. The main problem with this is that participants can often go for a long time without saying anything reasonable.


Explain how to make a reasonable, valuable contribution: Prompt participants in particular to make reasonable contributions by asking the right kinds of question, explaining the characteristics of contributions that are desirable and why they are more influential, and explaining why what they are currently doing is backfiring. This might include mentioning the low value and credibility of personal attacks and tricks.


One approach is to say something like ‘You are not convincing me because …’ and then detail features of their speech that damage their credibility. You could broaden this by saying ‘You will not convince people with that kind of language | argument | etc.’


Do not antagonize unnecessarily: This remains crucial, as usual, for the many reasons explained earlier in this handbook.


Reduce the effect of encouragement to be unreasonable: For example, deny them the pleasure of feeling more informed than others by saying ‘It is more complex than that. The theory you have explained is unrealistically simple.’ If they want to feel important and listened to then they will have to try harder.


Dispel ignorance


Most of the influencing effort needed to counter unreasonable networks is simply providing information and explanations. Bad ideas are typically favoured by The Ignorant because they do not know better ideas. Their ignorance also makes them vulnerable to manipulative rhetoric. Filling the gaps in their knowledge is important. There is no need to ‘destroy’ someone in a debate and it is rarely necessary to unpick flawed logic. Instead, we can just explain what is true and logical, including uncertainties, then let people learn from that.


Do not limit yourself to topics that the unreasonable people like to raise. Be sure to cover topics they would rather not talk about.


With this platform of knowledge in place, your counters to manipulative arguments used by promoters of unreasonable networks are likely to be more effective.


The scope for giving information is huge so focusing is important. The choice of what to share depends on what is usually helpful with the unreasonable network involved, what the person seems to need, and any point they have just raised. The points of ignorance and misinformation that most need to be tackled from one day to the next may change. The following subsections discuss some possible areas to tackle.


The true popularity of a method, ideology, or view


Providing information about the true popularity of a method, ideology, or view can weaken the tendency to think everyone agrees and do nothing to evaluate the evidence.


A crucial early step in tackling an unreasonable network is to give people good reasons to rethink. Since so many of The Ignorant base their relevant beliefs mainly on social proof (i.e. trusting what most people seem to think), it is good reasons for doubting that social proof that are often needed.


Where a misconception appears to be widespread, people often rely so heavily on social proof that they barely think about the directly relevant evidence. The issues might not be important to them so deeper thinking seems unjustified. This can allow bad ideas to survive and is biased against new ideas. New ideas do not have many supporters at first so social proof seems to say the idea is no good. The longer a good idea is blocked, the more effectively social proof continues to block it.


(New ideas can still overcome this. They often get extra attention because they are new and, if this results in enough people endorsing the idea quickly enough, then a  bandwagon can start rolling. Even poor ideas can achieve this.)


People defending old, bad ideas often rely heavily on social proof because they have plenty of it and objective evaluation does not help them. While arguments from social proof can be relevant and have some weight, when people with vested interests defend a bad practice, their use of social proof typically goes beyond what is reasonable. They don’t just argue that their method is good because many informed people have studied the matter and reached that conclusion. They often say their method is widely used, for a long time, is popular, has authoritative endorsement (even being part of regulations or laws), and is supported by experience. They may imply that if you challenge the practice then you are challenging their experience and judgement, you are wrong, rude, arrogant, eccentric, deviant, odd, and perhaps even disruptive.


Tactics for weakening the unhelpful influence of social proof have been suggested in Chapter 10, Case 10.3, under the guideline on Responding to longer manipulative contributions.


E.g. With a religion, point to other ideologies that are similar but different (e.g. other religions based on the same sacred text but with different interpretations). Disarm Pascal’s Wager by mentioning other religions with a Pascal’s Wager element to show that the bet is not a choice between God and no-God but between a host of alternatives, including no-God.


In some cases the apparent popularity of an idea is an illusion created by demographics or vested interests.


E.g. There are approximately 127 times more Muslims in the world than Jews. Even allowing for the fact that a higher proportion of Muslims do not have internet access, it is not surprising that most views about Israel expressed online are negative.


E.g. An unknown number of people own some bitcoin and would like its value to rise. They do not want bitcoin to be outlawed or its problems to be discussed. It is not surprising that online support for bitcoin seems so high. People without bitcoin have little motive for speaking up, which leaves it to the more motivated bitcoin holders to create the apparent public opinion.


With unreasonable networks, it is particularly common for people to express extreme views to gain attention and favour among other participants or within an organized, manipulative group. They might not believe those statements or even care if they are true. It may help to explain this ulterior motive to The Ignorant and At Risk so they understand that extreme views are often not the result of careful, objective reasoning and study of evidence.


Facts providing context


Much can be done with facts that do not directly contradict, or offer alternatives to, the thinking of the unreasonable network.


Statistics


Presenting and providing hyperlinks or citations for reliable, relevant statistical information can help counter some common misconceptions and is often easy.


People are surprisingly ignorant of important statistical facts. Typically, they think that things are getting worse, long-term, when the truth is more often that they are getting better. People think that crime is rising when it is falling, that the economy is getting worse when in reality lifestyles are continuing to improve, that healthcare is failing despite rising life expectancies, and that we are at more risk from fire now that fewer fire fighters are employed (when the reality is that reduced fires have meant we do not need so many fire fighters).


Today it is easy to find statistics on many things online. In the UK, the Office for National Statistics is a great resource but there are many others.


E.g. If there are people with misconceptions about differences in education between men and women then share facts about how many men and women have taken courses at different levels and in different subjects. Whatever the misconception, knowing more facts is likely to be progress. For example, some people might be surprised to learn that in the academic year 2019/20 in the UK, more women than men enrolled in STEM higher education courses (HESA, 2020). This was not just because of their preference for subjects related to medicine. Women were also in the majority for courses in psychology, agriculture, food and related subjects, and geographical and environmental sciences. This was not an unusual year. For subjects outside STEM, the overall preponderance of women was much greater.


If the ideal statistics are not available then you may still be able to provide helpful background.


E.g. In a debate over some detailed controversy about climate change it may help to provide some basic context. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration of the USA has overall charts of atmospheric carbon dioxide and estimated carbon dioxide emissions by human activity since 1750 (the start of the Industrial Revolution) and the global average surface temperature of Earth since 1880. The Environment Protection Agency, also in the USA, provides the global average absolute sea level change since 1880. This is powerful information to most people who are merely Ignorant or At Risk.


Time series are good for showing how things have been changing. Other statistical facts can be used to give a sense of scale.


E.g. In mid-2023 there were an estimated 68mn people living in the UK and 1,429mn living in India – about 21 times as many.


E.g. In 2023, an estimated 15mn people followed Judaism while 1,907mn were Muslims – roughly 127 times as many. In an incomplete data set from Pew Research, a total of 21 countries were at least 90% Muslim (though this included the Gaza Strip) while even Israel (excluding Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and West Bank) was just 73% Jewish.


Another useful type of analysis is to divide problem cases into types. People often think that people experiencing a particular problem all have it for the same reason that has the same solution. In reality, the causes of problems like poverty, homelessness, and obesity are multiple and different solutions must be matched to the needs of individuals.


This kind of statistical education is not infallible. Sometimes the evidence is too complicated or inconclusive to settle things. Sometimes in the mind of an Ignorant person there remains doubt and doubt is sometimes the problem. For example, people who worry about vaccination may avoid it, not because they are sure it will harm them, but because they think it might.


Determined proponents of unreasonable networks often base their misleading arguments on statistics that are accurate. The trick is in the misinterpretation.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic some used the charts of excess mortality (typically deaths per month compared to the average of the previous 5 years) to claim that there was no need for restrictions to slow the spread of the virus. After each wave of the virus there was usually a short period of lower-than-usual deaths to which they drew attention. These were simply the result of people having died earlier than would have been the case without the disease, not evidence of there being nothing to deal with.


E.g. Charts of atmospheric CO2 going back millions of years show that Earth has had periods where it was much, much higher than it is now. This has been used to argue that there is nothing to worry about and that, on the contrary, Earth is a little too cool at the moment. However, the issue is not really the possible extinction of humans but the level of adaptation needed to climate change, including sea levels, extremes of weather, and movement of climate zones. A similar argument might say that another ice age would be nothing to worry about because homo sapiens has survived two major ice ages before. Survived, yes, but not easily. The last ice sheet extended so far that it completely covered Scotland and Ireland, almost all of Wales, and part of the Midlands. Imagine adapting to that today.


When providing statistical information, prefer charts to tables and prefer reliable sources. You may need to explain definitions, limitations, and effects that others have explained misleadingly. Beware of sources that show only selected data. Often they are trying to mislead.


Historical facts


More comprehensive, detailed, objective history can counter some common tricks, often aiming to exaggerate a group conflict. The tricks involve selective histories (e.g. only some of the relevant time, only some of the relevant events), misleading presentation of details, and even outright lies. To combat these, simply present more of the history, objectively.


E.g. People promoting an Exaggerated Oppression Theory in which white British people are currently oppressing black people have often used history. This has included giving selective information about the transatlantic slave trade and some distortion of key details. By leaving out abolition and events since, they insinuate that British people were evil racists then and still are. A fuller coverage would include slavery in other civilizations before, during, and after; more detail on who enslaved black Africans in Africa and who transported them across the Atlantic; how the trade was abolished and by whom; how the slaves were freed; how the trade ban was enforced; where slavery continued even after the British had tried to stop it; and where in the world it continues illegally today. The fuller picture gives a different impression, mostly by showing how British people went from participating in slavery to making huge efforts to end it.


E.g. A report by a UK charity claimed that a particular black African king had complained to the king of Portugal about Portuguese slave traders kidnapping his subjects. This was misleadingly presented as an example of black African resistance to the slave trade. The cited source for this claim explained that the African king's real motive was to get himself appointed as monopoly supplier of African slaves to Portugal.


E.g. In angry discussions of the conflict between Jewish Israelis and Muslim Palestinians there are often some participants who think the Jews are European colonists with no previous connection to the region. Relevant context might be provided with a history of the region going back at least to the Roman occupation and perhaps also covering the expansion of Islam by military conquest since its inception. This does not resolve the question of whose land it is but it does counter claims of ownership based on selective history.


In addition to selecting periods of time, misleading arguments sometimes select only good or bad acts, or make no allowance for opportunities to act.


E.g. Very few wars have been started by a female leader. Does this mean that female leaders are less likely to start wars? Not in itself, because there have been so few female leaders.


E.g. The modern view is that empires are bad. We tend to focus on the bad impacts of empires, especially more recent ones such as the attempted Nazi empire and the British Empire. However, empires do not have universally negative impacts. Sometimes in the past they have helped to spread technological and cultural advances, and suppressed local wars.


Other misleading arguments paint historical figures as evil because they had attitudes that today would be unacceptable, ignoring the fact that these attitudes were normal at the time and consistent with the evidence available then.


E.g. When white people encountered black Africans a few centuries ago there was a stark difference in technological sophistication between them. This was visible in clothing, tools, transport, food production, food preparation, utensils, music, painting, architecture, and so on. This, combined with the obvious differences in physical appearance, was seen as evidence that black Africans were different and inferior. Having this view at that time is not evidence of a mean personality.


Today white people are used to seeing black people in modern clothing, using modern technology, integrated in previously white societies, sometimes in sophisticated, intellectual roles. The evidence is radically different now.


Revered texts


Information about the content and authorship of revered texts can help reduce the tendency of participants to see them as totally reliable. This tends to undermine ideologies based on those revered texts and can be easier than pinning down an ideology.


Followers are sometimes ignorant of the content of their revered texts. They are often aware of the nice passages but not the nasty ones (perhaps directly contradicting the nice passages). Modern cults usually tell new recruits just some of their beliefs and save the more outlandish beliefs until later.


Passages to focus on include those that are plainly factually wrong (e.g. grasshoppers have four legs, Leviticus 11:20-22, the Bible), barbaric (e.g. relating to stoning, amputation, killing people for following the wrong religion), contradictory, outlandish for other reasons, or out of date (e.g. relating to societies or economies but written more than a century ago).


Followers may also be unaware of different versions of their revered text arising from translations, reinterpretations, and changing views about which sections should be included. If two translations by respected translaters can be so different, how can they have faith in either?


Another useful area to cover might be the context in which the document was written. Were there similar books already? Who was the author? What was happening in the author's society at that time? Why was the text written? What about the author's personal life? The author's health? Did the author have any other outlandish beliefs?


The leaders


Information about the leaders of an unreasonable network, including their vested interests, financial resources, past lives, and real beliefs can help put The Ignorant and At Risk on alert. Unreasonable networks often use an Exaggerated Oppression Theory featuring a nasty, conspiratorial Oppressor group so it can help to show when the promoters of that theory are themselves nasty conspirators. It is also helpful to understand when a leader is an opinionated billionaire capable of mobilizing many people to spread their propaganda.


Vested interests can be hard to see. Some activities are more lucrative than onlookers might realize. A person who seems to be mostly a campaigner might be making millions from sales of get-rich-quick advice, cryptos, vitamin pills, quack remedies, royalties, speaking fees, personal consultations, porn, and so on that have been greatly increased by celebrity and gaining a positive reputation with followers.


E.g. Adolf Hitler made millions in royalties from his notorious book, Mein Kampf. When he became Chancellor of Germany in 1933 the personal tax debt for these royalties was waived.


E.g. While many people who oppose vaccination are sincerely mistaken, much of the most seemingly credible material is created by people who sell quack remedies, claiming that they are better than vaccination. The remedies include dietary supplements, diets, seminars, treatment gadgets, and pseudo-cures that come in a convenient audio or video form. Other online impetus for health scams comes from fake social media accounts controlled by foreign governments (e.g. of Russia) to destabilize and weaken western democracies. If this itself sounds like a dodgy conspiracy theory, more detail can be found in Howard (2020).


Possible ulterior motives include:



  	gaining attention to sell products (e.g. herbal supplements)


  	undermining competing products and technologies (e.g. fossil fuel businesses wanting to undermine renewables and electric vehicles)


  	income from subscriptions and donations (which might be small amounts to many people but important to the scammer)


  	income from advertising and sponsorship


  	gaining support for political groups and campaigns


  	undermining support for other political groups and campaigns


  	more psychological gains such as getting attention and respect, a feeling of knowing more than other people, or feeling like a hero


  	justifying war


  	supporting an important lie.





E.g. Shortly after Hamas launched its attack on Israelis on 7th October 2023, Hamas spokesmen interviewed on Arabic TV expressed pride at the ‘ingenious’ attacks and promised similar attacks in future. A month and a half later, with Hamas steadily losing the war in the Gaza Strip, many Gazans killed, many others injured, suffering, or homeless, and many other Muslim countries seemingly not willing to start a major war for Hamas despite being angry, Hamas changed its approach. A spokesman repeated their claim that the 7th October attack had been against legitimate military targets only and added the claim that the deaths of Israeli civilians were caused by Israel. He claimed that an Israeli jet had shot at Israelis at a music festival.


To most neutral onlookers this seemed an absurd lie. Was he saying that Israelis also took the hostages from the music festival and delivered them to Hamas in Gaza? All the video showing the events of 7th October was faked? All the interviews with captured Hamas fighters faked? The interviews on Arabic TV with supposed Hamas leaders also faked? Somehow Israel had responded to a surprise attack by Hamas by making an elaborate false-flag attack on their own people on the same day? But the lie was intended for people who strongly believe that Israeli Jews are wicked yet cunning and sophisticated people who are determined to kill all Palestinians. Such a conspiracy theory is similar to ones they have heard and accepted before. Even in the UK, far more Muslims think that the USA or Israel were responsible for the 9/11 attacks than al-Qaeda or a similar group (Frampton, Goodhart, & Mahmood, 2016).


If someone who believes an Exaggerated Oppression Theory is adamant that they heard about the theory from a sincere person and not one with a likely ulterior motive then they can be asked to think about where their sincere source got the idea. Who thought of it first and started spreading it?


Sometimes the leaders of an unreasonable network flaunt their wealth because that is part of their appeal. In other cases they work hard to hide their personal gains. One technique for doing this is to create a network of companies or other legal entities and keep most of them looking poverty stricken.


Sometimes the leaders are unknown. We can only make educated guesses about where money is coming from and who is behind fake online profiles.


Other helpful information might include facts about leaders such as their glamorous lifestyles, past convictions, previous religions, and political links.


Organized unreasonable groups are most dangerous when driven by people and books that promote extreme, threatening ideas. It is important to reveal the extent of this extremism because many people are not aware of it. This may help disrupt the internal power and funding structures that sustain an unreasonable network.


It is sometimes hard for The Ignorant and At Risk to understand the real, extreme beliefs of some leaders. Organizers of unreasonable groups are usually well aware that their extremism repulses people outside the group and less committed followers. When recruiting new members, they often explain only the attractive aspects of their ideology such as kindness, peace, equality, liberty, respect, brotherhood, and love. Once the new member becomes sufficiently committed, they gradually introduce other ideas, ultimately perhaps arriving at the conclusion that violence is justified by the attractive ends sought by the group. Organizers also know they must avoid public statements that are illegal.


E.g. In an interview on BBC Newsnight in 2010, Majid Nawaz (once imprisoned for extremism but at that time a counter extremism worker) asked Anjem Choudary (later imprisoned for supporting terrorism) if he would have Nawaz killed as an apostate in the caliphate he wanted to bring about. Choudary was slow to answer but eventually said an Islamic judge would consider the matter and then ‘we will see’. He did not want to say ‘yes, you should be killed because you are an apostate.’ Nawaz asked repeatedly if non-Muslims deserved death but got no answer; instead, Choudary continued to talk about how Muslims are oppressed. (See Newsnight Archives, 2010.)


Highlight when extremists say or do something that reveals their true nature (e.g. contacts with dangerous people, explicitly threatening speeches, correspondence that has been made public legitimately, payments made, votes cast). Highlight extreme aspects of the ideology or content of revered texts to ensure less committed followers are aware of them (but do not imply that such extremism is typical of participants in the unreasonable network).


E.g. Several months after the start of the war in the Gaza Strip that started on 7 October 2023, online commenters with western, non-Islamic names could easily be found who held some or all of the following extreme beliefs:



  	The attack on 7/10 and all the suffering of Gazan people that followed, including the deaths of children, had been worth it because they won international attention for the Palestinian cause and showed the brutality and evil of the Israeli Jews.


  	If Hamas and other jihadi groups gained the upper hand militarily and swept through Israel killing perhaps hundreds of thousands of Jews, including children, then that would be justice.


  	Israeli Jewish treatment of Palestinians is always motivated purely by evil and never by fear.


  	The Jewish Israelis were behind the 7/10 attack, perhaps with help from the USA.


  	If any murders of civilians or rapes took place on 7/10 this was not done by Palestinians; it was done by Jewish Israelis.


  	The Israeli Jews caused the 7/10 attack to create an excuse to wage war on the Gaza Strip, kill all the Palestinians, and take control of the Gaza Strip territory.





Typically, such commenters did not start commenting by stating these extreme beliefs. They would usually start by calling for a ceasefire, or the end of arms supplies to Israel, or saying how bad it was that so many people in the Gaza Strip were dead from the Israeli attacks. They would often go on to claim genocide by the Israeli Jews. However, with a little encouragement it was often possible to get them to state their more extreme views. (Note: There were extremists on the Israeli side too but social media was heavily anti-Israel and much more anti-Israel than public opinion generally.)


Clearly explain the variations of belief among participants using survey statistics, if available, and statements by extremists. Help relatively reasonable participants see who they might be unwittingly supporting and what those people really believe and are trying to do.


Carefully distinguish between different sub-groups, where they exist. Always make clear which participants are being addressed or criticized. If you do not then tricksters will complain that all participants are being blamed for the bad behaviour of some or that the bad few are not really followers. This deflects legitimate criticism, particularly of the content of revered texts and the concerning attitudes and behaviours of the less dangerous but still influential majority.


Methods of manipulation


Explaining the manipulative methods used by an unreasonable network, or unreasonable networks generally, can help the At Risk and The Ignorant to resist them. This is particularly important for the campaigns discussed in this book because:



  	The main purpose of these campaigns is to champion reason and fairness; directly tackling manipulation is a great way to do that.


  	This often prebunks manipulative tactics, which is one of the best ways to neutralize them.


  	It can create a mental habit in the minds of receivers that is triggered every time they encounter the manipulative tactic and protects them from it.





This can be particularly powerful if the trick to be defeated is used often and subtle.


E.g. Whenever I see a food product described as ‘95% fat free’ I think to myself that it is ‘5% fat’.


E.g. When I was a student of psychology at University College London I attended a lecture on evolutionary psychology by Professor Henry Plotkin. He explained at length that evolution did not do things with an intention. If someone says something like ‘and so the giraffe evolved a long neck to reach food high in trees’ then that is mistaken. There was no plan or intention to get a longer neck. We should not even say that giraffes have long necks to reach high food. It is simply that giraffes with longer necks are the ones that thrived most and survive today. Even today, decades later, when someone makes these mistakes I notice and wonder if I should correct them.


E.g. One of many tactics used by Professor Richard Dawkins to counter religious promotion is to make people aware of a simple verbal trick. He explains that children are not born Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Marxist, and so on. They are just children born of Christian parents, Jewish parents, and so on (Dawkins, 2006). Every time we hear a child referred to as Christian, Jewish, etc we can remind ourselves that they were not born that way but are probably going through a process of indoctrination.


Some of the most often encountered manipulative messages are from news media. Most journalists have taken sides but they vary in the subtlety of their tricks. Much can be done to teach people how to protect themselves from this daily barrage of manipulative material.


Almost any method of manipulation might be relevant to an unreasonable network but the next few pages mention some key tactics. When explaining the methods of manipulation you might or might not identify the unreasonable network you have in mind.


Promotion of Exaggerated Oppression Theories

Information about the general nature of Exaggerated Oppression Theories, how they are promoted, and how their claims are false can help The Ignorant and At Risk understand how they might be manipulated or might already have been manipulated. Since these theories are so often part of the thinking of an unreasonable network, this knowledge will often be relevant. The explanation should cover typical phenomena in real group conflict:


Heterogeneity within groups: People within groups are typically less similar to each other than Exaggerated Oppression Theories claim. Even with groups defined by beliefs or behaviours there are variations. Within groups defined by ethnicity, gender, wealth, or other broad demographic factors there is much more variation.


E.g. In a conversation with someone who has expressed disgust with Israel and support for Palestinians, it might be possible to reveal that the person does not in fact hate all Israeli Jews. ‘You said earlier that you are not antisemitic, just anti-Zionist. Does that mean you condemn all Israelis? What about Israeli Arabs? What about Israeli Jews who are against the state of Israel? There are some; it's quite common among orthodox Jews even in Israel. What about young Israeli Jews born in Israel who don't want their country to take more territory but see Israel as their home and fear rule by the Palestinians? Do you condemn them? Can we narrow down what it is that makes someone a Zionist worthy of condemnation?’


Good and bad people in both groups: This is another typical feature of real groups. For example, there are good and bad rich people along with good and bad poor people. There are good and bad men, and good and bad women.


Lower levels of collusion than seems the case: For many different reasons, people often behave as if they are conspiring together when they are not.


Difficulties assessing motives and harms: It can be hard to know why people really act the way they do. It may have nothing to do with group conflict. Harms can also be hard to assess, particularly when there are disparities between groups that could have other explanations and when comparisons on different metrics do not consistently favour one group.


Conflict unrelated to group membership: Within any large population there will be conflicts between pairs of individuals. In cases of alleged group conflict there will be conflicts within the groups as well as between pairs in different groups. For example, there are conflicts between men and women, but also between men and other men, and also between women and other women. This means that a level of conflict involving pairs from different groups is to be expected even if there is no conflict at all caused by group oppression.


Emotional manipulation patterns

Knowing more about the emotional manipulation patterns and how they are exploited, along with Exaggerated Oppression Theories and their associated conspiracy elements, may also help The Ignorant and At Risk understand how they can be manipulated.


The more quickly they recognize the typical tactics the better.


Promotion of false conspiracy theories

Typical phenomena with claimed conspiracies can be explained. The phenomenon of behaviour that seems more coordinated than it really is has already been mentioned in connection with Exaggerated Oppression Theories. Other phenomena include:


Unequal difficulty of maintaining a conspiracy: It is usually easier for a small group (e.g. a few people making conspiracy theory videos) to work together and make conspiracy claims than it is for a very large group (e.g. a government or thousands of doctors) to keep the lid on a big secret.


Unequal expectations of honesty: There is a tendency to hold groups in positions of trust and authority (e.g. governments, climate scientists, large pharmaceutical companies) to standards of complete honesty and openness. A single failure to achieve that standard can seem damning and lead to distrust on every other claim made by that authority. In contrast, the people who claim there is a conspiracy are held to a much lower standard and can usually get away with repeated mistakes, misunderstandings, and outright lies.


Online trickery

Knowledge of the techniques used in modern disinformation operations can help The Ignorant and At Risk protect themselves. They need to understand how easy it is to create convincing effects online and how cheap the work is compared to the vested interests at stake.


The Ignorant and At Risk often believe false conspiracy theories promoted by genuine conspirators working for wealthy individuals, big businesses, or national governments.


The disinformation techniques used include:


Bogus think-tanks and research foundations: These have websites, pages on all major social media, and spread videos and misleading research papers. They may even organize conferences and other meetings. Their guest presenters and interviewees might be associated with other bogus groups.


Funded scientists (often retired): Some scientists take money to promote a point of view they know is false but most probably have a sincere (but perhaps contrarian) view and that has attracted the funding. The bogus think-tanks and research foundations give them an eager audience for their work.


Misleading evidence: The fake material might seem convincing. A typical trick is to review published scientific research on a topic but leave out studies that contradict the favoured view or include just a few and criticize them heavily while accepting supportive studies easily.


Sometimes the published research included is entirely based on correlations, without even time lags. This means that a large number of seemingly scientific studies with statistical analyses that statistically control for various factors nevertheless provide no worthwhile evidence of a causal connection.


E.g. Many studies have shown that there is a positive correlation between the financial performance of companies and whether or not they have some kind of risk management process in place, even after adjusting for size. The conclusion people usually want to draw is that the risk management process causes better performance. However, there is an obvious alternative explanation, which is that companies easily making lots of money can afford to do all sorts of supposedly desirable things such as have a risk management process, a modern slavery policy, extensive sustainability reporting, and gifts to charity.


E.g. If several studies find a correlation between visiting art galleries and having good physical and mental health, after statistical adjustment for age, gender, and socio-economic factors, does that mean that visiting art galleries makes you healthy? Maybe, but surely it is more likely that people who are unwell less often feel like going out to visit a gallery.


A less scientifically styled form of fake evidence is video that is wrongly described (e.g. wrong time, place, people), leaves out crucial events, or is doctored electronically.


Manufactured uncertainty: A major goal of disinformation is to make people, especially politicians, uncertain so they will delay action or water down plans. The funded scientists will relentlessly publish papers questioning evidence and suggesting ever-more-unlikely alternative explanations of effects, saying they need to be investigated. The uncertainty might be about the existence, causes, or consequences of a problem or about the effectiveness, costs, or side-effects of proposed solutions.


Another approach is to promote multiple, conflicting fake stories. Even if some of these are plainly false they undermine confidence in all explanations, even the truth.


Insistence on delay: A key tactic is to keep saying that action should be delayed because of the uncertainty.


E.g. Among the many things that humans can do to manage the impact of human-induced climate change, there are actions that would make sense even if there was no climate change to worry about. These include shifting to lower cost renewable energy sources, electric vehicles, improved insulation, more efficient heating and air conditioning systems, better recycling, more reuse and remanufacturing, and alternatives to concrete. Even without carbon accounting these are attractive financially and offer better lifestyles, health, and energy security.


The only people with a significant reason for objecting to these changes are those who currently get their living from selling fossil fuels. This may be why many arguments against action on climate even reject actions we would want to do anyway (but would cut demand for fossil fuels). These people with a vested interest include oil companies, some wealthy individuals (e.g. Middle Eastern princes), and some nations (e.g. Russia, Venezuela, and several in the Middle East).


Fake users online: This uses automated accounts on social media and/or accounts that are used by real people, just not the real people they seem to be. The accounts may show pictures and text that make the fake users seem especially credible, neutral, objective, attractive, relatable, or pitiable. These pump out and show support for disinformation that supports the campaign. These accounts can publish lies and create the appearance of grass roots support for ideas.


Coordinated disinformation spreading: The process of spreading lies online may begin with seeding some ideas in a receptive online location, such as one favoured by people who believe several false conspiracy theories. The ideas that catch on are then spread more energetically and more widely to encourage sincere but misled users to spread the messages further. People who speak out against the disinformation may be targeted with online attacks.


Manipulative news media: Either broadcast or online, these range from obvious propaganda machines to more subtle but more effective manipulators who present themselves as neutral, objective, and reliable when in reality they are not.


How the leaders are supported


If The Ignorant and At Risk understand how their actions can provide support for people they see as extremists or exploiters then they are more likely to cut off that support. This support is usually vital in an unreasonable network so cutting it is vital too.


Sometimes the support of The Ignorant is motivated by little more than sharing social class, religion, ethnicity, sex, sexuality, or an attitude on a big issue (e.g. sustainability). If they understood what the leaders were really trying to do or recognized that the plans would be counterproductive then they probably would not be supportive.


Less committed participants may realize they disagree with the more extreme ideas, behaviours, and people, or no longer want to be exploited by them. They may then choose to withdraw their support in some ways.


To help them make that choice it may be worth explaining how the support operates (because not all support is obvious) and helping to devise ways to withdraw support safely.


This is risky. It is possible that The Ignorant, on discovering what some extremists really think, might be persuaded to become more extreme themselves. Help them think about the implications of extreme beliefs so that they understand just why they are extreme and harmful.


The threat scale

Participants can be placed on a threat scale. The key participants whose extremism should be revealed are those who are highly committed and powerful or persuasive. Participants who are extreme but not in powerful roles can be dangerous but are less representative. Focusing on them looks like cherry picking evidence.


Less threatening participants often support more threatening participants to an extent, though not necessarily the most threatening of them. That support is sometimes indirect, non-obvious, and may be unwitting.


The following behaviours have been arranged with the least threatening first to show how these support more threatening behaviours, usually by more committed participants:


Show gratitude when the more extreme participants defend their social group from criticism: Threatening, extreme participants often use moderates to deflect criticism. They complain that everyone in the group is being treated harshly for the actions of a few and they may also deny that those few are even members. They point to less committed participants and say ‘Look at all these perfectly nice followers we have. Your criticism is unfair on them.’


Side with much more committed and extreme participants when those participants are publicly criticized for their actions or statements: For example, they might post supportive comments online or speak in favour if interviewed in the street by a news reporter.


Buy from businesses that support the more extreme participants financially: This includes paying a group’s organizers for approval of business activities. This funds activities, some of which the customer might not approve of.


Make donations to charities linked to the extremists: These charities may then spend some of the money on activities the donor might not approve of.


Hold attitudes that are no longer rational and fair in the light of what is now known: For example, thinking that gay sex is inherently immoral or that adultery should be punished physically.


Support others of their social group, even strangers, in preference to others: This might be by repeating, agreeing with, or just not objecting to statements and actions made by more dangerous followers.


Vote in referendums for policies that suit the unreasonable network even if they personally would not support the policies otherwise: Fortunately, such referendums are rare in developed countries.


Vote for political candidates who are fellow participants, regardless of their policies: This is all the support that political operators intent on domination need to increase their power and achieve their objectives.


Take decisions influenced by fear of other participants or the supernatural: These might lead to obeying practices required by the revered texts even though they seem cruel and unnecessary or behaving like a devout follower despite weakening faith. Even if the follower is not truly devout, this compliance is nearly as bad for most practical purposes.


Use unfair tactics to bring people into their organized unreasonable group or to hold followers within it: These include presenting the ideology of the group as kinder and more plausible than it really is, targeting vulnerable people, indoctrinating their own children, and threatening social and economic consequences for leaving the group.


Support people willing to break the law, lie, cheat, or deceive in the interests of their organized unreasonable group: This may be by helping to hide their activities, providing money, providing accommodation, or allowing children to be educated by those people.


Act to increase the political power of an organized unreasonable group and weaken opposition, including taking unreasonable actions: This includes lying and tricking people, trying to discredit opponents with smears, hiding the follower’s real intentions, and wasting time by creating false controversy and doubt. These followers may work within democracy (just about) but have no interest in sustaining it. Some, as soon as they have sufficient power, would happily dismantle free, open democracy and replace it with permanent domination by their group. Alternatively, they may seek political power but for their group, not for the good of all. Or they may simply want a career in politics. Political operators intent on domination may say, when pressed, that they do not support terrorism and yet they try to benefit from the intimidating effect of terrorism and are visible and available for political negotiations, which terrorists usually are not. Terrorists and political operators intent on domination support each other even when not in direct contact.


Physically attack opponents to eliminate them and intimidate others inside and outside the organized unreasonable group: This is often done using terrorist tactics.


Accidental rhetorical support for extreme positions

Many moderate people do not realize that when they speak out to push an argument in a particular direction it can seem that they are supporting more extreme people and ideas.


E.g. Imagine an unreasonable network is advocating legalization of all drugs currently illegal. For the people involved, legalizing cannabis is only the beginning. Imagine this movement is fuelled by online activity funded by organized criminals, supported by addicts and people who think governments should not restrict what people do with their own bodies (forgetting the effect on other people). A person with only moderate views, who does not support legalization of any drugs let alone all, posts a comment online saying ‘I don’t think the police should be so hard on addicts. The addicts need support and treatment.’ This comment will appear to many to support the movement for full legalization.


A more controlled comment would be ‘While I do not support legalization of any drugs currently illegal, I think the police must be more caring towards addicts and do more to get them support and treatment.’ This makes the point without seeming to support a more extreme position.


There may be ways to encourage moderate people to clarify their position and avoid accidentally seeming to support more extreme positions. Just explaining the potential misunderstanding may be enough. It might also be possible to suggest words that avoid accidental support, as in the example above.


E.g. Here are some questions that might have been asked in a discussion about the COVID-19 pandemic to separate moderates from extremists:

  
    	‘Would you support suspension of all vaccinations?’


    	‘Can you just confirm that you don’t think elderly people who die of COVID-19 have only themselves to blame?’


    	‘It would be good to understand the limits of your suspicion. Do you think that “long covid” does not exist and so nobody should receive support for it from the NHS, charities, or their families?’


  

If the other person is a moderate then they are prompted to separate themselves from extremists. If they are extremists then their more extreme and incorrect views are revealed and can now be tackled.


Silence that looks like agreement

The Ignorant and At Risk should understand that when extreme people speak out on an issue and others linked to them (e.g. members of a group or demographically similar) say nothing contrary, it seems those others agree. In reality, they may stay quiet because they are frightened or just not interested. Perhaps they think everyone else agrees with the zealots or fear a backlash from them.


If moderates and people linked but not supportive understand that their silence looks like agreement then they might decide to speak out, online or in person, to explain that they do not agree with the points made by the more extreme people.


E.g. If some in an organized unreasonable group complain angrily about being mocked in some trivial way then moderates can post online saying they are in the group too but not angry and see no need for anyone to apologize or withdraw the mockery. They may prefer to do this with an online name that hides their true identity.


If that is too intimidating, they may be willing to complete an anonymous questionnaire that gives them a chance to express their views, along with many other people, and so show that most ordinary members of an organized unreasonable group do not fully agree with the more extreme statements of the group’s more extreme members (who are often its leaders or close to them).


Defence of the unreasonable

When a leader is publicly criticized, some people will speak out in their defence primarily because they share characteristics with the leader. If they knew more about the leader’s plans and their likely effects then they might not defend them.


It may be useful to explain what an extreme leader’s plans are and how they would really affect those they are supposed to help. Often they would be counterproductive.


Statistical support

The Ignorant and At Risk can be alerted to the fact that they can provide support to more extreme people in subtle ways. Support for more committed and extreme people can be provided by statistics about memberships, demographics (usually measured by census responses), and some survey responses.


Leaders are more impressive when they can talk about having many members of their organization, subscribers to their material, people of a particular religion or ethnicity that they can claim to represent, or people in a survey who agreed with some claim the leader makes.


Again, this kind of support is sometimes not obvious to followers who are not particularly committed or interested. They may say on a census form that they belong to a religion because of their upbringing, even though they no longer believe any of it, unaware of the supporting effect. They may continue to subscribe to a social media channel even though they have stopped agreeing with its claims. They may remain members of an organization just because they have not bothered to leave.


People who are thoughtlessly providing statistical support can be alerted to the problem and given reasons why they should take the action needed to withdraw that support, even though it will usually have very little impact individually.


Answers to opinion surveys can sometimes be presented misleadingly to create the appearance of greater support for an extreme position than really exists. A survey item might ask for the level of agreement with an extreme statement, allowing people to respond with ‘Agree strongly’, ‘Agree somewhat’, ‘Neither agree nor disagree’, ‘Disagree somewhat’, and ‘Disagree strongly’. A person with moderate views might answer ‘Agree somewhat’ because they agree with a weaker version of the extreme statement even though they do not agree at all with the statement taken literally. The survey statistics can then report a percentage of people who ‘agreed’ with the extreme statement, adding together people who chose either ‘Agree strongly’ or ‘Agree somewhat’.


Again, it might be possible to combat this by explaining the problem to moderate people. With items like this they just need to answer literally rather than saying they have some agreement with a statement that, taken literally, they disagree with. More generally, they need to be alert for ways in which their views might be reported in a misleading way to create an exaggerated appearance of support for an extreme position.


Voting

Votes are usually a more important type of support than statistics but work in a similar way. Some people vote for a candidate in an election, without much thought, based mainly on shared characteristics. If they understood the candidate’s thinking better, including some of their more extreme, divisive, or counterproductive policies then they might not vote for them.


Sometimes a candidate genuinely wants to favour a particular group but their ideas for helping would harm that group, not help them. Sometimes a candidate genuinely wants to address some problem but their solution would do more harm than good.


These points can be explained. Sadly, many elections just offer a choice between unsatisfactory candidates.


Unintended funding

Funds for the Organized Professionals are crucial in many cases of unreasonable networks. They might be provided through donations, purchases (e.g. of religious items, travel for pilgrimages, religiously endorsed foods, quack remedies, videos, newsletters, other publications, other merchandise), and fees paid (e.g. for memberships, for religious approvals).


Those funds might not go directly to the more extreme and unreasonable Organized Professionals. Instead, they might flow indirectly. The risks can be explained. If a participant cannot be sure the money is used only for purposes they approve of then they may wish to withhold money completely. Cancelling subscriptions and withdrawing from memberships also reduces statistical support. Sometimes ending a membership may be an obvious sign of withdrawing support that attracts harsh reactions. However, there may be other forms of funding that a follower can quietly reduce.


Indoctrination of children

One of the most important ways that low commitment participants may nevertheless support more extreme unreasonableness is by giving birth to, and raising, a new generation. This is important in large, long-standing religions but also a factor in political movements, crime gangs, and some other unreasonable belief systems.


E.g. A religious upbringing makes people more vulnerable to the religion of their parents and to other religions. In contrast, people raised free of religion very rarely join one.


Some parents may be open to the idea of keeping their ideology out of sight until their children are old enough to consider it rationally for themselves.


Evidence on the true extent of oppression


Discussing evidence on the true extent of any group conflict can help reduce the impact of an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. There may be surveys or other strong sources that show the true position or it may only be possible to discuss what is likely given background factors.


This might be done by considering just one Exaggerated Oppression Theory or an opposing pair. Assessing the actual level of group conflict might be your main objective or something done on the way to recommending courses of action.


When considering just one theory it is vital to present a complete picture and not just try to push back on exaggeration. Just pushing back looks like denial and the one-sided view of an opposing theory. What is needed is to establish the likely range of the true level, not to just push down on exaggeration. It is unlikely but the evidence might even point to greater group oppression than is theorized, at least in some respects, so in this case that should be the conclusion.


When considering two opposing theories, it is again vital to show knowledge of the good and bad points of each side and weigh all the evidence (or sample it fairly), not just evidence that favours one side or says both sides are equally good or bad. If you recommend courses of action then these should again reflect consideration of both sides.


Real consequences of participation


Describing, quantifying, and summarizing the real, practical consequences of participating in unreasonable networks can be helpful in getting people to apply reason to the problem. With The Ignorant and At Risk it is likely to be more influential than tackling the ideology directly. Even if they are aware of the costs they might not have quantified and accumulated them or thought about what they could do instead with those resources. While some will angrily complain that their beliefs are not driven by material considerations, few people are truly unconcerned by practical matters.


It is also useful to focus on the practical impacts of behaviours when arguing against the harmful practices of an organized unreasonable group. Group followers may still have some understanding of fairness. Explain and demonstrate the real-world harm a behaviour produces. Put forward sensible reforms, properly explained and evaluated. In a large population of followers of an ideology there may be some who respond to this, at least to the extent of beginning to wish that the rules of their ideology were different. It may be possible to tap into or develop their understanding of fairness.


The tactic of focusing on practical implications of participation encourages followers to apply their powers of reason to their participation. Practical consequences are easier to verify and measure, are more often measured by governments and others, and are the basis for deciding what is fair.


E.g. Some urban communities are blighted by crime driven largely by gangs. The gangs promote an ideology that portrays them as fighting back against oppression, taking care of their own people, and battling against evil police officers. Some of these false ideological claims are hard to confirm or dispute but there are practical consequences from accepting the ideology.


Local politicians, other community leaders, voters, and parents wondering what stance to take might be given a description of the full practical consequences of the crimes. These include deaths and injuries to gang members and bystanders; people killed or injured in robberies and other violent crimes perpetrated either by gang members or their addict customers; deaths and long term physical and mental damage to addicts; graffiti and other vandalism that costs money to repair, encourages other crime, and makes the area seem threatening and unattractive; limited local shops with high prices and unfriendly security precautions because of frequent robberies, with leading chains avoiding the area completely; and poor schools because families with a choice live elsewhere.


Potential gang members and their parents might be informed of the actual income levels of gang members (which are typically very low for ordinary members) compared to after-tax earnings from simple legitimate jobs; the consequences for employment opportunities of having a criminal record; the mental and physical health effects of being permanently on alert for police activity and threats from other gangs; the risks of injury or death from gang violence if you are a member; the chances of arrest, conviction, and imprisonment; the long-term typical future of most gang members compared to the long term typical future of most people from the same community who do not join a crime gang; and ways to get free from a criminal lifestyle if it is too late to avoid one.


The practical consequences of unreasonable networks are, overall, negative for societies and usually negative for most if not all participants. Areas likely to have most influence on followers include:



  	harms from Exaggerated Oppression Theories


  	other direct harms to followers from their own behaviour


  	other indirect harms from reactions to their behaviour


  	upset from unreal harms


  	lack of real benefits.





These harms are explained in more detail in the following subsections.


Harms from Exaggerated Oppression Theories

Many harms can flow from believing an Exaggerated Oppression Theory, including harms from increased group conflict.


Recommend describing group conflict, if any, objectively so that it is neither under- nor over-stated.


People swayed by an Exaggerated Oppression Theory typically are not concerned at harms for the alleged Oppressors arising from the exaggeration. They see these harms as long overdue justice. They also have a good understanding of the harms done by under-estimating the level of a group conflict. However, they may overlook the harms done to the alleged Victims by believing an exaggerated theory, perhaps even thinking that there is no downside to exaggeration. This last group of harms should be explained in more detail.


Exaggerated Oppression Theories, if accepted by people, are divisive and distressing for everyone. Although people within the alleged Victim group may band together more closely, this is at the cost of resenting and more often being in conflict with the alleged Oppressor group.


That conflict is stressful for all concerned and may result in relationships and property being damaged, people being hurt emotionally and physically, and even deaths. People may waste time and other resources on conflict that could have been used productively. There may be war, massive destruction of property, injuries, and death.


The conflict is not just a group level conflict that might be seen in news media. It can poison personal relationships too.


Resentment can lead to reactance and intransigence, with Victims refusing to do things that would be good for them just because they have been asked by their alleged Oppressors.


People who over-estimate the unfair discrimination they face may be needlessly upset by the thought of imaginary future oppression. Their feelings may lead them to be resentful, stubborn, or aggressive with people they perceive as Oppressors, with negative consequences (e.g. getting bad reactions, being arrested). They may react badly to innocent actions by alleged Oppressors or think problems cannot be solved because they are driven by group conflict. Their responses to alleged Oppressors may prevent friendly relationships developing and cause the negative reactions they expect.


Fearing struggles with unfair discrimination, they may reject opportunities (e.g. careers, social events) that would have been beneficial for them, or put less effort into activities than is ideal.


They may take no action to correct genuine weaknesses of theirs because they believe their poor outcomes are the result of Oppression or because they think the weakness is a myth promoted by Oppressors. If they also complain often of Oppression then others, not just alleged Oppressors, may see them negatively as too keen to blame others for their own failings.


Alleged Oppressors, seeing themselves and others attacked unfairly for bias, may avoid discussing and solving problems that affect many people, including alleged Victims. When they do act they may avoid efficient solutions, fearing they will be seen as unfair, and choose inefficient approaches instead. Alleged Oppressors might avoid innocent activities for fear of being seen as bad people. They may feel resentment at unfair accusations made against them or others like them and those negative feelings may be taken as evidence of the very bias they are accused of.


If exaggerated or false complaints of bias are common then genuine incidents of bias may be ignored. At the same time, false accusations may result in unfair or wasteful action to address a non-existent or greatly exaggerated problem. Good people may lose roles because of false accusations. Unfair discrimination in favour of the alleged Victims can lead people to wonder if their achievements are really deserved.


People may present themselves as defenders of the alleged Victims, either sincerely or with an ulterior motive (e.g. political power).


Overall, a society may become less cooperative and peaceful due to exaggerated perceptions of victimhood and feelings of resentment and anger. Promoting exaggerated group conflict theories is harmful.


Other direct harms

The other harms that followers do directly to themselves and their families are specific to the unreasonable network involved.


Harms often linked to religion include (1) the distress to people brought up within a religion who have started to experience feelings of same-sex attraction but know it is against the religion in some way, (2) mutilation of the genitals of babies and children, (3) unfair treatment of women, and (4) ritual killings of animals that are unnecessarily distressing to them. This is just the tip of the iceberg.


E.g. Ritual mutilation of babies and children is a feature of some religions. Practical consequences include the fear, distress, and pain experienced during the operation and during recovery and healing; the chances of medical complications and their consequences; the expense and time needed for the operation, recovery, and dealing with any complications arising; the loss of feeling, function, or attractiveness arising from the mutilation; and any impacts on risks of diseases later in life.


Surprisingly important additional harms from unreasonable networks that affect individuals directly include:



  	the cost of supporting preachers/ideologues and their buildings


  	the trouble and expense of pilgrimages


  	time wasted on prayer, political lectures, and meetings whose purpose is to maintain indoctrination and group loyalty


  	time and income lost due to special days of rest


  	the discomfort and reduced productivity caused by fasting


  	study time wasted on religion or false ideology instead of useful knowledge


  	difficulties finding employment due to poor education and being unwilling to work on certain days, at certain times, to serve some kinds of food, or to serve some kinds of customers.


  	ill health or loss of life from refusing effective medical treatment (e.g. blood transfusion, cancer treatment, vaccination), perhaps preferring an ineffective treatment instead (e.g. trying to control HIV with healthy eating instead of condoms)


  	rape and paedophilia (common within religious cults) that are then covered up by the leaders


  	loss of life due to believing in promises of martyrdom.





E.g. If a person spends 2 hours a week on religious meetings (e.g. church once a week, including travel time) from birth to the age of 80, that is 8,320 waking hours – easily enough time to earn two university degrees. (A person who prays five times a day for 12 minutes each time with 3 further minutes spent finding a suitable place to pray, which is typical for Muslims, will spend an astonishing 36,500 waking hours – enough for ten university degrees – on this activity and that excludes time spent on special Friday prayers, a pilgrimage, and religious education classes.)


E.g. If a person donates £15 a week to their religion (the average for donors to the Church of England) for a 40 year career then that makes £31,200 in total – enough to pay for the tuition on one university degree.


E.g. Children taught at fundamentalist religious schools despite living in a developed democracy are disadvantaged as adults. Their schooling may lack basic scientific knowledge (e.g. of the solar system, evolution, sexuality) due to censorship and time wasted memorizing sacred texts instead of learning facts and useful techniques. They may struggle to get along with non-followers because of their early segregation and unacceptable attitudes (e.g. towards gay people, women, people outside their religion), appear eccentric and ignorant because of their scientific knowledge gaps, and have weaker qualifications when applying for jobs and higher education. Parents should understand this when choosing schools.


With this practical focus, a participant might begin to wonder what they are getting in return for all this time and money. Typical practical benefits that might be considered include advice (from a preacher) and social networking. However, better advice and other opportunities for social contact are available that are not diluted by religious elements.


E.g. In the Church of England's version of the Ten Commandments, the first four are just about being loyal to the religion. Only after these does the moral guidance begin.


Sometimes people underestimate the disadvantages they are giving themselves.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic, people opposed to vaccination and other measures to manage the disease often minimized the harm caused by the disease by focusing on just the risk of death, which was small for most people.


However, there is more to COVID-19 than deaths. Many people felt very ill for weeks, often in hospital, before recovering. Many people felt extremely tired and had other symptoms for several weeks or months after having the disease (even mildly). This meant they were unable to return to work or studies for a long period. There is evidence that several mental illnesses have been more prevalent in people who had COVID-19 compared to others with otherwise similar characteristics – though this may be because of the practical problems caused by ‘long covid’ rather than brain damage caused by the virus. Many younger people lost their sense of taste for months. There is also a rare but serious condition affecting young children called Multisystem Inflammatory Syndrome in Children (MIS-C) that causes serious illness and occasionally death.


Add up the combined effect of all these over a lifetime in terms of time and money and you have a considerable burden. Include discomfort, boredom, and stress to see more of that burden. But these are not the biggest harms.


Direct harms that result at group level include:



  	not allowing capable people to do certain types of work (e.g. restricting men to only religious work, restricting women to having babies only) making societies poorer and less capable in war


  	the labour involved in monitoring the thinking and behaviour of a population to maintain compliance, which is immense when reason keeps leading people in other directions


  	the labour and suffering required to punish people whose thinking is unacceptable


  	the harms caused by implementing bad ideas (e.g. central planning of economies)


  	going to war to gain new followers or territories.





Since practical consequences are often mentioned when ideologies are criticized, the ideology’s defenders have counter-arguments. One is to claim that in fact members of an organized unreasonable group are better off because of their membership.


E.g. It might be claimed that religious people are happier, on average, than non-religious people. Some studies appear to show this. However, it depends on the country where the study is done; it is harder to be happy if you are in a tiny minority. More importantly, the comparison includes non-religious people who have no social support network and no sense of morality, which is not the best alternative available to a follower. Instead, they can choose to leave the organized unreasonable group and join a reasonable social group for friendship. They can also choose to develop non-religious morality. Another reason that comparisons sometimes do not show an advantage for non-religious living is that the comparisons include many people who belong to mild religions that do not involve the same level of wasted effort and other disadvantages as extreme groups.


Another counter-argument is to claim that the disadvantages suffered by members of the organized unreasonable group are not caused by their ideology or behaviour but, instead, by bullying by others. This argument is made by combining overall statistical differences in economic indicators such as income and wealth with anecdotes about unfair treatment. This does not prove that unfair treatment is the only or even a significant reason for the disparities but sometimes it is hard to debunk this efficiently because of the complex analysis and uncertainties involved. It is more efficient to explain in practical detail how the ideology and behaviour lead to specific disadvantages than to take a high-level, statistical view.


E.g. The economic track record of centrally planned economies is poor compared to countries with similar attitudes to science and technology that rely on markets instead. Comparisons might be made between the USA and USSR, East and West Germany before unification, Venezuela and other countries with massive oil fields, and China before and after it increased its use of markets. Supporters of central planning sometimes claim that the problem was not the impracticality of central economic planning but bullying by other countries in the form of trade embargoes and war. This defence pushes the debate into complex historical arguments that can be inconclusive. It is better to focus on the specifics of how central planning fails but fair markets work, which can easily be understood from everyday experiences. Those experiences include having a choice in shops, a choice of employers, and freedom for businesses to try new ideas without waiting for government approval and instructions.


Other indirect harms

People outside an organized unreasonable group often discriminate against followers and this may be fair or unfair. Promoters of an Exaggerated Oppression Theory often present all this discrimination as unfair and use it to promote their theory. It may help to discuss which discrimination is fair and which is unfair.


The discrimination is fair in the following cases:



  	members of a group consistently have a negative characteristic that is the basis of the discrimination (e.g. none of the men will take instructions from a woman at work)


  	a significantly higher proportion of members of the group have the negative characteristic than in the general population and either (1) it is impractical to distinguish who in the group has it in the context (e.g. security checks at a public building entrance) or (2) the discriminatory action is just additional checking to distinguish between individuals who are a problem and others within the group


  	the discrimination is on the basis of each individual's current bad behaviour, not group membership.





E.g. Imagine that trainspotters start to get militant, motivated by an Exaggerated Oppression Theory that sees them as an oppressed minority. There have been ugly incidents online. They have banded together to fight against largely imaginary oppression. There have been complaints of groups of trainspotters jostling commuters at railway stations. The trainspotters organize a march in central London and thousands attend, angrily shouting, chanting, and waving placards threatening to disrupt rail services if various demands of theirs are not met. Towards the end of the march there is some violence and five trainspotters responsible for the violence are arrested. In the eyes of the trainspotters this is just more oppression. It is not. It is a fair response to their behaviour.


When an exclusive group meets regularly and forms strong social bonds for something other than a clear practical purpose, outsiders may suspect unfair favouritism. This is a subtle but important issue. It is fair to prefer to cooperate with someone because, through social contact, you have learned that they have good qualities that are relevant. However, it is not fair to prefer them because of irrelevant qualities.


E.g. Imagine that, through playing sport, you meet someone who is an accountant. It is fair to prefer them as your accountant to someone with the same qualifications if you know your sports friend is also honest and reliable. However, it is not fair to prefer them if all you know is that they own the same type of dog as you or go to the same church. Only the honesty and reliability are relevant to their performance as an accountant.


Outsiders may suspect that members of an organized unreasonable group favour each other for jobs, loans, contracts, votes, and so on to an unfair degree and treat others badly as a result. If group members really do favour each other in this way then the suspicion is justified.


Whether fair or not, poor treatment due to being a participant in an unreasonable network is a practical consequence The Ignorant and At Risk should consider.


Organizers of organized unreasonable groups with distinctive beliefs and behaviours (including appearance) often cite harsh treatment by others as a reason to be more insular, which involves stricter adherence to all the rules of the group. This makes conflict with others even more likely. Instead, members could avoid this conflict by leaving the organized unreasonable group, ignoring its rules, and learning to live happily with others.


Upset from unreal harms

Participants can experience negative feelings from imaginary harms. This includes:



  	fear of punishment by a supernatural being or force


  	fear of suffering in an afterlife


  	anger or insult at perceived offence, e.g. where someone else shows a picture, offers a type of food, offers a handshake, or questions an aspect of a religion or its key figures


  	guilt for actions that are only considered sins within the ideology.





All these can be avoided by abandoning the factually incorrect ideology.


Lack of real benefits

When participation in an unreasonable network is time-consuming and costs money, it is reasonable to ask what the benefits are and what evidence substantiates them. It may help to give participants advice on how to evaluate claims of benefits rigorously. Sometimes properly designed research has been done, so this research and its findings can be explained.


E.g. People have joined religions and prayed to gods for thousands of years in the hope that those gods will help them in practical ways during their lifetimes. The help might include a better job, recovery from illness, luck in gambling, or victory in war. Prayer does not work, as countless people can confirm from personal prayers that did not help (and as scientific tests have confirmed). In response, defenders of religions have argued that it depends on details of how you pray, that the benefits are ‘spiritual’ rather than tangible and perhaps only kick in after you die, or that it is just a matter of faith not fact.


Another tactic is to take credit for incidental benefits. For example, if prayer is less tiring than working and done in the company of others then it might be claimed that prayer is restful and brings a sense of social connection. However, this is not intrinsic to prayer. Resting makes you feel more rested. Spending time with friends chatting is better for social connection.


Similarly, some people think that a god gives them advice when they pray. The god may do this through their thoughts or they may hear a voice. In either format the ideas are almost certainly their own, not those of a supernatural being who knows their thoughts and enough about their lives to give good advice. The key question is whether this advice is any better than the ideas the person would have had in the same amount of time if they had focused on their challenges, done research and analysis, written notes, generated alternative courses of action, and considered them carefully. Probably not. There is also a danger that the praying person will have unjustified confidence in their ideas when they think they have come from the supernatural being, even though the ideas were not the result of focused, high-quality thinking.


Religious professionals may argue that the value of following them is a matter of faith or opinion but this is unsatisfactory. Following is costly and time-consuming and that creates an onus of proof on the people who get their livelihood from others with claims of benefits. What, if anything, sets them apart from someone promoting homeopathic treatments no better than a placebo or information-free astrological predictions? What is the evidence?


Alternatives


Explaining alternatives goes beyond giving facts about the context but is still not a direct challenge to the thinking of the unreasonable network. It just puts alternatives in mind.


Explanations of supernatural experiences


A surprisingly large minority of even educated people believe they have directly experienced something supernatural.   Sometimes a person believes they have actually seen a ghost, that their god has spoken to them, or that they have been abducted by aliens. Others believe they have been in contact with a dead person, left their bodies, or know from personal experience that astrological predictions are accurate. These experiences are varied and common, which is reassuring evidence that they are mistaken and it is not harsh or insulting to explain this to someone who has had one of these experiences.


The main alternative explanations are as follows:


Coincidence: Spooky coincidences are still coincidences. We do not notice all the occasions when something coincidental could have happened but did not. This is a powerful effect.


A surprisingly high percentage of people even in developed countries think they have experienced spooky premonitions (a thought that something might happen, perhaps based on a sign, that precedes the event happening), mental connections with friends (thinking the same thing as a friend or ‘knowing’ that a friend was thinking of them or in trouble), an astrological prediction has come true, or that something (e.g. a black cat) brought them good or bad luck.


The true explanation for all these is coincidence. While the odds of an individual spooky coincidence are remote, we have many, many opportunities to notice coincidental events. The odds are also increased where friends are involved because they will more often have similar experiences to us and so similar thoughts at the same time. Astrological predictions are deliberately vague to increase the chances of a perceived hit.


Statistical inference is all about distinguishing coincidence from something more. It is not easy and so hardly surprising that mistakes are made.


If a person is predisposed towards interpreting a coincidence as something  more because of something they have been told earlier then they are more likely to make the mistake. If they have had past experiences they interpreted as spooky then they are more likely to interpret future coincidences in the same way. By this mechanism, a person can become quite committed to their superstitious belief.


Thoughts mistaken for messages: A person might ask their supernatural being for advice and think the idea that then pops into their consciousness is the advice asked for. If they had not asked then they would correctly have taken the idea to be their own.


Seeing patterns and primed perceptions: Two effects can combine. (1) We are inclined to see patterns in randomness, such as a cloud that looks like a face. (2) When something is indistinct, we more often perceive what we have been thinking about or expected. In this way a puff of smoke, brief glimpse, moving shadow, or indistinct sound may seem to us to be something that is not there.


E.g. We might think we heard our child call out when something else makes a noise with similar frequencies for a short time but there are other noises as well.


Dreams remembered as reality: Sometimes incidents in dreams are recalled while waking and mistaken for memories of real events. This is more likely for people with certain sleep disorders.


Waking paralysis: Awakening before the paralysis caused by dreaming has ended leaves people briefly unable to move and can be interpreted in various ways including as alien abduction


False memories: Usually under the influence of leading questions, some people recall memories of events that never occurred. A more common phenomenon is to remember events as they seem likely to have occurred rather than exactly as they did occur.


Hallucination: Auditory or even multi-sensory hallucinations are common while falling asleep or waking up, inebriated, or ill with schizophrenia, temporal lobe epilepsy, PTSD, bipolar disorder, anxiety disorder, depression, migraine, or dementia to name just some of the possibilities.


Trickery: Occasionally we are taken in by a hoax. For example, if someone claims to be able to help you communicate with a dead loved one and will accept kind gifts to help them with their living expenses then they are scammers.


 


As with misinterpreting coincidences, a predisposition to interpret odd perceptions and memories as more than that makes misinterpretation or misremembering more likely. These experiences can then snowball and build a strong commitment to a false belief.


Ideologies often require belief in something that does not exist (e.g. a god, alien reptiles, an all-powerful military conspiracy). Some followers think they have directly perceived the imaginary thing (e.g. their god has spoken to them). The fact that others do not believe in the existence of this imaginary thing does not challenge the beliefs of followers because they assume others have not had the experience they have had.


It can seem harsh to tell someone that they imagined it, even when that is true. However, it is possible to point out that believing you have directly perceived something that does not exist is quite common. It can happen in the ways listed above.


A follower who believes in something that does not exist may still think someone else’s different baseless belief is silly. For example, a person who thinks that the world is controlled by an alien race of reptiles may still think it ridiculous to believe there are ghosts or the earth is flat. Knowing others believe in these ridiculous things and even think they have seen them (e.g. seen a ghost, been abducted by aliens) should be more unsettling; ‘If others can make these mistakes and be so confident, why not me?’


Explanations of the existence of a religion


Religions typically teach that they are the creation of a supernatural being or system. The various rules of the religion are said to be the preferences of the supernatural being or system. Usually there are claims about supernatural consequences of good and bad behaviour.


An alternative explanation for the creation of the religion is that the rules simply come from and are operated by people. It is people that are in control, not something supernatural.


To people who have not been indoctrinated with the religion it is obvious that the pattern more closely resembles something controlled by people. This is particularly clear for religions with the following characteristics:


A supernatural being that wants your belief and has superpowers: Religions claiming a supernatural being typically say it is extremely powerful and wants people to believe in it.  This does not fit well with the fact that the claimed supernatural being takes none of the obvious steps that would convince even sceptics of its existence. The being could appear to everyone, not just believers. It could provide scientific or technological knowledge beyond current human understanding. It could cause miracles to occur. It could directly control the minds of babies, ensuring that they are believers immediately. All these things could have been done repeatedly over centuries but this has not happened. At best there are some doubtful ancient stories, occasional wild claims, and incidents that are just coincidences. The lack of this evidence is more consistent with the religion being a purely human phenomenon.


This argument on its own should be devastating to religious belief but skilled defenders have complex and baffling explanations of their supernatural being's behaviour. Nevertheless, it is worth giving these explanations because they are so much more understandable and convincing than the religious back story. At least some of The Ignorant and At Risk will be swayed.


The supernatural being is all powerful and loves us: This does not agree with the obvious fact that bad things still happen to people in their lifetimes, even the devout. Moreover, they happen just as often to the devout as to non-believers, provided everyone takes the same practical steps to enjoy a good life.


There are many different religions: If one of these religions was true and involved a powerful supernatural being then, surely, it would take steps to extinguish the other religions. This has not happened which again is more consistent with the idea that religions are created by people.


Children usually grow up with the same religion as their parents: It seems the influence of the parents and their community is more powerful than that of the supernatural beings of other religions.


The rules of the religion drive it to grow and are enforced by people: Rules typically require followers to remain devout and show it daily or weekly, punish those who cease to believe, evangelize, have babies and indoctrinate them, and marry only within the faith. Sometimes they require growth by military conquest or gradual colonization. All these rules are enforced by people.


Unverifiable promises: How could a penniless scammer gain power over others? One approach is to promise rewards and punishments after life which, of course, cannot be verified in advance.


E.g. A religious preacher with a temple to fill promises followers that if they pray in his temple then they will gain greater benefits in Paradise after death than they would by praying at home alone. He says that in Paradise they will have a bigger house and garden, with a better location, and nicer things inside. While the preacher may be sincere, this looks much more like a scam designed to raise the preacher's status and income.


Explanations of natural phenomena


Sometimes people think a piece of evidence supports an idea only because they are not aware of other explanations that are also consistent with the evidence. Explaining other possible explanations can correct this mistake. It may be that another explanation is an alternative that replaces the one they knew initially and perhaps is more accurate and credible. Or it may be that the first explanation was incomplete and additional explanations (i.e. additional mechanisms) are involved.


Giving other explanations is a simple approach and familiar from everyday situations. It is also a typical way to debunk misinterpretations of research and reduces the tendency to jump to an unwarranted conclusion.


E.g. Imagine that a study finding a positive correlation between eating chocolate and being slim has been interpreted as showing that eating chocolate makes you slim. Really? Another explanation is that people who are overweight more often say they avoid chocolate when asked in surveys, or perhaps eat chocolate less often. This other explanation could be true as well as the initial idea, or instead.


E.g. Suppose a study found that career success is correlated with the number of books in a person’s childhood home. This has been interpreted as evidence that having books in the home makes people smarter and more diligent. Really? An obvious alternative is that intelligent, curious, knowledgeable parents tend to have more books and pass their abilities to their children through genes and nurturing.


E.g. A doctor says that of ten autistic children he examined, eight were given the MMR vaccine shortly before they were identified as autistic. He concludes that the vaccine has caused autism. The alternative explanation (and true) is that the MMR vaccination is given at about the same age that children are typically identified as autistic and what he has seen is a coincidence. If he had picked 10 children with matching ages but without autism he would have found that a similar number were recently vaccinated. 


Teaching other explanations can also help tackle belief based on far less scientific sounding evidence.


E.g. If you know nothing of the major scientific discoveries of the past few hundred years then you might be impressed by a book that explains how the world came to exist, how humans appeared, and what causes good and bad things to happen to people. The natural world is intricate and amazing. Every living thing seems so well adapted to its environment that it would be easy to think some intelligence must have made it so.


But, if you know of the existence of multiple galaxies, solar systems, planets, and other objects in space then a story that features only the earth with lights shining on it seems inadequate. If you know enough geology and biology to understand that the earth is a few billion years old and life has been on it for hundreds of millions of years then the short story seems to be missing a lot. If you know about the mechanisms of natural selection then you have an alternative explanation of those adapted living things that requires no intelligent design. The more you know about how living creatures work the easier it is to see there is no need for a mystical entity (a ‘soul’) to animate the physical body. Concepts of causality, complexity, and randomness reduce your need to guess at reasons for the ups and downs of life. The lack of physical locations for Heaven and Hell, and the lack of evidence for reincarnation, undermine life-after-death stories.


Explanations of seemingly coordinated behaviour


Teaching other explanations for seemingly coordinated behaviour can reduce the appeal of false conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theories gain credibility when the actions of many people seem coordinated. As with imagining a divine creator, the conspiracy theorist sees an organizing intelligence behind seemingly coordinated behaviour in the form of a widespread conspiracy. The impression is intensified if actions taken by powerful people do not seem to be in the interests of all stakeholders. This can look like corruption. However, other explanations may be viable. All the following effects can create the illusion of a coordinated conspiracy and can be explained to weaken the illusion:


Fitting in: Some people go along with behaviour or ideas because they feel safer or more accepted, or just because they have no alternative ideas. They are usually more influenced by those close to them. Social media algorithms amplify this problem when they send people material they agree with or help them make contact with like-minded people.


Staying silent: Often, many people stay silent about their real views and preferences. Perhaps they are unsure or feel intimidated by a small but aggressive group, or wrongly assume everyone else agrees with the outspoken people. They may censor themselves. Their silence can seem like agreement.


Noisy promotion: There are often some determined promoters of false conspiracy theories. People who believe conspiracy theories (true or false) are often determined to share their ideas, perhaps feeling they are heroes or know something others do not.


Making the same mistake: Sometimes many people make the same mistake, perhaps acting on the same information or making the same reasoning mistake. Seeing that others have reached the same conclusion reassures them.


Seeking personal advantage: Some people go along with a pattern of behaviour because they think they personally can gain from it. Perhaps they hope to lead people to where they seem to be going anyway, or maybe they just want to network in search of their next job.


Unable to do better: Sometimes decision-makers do what they have always done, or what most people seem to want, because they do not have any better ideas. Important people are typically spread thinly over many projects and work long hours, often under intense pressure. They spend little time on each issue and so may have little time for working out new ideas, especially under uncertainty.


The result of conflict: Important people are also, typically, in conflict with other important people. Even if the conflict is motivated by a pure desire to do the best for societies, the resulting behaviour can seem selfish and scheming. They will seek allies and try to undermine their rivals, just as if driven by greed and a lust for power.


Ignorance of other reasons for decisions: Most people looking at decisions by politicians, for example, have a poor understanding of the issues. They often do not understand the real reasons for decisions, which opens the door to theories about corruption, bias, and conspiracy. Even if detailed documentation has been published explaining the issues, with contributions from independent experts (e.g. scientists) and extensive statistics to explain the problems to be solved, most people remain ignorant. They do not have time to read such material and usually do not think to look for it.


Over-eager pattern seeking: If a fair, six-sided die is rolled 100 times and the results written down in order, the results will usually look less random than people expect. We may see a subsequence like ‘1 2 1 2 1 2’ and think ‘Hmmm. Looks suspicious. Is this really random?’ This happens because there are so many patterns that might form and so many opportunities for them to form. The same can happen with events that might form suspicious patterns, such as government ministers seeming to give contracts preferentially to their friends.


Networks: Powerful people tend to have large networks of contacts, many of them also powerful people and often with similar interests. Even if they had no preference for people they already knew, powerful people would end up choosing people they already knew for jobs and contracts from time to time. However, they also have a good reason for preferring people they already know because it is a way to reduce the risk of things going wrong. Consequently they often choose to work with people they already know, especially when action is needed urgently or the stakes are unusually high. This in itself is not corrupt.


Crudely automated censorship: Some social media systems have implemented automated censorship that occasionally goes too far. This can create the appearance of sinister attempts at control. Another way that comments can be deleted, that might be confused with censorship, is when a user deletes a comment they have made. On some systems, this also deletes all replies to it, replies to them, and so on. A single deletion by a user who regrets an ill-considered comment can wipe out many comments by others.


Unreliable mainstream news media: Sadly, even news media with a relatively good reputation for truthfulness do not perform well. People seem to be increasingly aware of their bad behaviour and this has reduced trust in authorities and news media generally. There are people today who will say that literally everything said by the BBC is a lie. (In reality, outright lies by the BBC are rare but misleading presentation and selective reporting are typical of its news output.)


Authorities responding to new problems: When a government gives police new powers, some people will complain that this is the beginning of an authoritarian, totalitarian police state. In the UK it is far more likely to be the government responding to a growing problem (usually some kind of criminal or anti-social behaviour that is becoming more common) or trying to allow the police to be more efficient (perhaps pushing back on other changes that have increased the complexity of procedures).


When a government does not take away those police powers later it could be because the problem is persisting or because it has stopped but might recur and the powers are not being used anyway.


Authorities restricting speech: When speech is censored or stopped this could be to stop fraud, incitement of crime, or ‘spamming’ with misinformation. When information is kept secret, this is often said to be sinister evidence of a cover-up but it really could be to stop enemies of the country from using it to attack, physically or otherwise.


 


People in the grip of a false conspiracy theory can be insulated from contrary evidence. Also, they often enjoy their theory even when they believe that our lives are hopeless due to power-hungry conspirators. They may delight in their superior knowledge or see themselves as heroes standing up against oppression, power, or mass delusion.


This is frustrating to tackle but explaining other theories can help. If true, you can start by saying that you agree that some collusion has happened even though it has not been exactly what they believe. It is rare that nothing has gone on behind the scenes for private reasons. However, go on to explain how their theory is incomplete. There are probably additional mechanisms, some worse than they have suspected and some better. Then explain potentially relevant mechanisms from the list above.


E.g. Imagine an online commenter is adamant that politicians are controlled by the World Health Organization and the World Economic Forum, who in turn are controlled by big businesses. In the commenter's mind this is a massive, well-organized conspiracy; people who do not understand are just sheep wasting their time on so-called democracy.


A comment that starts to open this up might be as follows: ‘Really? Do you think it's as simple as that? Sure there have been some cases of politicians doing things in return for cash for themselves or for their parties and party funding is of course a big consideration, but is it just that and only via the WEF and WHO? I find that hard to believe. Surely there is more to it than that. For example, don't they also have to worry about rivals in their own parties?’


E.g. Another online commenter says that the investment management company BlackRock is an evil organization that is propping up the fossil fuel industry, arms dealers, and so on. For them the sheer scale of the company's assets under management is threatening and suspicious. They provide links to numerous articles by journalists/activists saying the same thing.


A comment to open this up might be: ‘I am very concerned about sustainability and hope that investment in fossil fuels dries up quickly. But is it just BlackRock's choices that are the problem? Most of the money they invest is their clients' money and the clients have a say in how it is invested. If those clients want to invest in fossil fuels then might they do it without BlackRock if BlackRock refused? BlackRock also invests in some companies that themselves have investments in other companies, like Berkshire Hathaway. Presumably their choices are also part of the picture.’


The conspiracist responds, saying ‘What I want to know is who really owns BlackRock? Some of the major shareholders have been revealed but what is the big picture and who even are these shadowy people?’


This comment can then be responded to in a way that further develops a more interesting and complete explanation of what is going on: ‘My point is that, surely, the way BlackRock invests is not just the result of a small gang of investment managers at BlackRock but is really more a reflection of investors as a whole. Because BlackRock is so big, we should expect its behaviour to be a close match to investors generally. Is it really a surprise that so much money is still invested in fossil fuel companies? In absolute terms it is a lot, but it is only 2.6% of the total assets that BlackRock manages.’


E.g. Still another commenter on social media sees evil Zionists everywhere. When terrorists launch a major attack on Israel she sees this as an obvious ‘false flag’ operation conducted by Israeli forces, even as the terrorist organization and its supporters celebrate their achievement online. In her mind, everyone who supports Israel in any way at all is a Zionist who would happily murder babies to protect Israel.


A comment to open up discussion might be as follows: ‘You've mentioned Zionists a lot but doesn't support for Israel also arise for other reasons too? What about people who think that Israel's enemies are violent jihadists like ISIS and al-Qaeda? Aren't there also people who don't really have much interest but see on the news that Israel is getting attacked again. It just looks to them like someone else started it.’


In response to this the conspiracy theorist rages about the Jews starting it in 1948 and goes on to blast the evil Zionist control of media. Hard core conspiracy theorists are frighteningly resolute and willing to believe anything that fits their views. However, this one has just conceded that some people might have been deceived by the evil Zionist-controlled media. The response to this might be: ‘So, people taking their views from media coverage wouldn't necessarily approve of atrocities in support of Israel would they? That's not the same kind of support as the merciless Zionists you have been talking about. It's often just someone who has a mildly held view that Israel is getting treated badly.’ This is a tiny step and perhaps too much for this conspiracy theorist but perhaps in time it will be possible to discuss the forces behind Israel's attackers too, the more general problem of false reporting and faked videos (potentially by both sides), and the interferences of other powers behind the scenes. Gradually the simple, one-sided conspiracy theory is opened out and the additional possibility of underhand behaviour by the supposed victims is introduced for consideration.


From the false conspiracy theorist's point of view, they find themselves talking to someone who knows that something underhand is going on but is offering a new and even deeper understanding. This may make them unhappy because their usual feelings of superiority and being the centre of attention are denied to them. Or they may be reassured by the recognition of elements of deceptive behaviour and intrigued by the additional insights. If this leads to new courses of action to tackle the problems then this also brings new opportunities to be a hero. They may even want to show off their new knowledge within their false conspiracy theory community.


The chance of progress with this approach is low but this form of unreasonable network is hard to deal with directly in any way. At least this approach does not involve ostracizing the unreasonable person, which would be counterproductive.


Other approaches


Explaining methods, techniques, calculations, working practices, technologies, systems, or materials that are different to those already understood by The Ignorant and At Risk can reduce their determination to stick with what they already know.


If you just criticize the only approach they know then they can become defensive and angry. They may dispute problems with the approach that are serious and obvious, which can be frustrating. Often they will assume that alternatives must be worse, perhaps impractical, costly, or insufficiently worked out. With promising technologies under development they may assume that the expert, professional developers are unaware of practical problems The Ignorant and At Risk see as obvious.


However, if you avoid criticizing what they know but still explain alternatives for doing broadly the same thing then they may become less committed to old ways. Later they may be willing to consider comparisons between alternatives, even where the one they first knew comes out badly. They may then be willing to consider using alternatives alongside their old favourite or instead.


This is particularly helpful for shifting entrenched working practices in areas like management, education, farming, mathematics, computing, and music.


E.g. Many large organizations operate a system of periodic performance appraisals for all their employees. The idea is that this simultaneously supports pay and promotion decisions, work planning, feedback, and coaching of employees. In reality, trying to do all this with one system does not work well and leaves many employees unhappy. Explaining other methods to as many people as will listen is likely to be a good way to get reform in your organization. The alternatives usually involve separate methods for different objectives and evaluating performance using something more realistic than the personal objectives people agreed to about a year earlier (before all the unexpected stuff happened).


E.g. Another management system often used by large organizations is a budgetary control system with annual budgets set and then revised once a year, if at all. A budgetary control system is much more than having a budget. The control system involves periodically comparing actual income and expenses with the budget and then trying to make changes that will bring the actuals in line with the budget. This method has serious limitations and causes dysfunctional behaviour yet continues to be used widely. The possibility of shifting reliance from the budgetary control system to other methods can be created by explaining appropriate information graphics and rolling forecasts.


E.g. Since around 1990 in the western world, the most often required approach to managing risk in organizations has involved making a list of risks called a risk register. This has become so dominant that many people involved in the work struggle to think of any alternative. However, risk registers are almost never the best method and there are superior methods for different tasks, often longer established than risk registers. Understanding those alternatives is a first step towards understanding the problems with risk registers and moving to better alternatives.


Sometimes the practices preferred by The Ignorant are useless superstitious activities such as prayer, sacrifices, and avoiding particular foods. Centuries ago, average life expectancy was short and there were many hazards about which little or nothing could be done. People prayed to supernatural beings, hoping or believing they existed and might help. Today life expectancies in advanced countries are much longer and we have amazing technologies that can protect us from a wide range of hazards, including many diseases that used to be fatal. These are a credible alternative to praying to supernatural beings. Science and technology work better, even if they are far from perfect.


Resistance to sustainable technologies is another area where explaining technologies can help. This is necessary to overcome pollution problems (e.g. fine particulates, greenhouse gases, plastics, per- and polyflourinated alkyl substances) and to overcome problems with limited resources (e.g. lithium, fresh water).


Typically, more sustainable technologies are promoted by those that developed and sell them but resisted by those that have built businesses around the technologies we should stop using. There is also resistance from people who see no personal advantage from making a change.


E.g. Criticisms on social media of the move to electric vehicles often focus on problems with existing models and technologies, ignoring the likely impact of improvements in future from the huge efforts currently being made. These problems include purchase cost, charge times, availability of compatible public charging stations, costs of fast charging, the futility of electric vehicles if the electricity is generated from coal, the scarcity of lithium, failure to recycle batteries fully, and the extra electricity needed if we all use EVs. The criticism is often phrased as if the engineers involved are stupidly unaware of these issues, though in reality they are working hard to solve them and reach the better future state that is, in principle, available.


E.g. Critical comments about renewable energy online follow a similar pattern. Commenters often seem to think they can see problems that are obvious to them but not to the expert, professional engineers working in the area. Renewables are seen as unreliable because people are not aware of technologies being developed to store electricity and heat on a large scale and have no understanding of the impact of making power generation much more local.


Often there are two or more methods or technologies to explain and it may not be clear to others when each is the best choice. This requires explanation too.


Sometimes the switch to a better practice is delayed because a generally accepted standard is needed and it is not clear which should be the new standard.


E.g. Null hypothesis significance testing (NHST) with p-values has caused serious problems that are now well understood and have been published many times over decades. Areas of research where they are used, such as psychology, have been biased to a potentially huge extent. Most people who understand this topic recognize that reform is crucial and long overdue.


But what should a scientist use instead on the next study? How about focusing more on effect sizes and adding confidence intervals? What about likelihood ratios, statistical power, equivalence tests or effect tests? Alternatively, what about going down the Bayesian route with Bayesian updating, Bayes factors applied to models or model families, and credible intervals? Are such analyses even necessary, or can one rely on information graphics, more descriptive analysis, and clear effects with massive data sets so that nobody is in any serious doubt that the findings are real?


There are at least several techniques that sound promising so each one would have to be understood and critically evaluated using logic and whatever empirical evidence is available. There are numerous other less well-known proposals for alternatives.


Knowing that NHST needs replacement, many people have come forward with alternatives they think are better. Some are also logically flawed in non-obvious ways or conceptually too slippery for use. Often the techniques are complicated to use or possible only in rather narrow situations. Since inventors of alternatives have competed, there is controversy rather than a clear-cut best alternative.


Although the scientist may, after some study, develop a preference in principle for a particular combination of approaches there is still the problem of identifying specific techniques that can be applied to the data in the study, obtaining suitable software, and possibly also writing code to apply the techniques to the study’s data using the software.


Even having done that, the scientist will be unsure of how the readers of the paper will interpret the statistical analysis provided. Will they understand it correctly? Will they be negative about the study because of the choice of statistical analysis technique or will they approve? Lack of familiarity on the part of the scientist and readers increases uncertainty as to the ultimate effect of adopting an alternative practice.


Now consider the problem from the perspective of the editorial board of a journal. Should they provide authors with guidelines on statistical analysis? What should they say? Should they suggest particular alternatives to NHST that they will accept? Should they say that NHST is no longer acceptable? Because many people may react to their position, they will worry about the reactions of even small but angry minorities.


Finally, consider the problem from the point of view of a regulator, perhaps setting standards for statistical analysis of pharmaceutical trials. In a high-stakes field like this, every regulatory requirement is analysed minutely by many people to work out how to comply, criticize, or subvert it. Since regulations imply some standardization across many people and organizations, the desire to choose the best alternative from the wide range of better-but-not-perfect alternatives is very strong, so more time is spent on that choice.


It may help if you can do a lot of the required analysis of alternatives and move the debate towards a resolution.


E.g. Continuing with the example of NHST, you could:

  
    	provide information about, and analysis of, the alternatives that is clear, accessible, and compact


    	show which techniques can be applied in each potential situation


    	do the analysis of which is better or show that some alternatives should be ruled out


    	suggest a combination of techniques including some that sometimes take the pressure off the statistical ‘test’ element of a paper (Good descriptive analysis and the right information graphics applied to the right types of experiment – generating high volume data – often give confidence that renders statistical ‘testing’ unimportant.)


    	provide software that makes complicated techniques easy in practice and explain it well


    	show exactly how the techniques and software can be used for the specific application involved


    	suggest an incremental approach to change


    	suggest ways to find out more about the potential reaction to changes, such as surveys, focus groups, pilot studies, experiments, and monitoring


    	suggest wordings for guidelines and regulations that gently constrain people to just the better alternatives.





When explaining alternative methods and technologies, use the most reliable sources and be open about outstanding problems and uncertainties. Cover how each technology/method works, when it is applicable, how it performs, any drawbacks, how it is improving, what work is being done to improve it, and what problems this is trying to solve.


Modern fairness


Explaining alternative approaches should also be applied to morality. If a person only knows one approach to morality, perhaps based on a religion or political ideology, it will help them to understand more about how modern fairness works in detail. This at least gives them an alternative to consider and may correct flaws in their approach. Sometimes, all that is needed is to get them to apply a guideline of fairness that they already know and accept.


E.g. Many students in western countries today will say that people with low incomes should get more money from the government, which in turn gets it by taxing people with higher incomes. Some will even agree that this process should give everyone an equal net income. However, they might not agree to these equal outcomes if they were asked to imagine two people, one lazy, dishonest, and sulky and the other energetic, honest, and cooperative. They may know the idea of incentives for pro-social behaviour but not apply it in the domain of incomes. They may also react against equal outcomes if asked to give some of their course marks to students with lower marks so that everyone gets equal marks (and so rewards).


To discourage angry rejection of current practices due to faulty knowledge, it is a good idea to explain to people why they should do things rather than just give instructions and expect compliance. Explanations should be in terms of the benefits to society as a whole and to individuals, not just in terms of rules and punishments. People can be psychologically inoculated against the excuses often used to defend unfair behaviour. Not only will more people comply but they will be more resistant to arguments trying to discourage them from complying.


E.g. Imagine a person who does not drop litter just because their parents told them not to and does not know the practical reasons why dropping litter is bad. They are not protected from later temptation to be lazy or arguments to justify it. For example, they might be swayed if someone said ‘Yeah, so if you drop something it is not a problem because someone from the council will pick it up. Dropping litter makes a job for someone and that’s a good thing. You wouldn’t want to do someone out of their livelihood would you?’ Explaining the reasons for not dropping litter could include coverage of this false argument. Explain that if council resources are not wasted on picking up litter then they can be spent instead on more useful activities such as improving recycling or maintaining council houses. Besides, litter is not picked up immediately by council workers and often is overlooked completely.


The guidelines in Chapter 2 that characterize modern fairness show the level of detail and the type of justification possible. The guidelines are not just the seemingly arbitrary choice of a supernatural being or group of politicians; they arise from research and thinking deeply about what promotes good lives in a thriving society.


Other forms of moral system are likely to be less convincing. In particular, talking in terms of ‘rights’ or ‘freedoms’ is less satisfactory. Almost any desire can be framed as a right or freedom. Harms and benefits get forgotten. Educating people about laws can be helpful but it needs to include their practical justification or the laws sometimes seem rather arbitrary.


Often the unreasonable network misunderstands fairness. Something might be missing or outdated. You can explain the issue and how fairness should be applied in the relevant situations.


E.g. During the 20th century, in developed countries, improvements in child mortality and modern conveniences meant that fewer women had to devote their adult lives to raising children and taking care of a home. It was possible and advantageous for many more of them to do other things as well or instead. Sadly, in some religions the idea that a woman's role is to focus on producing children remains fixed because it is enshrined in sacred texts. Even when some followers try to move on by reinterpreting the sacred texts there is a tendency for others to insist on going back to the old tradition and the most obvious interpretations of the written words.


E.g. It is now known that same-sex attraction is not a moral choice. It probably has a biological basis. Accordingly, modern, secular fairness sees nothing wrong with experiencing same-sex attraction or sexual acts between people of the same sex. Sadly, most religions have not adjusted to this reality because a negative attitude to same-sex attraction is written into sacred texts.


E.g. Many people today understand that wealth can be used for good in several ways that go beyond giving to people who have less. In particular, we can give to charity, create businesses that do good work, invest in good projects, and purchase products that should be supported. Jesus, the main source of moral guidance for Christians, seems to have regarded wealthy people as inevitably bad and simply recommended that they give their wealth away. This negative attitude towards wealth and lack of understanding of how to use wealth for good has been sustained by centuries of Christian teaching using the Bible.


Other examples of misunderstandings of fairness typical of some ideologies are given in Chapter 2 in the section on The limits of fairness.


Although instances of unreasonable networks often involve flawed notions of fairness, participants typically consider themselves morally superior. Followers of religions often think that non-believers have no morals at all. They can easily point to examples of individuals who do not follow their religion and whose behaviour is terrible. However, the proper comparison is not between followers of the religion and people with no sense of morality; it is between followers of the religion and people with a good sense of modern fairness. Do not make the mistake of seeming to suggest that anyone who does not follow their religion is morally superior.


Methods of Reasonable Influence


Explain better ways to influence and why they are more effective and less risky. Any Reasonable Influence method might be relevant.


Sometimes an unreasonable network is harmful because of the way its participants promote their ideas. They might use deceptive or bullying words, physically disruptive protests, or even terrorist violence. Typically, they will think this is necessary because other methods do not work for them. They may be unaware that the methods they have been using are worse than useless and that they personally are at risk from using those methods. They may think they are behaving heroically.


Explaining methods of Reasonable Influence can be helpful when (1) the person's underlying concerns are reasonable or (2) they are not reasonable but the person thinks they are (which is typical). If they find the methods of Reasonable Influence more appealing then they may step back from their more extreme rhetoric and actions, and may even start to change their ideas in a sensible way (e.g. by rejecting Exaggerated Oppression Theories and false conspiracy theories).


E.g. Imagine that Maryam is extremely worried about Islam in the UK and other countries. She has an anonymous online profile and makes comments on social media that call for fighting against Muslims. She writes that all Palestinians are depraved killers and that Israel should kill them all. Although there is a reasonable basis for some of her underlying concerns, she also has incorrect and extreme ideas and her comments are usually extreme. To many people she seems an evil and dangerous bigot who should be locked up.


But one day she watches a video online where the presenter explains how to combat Islamic ideas with information and explanations. This is the first time Maryam has seen arguments that, while completely fair and reasonable, provide compelling reasons for Muslims to reject their faith and change to a more modern moral code. She feels relieved to learn that bloody conflict on a massive scale is not inevitable and that there are things she can say that will help events along in a much better and safer way. Gradually her comments online become less extreme and more constructive. She realizes that Islam also harms Muslims. She learns more about variations within the Islamic world and becomes more informed about the issues.


How existing/proposed systems/rules work


Explaining existing or proposed systems or rules and why they are designed the way they are can help counter angry rejection based on faulty knowledge, inflamed by manipulative rhetoric.


On issues that have become political, some people will assume that the way things are done now is completely stupid, even though they themselves have little understanding of that way or why it was chosen. Perhaps they just think that all politicians are idiots advised by civil servants and other experts who are also idiots. This leaves them vulnerable to people who want to inflame that anger and use it to gain votes or create disruption.


Limitations and drawbacks


It is often possible to give negative information about an unreasonable network's preferred ideology or method without saying that it is wrong or should be replaced. This negative information prepares the way for a bolder critique.


Ideologies and methods often have limitations and drawbacks that are not understood by their most enthusiastic proponents. (This is one reason they are enthusiastic.) These can be explained. Some examples:



  	conditions that have to be met for the ideology or method to be effective


  	difficult circumstances in which it does not work well enough


  	risks of it being implemented poorly


  	implementation details that have to be done correctly


  	particular people it does not work well for


  	everyday practical problems it causes.





Sometimes the unreasonable network is advocating an approach that is not currently in place, such as a utopian vision for society or a huge solution to a minor problem.  Explaining what is involved in the unreasonable network's approach can help counter the common mistake of assuming it can be solved easily and that it is only someone else's stupidity or greed that stands in the way.


E.g. In the UK there are many parts of our infrastructure that were built a long time ago and now struggle with the larger UK population (e.g. drainage, sewerage, fresh water, roads, train systems). The solutions to problems often involve huge engineering projects that would involve great expense and disruption over months or even years, affecting millions of people.


This might go with explaining Other approaches.


Plans for change


Ultimately, the aim of talking to people within an unreasonable network is to get them to change their behaviour. Even if they decide to abandon one approach and adopt another instead, they still need a plan to transition from one to the other. Explaining how that can be done easily may be vital.


An incremental change pathway


Explaining how to change from one way of doing something to another in small, easy steps makes the change less intimidating. Without this, The Ignorant often imagine disruption, chaos, and stress.


People, especially in groups, much prefer to change incrementally at a gentle pace. They get reassuring feedback as they change and they cope better with the pace. Often it reduces the maximum investment needed before things start to improve. Risk is reduced. Getting started is easier so that, often, the entire change is completed sooner if it is incremental.


E.g. A company that uses Internal Rate of Return (IRR) as its main measure of project profitability can start to eliminate it by initially presenting additional measures alongside the IRR. (Some good alternatives can be calculated conveniently from the same underlying cash flow model as the IRR.) The next stage might be to add informative graphical summaries. Once people are used to the new indicators, the next stage might be to start using them alongside the IRR as part of the formal evaluation process. The IRR can then be removed from the formal decision process. Most likely nobody will notice when it is finally dropped altogether.


E.g. A big difference between a conventional budgetary control system and something better is the frequency of revising targets and limits. The way to progress is to increase the frequency gradually (e.g. annual ⇒ half yearly ⇒ quarterly ⇒ monthly). In a large organization it is possible to do this on a different schedule at different levels in the organization and for different divisions, again making change incremental. Adjustments are needed to make revision easier and allow organizational units on different revision schedules to work together. Performance indicators used can be changed incrementally by gradually adding new indicators before gradually reducing use of the old ones.


A common mistake is to call for a massive ‘culture change’. This is off-putting to most people and can kill the change. Instead, just make beneficial, incremental changes to practices for reasons people understand and gradually ‘culture’ will change.


A common reason for not starting change is lack of spare resources (e.g. people, time, cash). All resources might currently be committed to other things. Even if switching to a different way of working would quickly increase efficiency, finding resources for the initial change may be difficult. Even if careful thought would reveal a way around this, people often do not give that careful thought and instead assume change would be too difficult, at least for the foreseeable future. Their assumption may be reasonable and they may not have time to think through an alternative plan. If several people or groups must agree to change, it only takes one of them to lack resources for change to hold everyone back. Perhaps if they reallocated resources the problem could be overcome but this too is an effort that people may not be able or willing to make. In these ways the status quo has an inbuilt advantage over alternatives.


Plans for incremental change are usually easier to get started. Incremental change might mean making small changes, making a change with just some people each time, or both. Sometimes it is possible to free up resources immediately, for example by stopping a useless activity. If those freed resources can be dedicated to supporting change then they can help free up more resources and so on until even large change is possible.


This process of freeing resources for a further change can become a spiral of improvement. It is likely that this will be crucial for humanity to achieve sustainability. 


In some cases you may be able to provide your own resources to help get change started.


Ways to reform individually


Change affecting many people can often be achieved one person at a time, if done in the right way. If this is possible then the details can be explained.


E.g. Imagine a company uses risk registers as its required method for managing risk. Departments must write lists of risks and report what they are doing about each risk. Suppose the manager of a department is a qualified actuary and knows a better method using decision models. At first it seems impossible to use the better method because she is expected to have a list of risks to show the Corporate Risk Manager and internal auditors. Then she realizes her modelling tool can list the stochastic variables and she can format these as a table of risks in minutes (or seconds with a little macro programming). This meets the risk register requirements and lets her work in a better way.


Influence activities should often focus on people less committed to the entrenched practices, who may be distributed inconveniently. As discussed in Case 12.2 under the guideline to Choose people to focus on, some people are quicker to adopt changes than others. It helps if some people can switch even though others around them have not.


Compatible reformed behaviours


Alternative behaviours are even easier to adopt if they require minimal adjustment by the person adopting them.


E.g. If non-meat alternatives to meat provide similar nutrition to meat then they require less adjustment. In particular, if they provide about the same level of proteins and in a good quality mix then they can be adopted with less adjustment to other aspects of a person’s diet.


E.g. Adapting to LED lights has been easier than adapting to compact fluorescents was. This is because the compact fluorescents tended to be larger and a different shape to the bulbs they were designed to replace. LED alternatives have been smaller and more suited to existing light fittings.


E.g. Non-alcoholic gin often tastes similar to real gin, is served with tonic in the same way, and comes in bottles that look like gin. The non-alcoholic gin is also expensive, just like the real thing. Consequently, replacing gin with non-alcoholic gin is easy. It can even be given as a gift in just the same way.


How to decide


Here is yet another opportunity to give information without directly challenging the preferred ideology of an unreasonable network. Explaining how to reach wise decisions is not the same as telling them what conclusions to reach.


How to evaluate alternative methods


Explaining how to compare alternative methods may give people the confidence to try such a comparison and help them do it well. This is especially helpful if a poor but entrenched method is currently being defended mostly on grounds of social proof. If the new and old practices are tried out and their performance is properly measured then the case for change is greatly improved. 


Defining more objective performance criteria for evaluation of methods may help people see the advantages of a new method.


Many people do not know what a randomized controlled trial (RCT) is or why they are so useful. The value of double blinding because of experimental effects also may need explanation.


Choosing one or more appropriate alternatives for comparison may also deserve explanation. The comparison should be against at least one leading alternative, not against a poor alternative or perfection.


If there is competition based on performance then change is accelerated.


E.g. This is typical in many sports but in Formula 1 motor racing the continual innovation in every aspect of vehicle technology, strategy, team organization, driving style, and race preparation is particularly well known.


In other cases it may only be practical to make an in-principle comparison using estimates and calculations. Typically, people do not consider enough consequences of methods and do not combine them well. Doing better is not difficult. Even a rough comparison made by awarding points subjectively for performance on each criterion is usually better than unaided judgement.


How to evaluate alternative explanations


An excellent logical process for doing this is to define a comprehensive and mutually exclusive set of possible explanations, consider how likely each is to be true, evaluate each one for its consistency with all available evidence, then adjust levels of belief in each theory accordingly. Explanations win in this competition by fitting the evidence better than others, not necessarily by fitting it perfectly.


E.g. Consider a hypothetical religion that claims there is a super powerful supernatural being that wants to be worshipped by humans. An alternative theory is that the religion is just an invention by people. The evidence is that very little if anything has been done by any supernatural being to convince sceptics of its existence. This is inconsistent with the claim of a powerful supernatural being but consistent with the idea that the religion is just an invention by people.


How to assess the extent of oppression


Giving advice on evaluating evidence on claimed or insinuated Exaggerated Oppression Theories can help people critically assess the evidence. Some tips:


A priori expectations: The starting point should be a realistic understanding of typical group conflict phenomena (e.g. heterogeneity, limited collusion).


Evaluating incidents: Examples of such incidents include physical attacks, verbal attacks, and remarks made that supposedly indicate prejudice or hatred. To be genuine evidence of group-based oppression the act or omission complained of needs to be deliberate (not accidental or mistaken) and the motivation needs to be clear (not just assumed from group identity). Caution is needed because sometimes people say things in anger that are just intended as insults. (E.g. angrily saying ‘You silly old man’ does not necessarily indicate ableism, ageism, or misandry.) Sometimes incidents are described so that the good reason for an action is not mentioned, making the action seem mean.


Disparities: If an alleged Victim group is in some way worse off on average than an alleged Oppressor group, that in itself does not prove that (1) the alleged Victim group is worse off overall or that (2) the difference is entirely or even partly due to mean treatment by the alleged Oppressor group. There might be other measures on which the alleged Victim group is better off. There almost certainly will be other factors driving the disparity including freely made choices by people in the alleged Victim group, their preferences, genetic inheritance, cultural differences that disadvantage the alleged Victim group (e.g. lack of punctuality, failing to queue), selective migration (or otherwise leaving the group), differences in average age, differences in education (e.g. because of being educated in different countries), and choices about cooperation that fairly reflected familiarity and consistency.


Beliefs about group averages: To be unfair a belief has to be factually wrong and resistant to correction by evidence.


E.g. Thinking that Asian-Chinese students in the UK achieve better A level results than white students, on average, is not prejudice because this is true. If a person wrongly believed that there was no difference in average A level results between these groups of students then that still would not be unfair, provided the person was willing to look at the official data on exam results and revised their view on learning the truth. It would be unfair (i.e. biased/prejudiced) to refuse to consider the facts or to continue thinking that the results were equal on average even after seeing the official data.


Collusion: There are several mechanisms that can make people behave in a way that looks like collusion even though they have not made plans together and are not coordinating their actions as a team. Other explanations of seemingly coordinated behaviour have already been discussed.


Apparent homogeneity: Be wary of taking public statements as indicative of the views of everyone in a large group. Often it is people with extreme views who speak first, loudest, and most often. Others may be intimidated into silence, wrongly assume everyone else agrees with the extremists, be too busy to notice the statements and speak up to contradict them, or not want to dignify a fool with a response.


Defend yourself and your material


Dispelling ignorance threatens unreasonable networks and will be resisted. Here are some guidelines on defending yourself and your material.


Give no grounds for reasonable complaint


Leaders of an unreasonable network often defend themselves and their movement by attacking. In the typical case where an Exaggerated Oppression Theory is used, this usually means attacking critics as Oppressors.


Say nothing they can legitimately complain about and avoid saying things that have become established taunts (by using different wording if the idea is an essential part of your reasoning). They may still complain but it will have less impact on neutral observers.


Do not make derogatory overgeneralizations, use forbidden words if there are acceptable alternatives, or dismiss anyone as unimportant. Try to be factually correct, logically sound, and fair. This makes it safer to talk about subjects that tend to prompt anger.


To do this takes some care and skill. Many common forms of words can be interpreted as generalizations.


E.g. It is a fact that men are, on average, taller than women. Saying ‘on average’ is crucial in this example. Alternatively, you could also say that a higher percentage of men stand over 190 cm tall. If the topic was a hot button for activists then it would be a mistake to say that ‘Men are taller than women.’ because it includes an implied ‘all’ and some women are taller than some men. It would also be a mistake to say that men have ‘a tendency’ to be taller than women because this suggests that all men have the same tendency. Do not say that the ‘typical man’ or ‘average man’ is taller because this is dealing in stereotypes.


You may think that you should not need to be this careful. However, in the UK in the early 21st century it is a fact of life that you do if you want to bring reason to discussions that often involve people such as manipulative social justice activists.


E.g. The slogan ‘Black lives matter’ was annoying to many people because it insinuated that white people thought otherwise and needed to be told. In response, some people announced that ‘All lives matter’ or ‘White lives matter.’ Aggressive social justice activists reacted angrily to the latter in particular and quickly decided that these factually correct and not overtly hostile statements were unacceptable taunts indicating white supremacist hate.


So how to respond to that? Some thought it was important to assert their right to say those words and said them. This only perpetuated conflict. Losing the ability to say those words when discussing the underlying issues in public was not significant because the points could be made better using other more nuanced and controlled explanations. For example, one could say ‘Obviously black lives matter, just like the lives of people who are not black. Who specifically is it that is supposedly unaware of this?’ It is better to avoid provocative language and tackle sensitive issues in a clear, precise, direct, logical, fair way instead.


Show concern for all the victims


A second powerful way to protect yourself from aggressive attacks while tackling an unreasonable network is to show your concern for all stakeholders. Many attacks claim you are an unkind, perhaps even cruel person. Showing your concern for all affected helps nullify these attacks.


E.g. Imagine that a person behaving unreasonably favours a course of action because, in the short term, it favours their group. You suggest a different course of action that is better for their group when considered further into the future but, because your suggestion does not provide the short-term gains they are focused on, they attack you for treating their group unkindly. To reduce the risk of this attack, begin by expressing concern for the wellbeing of their group and explain that you are proposing something that you think, in the long run, will be better for that group (and perhaps for others too).


E.g. Now imagine that the person behaving unreasonably favours of course of action because it favours their group but at the expense of others. You suggest a different course of action that balances the competing interests of all stakeholders in a better way but the person attacks you as unkind because their group does not get quite as good a deal as they are aiming for. To reduce the risk of such an attack, explain the stakeholders first and show your concern for all of them, including the other person's group. Then explain that you are proposing a course of action you think offers a better balance between the competing interests.


Where an Exaggerated Oppression Theory is involved, this involves showing concern for the alleged Victims and everyone else affected. There may be stakeholder groups that have been overlooked and stakeholder groups that are worth analysing into subgroups. This again makes it safer to discuss topics that often make some people angry and aggressive.


E.g. Discussions of immigration tend to focus on the interests of two groups: (1) the migrants, who are often assumed to be correct in thinking that migration is in their interests, and (2) the inhabitants of the country the migrants are entering. However, this completely overlooks (3) the remaining inhabitants of the country the migrants have left, who typically are left with fewer working-age people. Poor regions often remain poor in part because talented, ambitious people too often leave to live and work somewhere else. The migrants can also usefully be divided into those who are correct that migration is best for them personally and those who are incorrect and should have stayed at home or gone elsewhere. It is also useful to divide the population of the country to which the migrants are moving into those who gain from the migration, those who are unaffected, and those who lose out.


People following the Resentment Pattern often feel they have an impenetrable protective shield because they are standing up for the Oppressed. This feeling of occupying the moral high ground also feeds their sense that anyone who disagrees with them is evil. However, often their perception of what is fair is narrow and inaccurate. They may have overlooked harms to other groups or ways their activism harms their favoured group.


Clarify and expand thinking about what is fair. This reveals where claims to the moral high ground are mistaken.


E.g. You might say ‘Telling girls that university mathematics is dominated by sexist men – which it is not even though there are more men – unnecessarily discourages girls from learning maths at university. That is the opposite of what should happen.’


E.g. In early 2023, the headmistress of a primary school in the UK killed herself and the stress of an independent inspection of the school was identified as a contributing factor. In response, some demanded that schools be allowed to assess themselves rather than submit to independent inspection. The stakeholder groups for this sensitive topic included headteachers, teaching staff, the children, and the societies where the children will one day contribute. The set of headteachers might be further divided into those whose schools are likely to get an above average rating from inspection and might welcome their performance being publicly endorsed and those who expect their poor performance to be made public.


Often, if someone wants better treatment then someone else must do work for them to provide it instead of doing similar work for someone else. Consequently, there are often some people who must lose so that more obvious victims gain and the real losers are often not those who provide the cash. There are other cases where the person to be helped would not be helped by the action demanded.


Being attacked repeatedly as a nasty, cruel person when you are not can be upsetting. In anger, you might think that perhaps the attacker and their group really are not worth caring about. Or you might think that they are exploiting your moral feelings and perhaps it would be a good thing if you were a bit nasty to them. Or you might start to think that people who really are nasty to those attackers and their group are not such bad people after all and perhaps you would be better off joining in with them and getting some support.


All these thoughts should be resisted. Continue to be the fair person you are and use reason to work out the best course of action and find the truth. Trying to consider the legitimate interests of all stakeholders in the long term is the right thing to do, is never in itself cruel, and can always be defended calmly.


Do not validate what is invalid


If precautions against being attacked aggressively as an Oppressor are not sufficient and you are attacked, do not appear to agree with false complaints against you. Do not validate invalid claims, even accidentally. This is quite a common mistake when people are faced with exaggerated complaints of prejudice and unfair discrimination. Here are some recommendations:


Contradict the exaggeration: The mistake is to appear to accept an element of truth in the complaint, perhaps not wishing to seem unsympathetic, in denial, or dismissive.


E.g. Imagine that the manipulator has told a joke that insinuates that all blonde women are stupid. The mistake would be to start with ‘Of course I accept that some blonde women are stupid. Nobody would deny it. However, …’ Despite the intention and the careful wording, this sounds like a concession that is somewhat supportive of the insinuation in the joke.


Aggressive promoters of an unreasonable network will not be placated; they will be encouraged. Accepting their statements just gives them easy wins and more to work with. You cannot win them over by being nice but you can block them and win over onlookers by being logical and fair.


Focus on the logic of the exaggerated claim. It is claiming a level of unfairness that is greater than the truth. It is like saying that the temperature is 27 degrees when it is only 22 degrees. It is wrong, not partly correct. There is no need to talk as if it is partly correct or to dwell on incidents of genuine unfairness.


E.g. Faced with the cruel joke about blonde women, a better start would be ‘If you stop to think about it, that’s a rather unkind joke that hugely exaggerates stupidity among blonde women. I’d be surprised if there was any tendency for blonde women to be less intelligent than other women and of course not all blonde women are stupid, as the joke implies.’


If challenged for seeming to dismiss the problem completely, repeat the point. Do not backtrack and start validating ‘partial truth’.


E.g. Imagine that the teller of the cruel joke about blonde women responds by saying ‘Oh come on. Surely you’re not saying that blonde woman are all intelligent!’ Do not be lured into talking about stupid blonde women. Say something like ‘No. I’m saying that your joke exaggerated stupidity among blonde women, hugely, and I would be surprised if they are, on average, any less intelligent than other women.’


Explain the importance of accuracy: People sometimes think it is acceptable to exaggerate the extent of unfair treatment because it will motivate actions to reduce that unfair treatment. However, this overlooks backlash and the negative effects of exaggerated perceptions of unfairness. The aim should be to understand the true level of unfairness, with no overestimation or underestimation.


With sensitive topics it is often worth saying why accuracy should be expected before pointing out exaggeration.


E.g. Suppose an angry, radical feminist has made exaggerated insinuations about the level of unfair discrimination by men against women. Going directly to pointing out the exaggeration is likely to spark an aggressive reaction from the radical feminist, so a better start would be ‘When we consider evidence of possible unfair discrimination it is crucial to seek accuracy. If we underestimate the discrimination then this might undermine efforts to reduce it but if we overestimate the discrimination then that might cause harm to women. For example, some women might be discouraged from choosing particular careers because of a mistaken belief that they will never have success in those careers due to unfair discrimination. This would just perpetuate the lack of women in those careers. So let’s consider the evidence for …’


Do not apologize unnecessarily: Anything that sounds like an apology will be taken as validation of the complaint. Don’t even say ‘I am sorry you feel that way.’ Acknowledge upset feelings, showing that you noticed them mentioned, but do not apologize unless you deliberately or negligently did something unfair to cause those upset feelings or other issues.


E.g. A new employee of a small company you own and lead emails you complaining bitterly that he has not been made to feel welcome. He is upset at not being included in a project team and says he has been treated coldly by you and others at your company due to ageism. The reality is that this middle-aged man has been with the company for only two weeks and there is still very little he can competently do. Incompetence due to lack of specifically relevant knowledge is the issue. The office is a place for work, not a social club. You and others have been welcoming socially as far as would be expected in a busy business and the employee has been treated the same as anyone else who joins in this respect.


It would be a mistake to respond with ‘I am sorry you feel unwelcome because of your age.’ Do not in any way appear to validate this rather insulting claim of ageism. Instead, start with ‘Thank you for your email. I note that you are feeling unwelcome but I can reassure you that you have been welcomed just as with other new joiners and you will be included in challenging projects when you have developed more skill. I notice that you are only about 35% of the way through the online induction training modules. When you have completed them all we can review your performance so far and plan the next steps.’


Neutralize tricks that attempt to frame you as mean and force an apology.


E.g. Suppose someone abusive and hard to understand online claims to be dyslexic and attacks you as ableist for mentioning the difficulty of understanding their comments because of the poor English. You could say ‘I didn’t criticize you for poor spelling. I pointed out that your spelling mistakes had made it hard for me to understand you.’


E.g. ‘I didn’t ignore the needs of the deaf. If you needed special help to hear then you should have let me know in advance so that I knew about your needs in time to accommodate them.’


Do not agree you must work to rectify a problem unless that is true: Another way to mistakenly validate an unfair complaint is by talking about work being done as if the current situation is poor.


E.g. Imagine a complaint of racially motivated unfair treatment is made in an organization where real racism is almost unheard of. The complaint offers no evidence that race was a motive. A poor response would be ‘Of course racism is something that we all need to fight against. We know we have work to do on this problem and we are working hard towards the goal of eliminating all racism from our organization.’ This says you agree racism is a problem in the organization and hints that you accept it was an issue for the complainant.


It is better to say ‘Racism almost never happens in this organization. We have no policies or procedures that discriminate on racial grounds. People we recruit are not racists and if a racist incident were to occur then it would be dealt with firmly. I will look into whether you have been treated unfairly but you should understand that race is almost certainly not relevant.’


Use plain language


When debunking Exaggerated Oppression Theories it is helpful to avoid using the favoured language of their promoters, which is often designed to help their rhetoric and hamper others. Use plain, self-explanatory language instead.


E.g. When facing manipulative social justice activists, avoid the -ism, -ist, and -phobia words. Take care with ‘gender’, ‘masculinity’, ‘femininity’, ‘identity’, ‘bias’, ‘prejudice’, ‘cis’ and so on. Avoid them if possible by using alternative phrases that mean exactly what you want to say.


A characteristic trick of promoters is to call all criticism of their favoured groups ‘hate speech’ and ‘phobic’, even if it is factually accurate and not misleadingly selective. Respond to this with the approach recommended in Chapter 7 under the guidance on responding to untrue attacks on your personality, saying something like ‘That wasn't hate speech. It's not hate speech to …’


Responses to particular attacks


Advice on how to respond to personal attacks and simple tricks was given in Chapter 7. Further advice on how to respond to longer manipulative contributions was given in Chapter 10, Case 10.3. Here are some supplementary ideas relevant when you are under attack by someone involved in an unreasonable network:


Tactic: Taking objections to false complaints of unfairness as proof of unfair, evil bias and discrimination.

Reasonable response: Simply neutralize and carry on. For example, ‘I say I do not have unfair views because I don’t.’ ‘I say I have not discriminated unfairly because I haven’t.’


Tactic: Dismissing truthful claims of innocence of unfairness by saying that unfairness isn’t necessarily deliberate or conscious, so people might be guilty of unfair discrimination without knowing it. Perhaps their bias is unconscious or the bias is institutional or even structural.

Reasonable response: ‘Finding unfair actions, if they happened at all, will show unfair discrimination. If all we have is disparities then unfair discrimination is not proven and it is unfair to assume discrimination.’


Tactic: Complaining about rational objections on the grounds that rationality is a tool of oppression.

Reasonable response: ‘Reason is not an arbitrary system. It is the thinking that works in reality. It allows us to understand and sometimes control systems that can’t be charmed, pleaded with, or intimidated. It’s the effective thinking that has allowed humans to make incredible scientific advances and develop powerful technologies.’


Tactic: Asserting that people who are not fighting like them are part of the problem.

Reasonable response: Explain why their manipulative tactics are not helping their cause.


Tactic: Dismissing everything ‘conventional’ so that there are few starting points for counter-arguments.

Reasonable response: Go back to the basics of fairness – happy, secure, long lives for as many as possible. Work up from there.


Hunt down manipulative rhetoric


Promoters of unreasonable networks do not confine themselves to attacking good sense. They also seek people who are vulnerable to their rhetoric and try to deliver it without hindrance. To limit their success in this, hunt down and contest their manipulative rhetoric. Here are some further guidelines on doing this.


Debunk false conspiracy theories


Explicitly comparing the competing conspiracy theories and evaluating their plausibility can help The Ignorant and At Risk see when (1) a conspiracy is unlikely to be true and (2) when a conspiracy to push disinformation is far more likely than the conspiracy the disinformation alleges.


A typical element of Exaggerated Oppression Theories is conspiracy between the alleged Oppressors. Arguments to promote the conspiracy element typically identify something supposedly anomalous and unexplained then offer an explanation that relies on conspiracy by the bad Oppressors.


People are especially vulnerable to this type of argument if they already believe that the Oppressors are evil and can carry out sophisticated conspiracies.


Objective analyses of a conspiracy theory will:



  	search harder for alternative explanations of the claimed anomalies, including explanations that do not require conspiracy


  	debunk unrealistic assessments of evil character, competence, and ability to cooperate to carry out a conspiracy


  	introduce the alternative theory that there is a conspiracy to promote the conspiracy theory


  	review more background factors that affect the plausibility of the alternative explanations and conspiracy theories.





If the theorist's argument includes a supposed anomaly then responding to it with alternative explanations is often the best start. Sometimes it is easy.


E.g. In December 2023, a BBC news report from the Gaza Strip showed pictures of Gazan men sitting in their underwear having been arrested by the Israeli army. The reporter gave no explanation for this and repeated claims by Hamas that this was ‘savagery’. If you think that Israelis are deeply evil people then it might be credible that this is just something done to humiliate and discomfort the captives. Another explanation for this behaviour is simply that removing clothing shows that a person is not wearing a suicide bomb vest or other hidden weapon, while sitting stops prisoners from moving around and creating a potentially threatening and dangerous situation.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic, anti-vaxxers learned that there was a database of adverse effects noted after vaccinations that had a huge number of records in it. Why were these effects of vaccination not being disclosed and responded to, they asked? Surely this was more evidence of a cover-up of adverse effects from the vaccines. The database was real but the correct explanation for it was not so sinister. The database did not record incidents caused by vaccination; it recorded incidents following vaccination, which could have been for other reasons. The database was created to help identify effects that might be caused by vaccination so that they could be studied in a reliable way to determine if vaccination really did cause them.


If the theorist just goes straight into the conspiracy without mentioning an anomaly, or once you have dealt with an anomaly, it can help to go wider and consider background factors. Typically these concern who would have to participate, the risks of the conspiracy, and easier ways to accomplish similar goals.


Here are some more detailed suggestions:


Costs: Talk about the number and types of people that would have to be involved to pull off a conspiracy. How hard would it be? What about the costs of promoting the false conspiracy theory? The costs for the alleged conspirators and for those promoting the false conspiracy theory need to be compared with the benefits each can expect.


E.g. Convincing the world that there was a disease called COVID-19 sweeping the world when in fact there was no disease would have involved collusion by the health authorities of most countries around the world, hundreds of thousands of doctors and other medics, key people in scores of virus analysis laboratories, and of course many workers in pharmaceutical companies, including each new year's intake of young scientists (all of whom would have to be given a secret talk about ‘what's really going on’).


In contrast, to launch the false conspiracy theory would have taken a handful of people just a few days to produce videos and release them online, initially to receptive groups of people who already accept a variety of false conspiracy theories, and then more widely. They might have used bots or fake social media accounts to promote the idea more rapidly across social media.


Risks: Another reason why most false conspiracy theories are implausible is that the risks of the conspiracy are too high. This again is related to the number of people who would need to be recruited into the conspiracy. It may be helpful to talk about the risks of the alleged conspiracy and the risks of promoting a false conspiracy theory.


Alternatives: Often the supposed conspirators have an alternative to the conspiracy that is plainly more attractive and recognizing this makes the false conspiracy theory less plausible.


E.g. For pharmaceutical companies creating vaccines, the obvious alternative to selling dangerous, ineffective vaccines by faking the extensive test results needed is to create vaccines that work and are relatively safe, as they usually have in the past. This avoids the risk of being taken to court and hit with gigantic compensation claims and possible imprisonment for executives. A pharmaceutical company that killed millions of people with its medicines would be finished.


 


The tendency of false conspiracy theorists to see conspirators as unusually evil yet unusually competent and cooperative with each other might be countered by giving some obvious positives about the alleged conspirators.


E.g. Imagine that a climate activist has just angrily claimed that ‘The UK government has done nothing to combat climate change! This is just a smokescreen to cover the fact that they are ripping off the planet to profit themselves and their rich donors.’ While it is true that they could have done more, it is false that UK governments have done nothing. There are high taxes on fuels for road vehicles, building regulations have steadily improved the energy efficiency of newly built homes, regulations require even old rented properties to reach particular energy efficiency standards, permission has been given for a large number of wind turbines and solar farms, subsidies have encouraged households to insulate, fit solar panels, and install electric vehicle chargers, and schemes allow people to sell their surplus electricity (e.g. from solar panels) to the grid. Describing all these might slightly weaken the false belief that the government is 100% bad.


Another tactic for weakening conspiracy theories was discussed above under the guideline to dispel ignorance by giving other explanations of seemingly coordinated behaviour.


Debunk insinuations, not just claims


Exaggerated Oppression Theories are often promoted by insinuation rather than by explicit claims. When debunking, respond to insinuations, not just explicit claims. Insinuations are what the manipulator really means to say. When debunking an insinuation, make clear you know it was only insinuated.


E.g. ‘In your comments you said that people in this group are afraid to go out, insinuating that all people in the group are afraid to go out and their level of fear is justified. This exaggerates the actual level of danger they face. If we look at figures for …’


People promoting exaggerated claims often do it by insinuation because explicit claims would seem ridiculous. Insinuation techniques include:


Language that makes side claims: For example, describing low-income households as ‘deprived’ hints that their incomes are low because some mean person or group has deliberately stopped them getting more.


Unreasonably strong emotion: Showing unreasonably strong emotion using body language or words insinuates that what was allegedly done was heinous.


Relying on what the alleged Victims think: The insinuation is that what the Victims think is the truth and unquestionable. However, the Victims may have misread the situation, thinking they were the victims of prejudice or unfair discrimination when in fact there was a reasonable justification or innocent mistake.


Talking about past injustice but not more recent changes: The injustice might have been decades or even centuries ago but if the changes in a society since then are not mentioned then the insinuation is that nothing has really changed.


Talking about extreme cases as if they are typical: This does not require an explicit claim that the case is typical. The act of selecting it implies that it is representative unless otherwise stated.


Repeatedly raising something: Raising a minor issue time and again insinuates that it is important.


Debunk tactics based on history


History may be retold selectively to focus on a period where some in the alleged Oppressor group mistreated some in the alleged Victim group. By saying nothing about changes since then it is insinuated that the alleged Oppressors are not better now.


History may be distorted to make the alleged Oppressors look worse and the alleged Victims look better. In reality, most people behaved worse centuries ago than they do now.


The language and claims may try to make it appear that everyone in the alleged Oppressor group was involved in the mistreatment. In reality, mistreatment usually is only by some in a group.


Sometimes there are demands for compensation for past mistreatment allegedly perpetrated by people generations ago and where it is not even clear that the alleged Victims are worse off overall as a result.


Tactic: Complaining about alleged misdeeds by past generations that are genetically related, or similar, or living on the same territory as someone being complained at today.

Reasonable response: That was a long time ago and current people had nothing to do with those decisions or actions. The benefit, if any, gained back then has long since dissipated. Things have changed a lot since then.


E.g. The main economic impact of slaves working in the West Indies for British land owners was that British people got sugar, tobacco, and cotton. The owners gained money from the sale of those goods that they then used to buy other goods and services (e.g. construction of magnificent houses) from, mainly, other British people – goods and services that otherwise would have been enjoyed by other British people. This means that the only real economic gain from the plantations was the sugar, tobacco, and cotton which were consumed by many British people but almost immediately. The gain for Britain as a whole has long-since dissipated though some families might still have clung on to some of the assets they got from other British people.


Tactic: Complaining about misdeeds allegedly committed by you years ago, perhaps before a change of view.

Reasonable response: State your views now, then analyse the true extent of the misdeed (often trivial or non-existent), state the years since the deed, and your age when it was committed. Repeat your views now.


Tactic: Arguing for reparations for alleged misdeeds by past generations that are genetically related, or similar, or living on the same territory as someone being complained at today.

Reasonable response: Again, that was a long time ago and current people had nothing to do with those decisions or actions. Even back then not everyone in the alleged Oppressor group was involved in the alleged bad treatment and not everyone in the alleged Victim group was harmed. Consider if the benefits, if any, gained back then by the alleged Oppressor group have dissipated. Widen the discussion to other effects of the alleged Oppressor group on the alleged Victims, some of which may have been positive.


Debunk complaints about incidents


Several manipulative tactics may be used to create bogus or exaggerated complaints about incidents of alleged harm or offence:


Infer hatred from group membership alone: A group hatred motive is claimed simply because the victim of an incident is a member of the alleged Victim group while the perpetrator is a member of the alleged Oppressor group. This is not a valid inference.


E.g. Around 50 people a day are robbed in London, on average. It is inevitable that sometimes the perpetrator and victim will be different races or ethnicities, and that sometimes one will be gay and the other heterosexual. This does not in itself mean that the motive for the robbery is racial hatred or hatred of another sexuality.


Focus on the perceptions of Victims: Rather than carefully consider if an incident was deliberate or motivated by group hatred, the complainer talks about the perceptions of the alleged Victim as if these are definitive assessments of those matters.


Focus on the feelings of Victims: Rather than carefully assessing the severity of the impact of the incident, the complainer talks about the victim's feelings, which may exaggerate the severity.


Fake an incident: There have been some rare cases of completely faked incidents.


Incite an incident: This might be done deliberately or accidentally. Approaching people in the alleged Oppressor group with body language or words that are unfriendly or even hostile can provoke negative reactions that can then be complained about.


Complain about a trivial incident: The act of complaining makes it seem that the incident is important enough to justify a complaint, even if it is not.


Deem words, phrases, or other symbols offensive: In some cases the accepted terms are a moving target. As I write it is acceptable to describe a person as ‘black’ in the UK but safer to say ‘person of color’ in the USA and might be safer still to say ‘Black and Indigenous people of color’. It is not wrong to have established polite terms but it is wrong to change them quickly, for obscure reasons, and to pounce on even accidental infringements by people in the alleged Oppressor group who fail to keep up. It is also wrong to have expectations that are complex or even logically impossible for members of the alleged Oppressor group to comply with and pounce on every infringement.


Guilt by loose association of ideas: This type of complaint might say that, for example, because you know someone is Jewish, that makes you a Jew hater. Or because you know that, on average, men are taller than women, that makes you a misogynist. These conclusions do not follow from the facts.


Setting impractical standards of special treatment: An unreasonable complaint might emerge from unreasonable expectations of special treatment for a rare disability, mental illness, allergy, or gender status. This is more likely if the person with special needs does not make them known in advance.


 


Here are some examples of responses to tactics that raise bogus or exaggerated complaints:


Tactic: Taking recognition that there are differences of any kind between groups as evidence of evil bias.

Reasonable response: ‘Recognizing genuine differences between groups is not in itself a bad thing. It is just factual knowledge. What matters is how that knowledge is used, which might be for good or bad. It can be helpful in treating people more appropriately and does not imply wanting to be unkind.’


Tactic: Taking failure to give preferential treatment to a particular group (that is not your own) as evidence of evil bias.

Reasonable response: ‘It is usual to treat people equally unless there are good reasons for treating an individual differently. Responding to individual needs is the fairest approach.’


Tactic: Taking failure to make special provision for people with unusual needs or preferences, without being asked, as evidence of evil discrimination.

Reasonable response: ‘Failure to make special provision without being asked can happen for a variety of reasons and does not in itself prove unfair discrimination. There are many different special problems and it is not always practical to anticipate them all. If someone has a special problem and needs accommodations then they should try to let others know about it in good time, not wait and complain later.’


Tactic: Taking all discrimination as unfair discrimination. Any rule that discriminates is taken as unfair.

Reasonable response: ‘Discrimination can be either fair or unfair. For example, when selecting for a job it is fair to discriminate on the basis of relevant skill, aptitude, and diligence. In contrast, for most jobs it is unfair to discriminate on the basis of attractiveness, height, or skin colour.’


Tactic: Taking a preference for your own group as evidence of evil bias and a desire to dominate and harm people in other groups.

Reasonable response: ‘Preferring one’s own group does not in itself imply disliking another or wanting to dominate or harm them. A person can just prefer people whose behaviour is familiar, compatible, and understandable.’


Tactic: Taking the perception that your own group is superior to another in some way, or overall, as evidence of an evil desire to dominate and harm them.

Reasonable response: ‘Thinking your group is better does not in itself imply wanting to dominate or harm others. It might go with wanting to give them more help, for example.’


Tactic: Complaining when a taboo word, phrase, or symbol is used, regardless of context and intention. Identifying trivial or bogus reasons why particular words are evil to use. Allowing no excuses (e.g. that you didn’t know).

Reasonable response: Explain the context and that nothing evil was intended (e.g. you were explaining what someone else said, not endorsing it). Resist words being made taboo words. Do not apologize; this would validate the complaint.


Tactic: Complaining about trivial or innocent incidents by assuming the motive was unfair bias.

Reasonable response: Explain that the motivation for behaviour is often not obvious. Analyse the incident and the evidence as to motive. Usually the motives are innocent.


Tactic: Taking objections to large scale immigration as proof of evil bias.

Reasonable response: Explain the practical problems caused by large scale migration to both the sending and receiving countries, and to some migrants (i.e. the ones who migrate in error).


Debunk tactics based on disparities


Bogus or exaggerated complaints can be generated by picking a measure where the alleged Victim group is worse off on average than the alleged Oppressor group and attributing the difference entirely to unfairness by the Oppressor group without eliminating the effect of other factors. A variant on this is to imply that the burden of proof lies with others to show that unfairness is not the sole explanation.


Another tactic is to focus on measures where the alleged Victim group is worse off but ignore others.


E.g. Imagine that a complaint is made that undergraduate engineering courses in the UK are ‘dominated’ by male students and it is insinuated that this is because of unfair discrimination by someone. In the UK, who goes on undergraduate courses depends on the courses students apply for, the offers universities make to them, and the A level grades the students then achieve. Male and female students achieve almost identical average scores in mathematics at A level and the lower level of female undergraduates is largely (perhaps entirely) the result of their choices to study other topics. The complaint's focus on engineering also ignored the fact that, overall, there are many more female undergraduates than male. Engineering is one of the rare exceptions to the overall proportion.


The most common combination of tactic and response is as follows:


Tactic: Taking any disparity of outcome (e.g. pay, longevity, percentage in a particular type of job) as evidence of evil, unfair discrimination by evil, hateful people.

Reasonable response: Explain that the contribution of unfair treatment might be large, small, or even zero. A disparity on its own usually does not prove unfair treatment because other factors almost certainly affect outcomes too. These include the preferences and decisions of the people involved, their habits and culture, and their genetic inheritance. 


Debunk sheer repetition


The severity of alleged oppression can be exaggerated simply by complaining about it often and persistently – far beyond what is reasonable given the true significance. The effectiveness of this tactic is increased by doing it in a manner that suggests the severe unfairness is a generally accepted fact.


The complaints simply have to be responded to each time, for as long as they are made.


Debunk unreasonable academic material


Some academic writers have devised manipulative rhetoric and fake evidence. Here are some examples of tactics using this material, with responses:


Tactic: Relying on a large body of supportive published literature that is academic but also deeply biased and deceptive.

Reasonable response: Say that ‘A lot of material on this has been produced and a significant proportion of it is wrong.’ Then explain the main faults with it.


Tactic: Adopting a specialized terminology in which familiar words are combined or redefined to facilitate manipulative rhetoric.

Reasonable response: Do not use their terminology. If necessary, ask them to clarify their points in ordinary language.


Debunk exaggerated negative impact


The following examples show responses to tactics exaggerating negative impact, so making the complaint more serious:


Tactics: (1) Asserting that mere words are as serious as physical violence, even if the words are innocuous. (2) Reacting with unreasonably strong negative emotions to incidents of minor or non-existent unfairness.

Reasonable response: Clarify the actual harm involved and reasons for it. Words that are true and fairly put should always be acceptable, even if some people are upset by them because of their unusual psychology. Suggest that people with such sensitivities should take care which discussions they join and learn to be calmer.


Tactic: Using exaggerated or false claims of mental health problems or disabilities, perhaps previously undisclosed, to justify claims of serious negative impacts.

Reasonable response: Request that these vulnerabilities be disclosed in advance. Probe for facts to understand the nature of the vulnerability. Suggest learning to be calmer and avoiding overly upsetting situations.


Tactic: Taking a single, usually extreme case as representative of all cases and exaggerating its detail with selective information and emotive language.

Reasonable response: Clarify the number of cases and the size of the population involved. Examine the case factually, rephrasing emotive language, probing missing details, and quantifying if possible.


Sometimes the negative impact is worse than necessary because the victim has not tried to mitigate it and has focused on complaining instead. People are often extremely sensitive to anything that even hints at a failure to mitigate. They can react angrily with a deluge of reasons why various mitigation steps were not possible in their case. Some of these might be true.


Tactic: Making little or no effort to reduce the impact of an incident and, instead, complaining bitterly about it.

Reasonable response: Recognize their suffering and ask if, for the future, there is perhaps someone they can talk to who might help them deal with the situation.


Debunk the pseudo-psychology


Some of the above tactics for promoting Exaggerated Oppression Theories rely on pseudo-psychology. Do not make the mistake of thinking that the psychological theories used are true, with no exaggeration. Feeling stressed is not the same as having poor mental health. Even life-threatening situations with blood and gore lead to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder for only a minority of people who experience them. Most stereotypes reflect real characteristics of groups (though statistical and not applying equally to every individual) and many stereotypes underestimate negative characteristics. Ultimately, self-confidence and high expectations need a basis in facts.


Debunking pseudo-psychology used by manipulative social justice activists is not easy to do well because the academic literature is complex. However, useful work to examine the literature has been done by Lee Jussim and Christina Hoff Sommers, to mention two prominent examples whose approach often involves careful, precise analysis of the published literature. Reading their work is a way to learn the facts and also see occasionally excellent arguments.


Debunk pure reactance


The sentiment behind ‘Don’t tell me what to do!’ can be expressed in a number of ways.


Tactic: The government should not tell us what to do.

Reasonable response: ‘That’s mistaken. The main reason we elect a government is to make laws. Laws tell us what we can and can’t do. The question is simply whether each new law is a good one.’


Tactic: Complaining about being given an order when what was given was only a suggestion or advice.

Reasonable response: ‘It’s not an order. It’s a suggestion | advice.’


Tactic: Incorrectly complaining that the government or some other authority should not be giving advice on some topic.

Reasonable response: ‘The advice has been written by a team of scientific experts and is being made freely available so that anyone can access it. If you do not want this advice then don’t download it and read it. The more relevant question is whether this is good advice.’


Tactic: This matter should be an individual choice, not forced by the authorities.

Reasonable response: ‘I expect most individuals will make the right choice. If a minority will not cooperate in our collective interests then I think most people will expect the authorities to act to make sure they do.’


Tactic: It’s ok for the elites; they are not struggling financially. (Said of implementing sustainable technologies.)

Reasonable response: ‘Sustainable technology should help everyone, especially those less well off. It’s usually about getting a better life with less use of resources and pollution.’ Then discuss examples.


Debunk denial


Real threats and problems are often the reason for considering telling people what to do. Wars, growing environmental damage, and public health emergencies are typical examples of situations where it is too slow and uncertain to leave it to citizens to decide what to do individually. We vote for leaders to help us through such crises. We hope they will involve experts to develop plans quickly that we can all cooperate to carry out. If some people will not cooperate then we expect the government to coerce the awkward minority for the sake of everyone.


Angry rejectors are more likely to think these crises are being exploited by power hungry elites to justify taking more control over citizens than is necessary. Angry rejectors often deny that a problem exists or is serious. Instead, they may argue that the fear is mistaken, a hoax, and the truth is being covered up. They will suspect a conspiracy and interpret even innocent actions and statements in this light.


The following responses to tactics assume there is a real problem:


Tactic: The supposed problem (e.g. climate change, a pandemic) is a hoax. It’s not really happening.

Reasonable response: ‘It’s not a hoax. These things are happening.’ Then explain relevant evidence.


Tactic: The problem is not being caused by human activity so there is no reason to change.

Reasonable response: Explain the evidence.


Tactic: The evidence on the problem is faked. (Arguments along these lines often start with something that is at least partly true then misinterpret it.)

Reasonable response: ‘It’s not faked. The overwhelming majority of the relevant evidence is real.’ Then deal with the specifics of whatever is being questioned.


Tactic: The experts (e.g. climate scientists, doctors) are mistaken. (Again, arguments along these lines often start with something that is at least partly true then misinterpret it.)

Reasonable response: ‘That is extremely unlikely because these issues have been gone over many times by experts.’ Then address the specifics of the claim.


Tactic: Communists are behind the hoax, aiming to destroy capitalist economies.

Reasonable response: ‘There is no hoax. This is a real problem.’ Then cover any evidence against the conspiracy theory (e.g. communist countries are reacting the same way, the actions proposed would be good for us anyway).


Tactic: This is a hoax and just a plot to control us.

Reasonable response: ‘This is not a hoax.’ Then address the specific grievance, which is often an overreaction to advice.


An important alternative to direct denial of problems is to say that the evidence of a crisis or for a particular course of action is not convincing enough for the major decision needed.


Tactic: The severity of the problem is not certain enough to justify the costly solutions proposed.

Reasonable response: ‘That is no longer true. Besides, lots can be done using new technology that is better for reasons that have nothing to do with the crisis itself. There is plenty to get on with while other technologies are refined.’


Tactic: Experts don’t agree. Some distinguished professors completely reject the theories.

Reasonable response: ‘There are many experts and it is no surprise that some disagree. However, the most prominent people who disagree are usually professors of something else, not the relevant specialism. They get funded by lobbyists specifically because of their contrarian position.’


Tactic: The models do not agree and are not reliable.

Reasonable response: ‘The reliability of the models has been extensively studied so the uncertainty in their predictions is quite well understood. Of course they do not agree exactly with each other or with reality but they’re pretty good and good enough for decision-making.’ Go into detail drawing on any of the more recent studies of model predictive performance.


Describe consequences of proposed actions more fully


Another angle for people wanting to reject official plans is to dispute that the proposed course of action will be effective or worthwhile. If the argument is specific then get into the evidence. However, if the argument is simply that the authority (e.g. the government) never has any good ideas then simply contradict the generalization and then get into the evidence.


Tactic: Doing this will be extremely costly. It’s not worth it.

Reasonable response: ‘It depends how it is done. There is plenty that can be done that saves money quite quickly.’ Then give some examples.


Tactic: We shouldn’t do it now because of the economic problems.

Reasonable response: ‘Some of the changes we need to make will actually help us through these economic problems, so these are the ones to press on with now.’ Then give examples.


Tactic: The solutions are not as good as claimed.

Reasonable response: ‘Let’s consider if these technologies are better than the old ones, and if they are still improving.’ Then go into details on the particular technology mentioned.


Tactic: The technology (e.g. wind turbines) is ugly.

Reasonable response: ‘No, they are not. They are usually attractively white, aerodynamic, and rather elegant. They are worth it in many locations. I would rather see wind turbines than a power station.’


Take care to communicate quantities so that what you say cannot easily be exaggerated.


E.g. Suppose a medicine is known to cause cancer in a tiny percentage of cases but saves many more lives than it takes. Do not say ‘The drug causes cancer.’ Instead, say something like ‘The drug causes cancer in roughly 1 in 250,000 people who are given it, according to a recent review paper.’


Neutralize repeated tricks


Within an unreasonable network, trick arguments and false claims will emerge and spread. You might come across them used by The Ignorant or by more committed participants to persuade The Ignorant and At Risk. The arguments are often used repeatedly, even after they have been effectively debunked during many encounters.


We need to go beyond the neutralization methods discussed in Chapter 7 and in Chapter 10, Case 10.3, by adding something that will more lastingly neutralize tricks.


The extra element to add is something that puts the trick into context, referring to the people using it, their objectives, or the fact that the trick is being used repeatedly. The order of elements depends on whether you are responding to the trick or debunking pre-emptively.


If you are responding to the trick being used then this extra element can be added after countering the trick.


E.g. In response to an aggressive country claiming its invasion of a neighbour is not to conquer their territory:


Counter: ‘No. The claim that this invasion is righting a historical wrong is false mainly because many decades have passed since the territory was last held by the invading country and that was the result of an earlier invasion. The modern situation is that this territory is held by an independent nation with its own government. This new invasion is just to gain territory and keep it.’


Context: ‘Since the mid 20th century it has been accepted by nearly all societies that invading territories for conquest is no longer acceptable. The world does not want more empire building. So, countries wanting to conquer others typically try to present their actions as something else. Righting a historical wrong is one of the arguments used for this, along with false claims of self-defence and peacekeeping.’


If you are pre-emptively debunking the trick then start with this extra element and then go on to your counter.


E.g. Pre-emptive: In anticipation of an aggressive country using one of the trick arguments:


Context: ‘Invasion for conquest is considered bad today, so countries who do it usually try to describe their actions in other ways.’


Counter: ‘They will say that they are righting a historical wrong, or that they are defending themselves, or that their invasion is really a peacekeeping or humanitarian mission. While their forces are gathering near the border, preparing to invade, they will say the forces are doing training exercises. If other countries come to the aid of the invaded country then the invader will say they are meddling and aggressors.’


The counter is easier in the pre-emptive case because the context has already been established. Here are two more examples:


E.g. Responsive: In response to a complaint about a wage gap between red-haired people and blonde people:


Counter: ‘The difference in average pay does not prove anything about the level of unfair discrimination, if any, because there are several other factors that might explain the differences. For example, there may be differences in the choices blonde and red-haired people freely make for themselves concerning study, careers, self-care, and priorities more generally. There might be differences in the insights and misconceptions they have learned from their parents and peers. There might be genetic differences linked to hair colour that have other effects. There might be differences in age between them, perhaps linked to patterns of migration, and of course age is related to years of work experience and so to pay. I am not saying there is no unfair discrimination. There might be, though it seems unlikely to be a large factor. My point is that the difference in average pay tells us very little if anything about unfair discrimination.’


Context: ‘The argument that differences in average pay indicate unfairness has been debunked many times before, just as I have, by listing other possible explanations. Nevertheless, some people still use the argument to promote exaggerated perceptions of unfairness.’


E.g. Pre-emptive: In anticipation of the argument being used:


Context: ‘People sometimes exaggerate unfair discrimination between two demographic groups using average differences in achievement or suffering.’


Counter: ‘They will imply that the disparities are just the result of unfair discrimination even though there are almost always other possible explanations. Those typically include the decisions people freely make for themselves, such as those about their careers, friendships, self-care, and personal priorities more generally. Another typical driver is insights or misconceptions learned from parents or peers. Still other causes might include years in work, the country where a person was educated, or biological differences due to sex or ancestry. Consequently, whatever the role of unfair discrimination, if any, nothing can be inferred just from different averages.’


Pre-emptive neutralization will sometimes reach people before they have heard the trick argument used, in which case this is known as psychological inoculation. Much research has shown that psychological inoculation is typically highly effective.


E.g. A basic trick argument used by anti-vaxxers is to say ‘This child was vaccinated and after that it died | became autistic | etc.’ Children who suffered before being vaccinated or despite not being vaccinated are ignored. If a person knows beforehand about this inference situation, understands the inference mistake or trick, and knows how to check properly then the trick is much less likely to work.


E.g. Psychological inoculation against tactics that might draw young people into violent extremist groups might cover tactics such as befriending, gifts, pressure to abandon other groups, promotion of Exaggerated Oppression Theories, dehumanizing the enemy, and statistical tricks.


Psychological inoculation against a manipulative tactic ideally involves explaining the tactic and giving practice at resisting it in a situation where the person is unlikely to be taken in. For example, resisting a trick in a school classroom is much easier than resisting it in a gang of friends hanging out in a park after dark.


Unfortunately, psychological inoculation is also used effectively by tricksters and is supported by the conspiracy theory element of many ideologies that underpin unreasonable networks. The trickster will explain that the other side are liars and then give examples of lies they may use – that are in reality true claims and logical arguments. With the conspiracy theory in place, the idea that these are all lies is more credible.


It may be possible to inoculate against this kind of inoculation. Here is an example in the pre-emptive form.


E.g. ‘One argument often used to undermine vaccination and promote profitable but ineffective or unproven treatments is to say that real medical trials are faked and the whole system is rigged by corrupt pharmaceutical companies and bribed politicians. The argument goes that the companies are only interested in profit but then a profit motive is also obvious for the people pushing vitamins and wellness videos. The real differences are that the anti-medicine people escape regulation, independent inspection, and the annual influx of newly graduated and frequently idealistic scientists and medics. There are too many people involved in legitimate medicine, and working in too many independent, often competing groups, to pull off the scale of conspiracy needed.


In contrast, health scammer organizations tend to be much smaller and often have a track record of other dubious schemes. They often use predictable and long-debunked arguments and prey on people who are taken in by their trick arguments and superficially impressive appearance. Not everyone who uses these arguments is a health scammer but the scammers are often the original source of trick arguments and faked research.’


Here is another example, this time in responsive form.


E.g. ‘No, the recent riot is not justified by the fact that some from your group are offended by a museum exhibit showing images of apples. It is irrational to be offended by images of apples, which can do no real harm, and it is unreasonable to expect people to avoid images of apples. The offended people need to learn to tolerate images of apples.’


‘This is not the first time people from this group have used arguments based on claimed “offence” along with intimidation and violence. I suspect the real intention is to make other people avoid doing anything that the group might react angrily to so that it can assert itself politically and push for more concessions than are fair. They need to understand that intimidation is not acceptable in this country.’


In educational settings it may be possible to go beyond merely explaining tricks and give people opportunities to practise noticing and responding effectively to tricks.


Suggest helpful behaviour changes


The ultimate goal of tackling an unreasonable network is to improve behaviour. Take opportunities to encourage behaviour change, perhaps building on knowledge changes that facilitate behaviour changes. The way to discuss behaviour change has already been explained in Chapter 9, Case 9.10. This section now identifies typical types of behaviour that may be worth trying to discuss.


Give less support to extremists: This could include reducing purchases and donations, reducing statistical support and voting, or giving extremists less attention (e.g. not attending their meetings, cancelling subscriptions).


Publicly distance themselves from extremists: This could include public statements that contradict the extremists or adding certifications to copies of revered texts that reject any interpretation of the text that encourages criminal behaviour.


Develop replacement behaviours: This could include learning and practising different methods, adopting new daily schedules and routines, making arrangements with people, getting equipment and software, or developing new social connections.


Stop directly harmful behaviours: This could include stopping behaviours that are harmful to the person concerned or to others.


Stop promoting the unreasonable network: This could include not promoting it online or in person, not indoctrinating children, or not expecting others to perform behaviours that are harmful to them (e.g. time wasting rituals, refusing effective medical treatment, dysfunctional management methods).


Reject the unreasonable network: This goes further than shunning extremists and rejecting specific behaviours and requires complete rejection of the unreasonable network.


Counter the unreasonable network: This could include speaking out to counter its manipulative rhetoric and other tactics, or encouraging others to withdraw from it.


Ride waves of motivation


Willingness to think about and make changes to practices often rises and falls with events. Events may turn attention to a problem, change perceived risk levels, or bring in people with different perspectives.


Faced with obvious and serious problems (e.g. starvation, disease, war, mass movement of people, over-population, severe pollution) people (even politicians) can become decisive and capable of agreeing to change that will help solve the problems.


Make more effort for change during periods of openness and do not waste effort at other times.


Explain impending use of power for everyone


Sometimes an unreasonable network leads to behaviour that is illegal, inconsiderate, or counterproductive. One reason this happens is that the perpetrators are trying to get an angry reaction from their opponents that they can exploit. This tactic should be blocked.


E.g. Activists trying to prevent the legally sanctioned clearance of a small wooded area for house building chain themselves to some of the trees. They have friends on hand with their phones, hoping to catch video of whoever tries to remove them being a little rough or angry, or just arriving in large numbers.


The use of power, especially force, should be seen to be fair. This can be achieved by explaining the situation in advance to the perpetrators in such a way that onlookers are aware too.


E.g. Josh is 7 and his brother, Ben, is 9. Josh is baiting Ben by waving his finger in Ben's face. He is not actually touching him but he is trying to get Ben to lash out angrily so that Josh can complain to his mother, who is working in the next room. However, Ben has been given some advice by his uncle Tony and says loudly (so that mum can hear) ‘Josh, stop waving your finger in my face. I know you're not touching me but you're trying to provoke me so I get in trouble with mum. So stop or I'll tell her what you have been doing.’


E.g. Imagine that some people concerned about an environmental issue are blocking bus traffic by sitting in bus lanes and refusing to move. They hope that authorities will either do nothing, and seem weak or even sympathetic, or will have them forcibly removed in a way that can be presented as oppressive and unfair. People with cameras are ready to record this if it happens and make it as public as they can.


The Mayor of the city involved gives a press conference and makes a social media video where she says: ‘Like most sensible people I too am concerned about the environment but the people currently blocking bus lanes are not helping. They are causing problems for thousands of people just trying to get through their day. This action is not winning friends and is misleadingly associating environmental concern with inconvenience, frustration, and lack of consideration for others. Because of the disruption this is causing to so many ordinary people I cannot allow it to continue and so, if the people concerned have not moved on voluntarily by 3 pm today, police officers will forcibly remove them and arrest them. If anything is attempted to make this more difficult, such as using glue, then officers will act immediately. The number of officers involved will be large to reduce the risk of anyone being injured.’


The bus lane blockers stay where they are and shortly after 3 pm they are carried away, arrested, and charged. However, their actions have been reframed and the Mayor continues with further statements repeating the same messages about disruption, unhelpfulness, and how the blockers had the opportunity to voluntarily desist. Most media present the situation more fairly than they would have or lose interest.


Case 14.2: The Self-Interested


These participants in an unreasonable network are motivated by self-interest but are not participating full-time as Organized Professionals. That self-interest may take many forms.


They may be defending entrenched bad practices because they currently gain from them or perhaps their reputation is linked to them. They may be making a living through consulting, a powerful job, book sales, training courses, software sales, or supplying staff. Their position of prominence, perceived expertise, and power may rest, at least partly, on the credibility and continued use of the bad practice.


They may own assets whose market value they would like to maintain or enhance. These include cryptocurrencies, fossil fuel reserves, and stocks of obsolete manufactured goods.


They may be trying to exploit what seems like general agreement and be frustrated by people who are undermining the agreement. 


E.g. A politician who wants to seem to act on a problem might impose the bad practice because it is easy to agree, even though it might prove ineffective eventually.


E.g. The chairperson of a national or international standards committee might want to be responsible for agreeing a standard and just want the method that is easiest to get agreed, regardless of quality. They may think that is the one that appears to have most support already.


They may just enjoy a sense of belonging to a like-minded group or feeling superior.


The Self-Interested can be effective themselves in influencing decisions and blocking changes. They may be active online, often making longer or more numerous contributions than the merely Ignorant. The Self-Interested often provide support to more committed participants.


They enjoy the support of The Ignorant and may make use of the advice and activities of more committed participants.


The Self-Interested can be more difficult to deal with than the merely Ignorant because The Self-Interested are usually more motivated. However, there is still some rationality to their approach and they may change their position if they realize it would be to their advantage.


Responding to the special characteristics of The Self-Interested, the following guidelines aim to:



  	get vested interests into the open


  	suggest fair courses of action that The Self-Interested are more likely to agree to.





Make vested interests explicit


This guideline has already been offered in Case 10.3 (Clarify what is at stake) but is repeated here because, when dealing with unreasonable networks, the vested interests sometimes get ignored.


Talk openly about the interests of all the main stakeholder groups, including those with a vested interest in stopping reform. Be factual, logical, and comprehensive. Include the positive impacts of change on those who currently resist it, because some or all of them might be wrong about their own best interests.


E.g. Imagine you are arguing against ritual genital cutting of boys. The groups whose interests you might discuss would include:

  
    	The children themselves, who will suffer distress at the time and while healing, may suffer permanent harm if a problem occurs during the operation, and who will usually get no medical benefit from the procedure, particularly in a modern, hygienic country.


    	Their parents, who may be distressed by the effect on their child but also scared of the reactions of others in their religion and of their god(s) if they refuse the procedure.


    	Religious leaders, who may be concerned that refusal of the procedure would weaken their authority or the power of their religion, and may also be scared of angering their god(s). Their alternative might be to openly recognize the progress of modern medicine and hygiene, and announce that the ritual is no longer required, winning praise and gratitude as a result, but also angry criticism from some.


    	Other people, who could otherwise be given worthwhile medical treatment using the resources expended on performing ritual circumcision and dealing with complications resulting from it.




The religious people who insist on ritual circumcision will probably say these considerations are irrelevant because it is their religion that requires the ritual, not the consequences of the ritual. However, by running through these interests the power of fairness is brought to bear and the full set of motives of the defenders is made plain. The conversation is refocused on the effects on all concerned instead of being diverted into a discussion of religious freedom, which is something that can and often is used to try to justify bad practices. This is even better than just focusing on the effects for children.


Decision-makers in a situation are often mistaken in thinking that defending the bad practice is in their personal interests. Usually they would be better off opening the door to other methods and then promoting them. That way they link their reputation to improvements and might even get paid to introduce something better.


A reason-based approach to facilitating this is to work out a plan by which the new practice would be good for them, not bad. (See Chapter 9, Case 9.12, Discuss what is best for them.) Do the planning they are unwilling or unable to do and show them how reform could work for them personally. If that is impossible then perhaps there is a plan that would at least reduce their loss.


Share net benefits from improved practices


If reforming an entrenched bad practice will lead to net benefits then it should be possible to make a plan that fairly shares those benefits and where the only losers from reform are those who unfairly or irrationally continue to resist it.


E.g. Suppose a government suggests having its public schools teach more material that is useful in adult life. In theory this would be advantageous to students and their society. However, inevitably there would be complaints from many thousands of people. Teachers would worry about the extra work needed to prepare to teach new material and the risk of some staff becoming obsolete. Teaching unions would spot an opportunity to show their value. Private schools would worry about being left out of discussions. Current students who would not benefit from any new curriculum would feel unfairly disadvantaged against younger students who would benefit. Universities would worry about the effect on demand for their existing courses and their staff would have similar worries to teachers.


Incremental change is necessary. In addition, the benefits would need to be shared. The initial cost would be the extra work needed from teachers and university instructors. The benefits would be later, to students when they leave education and to the society as a whole. To bridge the time gap, the government would probably have to make an investment. That may mean paying people a bit extra for the extra work they will do or dropping other requirements of jobs for a while so that extra work is not needed.


If, hypothetically, a union demanded a permanent pay increase then that might also be fair up to a point. However, if it tried to squeeze more than a fair amount, seeing that there is enthusiasm for change and they can block it, that demand would have to be resisted.


Suggest a politically expedient plan


People may agree that a reform is right in principle but feel constrained by factors that should not be a problem. Maybe it is their past statements in public or the reaction of someone they fear. Maybe the systems of their organization (such as budgeting cycles) make it hard to act or just hard to act now.


To increase the chances of action being taken, suggest an expedient way forward. This does not have to be a lie or a fudge. It might just be a small step in the right direction that will make other steps easier after a short delay.


Case 14.3: The Wounded


These are participants who have had experiences that make it hard for them to be objective about an issue. Those experiences may be in the past or still occurring.



  	They may have experienced trauma in childhood or later, such as a bad relationship or a series of bad relationships with similar people. This is probably quite common among people with a powerful hatred of a particular demographic group.


  	They may have been indoctrinated from childhood by their parents and others. This is typical for religions but a factor for political views also.


  	They may have a mental illness or other mental vulnerability.


  	They may be struggling with money, work, education, or relationships.


  	They may have lost relationships with family and friends through their involvement with the unreasonable network but gained new relationships among its participants. These are relationships they are now desperate to maintain.





The Wounded can be highly motivated to promote or defend their views from even the most reasonable messages. Online they can be among the most extreme, aggressive, and persistent contributors. Material created by Organized Professionals may be extremely convincing for The Wounded if it plays exactly to their vulnerabilities.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	avoid upsetting The Wounded unnecessarily


  	reassure them on key points that they irrationally find upsetting.





Be considerate


A basic guideline from Chapter 6 is not to antagonize unnecessarily. Also, it is unreasonable to abuse power by trying to shame or ridicule someone. This is more than just politeness.


People you discuss difficult issues with, especially people online you do not know personally, might have undisclosed psychological problems such as mental illness or unhappy experiences they would rather not relive. This is more likely if they seem to have a bad personality or mood.


There is usually no need to comfort them or back away from making valuable contributions that are reasonable. Good therapists typically help their patients think more rationally about their issues, not just remember and talk about them. However, it may be better to avoid asking personal questions and it may be important to clarify your position repeatedly to correct their exaggerated misinterpretations.


Another reason to be considerate arises because The Wounded are often desperate for the acceptance and attention of other participants in the unreasonable network. This can lead them to express extreme views and react in extreme ways. Their need for acceptance may be higher if they have been scorned and pushed away by their family and old friends.


Avoid being unnecessarily antagonizing and give reassurances where possible so that they do not feel rejected by you. (Do not go beyond this and act in a way that looks like feigned friendship.)


Not all …


If a wounded person has an unreasonable attitude towards a demographic group then it may be important to keep making the point that not everyone in the group has the negative characteristics they imagine.


E.g. Imagine that an online commenter has claimed that all Zionists are murderous psychopaths and that a Zionist is anyone who is at least sympathetic to the continued existence of Israel. Murderous psychopathy is rare so this claim is plainly incorrect. A counter to this is to point out that murderous psychopathy is rare and that a more common reason why many non-Jewish, non-Israeli people are sympathetic to Israel is that they believe Israel's propaganda about being victims defending themselves. The anti-Zionist also thinks that Israeli Jews lie frequently, so this will seem credible. Having the person reclassify many of their perceived enemies as mistaken rather than hateful might make it easier to have a sensible conversation.


Not hurtful


A Wounded person may react with irrationally strong emotions. They may think some innocuous statement is violence against them, threatening, oppressive, tyrannical, deeply offensive, or hateful. They may think a point has been made simply to upset them. These misinterpretations and overreactions are not good for the Wounded person and derail the discussion. They may be so intent on their feelings of grievance or rebellion that they do not notice when people are trying to help them.


Contradict these misinterpretations clearly and, if necessary, repeatedly. Say what the statement really was (e.g. a statement of fact, fairly put) and how it was intended to progress the discussion, not be upsetting. If relevant, reassure that the person is in no danger, has not been threatened or given orders, and has not been physically harmed. If you are trying to help them with some problem then repeat your offer as clearly as you can until they notice.


Discuss practical solutions


Discussing the possibility that problems might be solved directly and easily can reduce the drive to participate in an unreasonable network.


The Wounded often feel miserable because of their poor situation and prospects, and because they suspect that these are really due to their own weaknesses. Fighting perceived injustice against themselves and others like them can make them feel noticed, superior (ethically and intellectually), and even heroic. Online they can be almost jocular as they ridicule others and sprinkle laughing-face emojis, play the role of superior know-it-all, or repeatedly tear into people they consider deeply evil.


Discussing the possibility of simple, practical solutions to at least some of the problems causing their distress might lead to a more positive view of the future and less need to compensate through unreasonable behaviour. The opening move is to switch the discussion around to that topic.


E.g. An opening move might be: ‘I can understand why you are angry. If that's happening then of course life is harder as a result. How can people cope with this? Do you have any ideas for making it easier?’ This might be followed up with something like: ‘Are there any other expenses that could be trimmed without real harm?’ or ‘Would it help to spend a bit less time online? It can be quite stressful.’


This must be tackled carefully because The Wounded are likely to be sensitive to any suggestion that they or others like them are even partially responsible for their own difficulties. They may complain about being ‘blamed’ and give lists of reasons why various possible solutions will not work. They have tried to solve their problems with little success.


Advice on discussing behaviour change has been given in Chapter 9, Case 9.10 but with The Wounded it may also help to focus on a search for hard-to-find causes of problems that, once found, can easily be changed. These sometimes exist.


E.g. From my early 20s until my 50s I suffered stress headaches, often once a week. I kept trying to understand why I had the headaches and how I could stop them. In my 50s, after decades of searching, I finally found the simple explanation and cure. Now I almost never have headaches and those I have are mild and brief because I know how to stop them, without medication. Another person with a different psychology might have seen the headaches as caused by horrible colleagues or the stupid government, or concluded that they had a fundamental psychological weakness. In reality, I was just tensing some tiny muscles for a long time without realizing it.


It is also safer to focus on the idea of mitigating the harm caused by the  unfairness they often complain about. This means they can still blame others for their hardship but at the same time congratulate themselves for finding a way to cope.


E.g. Pete is a little short and thinks that taller men in particular have treated him unfairly. He often finds them unfriendly. He has tried to talk to some about it but they just get angry with him, which he sees as confirmation of his theory that tall men are heightist bigots. He has stopped talking to tall people about height as a result. In reality, Pete's body language as he approaches anyone tall and his choice of words once he starts talking are often unfriendly and radiate resentment. The negative reactions he sometimes gets are a response to his behaviour.


How can Pete be helped? He will not be happy with the idea that his own behaviour is the problem. It is much more acceptable to him to think that tall men are bad people but he can get them to treat him better by approaching them in a relaxed way and behaving as if he thinks they will be cooperative.


Case 14.4: The Organized Professionals


These participants are usually the most motivated, skilful, and dedicated promoters of irrational ideas and unreasonable demands. Although they are usually self-interested, their full-time, professional activity makes them Organized Professionals, rather than just Self-Interested.


Some Organized Professionals are conscious manipulators who know they are working to get more than is fair but others are sincere but still irrational and often manipulative.


Typically, they work in groups rather than individually. Often Organized Professionals are employed by other Organized Professionals. Such organized unreasonable groups run religions, political groups, health and wealth scams, and industry lobby groups. They may spend all their working time on the activity and be funded so that they can buy the services of others and increase their persuasive impact.


Often, organized unreasonable groups run a membership organization of some kind. Its members know they are members and will often do what the organizers tell them to do, increasing the power of the organized unreasonable group. They are The Ignorant, The Self-Interested, and The Wounded. The existence of such a group will usually be publicized.


In contrast, other Organized Professionals operate in unseen groups, manipulating people and events behind the scenes.


Organized Professionals benefit from the participation and material support of The Ignorant, The Self-Interested, and The Wounded, whom they often claim to represent. They provide those people with ideas and materials, organize events such as meetings, and work to promote their interests and build the size and power of their group.


The Organized Professionals are usually the main producers of elaborate, lengthy, professional quality videos, websites, papers, books, fake research, and other aids to persuasion. They hold details of their supporters and work to keep them involved and supportive.


Building on all that has gone before, the following guidelines aim to:



  	understand their tactics in more depth


  	build the strength needed to tackle them


  	wear them down.





Understand their tactics


The better you understand the tactics used by Organized Professionals and their groups the easier it is to tackle them effectively. There are many important variations.


The tactics are the result of conscious development and a form of evolution. That is, the examples of long-lasting unreasonable networks we have today are the ones that grew and survived over time, and they did so because of their tactics. These tactics help to (1) get funding, (2) gain participants/members and stop them leaving, and (3) gain and maintain power.


How they get funding


Organized Professionals and their groups differ in how they are funded. Some have just one or a very few wealthy backers. This is typical for industry lobby groups but there are also social/political campaign groups backed by billionaires who have switched from making money to using it.


Others depend on extracting smaller donations or other payments from many supporters. In this they may depend on the goodwill of supporters whose views are less extreme than those of the group’s organizers.


Others are funded by crime. This is typical for crime gangs but some terrorist groups have also used crime to increase their funds.


Still others are funded by legitimate business activities, though their marketing may exploit their members and other participants.


How they gain and retain followers


Organized Professionals and their groups use a variety of methods to gain and keep followers. Understanding the methods used by a particular group is important when your aim is to reduce the number of followers and so the power of the group. Consider the extent to which each of the following tactics is used.


Require evangelism


Thriving groups usually encourage their members to try to recruit more members.


Earn social credit


Unreasonable groups frequently give themselves a positive, moral image by:



  	charitable activity


  	providing education


  	providing medical care


  	organizing social events.





Clearly, these are good things to do. It is only the way the Organized Professionals exploit them that is bad. Here are two of the worst examples:


E.g. In 1969, Tony and Susan Alamo founded a cult with Christian characteristics and began evangelizing. They focused on younger people involved in drugs, alcohol, and prostitution. They offered to help them with their problems and a rehabilitation centre was established. The whole operation was a scam to make the Alamos rich. For example, Susan often claimed to have survived terminal cancer because of God but had no cancer. However, she developed real cancer and died of it in 1982. After that, things got worse. Tony Alamo was eventually imprisoned on charges including tax evasion on a massive scale and child rape.


E.g. In 1954, Jim Jones founded a church that combined Christian ideas with communism, aiming to promote communism. The church initially grew in part by faking faith healing. It helped the poor and was welcoming to African Americans. It opened a soup kitchen, provided rent assistance, helped people find jobs, and gave out free clothes, canned food, and coal for winter heating. It provided accommodation for elderly people.


The church began persuading followers to donate their worldly goods to the church in exchange for being taken care of by it. This was the same arrangement used by the Alamos but this time was an attempt to promote communism in a society that generally did not accept communism.


Behind the scenes, Jones was becoming increasingly controlling. He had people beaten, required sexual favours from the wives of some followers, and raped several male followers. The story is complex and lengthy but the ending horrific. In 1978, the cult ended with a mass suicide-murder in Guyana that took 918 lives, including 276 children.


Target the psychologically vulnerable


Organized Professionals, looking for more members for their organizations or other participants, will often target people who are vulnerable for one or more reasons. It is much harder for them to recruit people who are fair, logical, rational, knowledgeable, intellectually strong, critically minded, and able to identify flawed thinking and sophistry. Also, there is usually no great advantage from recruiting someone with these strong characteristics. For Organized Professionals, every extra follower increases their apparent support and voting power. The vote of a thoughtful, well-informed person counts the same as that of a gullible fool.


Vulnerabilities include:


Youth: Most new followers of religions are the babies of existing followers but teenagers are also vulnerable to becoming more deeply immersed in religion. If they fear the risks of alcohol, other drugs, and the challenges of sex and relationships then they may be willing to submit to control by the religion (via their parents and officials) as a way out. Similarly, children aged 10 to 13 are often targeted by criminal gangs as new recruits and often are younger relatives of existing gang members. Some political ideologies are old enough that children acquire the politics of their parents.


Struggles: People struggling with poverty, debt, homelessness, imprisonment, addiction, loneliness, some mental health problems, or physical illness are also promising potential recruits. The tactic is to offer help while telling them about the group and material benefits of getting involved (some perhaps provided by an invisible supernatural being).


E.g. Potential recruits to street crime gangs are sometimes offered food. If you think it unlikely that recruits in a developed country would be starving then remember that teenage boys feel hungry most of the time and are a typical target.


Gullibility: Some people are simply less critically minded and easier to persuade. Maybe they already believe in the tooth fairy, homeopathy, crystal healing, and alien visits hidden by the government. A group’s ideas may be easy for them to accept with enthusiasm.


Resentment: People who resent their treatment by another group (or could be encouraged to) are also likely recruits. The organized unreasonable group can offer them a better life, punishment for someone resented, or both. 


The resentment need not be justified. Perhaps they belong to a demographic group that was unfairly treated in the past but is not today and even enjoys preferential treatment. Perhaps it is easier to believe their disappointments are due to someone else’s wickedness than their own freely-made bad choices, laziness, or lack of talent.


In politics this often goes along familiar lines. Most political groups promise fairness. Those on the political ‘left’ usually offer to take more from the rich and the white, and give more to the poor and non-white. Those on the ‘right’ offer to reduce those transfers or at least stop them getting bigger. A poor person might be persuaded to see their poverty as caused by the wealth of others, making them resentful of anyone wealthy and so vulnerable to groups who intensify those feelings and promise to get wealth from the wealthy and punish them. Similarly, a well-off person might be persuaded to see the problems of the world as due to the behaviour of the lazy, under-achieving poor.


Crime gangs also exploit resentment. For example, if an innocent young person is questioned in the street by police officers and feels distrusted then the crime gang might be able to turn that into resentment. (People should realize that police officers must be sceptical to do their job properly and that they know almost nothing about people they question in the street. Suspicious questioning is not harsh treatment and the citizen’s proper response is to help promptly and with understanding.)


Target members of similar groups


Members of other similar groups are also a popular target for organized unreasonable groups. These people have already accepted a lot of the ideology of the organized unreasonable group but may be dissatisfied in some way. The organized unreasonable group may offer them something more energetic, pure, or appealing for some other reason.


Target friends


Existing friends of organized unreasonable group members are also a source of new recruits. People are less quick to dismiss ideological claims and other recruiting messages when they come from a friend, even a friend who has changed recently.


Promote an ideology and rhetorical weapons


Many organized unreasonable groups put huge effort into developing and maintaining the ideological knowledge and psychological commitment of members, who may spend hours each week on this activity. In support of this, groups generate a lot of published material (videos, books, articles, images) and spend effort creating arguments to give followers something fresh or to counter resistance. They may also have one or more revered texts that are referred to endlessly.


Offer moral justification


Potential recruits are often offered moral justification for the group’s existence and activities.


E.g. Crime gangs often present themselves as more of a club than a gang. They are there to take care of their own community. The police are not good guys; they are dishonest bullies who unfairly persecute the recruit’s community. Gang members object to being stopped and searched by the police, not because it makes their criminal activities harder but because it is racist or otherwise unfair. They argue that drug use does no harm and should be legal anyway.


Religions and political movements typically lead with their moral justification. Religions sometimes claim morals are unique to their system or came from their system even when they constitute cooperation that probably evolved before humans.


Participants are often encouraged to see themselves as in some way superior to non-participants. Non-participants have value as potential recruits but otherwise are less important or enemies.


Converting to a religion may also reinforce or dignify a claim of conscientious objection and avoid being drafted into war.


The moral justification for some activities by some groups uses consequences that are imaginary but believed by followers. These include consequences via a supernatural being and in a life after death. For example, deadly actions may be motivated by a sincere fear of eternal suffering after death.


Offer and provide rewards to encourage participation


Recruits can be offered or given rewards to encourage them to spend time with group members. They may start to feel indebted for rewards they have received but hopeful of more, especially if they get closer to the group or become members.


Those rewards might include money, girls, and glamour, or perhaps less specific rewards by a supernatural being soon in life or later after death. One key reward is friendship – or at least social contact that seems supportive and caring even if later it emerges as exploitative.


In ancient history, civilizations sometimes converted to the religion of a wealthy nearby civilization to encourage trade. Today some religions offer local services and make it necessary for people to convert (or at least pretend to) to use those services.


E.g. Some faith schools in the UK push some parents towards church attendance to get their children into the school simply because it is the only academically suitable school locally.


A simple way to gain followers is to pay them for their support. This is typical for industrial lobby groups but has also been used by militant religious groups to gain fighters.


Threaten and give punishments


Potential new recruits to the group can be pressured to join or stay using threatened or actual punishments by group members or supernatural forces.


Harm from group members is straightforward. Boys and girls may be threatened with physical violence if they refuse to join a gang. In history there are many examples of religious rulers waging war and threatening death to those who will not convert to their religion. It is easy to imagine how, during the French Revolution, fear of grisly death motivated people to declare loyalty to the revolution.


In the case of harm from supernatural forces, the manipulative mechanism is often Pascal’s Wager (explained earlier in this chapter).


Ideologies often claim that serious consequences will follow from not obeying their rules. These may happen during your lifetime (e.g. illness). For example, perhaps there is a god who makes things happen (in a mysterious way) or some kind of karma. Alternatively, perhaps on a day in the not-too-distant future the god or alien will come to earth and kill everyone who has not pleased him.


Or maybe the payoff comes after death, when you get either eternal rewards or punishment depending on your compliance in life. Alternatively, reincarnation might extend the consequences of earthly non-compliance into a longer and more important future.


The threat is further increased if it is said that the god is always watching, knows what you are thinking, is all powerful, and even created the universe.


Some groups cultivate a feeling of guilt in their members about bad things they have already done or often do. Continued faith and compliance can save them from the negative consequences, it is said.


Threats and rewards are also often used to retain members. People who leave a group can expect their former group friends to be unhappy, at least. Leaving may mean being rejected by your family and friends. The threat may be that if you leave then your loved ones still in the group will be punished. In some countries, leaving the dominant religion is a crime punishable by death. Facing such threats, most people stay in the group.


With this threat in place, requirements to maintain behaviours that show continued devotion are more significant. If you miss a prayer meeting, cut off your beard, or stop wearing your headscarf (to take some typical religious examples), you may be risking death or at least the displeasure of your friends and family. Even without the death threat, the less severe consequences can still be powerful.


Hold meetings to emphasize social proof


People are encouraged to believe something is true when others seem to believe it. Groups exploit this effect by holding frequent meetings of their followers so they are confirmed in their loyalty and potential new recruits can be shown how many people already agree. The meetings also provide social contact that most people enjoy and value.


Active social media pages, websites, discussions online, and even advertising can be used to project the impression of a large, confident, supportive group.


The effect of seeing one’s friends and relatives involved is naturally stronger than seeing strangers. Seeing people like you is best of all, so a large group can organize sub-group meetings for people who are similar in some obvious way, such as age or sex.


Humour and ridicule can be used to influence newcomers and existing members.


Failing to attend sends a potentially dangerous signal to other followers, who may respond.


Conspiracy theories


A conspiracy theory (usually part of an Exaggerated Oppression Theory) is often present that insulates ideological beliefs from logic and evidence. When people have accepted the theory, they usually ignore counter-arguments, assuming they are lies and tricks created by the evil conspirators. The conspiracy theory can be as simple as seeing people outside the group as enemies who cannot be trusted.


Organized unreasonable groups have often been in long-term violent and/or non-violent conflict with others and developed a victim or martyr mentality. That is, they often complain about how they are treated but usually do not notice when they treat others badly.


Use rules about marriage


Rules about marriage can help expand a group. Usually there is pressure to marry only within the group. This means that if someone outside the group wants to marry a group member then they will have to become a group member.


Breed


Breeding new members is surely one of the most powerful and reliable recruitment mechanisms in the long run. Large religions often have rules encouraging large families and discouraging contraception and abortion. Parents are expected to teach those children the ideology of the religion and ensure they become followers. In perhaps a less rigorous way, crime gang members are often related.


Control education


Organized unreasonable groups often try to control the education of children. This increases the effect of breeding new followers.


Migrate and colonize


A growing group may need more territory and one way to get it is to migrate and colonize land. It is important for the group to maintain its cohesion and avoid its members becoming an integrated part of any society within which its colonies might be growing.


Conquer by violence


Communism would not have got far without violent conquest as a means of gaining party members. Some religions have expanded by violent conquest followed by forced conversion on threat of death, and by imposing laws.


Infiltrate another group


Another route to a large, organized group is to change an existing group by a combination of moving people into it and converting people within the group. The ideology of a comparatively mild and reasonable group might be gradually pushed towards extreme and dangerous ideas.


How they beat opponents and gain power


Organized unreasonable groups can become extremely powerful by being organized and clever, without using reason or fairness. It is vital to understand how a particular group does it.


Democracies are vulnerable to organized manipulation. The mechanisms of a democracy can even be understood and exploited by organizations that want to end the democracy.


Politicians are greatly influenced by their perceptions of public support because they need votes and these perceptions can be influenced by demonstrations, online comments, emails, letters, consultation responses, and votes. There is freedom to speak in public, hold rallies, and distribute written material (with some restrictions on content). Voting is used at many levels and perceived as fair (even though often it is not). There are also many opportunities to participate in decision-making through multiple levels of government, other organizations, committees of local representatives, standardization bodies, and so on.


The work of understanding issues and responding puts many people off voting and responding to consultations when the issues have only a small though negative effect on them. In contrast, small but committed groups take every opportunity to press their case.


It is often said that debate is healthy and winning debates is evidence that a person is right. There may be a loose statistical link between being right and winning debates but, the way people currently behave, too many other factors are involved for winning to be a reliable indicator. Sadly, most debates, including in the UK’s Houses of Parliament, are useless arguments where nothing is learned and participants just talk to build popularity with their own tribe. All we see is that they hate the other tribes, which we already know.


None of this is cause for rejecting free elections and occasional referendums but it is cause to promote reason and fairness, and to push back on alternatives. What are the tactics that Organized Professionals and their groups can use?


Look like a big group


The power and persuasive impact of a group are related to its apparent size. Groups gather to remind each member of the existence of the others. In addition to meetings, the group can organize rallies, marches, protests, concerts, and so on, always trying to maximize turnout.


The group can appear larger than it really is by being busy. It can bombard politicians, journalists, and social media with comments, petitions, open letters, and other communications designed to create the impression of a popular opinion.


It can hold demonstrations and rallies, making sure that as many of its supporters turn up as possible, and involve celebrities duped into supporting the group.


At wider meetings where group members are a minority, they can be first to speak, as often as possible, and speak the most. It can seem that the group members have spoken for everyone when a silent majority disagrees but lacks the will to speak up.


Another tactic is to give the group a name that suggests it represents a community and act as if it does even if it does not.


E.g. A website might appear to be a body that represents a group of people because the name of the group is something like ‘The association of butter tasters’. Special words like ‘association’ need official permission to be used in a company or business name in the UK, but getting that permission does not prove that the organization has most or even any of the UK's butter tasters as members or that it represents the views or interests of butter tasters. Besides, the name displayed on its website might not be its legal name.


Groups can also exploit social proof by mentioning it explicitly (i.e. ‘lots of people agree and support us’) as evidence that they are right and deserve more power.


Groups can also ally with other groups with similar objectives. Instead of just saying one organization is angry about something they can say lots of organizations are angry.


Use voting mechanisms, committees, and the law


A modern democracy provides endless opportunities to gain influence and power. Members of an unreasonable, organized, manipulative group can join research focus groups, student committees, committees at work, consultative groups, standards committees, political parties, trade unions, working groups, task forces, social media groups, think tanks, editorial boards, advisory groups, local councils (though this requires getting elected), and even become members of parliament and government ministers.


Once in place they can raise objections, inject emotion into discussions, get nasty if it will block or discourage opponents, suggest or demand wordings for documents, suggest or demand wordings for public statements, demand policy changes, propose motions, propose amendments, resist ideas they don’t like by wasting time, send public letters, organize petitions, and fund legal cases.


They can build on each concession won by asking for a bit more next time. Legal changes and cases that create a precedent can be exploited by pushing interpretations to the limit and beyond. Passing seemingly innocuous rule or definition changes can open the door to unexpected or extreme interpretations that give powers not envisaged by those who might have opposed the rule changes. Step by step the manipulative group can create a system of rules and established practices that favours its position.


Voting mechanisms provide opportunities to gain more power. To win a vote you don’t have to be right; you just have to outnumber other voters. Votes are used within tiny committees as well as across whole countries. In those smaller votes it is easier to ensure your team is in full attendance when opponents are not. Making meetings stressful and unpleasant for opponents eventually drives them from the committee.


Groups can use their growing power to get their people into positions of greater power. Many committees and similar groups struggle to find volunteers, so getting on them may be easy. They may struggle even more to find people willing to do the more time-consuming roles, like chairing meetings. Even an unpopular person can become chair of a committee with power if nobody else wants to do that work.


Politicians can be offered support (e.g. votes, money) in return for championing the group’s causes.


The system of rules and powerful roles can be used to threaten people with job loss, loss of funding, or legal action. Bureaucrats can be pushed into extreme enforcement of rules by similar fears. Larger organizations may institutionalize the dysfunction in their bureaucracies. They may appoint people to roles dedicated to enforcing unreasonable interpretations of rules, written or unwritten. Their officials might be scared into behaving unreasonably, or they may be supporters of the unreasonable network, empowered by their role and their perception of the rules, eager to control and bully people.


Exploit moral sensitivities


Organized, manipulative groups with no interest in democracy, freedom, equality, and so on can still use them as a shield to protect their activities from criticism and restrictions. If they understand enough about how sensitive, moral people in advanced countries think then they can exploit those sensitivities.


When someone says something against the interests of the manipulative group, it can react indignantly. It can complain of being offended or attack the speaker for being offensive, bullying, oppressive, or undemocratic. It can call them ‘elite’, ‘racist’, ‘ignorant’, ‘phobic’, or whatever it needs to say to make it hard for opponents. If experts disagree then they can be denigrated as ‘elitists’ involved in a conspiracy or collective delusion. This can be strengthened by denigrating the idea of objective truth, denigrating conscious thought, and promoting the power of intuition, faith, and emotions.


Consistently indignant, angry reactions can discourage open opposition. The organized, manipulative group can make themselves and their issues too hot to discuss in public and so suppress open opposition.


This behaviour typically triggers a backlash and criticism. Their defence is to use differences in behaviour between followers. If the group is criticized over the behaviour of its most extreme members then it can complain that this is unfair and point to its moderate members. Again, this exploits the sensitivities of the critics.


The group can encourage news media to be unsympathetic to opponents. It can complain endlessly of media bias against it even when the media bias is generally in its favour. The group can publish and broadcast, expressing disapproval and attacking opponents. With some control over news and entertainment media it is easier to make it seem that the whole world agrees with the group, except for a few awful people.


Protest angrily, intimidate, and attack


Suppressing resistance can be taken further with physical attacks on opponents. Members can be encouraged to carry out these attacks by promises of rewards, either in life or after death, and by presenting the victims as less than human or as threatening enemies. To avoid legal problems the group can maintain a public position that the violence was not carried out by its members or under its instructions. In some countries it is legal to incite people to violence as long as you are not too specific.


At its most extreme this becomes gaining power by violent revolution or conquest.


Attack and remove individuals


The effectiveness of intimidation, outrage, and attacks is often increased by focusing on individuals one at a time. The objective might be to remove the person from a powerful role, destroy their career, get suppliers to stop serving them (e.g. social media platforms, broadcasters, banks), stop them from speaking in public or having their work published, or get a retailer to stop stocking their products. The attacks can continue until the objective is achieved.


Techniques to do this include:



  	exaggerated emotion, usually anger, outrage, or distress


  	saying someone is extreme (e.g. far-right, far-left, alt-right, communist, Marxist, hyper-rationalist, scientist, extremist, militant, fascist, nationalist, socialist)


  	saying they are horrible (e.g. homophobic, transphobic, Islamophobic, bigoted, racist, authoritarian, oppressive, totalitarian, Nazi)


  	saying they are the wrong demographic (e.g. men talking about women, white talking about black)


  	unfounded allegations (e.g. sexual)


  	digging back over a person’s published history (e.g. comments on social media, articles, interviews) for tiny things that can be taken out of context (if necessary) and used to support an attack


  	trying to get people to say things that can be used to write them off, potentially after stripping away context


  	blocking the audience from entering a speaker’s appearance venue or making noise so the talk cannot go ahead


  	encouraging journalists to help with the vilification.





This is different to explaining why someone is wrong and respectfully asking them for a correction. Instead of sticking with reason and fairness until it is clear that this has failed, the organized unreasonable group simply attacks immediately to eliminate opponents and discourage other resistance.


Organize


Having considered the way the Organized Professionals work, it is time to think about how to tackle them.


Organized unreasonable groups can be enormous. Organized Professionals are often unusually dedicated to their cause and tend to be determined, persistent, and collectively ruthless in increasing the size and power of their group. Group ideologies often make members resistant to reason and fairness.


Regardless of your tactics, tackling such groups usually requires a group that is also well organized, persistent, and large enough to combat them on every battlefront. That means you need a sustained group with the time and money to do battle. Being right and having the inherent advantages of reason and fairness are not enough to overcome this requirement.


E.g. The UK’s National Secular Society campaigns for secular societies, focusing on the UK but including the UK government’s responses to international events. Every week it identifies and responds to another wave of attempts by religious groups to defend their existing privileges or gain new ones. These range from being legally permitted to strap down baby boys and cut off the most sensitive part of their genitals with no therapeutic reason to free parking in council car parks only for people going to church on a Sunday. Keeping up this level of response is a full-time activity for a highly professional and dedicated team. Similar efforts on almost the same issues and events are kept up by Humanists UK.


And yet, even though today most UK people are not members of organized religions, removal of religious privileges is rare and sometimes there are reversals with religions gaining new powers and privileges. To understand this, it helps to have a sense of scale. The income of the National Secular Society was £540,105 in the year ended 31 March 2023 (according to the accounts submitted to Companies House); the income of the Church of England alone was £192 mn in the year ended 31 December 2023 (according to the Church's published annual report). That's more than 360 times greater.


An individual who wants to help might be more effective as part of a group that is reasonable and organized, or as a supporter.


All recommendations in Chapter 12 on the scale of campaigns apply to influence in the face of organized unreasonable groups. However, it also helps to be organized to make best use of those resources and respond to the organized nature of the unreasonable activity, especially when competing for influence and power.


To form and build a reasonable group to tackle one or more organized unreasonable groups:


Seek, attract, and retain like-minded people: Join groups, test people to understand how they think and influence, be encouraging, and educate. Look for people doing activities that require and value reason and fairness.


Explain that reasoning is not enough: People who might help tackle the manipulative organized group may need to understand that just setting out some logical arguments will not be enough. Sometimes it is hard to understand how very differently some others think and use power.


Avoid bad experiences: It is hard to keep going if it feels emotionally bruising and stressful, so try to avoid these bad experiences. Try to retain control of encounters to maintain good quality discussions. Avoid encounters where reasonable people are outnumbered.


Operate efficiently: Use the methods described earlier for large scale campaigns to be efficient. In addition, monitor your opponents by searching the internet efficiently. Set up news services and run your own tailored queries regularly. Automate what you can.


Monitor and compete


To use resources efficiently it is essential to keep track of what the organized unreasonable group is doing and compete with it intelligently. What tactics is it using? Who is it targeting? What is it trying to do? How strong is it? How is it changing?


Specifically, to counter a group’s recruitment activity it helps to monitor and meet the group’s evangelical activities, including those targeting vulnerable people harder to reach with reason. The organized unreasonable group’s deceptive inducements should be countered. For example:



  	If the group uses exaggerated claims of oppression in its recruitment then provide data on the real level of unfair treatment, which in the UK is often lower than people think.


  	If the group offers a better life then explain more direct and reliable ways to get a better life than just supporting a group that promises to change the society for you or get a supernatural being’s aid. Provide evidence that practical strategies work better (e.g. showing that stacking shelves pays better than dealing drugs and is safer).


  	If the group claims that its members are morally superior and others are morally inferior then explain fairness, its justification, and how it is developing.


  	If the group provides charity but with ideology attached then provide help free of ideology.


  	If the group uses intimidation to bring in members or to keep members from leaving then protect organized unreasonable group members and almost-members from punishments. Let them know when the law is there to protect them.





Similarly, to counter a group’s attempts to gain and use power it helps to monitor and meet their tactics.


If the organized unreasonable group exaggerates its support then the true support for an organized unreasonable group should be researched, including the breakdown of different levels of commitment and extremism. This information can be provided to anyone who might otherwise be deceived by the group’s shows of strength. Is a group truly representative? How many people really contributed to a consultation response? How many would actually vote and in what way?


Revealing the true level of support for other views is also important. Silent majorities are common but can be uncovered using surveys.


Groups that use complaints of oppression and hate speech to discourage criticism can be tackled if you avoid saying anything that really is hate speech and use the pattern: ‘I am not X. It is not X to …’.


E.g. ‘I am not suppressing your freedom of religion. It is not suppression to point out that your sacred book says non-believers should be stoned to death. That is factually true and something many people are not aware of. Religious freedom does not allow you to stone people to death so there is a conflict between what your sacred book calls for in that passage and what is acceptable and legal in this country.’


All the fair and correct points you might want to make can be defending this way, with some thought.


To counter a group’s relentless exploitation of voting, committees, and the law requires monitoring and coordinated, sustained opposition using reason and fairness. Reasonable people must volunteer and turn up too. Reasonable consultation responses must flood in. Meetings must be pleasant and productive, which requires reasonable people to turn up and control the discussion so that manipulative tactics are neutralized and eliminated. The reasonable voters must turn out, which may require anticipating when votes in a committee are likely.


Attempts by the organized unreasonable group to exploit rules unfairly must be opposed at every stage. Stop them getting rules changed, have rules removed or changed back, push back unreasonable interpretations, fight cases, and highlight where bureaucrats have gone too far.


If meetings, conferences, committees, journals, news media, and so on are controlled by a manipulative organized group then try to weaken their control or, if you have the resources, create your own.


That focused opposition requires at least some individuals as committed as the organized unreasonable group, which may require a team of specialists funded by donations from a much wider population of people who care but not enough about each individual issue to spend a lot of their own time on the work. Less committed people can also help, however.


Attacks and intimidation must be neutralized and discouraged. False claims must be contradicted. It does not work to appease an organized unreasonable group. Assuming you have used only reason and fairness – with no ridicule, unnecessary antagonism, and so on – do not apologize or make concessions in response to the attacks. Simply neutralize and carry on with reason.


If the threats or attacks are serious enough then use the law. Do not break the law yourself. Call on law enforcers for protection. The relevance of laws against physical violence is obvious and of course terrorists should be chased down and arrested. The relevance of other laws is less obvious.


Laws are broken every day but not enforced. Often a law change is not needed because what organized unreasonable groups are doing is already illegal.


E.g. Jehovah’s Witnesses in the UK now have to accept blood transfusions for children after a case in which they denied one and lost in court (An NHS Trust v Child B & Ors [2014] EWHC 3486 (Fam)).


Here are some behaviours that could be tackled with existing UK laws:



  	Preaching that encourages followers to despise non-followers, gay people, or people of a particular race may be an offence under the Public Order Act (1986). The Act excludes what happens inside a dwelling but a place of worship is not a dwelling.


  	Publishing or distributing books that advocate criminal acts and/or hatred on the basis of religion, race, or sexuality may also be an offence under the Public Order Act (1986).


  	Forcing young people to remain in a group using threats of physical violence, loss of a home, or shunning may be illegal. If physical violence from a relative is feared then this could be an offence under the Serious Crime Act (2015).


  	Keeping up a threatening protest that makes people feel unsafe or by repeatedly emailing them with angry, threatening messages may constitute an offence under the Protection from Harassment Act, the Communications Act, or subsequent legislation in the same area.


  	Withholding children from school might be a form of child abuse.


  	Putting someone out of a job in reaction to a baseless social media storm or unreasonable complaint may constitute unfair dismissal or perhaps a breach of contract. Many contracts, such as publishing contracts, give the parties the right to end the contract if the other does something disreputable. However, this does not give a right to opt out just because some people are making an unjustified fuss.





Consider court action for defamation because your reputation has been attacked and you have lost as a result. Let people know if you are willing to take legal action.


To help others who have been unfairly attacked or fear they will be, organize protection. This might include people who will speak in support, advice on responding, legal advice, and even funding for legal action.


Governments can stop funding groups that prove unreasonable, remove charitable status, and implement laws that protect speech that is reasoned and fair (even when others get angry at what is being said).


Reduce their funding


Some organized unreasonable groups are created specifically to enrich their organizers and backers. These include crime gangs, industrial lobby groups, and scams. Other organized unreasonable groups are created for other reasons but individuals come to appreciate the living they gain from participating. Finally, all organized unreasonable groups are more capable if they have large revenues to fund their activities.


Funding allows organizers to work at it full time, employ helpers, buy specialist services (e.g. hackers), travel, buy advertising, buy tools (e.g. computers, weapons), and use impressive locations for events. They may also enjoy luxurious lifestyles.


Understanding the financial model of an organized unreasonable group may suggest ways to reduce its funding. These should be attempted. Reducing the number of relatively less committed followers is often a way to do it.


Chapter 15: Sustained attacks on you


This chapter is about situations where several or more people carry out sustained, unjustified, non-physical personal attacks on you or your group across multiple encounters, online or in person. There may be threats to your reputation, social position, or career. There may be physical threats.


If you have a position of power then these can be particularly energetic and persistent as your opponents strive to remove you from your position of power.


As usual in this book, the guidelines for Case 15.1 are also applicable within Case 15.2.


Case 15.1: Collective verbal bullying


This Case involves you or your group being attacked verbally by multiple people but you do not have a position of power. Such attacks usually only last for one encounter but this Case is about the rarer situations where they persist over multiple encounters. The attacks are unjustified and this is bullying by multiple bullies.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	avoid risky encounters


  	damp down bullying during encounters


  	avoid making things worse.





Avoid isolation


Avoid being alone with your persecutors, in person or online. If you have no strong reason to join encounters where you will be bullied then avoid them and save yourself the stress. If there will be nobody you can influence then avoid the situation if you can. If you bring other reasonable people to encounters where you are likely to be bullied then it will be easier for you to handle the situation.


Stay calm and neutral


Do not show emotion or weakness. Do not back down or be pushed off course. Stay calm and neutral. Don’t give them reasons to hate you by being nasty back.


The group attacking you might consist of one or two leaders with the rest just going along with them. Ringleaders often have personal reasons for disliking you or wanting to attack you. However, the rest of their group may have little or no reason so you may be able to weaken their support for the ringleader and the bullying. Do not give the rest of the group real reasons to dislike you. As usual, do not antagonize unnecessarily.


 E.g. Imagine that Ben is a teenager with a wide circle of friends who stay in contact through social media almost constantly. He has a large social circle as a result. One evening, completely by accident, he sends a message where he accidentally types 'he' instead of 'she'. He does not notice but a few minutes later someone else notices and ‘calls him out’ for misgendering. At first, Ben thinks this is a joke but within seconds others are repeating this attack and savagely criticizing Ben as a hateful bigot. It's a pile on. What should have been no more than amusing has suddenly become a threat to his social status and friendships. Ben notices that the first message and most of the nastiest criticism is from someone he does not like. This is bullying using the weapons of manipulative social justice activism. Ben thinks about hitting back in some way but decides instead to just stick to the simple truth. He posts ‘Sorry about that. I just mistyped and did not realize. No offence intended.’ Several people continue the attacks, refusing to accept his explanation, but Ben just repeats that it was accidental, using different words each time. He does not say they are taking it way too seriously, or being ridiculous, or complain about the aggressive comments. After about an hour the vicious comments die down and people seem to move on.


Be wary of assuming that you are being persecuted because of some demographic group animosity and, therefore, the persecution will be persistent. Even if the words they use clearly signal this kind of persecution it is still more likely that the real motive is personal. They want to hurt you or block you for personal reasons and get ideas for attacks from your general characteristics.


E.g. ‘You stupid old git’ could be ageism but is more likely to be said by somebody who dislikes you for some other, more personal reason.


Sometimes the bullying starts because someone mistakenly thinks you are something bad. If you stay calm and neutral then they might discover their mistake and desist. If you are aggressive in return then a new hatred might develop that continues even if they realize their mistake.


E.g. Imagine that in a conversation you once questioned a statistic used by someone arguing for renewable energy. Imagine that you are in fact in favour of more renewable energy and just wanted to check the statistic was correct. However, they jumped to the incorrect conclusion that you are against renewable energy and in some way on the side of big oil companies. Since then, they and their friends have aggressively attacked you. They are so angry that they fail to notice signs of your real position.


Many bullies thrive on seeing their victims upset. It gives them a sense of power. Staying calm and neutral deprives them of this encouragement.


Sometimes groups persecute others to bond. Individuals join in the persecution to gain approval from others in the group. If the others they persecute are aggressive in return, rather than just unmoved, this provides an obvious enemy and stimulates more persecution. Again, it is better to remain calm and neutral.


Clarify your intentions


The bullying might be driven by misconceptions about you or your intentions. The bullies may be unsure of your true intentions and that opens the door to error, bias, and exaggeration. Clarify your intentions and the bullying might stop.


Case 15.2: Attacks on a leader


This Case is about sustained, unreasonable personal attacks over many encounters against you, your team, or your side where you have a position of power or influence. This position may make the attacks particularly persistent and aggressive.


Typical situations where this can happen include:



  	people in powerful roles (e.g. members of parliament, political party leaders, campaigners, wealthy people) attacked for political reasons


  	business leaders, managers, or even supervisors attacked by their staff


  	teachers and lecturers troubled by disruptive students


  	the coach, manager, or captain of an unhappy and rebellious sports team


  	the organizers of an amateur dramatic group or some other club under attack from some members who are unhappy or have some other grievance.





The attackers want to get you out, replace you, make you do something, avoid doing something you want them to do, or just stop you doing something.


There may be periods of relatively low intensity attacks, implanting ideas, that lay the foundations for more effective attacks later. Then there may be periods of intense attacking when opponents think you are vulnerable to being removed, it is easier to stop you doing something, there is more at stake, or they are running out of time.


The attacks are often well thought out, strategic, adaptive, ruthless, and seemingly from all sides.


E.g. UK politics from 2016 to 2022 provided extraordinary examples of this phenomenon. Although one political party, the Conservatives, held office through the period, their politicians did not agree on major policy issues, primarily Brexit (Britain leaving the European Union to become a more independent European state), how to respond to climate change, the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and 2021, migration into the UK, and international price rises in energy and some foods caused mainly by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.


There were repeated struggles for power. After the referendum on European Union membership, Prime Minister David Cameron resigned and was replaced by Theresa May. Her failure to implement withdrawal from the EU led to her replacement by Boris Johnson but he was brought down by his handling of a row about drinks parties at his office during the pandemic. Rishi Sunak, a senior colleague, precipitated his removal and then stood for the job of Prime Minister, coming second to Liz Truss, who took over as Prime Minister. The attacks on Liz Truss were even more frantic than those on Boris Johnson and after 44 days she announced her resignation, staying on for just a few days while a successor was chosen – Rishi Sunak. All this was despite the party still having a large majority in the House of Commons, allowing it to pass any laws that its MPs agreed on, regardless of opposition from other political parties.


The Conservatives were attacked by opposition parties, most media channels, thousands of people online, and by civil servants. Priti Patel was pushed out of her position as Home Secretary by allegations of bullying made by civil servants. New Home Secretary Suella Braverman was attacked almost immediately by civil servants as unreasonable and insulting. Dominic Raab lost his position as Deputy Prime Minister to allegations of bullying made by civil servants. Whether these claims were reasonable or a tactic to get rid of politicians that some civil servants did not agree with will probably never be clear. Even if there were true claims, they were greatly amplified by vague, exaggerated claims, often leaked to journalists.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	adopt an appropriate leadership role – the Enhancer – to reduce most types of attack


  	counter attacks that do happen.





Take the role of Enhancer


People in positions of authority can choose between at least three contrasting roles:


Dominators: They must dominate others, exercising power and beating back challengers. They expect deference regardless of their behaviour and expect that deference outside work as well as in work matters. In this role it is usual to keep information to oneself and issue orders backed by power (usually the power of their delegated authority). Supporters must be offered favours or threatened to keep them on side. Collaboration may be seen as a sign of weakness. Taking suggestions from opponents is to be avoided.


Charmers: They are no more helpful than Dominators but instead of trying to get compliance through fear and favours they rely on charm. They try to be non-toxic ‘inspirational leaders’ who persuade others to buy into a vision or ambitious goals, and to admire and want to please the Charmer. They imagine that if those elements are in place then people will work out how to do things, regardless of how hard they are or how little experience and skill they have. Leaving people to work it out for themselves will always have miraculous motivating and problem solving powers.


Enhancers: They expertly provide a coaching, teaching, supervision, management, or leadership service to a person or group, enhancing their lives and the value of their work. Enhancers expect to have to earn cooperation and see this as strictly within the workplace. In this role it makes sense to share information, to take the lead in solving problems yet be open to suggestions, and to show that they are performing their role diligently so that their involvement is justified by the value it adds. Everyone must be treated fairly.


The role of Enhancer is not the same as being the most technically expert person within a group doing the same work. For example, a hospital can be run by someone who is not a doctor and having a doctor running a hospital might even be a waste of medical expertise. This Enhancer is not someone who simply does the work when others are overloaded or stuck, though this may happen occasionally in some cases.


 


The recommendations in this Case are based on Enhancer role of providing an expert service, primarily to the people being coached, taught, supervised, managed, or led. This is for four reasons:



  	Attempting domination in a country like the UK is inappropriate and extremely hard to do. Today it is hard to get your children to do something just ‘because I say so’. Employees sometimes feel they know better than their boss even when they do not understand the issues. Many voters consider themselves experts who can easily see what politicians are too stupid to see.


  	Being a Dominator makes it much harder to be an effective coach, supervisor, manager, or leader. It is distracting and the tactics needed are often the opposite of what is effective. In contrast, an Enhancer helps people feel appropriately valued and important.


  	Relying on charm is fragile and easily disrupted by opponents, reasonable or unreasonable. It often does not add enough value to the team.


  	The Enhancer role protects you from sustained personal attacks. Even leaders who are not actively under attack should consider attacks an ever-present possibility and prefer being Enhancers as a result.





The role of Enhancer could be taken by a project team leader, operational team leader, supervisor, CEO, government minister, or teacher, to give just some examples. The Enhancer role is appropriate in most relevant situations in the UK and there is no need to anticipate being attacked. However, if you are attacked then the Enhancer role provides protection and is a good basis for fair use of power.


An Enhancer providing coaching, teaching, supervision, management, or leadership services might need to do many of the following for their team:



  	administration others find mentally difficult or boring:


  
    	complete official forms


    	keep the books, do accounting, legal compliance, performance recording and reporting


    	make routine plans, schedules, or rotas; monitor progress and revise as necessary


  

  	control discussions:


  
    	chair meetings, including the preparation and follow up work


    	ensure that people with something worthwhile to say can speak, time is not wasted, and the discussion is productive and pleasant


    	summarize discussions to help keep them focused and extract useful results


    	help resolve disputes


  

  	monitor and enforce fairness between group members, as an independent person:


  
    	help to define roles, reducing confusion, overlaps, and gaps


    	allocate work, including work that is popular or unpopular with team members


    	keep people busy enough with appropriate work


    	allocate or ration scarce resources to meet genuine needs


    	help to design working methods


    	identify and prevent freeloading, cheating, bullying, theft, and fraud


  

  	obtain and process information about the environment and the group that otherwise would be immensely distracting hard work for team members:


  
    	get the information, filter it, and understand its significance (if any)


    	provide the relevant information to group members so it is easy for them to assimilate and respond to


    	propose adjustments to respond to conditions and promote progress for the group (from small adjustments to far-reaching strategic plans)


  

  	help individuals solve work problems:


  
    	help individuals with problems they are stuck on by coaching them, thinking with them, or providing extra resources (from a limited reserve or less pressured areas)


  

  	help individuals learn and improve:


  
    	help individuals improve by guiding their self-development and tuition


    	research, select, structure, and present material that helps people learn efficiently


  

  	communicate with outsiders on some issues:


  
    	talk to higher-ups


    	represent the group in disputes and negotiations with other groups.


  




These can all be useful services that make the efforts of a team more valuable and improve life for members. In contrast, a person can fail to add this kind of value by:



  	not doing anything useful or doing potentially useful tasks badly


  	preventing others from working efficiently by imposing unhelpful rules, requiring excessive progress reporting, or being a bottleneck for decisions


  	warring with individuals in a way that distracts and upsets them


  	trying to make individuals perform badly so that they can be removed or used as scapegoats


  	keeping information from people to retain an information advantage even though it harms their performance.





Typically, bosses themselves have bosses and peers at their level. The boss can enhance the value of work done by their peers and bosses by:



  	providing useful information, analysis, and ideas ‘upwards’ and ‘across’


  	conveying information and decisions ‘downwards’


  	encouraging other bosses to take the role of Enhancers.





A common fault is to focus on setting goals and applying incentives (punishments and rewards) but without having good reasons for thinking the goals are wise, without adjusting those goals in response to emerging events, and without doing much to help people achieve those goals. This just creates problems for people rather than helping them.


A similar fault is to try to inspire people with an exciting vision then trust them to achieve it and leave them to get on with it. Again, this is not doing enough to help and there is a risk that the vision is unwise. Quite often the end result is disappointing and trusting people turns to blaming them.


These failings are more likely when people try to be Dominators or Charmers.


Trying to be a Dominator may still be entrenched in a sector, making it easy to slip into that role without realizing the consequences. Example sectors include politics, organizations with a long-standing hierarchical system with grades of worker, and teaching (still struggling to manage behaviour without the aid of hitting children and a cultural tendency to defer to authority). It is important to be aware of this potential mistake and act as an Enhancer instead.


E.g. Angie is supervising Josh and Kate for two weeks of interim audit work at a large charity in Cambridge. Josh is the least experienced. It is the first morning and Angie is sharing out work to Josh and Kate. She says ‘We've got two weeks on site to do mainly compliance testing. Here are the time budgets I've worked out for us. Looking at last year's file, I don't think the members section was done all that well so, Kate, I suggest you do it. I know you have done members on a couple of other audits this year so I think you should be able to do a good job without much help from me. We can just have a quick catch up tomorrow. I'll do the fixed asset and accounts payable sections this week and take care of progress reporting and so on. That leaves you, Josh, to do payroll. It's your first payroll audit and they are particularly sensitive here so we need to spend half an hour or so together this morning looking at the approach and I'll inspect your unfinished work papers later this afternoon and give you some more guidance. OK?’


Kate is a little disappointed to be doing the members section again but understands the reasons for it and sees that Angie herself is doing the most boring sections. Likewise, Josh's tendency to overestimate his ability and be annoyed at supervision is countered by the good reasons for supervision in this case and by Angie's obvious competence and lack of bossiness.


E.g. Imagine that Jamie is 15 years old and today in maths his teacher started the topic of circle theorems. She worked systematically, stating each theorem and asking the students to write them down. She engaged the class with questions and generally followed best teaching practice. Nevertheless, Jamie was slightly confused by the unfamiliar learning task and the lesson was repeatedly interrupted by students who wanted a pen, permission go to the toilet, to complain about another student, or just to try to annoy the teacher in some way. The teacher got increasingly angry. She threatened to give students codes (i.e. official reports of bad behaviour that would trigger punishments) and then gave several codes to various students. Progress was slow and Jamie lost interest. The teacher's efforts to dominate the class were only partly effective.


Fortunately, Jamie had a private tutor and was due to see him that evening after dinner. The tutor greeted Jamie as usual, asking what Jamie wanted to talk about. ‘Circle theorems’, Jamie replied. The tutor asked how far his teacher had got with circle theorems and Jamie answered honestly that he did not know. The tutor continued with ‘OK, circle theorems. A classic GCSE topic. I do a great session on circle theorems. The key to success with circle theorem questions is to spot all the applicable circle theorems at the start. Once you've done that the problems are usually relatively easy to solve. Now, to get good at spotting when circle theorems apply you need to learn them in a particular way. What we're going to do now is study each theorem in a way that will structure your knowledge to make it easier to spot the theorems. We're going to load all the theorems into your brain. Then we'll look at some real problems and just practise spotting which theorems are applicable. After that we'll do some full problems. OK to start?’


Jamie nodded. He felt hopeful and was able to pay attention for the rest of the hour, during which he successfully learned to spot the theorems and even solved two full problems with his tutor's help.


Clearly, the tutor had a massive advantage because of having no disruptive students to deal with and being able to devote his entire attention to Jamie. However, the tutor also explained the expert help that he would provide and had a superior method of learning compared to the teacher. The teacher gave no explanation of the value of the class or her contribution.


The role of Enhancer requires both doing the job and showing others that you are doing it well. This is perhaps more important for managers, leaders, and teachers than it is for people who directly provide services or make goods because it can be less obvious that management is helping. This role affects the way you communicate with others. Most of the remaining recommendations in this Case are for this communication.


Encourage others to be Enhancers


It is easier to be an Enhancer if your own bosses and peers are doing the same. Having more Enhancer behaviour around an organization also protects your team from bad behaviour and reduces the risk of bad decisions elsewhere in your organization.


If your boss or a peer is showing no signs of doing something an Enhancer would do then suggest it. This can be done by:



  	a direct suggestion, e.g. ‘How about …’


  	asking if they will do something, e.g. ‘Will you be …?’


  	offering to do your part of the behaviour, e.g. ‘If you want to know more about how this would impact my team, I could make time to discuss it with you later today or tomorrow morning.’


  	mention that it would be helpful if they did a particular thing, and why, e.g. ‘It would help me a lot if you could give us a briefing on the current situation with new customers and how that is affecting our operations.’





If your boss or a peer has done something as an Enhancer then encourage them to keep it up by thanking them and saying why what they did was helpful and appreciated.


Give direction as an Enhancer


The language a person uses is one of the most obvious indications of whether they are acting as an Enhancer or not.


It is not appropriate for an Enhancer to give instructions using phrases like ‘I need you to …’, ‘I want …’, and ‘That's an order.’ The instructions are not for the benefit of the Enhancer. They are recommendations for the benefit of the group, though in most everyday situations it is expected that the Enhancer's directions will be followed without dispute.


More appropriate phrases include ‘We need to …’, ‘I suggest you …’, and ‘I propose that we …’. Directions from an Enhancer need not be soft suggestions. Often there are reasons why something is important and the Enhancer can use those to show the importance of carrying out the instruction. Here are some longer examples:


A client project with an agreed delivery date: ‘We’ve agreed to deliver this on 5th June, so please aim to finish your part by 27th May so that the finishing team can do their work. Let me know if it’s going to take much more or less time than that and I’ll see what I can do for you.’


Starting internal work of a continuous or frequently repeated kind: ‘We need to be doing at least 20 of these a week to make it worthwhile and the modelling I have done suggests that even with the initial set up it should be possible to do about 25 a week. Obviously there may be teething problems to sort out as you get started but if you can't get to 20 a week within the first 4 weeks then let me know and I’ll see what I can do for you. If you find ways to do better than 25 then also let me know and we can replan.’


Internal work where 10 days have been allocated to work of a certain kind and as much of it as possible is to be done: ‘It looks like you’re going to have 10 days to do some work on this. To help with planning, please let me know tomorrow what you think you might be able to get done and give me an update at the half way point. The initial estimate was that it would be possible to do the whole set-up in 12 days so your information is going to be helpful in planning and it would be great if you could actually get the whole thing done in 10 days.’


Something is of top priority: ‘This is top priority so don’t do anything else. If somebody wants something else from you then tell them you’re not available and that I’ll help them instead.’


Explain the purpose and value of your expert help


From time to time, explain (or at least mention) the purpose and value to the team of management and educational tasks you perform for others. This can be important where people do not understand that you are acting as an Enhancer.


E.g. Josh has just started a summer internship in a London office. His supervisor introduces herself and then says ‘My job is to help you do valuable work while you're here. That's good for you and our team. I'll try to keep you busy with appropriate work, so I need to get to know you. I've already read your CV but we'll have a chat in a moment. Something else that will help me keep you busy is you telling me how you're getting on. We'll talk about how you should do that so that I can be ready with your next task or can step in and help you if you're stuck or have gone wrong without realizing it. OK?’


Some people do not immediately recognize that they are receiving expert help. Instead, they think they are facing a Dominator.


E.g. Some people see themselves as in continual conflict with ‘the company’ that employs them or with shareholders. They think their manager's role is to be a Dominator on behalf of ‘the company’ or the shareholders. The reality is that ‘the company’ is an abstract legal entity and there are many stakeholders, not just shareholders. The real conflict is between the interests of the employee and all the other stakeholders in the activities of the company, not just shareholders. The manager's job, when acting as an Enhancer, is often to make or propose decisions that fairly take into consideration the interests of all those stakeholders, over the long term.


The purpose and value information will often help justify procedures that some people might mistakenly resent. Here are three illustrations of things you might say, covering common sources of disgruntlement at work, such as feeling ‘micromanaged’ by sensible precautions. The purpose and value information is in italics:


E.g. ‘Hi Julie. As you know, next week you start on the External Desk and I want to give you some information about how we will work together to get you settled in. The work on Externals is similar to what you've been doing but there are some significant differences and the stakes are higher. Errors on Externals can get through to customers and sorting them out can be a lot of work for several people. So, I'll help you learn to do the work independently but also manage the risk of errors, especially in your first few weeks.’


‘On Monday morning I'll introduce you to Brenda who will be handing over to you and we will make some handover plans. Over the following few weeks I'll check in with you often to make sure you've been told everything you need to know and fully understand it. I'll also be doing what I can to help you refine your skills and doing some independent checks for possible errors. Over time that will reduce and you'll be working more independently, just as you do now on the work you have been doing. OK?’


E.g. ‘Hi everyone. Thanks for being punctual. As most of you know, our workload is not consistent and also there are large seasonal variations. We are about to enter our busiest season. One of my roles is to try to help us all get through this by allocating work and making decisions about overtime. Sometimes overtime is needed for us all to get through and not lose customers. Sometimes it is wasteful to do overtime because there isn't enough work to go around. I can't ensure that everyone feels comfortable and rested all the time and that you won't ever wish you were somewhere else. However, if I do my job I can reduce the worst experiences for you and keep up a good service for our customers so they keep coming back to us and we still have jobs.’


‘To make this possible I will monitor your hours worked and check in with you individually from time to time to see how you are getting on, whether you want rest or money, what sort of work experience you hope to get, and so on. Obviously, there is conflict at times but I will try to balance your interests fairly. In some rare cases I may even insist on reducing your workload because, although you say you feel fine, I think you are doing too much and appear to be suffering.’


E.g. ‘Peter, I can see you are unhappy that I have to sign off your expense claims. You perhaps feel distrusted. The short answer is that I have to do it because that is company policy. However, there is a deeper, more interesting reason. The fact is that almost everyone has cheated at some point in their lives, perhaps in a small way, and probably at the time we thought what we were doing was morally justified in some way. A few people never cheat. Some people cheat on a large scale. Most people cheat occasionally. Internal controls like these sign offs are designed to take away the opportunity to cheat so that nobody feels tempted, falls under suspicion, or resents someone else they think is giving themselves treats at the expense of every other employee.’


‘It's not that I think you are dishonest. It's just that I don't know you that well, many people would cheat a little if they got the chance, very rarely they might cheat on a large scale, and it's better for everyone if I take the opportunity away. OK?’


A frequent theme is that management checks are to manage risk, not the result of lack of trust.


Justify cooperation


An Enhancer needs cooperation from others, especially those being supervised, managed, led, or taught. That cooperation should be asked for and justified by reference to the Enhancer role.


E.g. Karen is young and inexperienced. She has just started to work for Samantha who says ‘As your supervisor, my job is to make sure your work is valuable. That's good for the department and you. One of the simplest ways I will do that is to keep you busy with appropriate work. That means I need to know how you are getting on and, in particular, when you are likely to finish your current tasks so that I can be ready with new ones. So, I'm now going to explain how you will keep me informed. This will also help me spot when you are perhaps struggling and I should help you out with advice or coaching. OK?’


Cooperation that may be asked for and justified in this way includes:



  	letting the Enhancer control work-related discussions


  	sharing information about preferences, strengths, weaknesses, fatigue, and health so that appropriate work can be allocated


  	providing progress information so that help can be given and new work can be ready in time


  	complying happily with reasonable monitoring, work quality reviews, and feedback, especially early on when their abilities are not well understood by their Enhancer


  	asking for help


  	simply complying without question when time is short


  	attending meetings and being on time


  	paying attention to guidance and updates, then using the information provided


  	diligently performing agreed behaviour


  	providing relevant information that the Enhancer might be able to use.





Help others evaluate you fairly


Provide evidence that people can use to evaluate you as their Enhancer that goes beyond your visible behaviour and any results achieved. Also let them know about:



  	the situation faced


  	how your proposals tackle the challenges of the situation faced


  	efforts you have made that they might not otherwise see.





Today, most people do not assume that a person appointed to a responsible role (e.g. a manager or teacher) will do a good job and should be obeyed without question. This skepticism can be puzzling.


E.g. An experienced teacher standing in front of 30 children is the only adult in the room, has been educated to university level (often in the subject being taught), has been trained and qualified to teach, has perhaps years of teaching experience, has spent time preparing to teach the lesson, is using carefully selected materials, and has covered the content many times. In comparison, the children are seeing much of the content for the first time. Why would they have any doubts as to the truth or value of what the teacher says and tells them to do?


The doubts of subordinates/students are frequently reasonable, even when wrong:



  	They do not know about the manager/teacher's background and efforts.


  	If they are finding their work hard or the results are disappointing then they may assume this is because of the manager/teacher rather than because the task is inherently difficult.


  	There are details of their situation that they think (often correctly) their manager/teacher does not know about.


  	Their manager/teacher's advice may be good but miss a key detail that prevents the subordinate/student from making easy progress.


  	The manager/teacher may have made apparent mistakes in the past (e.g. due to not knowing about some personal problem the subordinate/student has) which the subordinate/student remembers.


  	The manager/teacher sometimes implements instructions from ‘higher’ levels of management and these may be, or appear to be, mistaken or even cruel. The subordinate/student has doubts about those ‘higher’ levels too.





E.g. A teacher of mathematics in a secondary school may be working hard to teach skills with surds to 30 young people but have 20 of them struggling with this tricky topic and some disrupting the flow of the lesson and breaking concentration for all students. Many of the students who are struggling will think it is because their teacher is confusing. Many will bitterly resent that they have to learn about surds at all, questioning the value of this knowledge in adult life. At the same time, some of the most able students will be mentally logging every slip the teacher makes and resenting every moment of seemingly wasted time spent on discipline and repeating points.


If you are supervising a person, including coaching them, then they will usually see your behaviour towards them but might not be aware of all the information you have available.


If you are managing or leading a group then there is more likely to be information you use that others might not know about and you are more likely to make efforts that they overlook.


You might be evaluated by other people on results but with the influence of external forces not fully factored in.


E.g. When a company is easily expanding, paying its staff well, and also making profits for backers, people are happy and most think that the top team is doing a good job. Conversely, when a company is struggling, most people are unhappy and think the top team is doing a bad job. This is regardless of the extent to which results have been driven by external forces such as fluctuations in overall market demand, changing levels of competition, and major technology advances.


People also often overlook the role of luck.


E.g. When a business leader makes a choice that results in a huge gain, this is usually taken as evidence of special talent. This is regardless of the possibility that their choice was just lucky. It is possible to make a winning choice for the wrong reasons – or even for no reasons at all.


A series of lucky guesses can make it seem that a person has a special talent. In theory, with a large number of aspiring managers making many guesses some will, by luck, achieve much better results than others. If they enjoy promotions as a result then the entire top team could be the lucky guessers, with no prospect of their guesses continuing to be lucky.


Because of the need to provide evidence of your performance, in doing key management tasks you will often have a secondary aim.


Task: Provide information and explain the issues so that people act appropriately to the situation.

Secondary aim: Show you are informed, that your proposed actions make sense, and you are doing a good job.


Task: Use participation to get information and ideas from others.

Secondary aim: Avoid seeming to want to dominate, show you are informed, and show that you are doing a good job.


Task: Set up systems, rules, criteria for decisions, etc because they are efficient and consistent.

Secondary aim: Show your bases for decisions so that people can see you are being fair, consistently, know where they stand, and do not pester you for special consideration.


Many of the remaining recommendations in this Case are to encourage sharing of helpful evidence.


Routinely share details of the challenges


Starting early, share details of the challenges facing the group you serve with members of that group. This is the first step in showing that you are performing your expert services for them diligently. It is also part of a style of participative decision making that involves people without necessarily giving them a vote on the final choice.


Those challenges will change over time. This may be because of new events unfolding (e.g. in operations management) or because you are moving on to different tasks (e.g. in project management and teaching).


To cover unfolding events, give regular, routine updates. Provide facts and figures, with well-designed information graphics. Carefully explain the significance of each point so that others know the details cannot be ignored. Explain important uncertainties and ask that anyone with relevant evidence shares it with you. This must not be a boring presentation of statistics with no implications.


Make those materials available permanently online and refer to the online materials frequently, urging people to look at them.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the UK government provided extensive statistics online and (for some long periods) daily briefings by senior government scientists and ministers to explain what was happening and what was known so far. This helped to explain the policies chosen.


For some reason they did not think it worthwhile taking the same approach to the ensuing economic problems. They could have had regular briefings with senior economic advisors joining the politicians to explain the situation, with charts and the latest data, and implications for policy.


When the Labour Party won the next general election, the new government also failed to explain the challenge effectively. Instead, they described the situation in emotive, imprecise terms (e.g. ‘£22bn black hole’) and blamed it entirely on the previous government, without mentioning other factors.


In briefer exchanges where there is no time for detail, you can refer to the comprehensive briefings previously given and to information online.


E.g. ‘As I explained yesterday, this has been rising for several weeks but is not yet at a dangerous level. Remember that you can see all this, including the latest updates, online at the usual intranet location.’


To cover the specific challenges of each new task, again give enough factual detail and consider making it available online. Information graphics are less likely to be relevant.


E.g. Teaching mathematics up to GCSE level (at age 16) provides many examples of topics that are inherently tricky and cause problems for many students that a good teacher will try to help them avoid or overcome. These include:



  	the transition from numerical methods to algebra (because there is a temporary reduction in problem solving ability before algebra overtakes other methods)


  	basic algebraic operations such as multiplication, division, and factorization (because they involve building intricate new mental skills that will have to be used quickly and accurately, many times)


  	circle theorems (because geometry is not common at GCSE and the topic involves a large number of theorems)


  	percentages and ratios (because many students have already learned about them as younger children and have deep-rooted confusions)


  	using trig functions (because there are three to choose from and this is the first encounter with functions presented in this form and their inverses)


  	using the sine rule and cosine rule (because of difficulties deciding which is applicable at a stage when the student knows several different mathematical tools for reasoning about triangles)


  	surds (because they involve building intricate new mental skills).





Explaining the challenges is often a good way to introduce your proposed approach.


E.g. Imagine a maths teacher starting the topic of surds. ‘OK everyone. Today we're going to start learning about surds. This can be tricky if you don't learn it in just the right way. I guarantee you that across the country right now there are many, many students who are confused by surds and will stay confused. You need to build in your mind some new, intricate skills. It's a bit like putting together a clock; if we get one piece out of place then it could stop the whole thing from working. We need to be precise. So, what we're going to do today is go slowly and carefully. I'm going to explain each specific skill, step by step, and demonstrate for you using simple examples, more than once. Then you will have a go, slowly and carefully. You will see exactly how an expert thinks these problems through and you will copy. Gradually we will move on to slightly more complex examples but I will explain it at every step.’


‘If you are not getting it today then do not worry. Get a good night's sleep because we will do the whole thing again in tomorrow's lesson so you will get a second chance. Most likely you will find that the learning you achieve today will make your progress tomorrow much better and more things will fall into place. If that does not work then I will help you individually.’


‘This type of learning is useful for many other types of mental skill, including things you might have to master as an adult at work. I'll tell you more about that tomorrow. OK, ready to start?’


If you just outline a genuinely brilliant plan without providing this background then many people will not understand why the plan is good. Because what they have to do is still hard and perhaps the results are not as good as they imagined, they may think you are doing a bad job.



This approach makes it harder for attackers to pretend that everything is your fault, assume that the problems are easy to solve, and fantasize that they know better what to do. Sharing the details of the situation faced should make them more cautious. They might even come up with some good ideas.


Providing the information routinely makes it harder for attackers to say you are making excuses. When you remind them of external challenges you are only saying what you have been saying all along.


Providing and frequently updating information about challenges faced also makes it harder for people to forget about them or pretend they do not exist. Sufficient detail needs to be given to make this work. It is not enough to list the issues briefly from time to time. They need to be explained, perhaps charted, and updated frequently.


E.g. Imagine Cara is the director of sales for a medium sized engineering company. She herself does some sales work but also has a team of three senior salespeople and around 20 people to support them. The team is hard to direct. It includes some ambitious individuals and a few moaners. Each week she has a one-hour video meeting with her team, including as many people as possible, and asks for updates on their major clients and leads. She shares performance and other statistics and explains various issues. Her manner is thoughtful and patient. In discussions, she asks good questions. Cara is excellent at summarizing the biggest issues from all the information people provide. When she suggests actions to address problems most people simply nod in agreement.


E.g. In the UK, immediately after the COVID-19 pandemic, trade union members more often refused to work as they tussled with management for a better deal. These refusals mainly affected public services and services supported by government subsidies. The UK government had difficulties borrowing after the heavy expenses of the pandemic and did not wish to increase its annual deficit unnecessarily. The situation was worse in industries that were also struggling with falling demand. The rail industry did not immediately see customers returning to trains because many had learned to work from home and liked it. The continuing decline of sending letters (and rise in sending parcels) affected the postal service.


Those acting on behalf of the government and the directors of the companies involved often mentioned the challenging background issues but did not go into nearly enough detail or update their information often enough to be effective with their workers, the general public, or journalists.


Unions described management’s proposals for change as ‘attacks’ on workers motivated by greedy desire for profits and almost never mentioned the challenging circumstances.


In the case of rail, the information provided might have included:

  
    	ticket revenues, broken down geographically, week by week, with comparisons to previous periods


    	analyses of government subsidies, showing the totals over time and what they were to fund


    	total amounts paid to senior management, other employees, and to shareholders, over time, carefully distinguishing between those related to the UK rail system and those related to business in other territories


    	maps showing the proportion of trains in each service that were economic to run without government subsidy


    	analyses of trains cancelled at weekends due to lack of staff


    	detailed analysis of the efficiency changes sought from computerizing timesheets, increased driver-only operation, reduced ticket offices (increasingly obsolete due to vending machines and online ticket purchase), more flexible work time planning, machines to assist in maintenance, and so on. (In each case, going into detail about what was involved and quantifying the issues and opportunities as far as possible.)


  


Management did not do this. Perhaps they had confidentiality worries, though it is hard to imagine what those might have been. Perhaps they could not justify their proposals. Or perhaps they did not think of doing this and felt it was more important to assert their dominance than to show their competence.


One minor potential disadvantage of this routine disclosure is that it may make the current problems seem more serious but you should not try to give an unrealistically positive (or negative) description of the current situation.


Show understanding of different stakeholders


Show people that you understand their situation and interests by being seen to acquire relevant information (e.g. ask people questions, explain the data you have used) and by explaining your understanding, especially demonstrating a grasp of the variations between people.


People you provide a management service to often have different, conflicting interests and want to know that you understand those interests. They often want you to give their interests special priority. It is common for people to think that what they do is particularly important and that the problems they face are particularly severe, so this seemingly selfish view can be driven by typical biases and sincerely held. Often it is impossible to give everyone what they want but you may be able to explain the reasons sufficiently that they accept the situation and value your contribution nevertheless.


People are less worried that you do not understand their needs and wants if you seem to be like them. However, this is not a practical basis for selecting leaders or reassuring people. It is impossible to be like everyone else if others are not the same as each other, which is typical.


E.g. Wealthy politicians are routinely attacked because of their wealth. In addition to suggesting that they must be bad people because they have wealth it is often claimed that they cannot understand the problems of ordinary people because they do not personally face those problems.


Also, people want leaders to be like them but also highly competent. This contradiction usually goes unnoticed because of another typical bias, which is to think we are more capable than we are.


This is another reason why leaders are typically not like the people they are leading. It is not practical for leaders to have personal experience of all the problems that people who are struggling in life may be facing. An intelligent person with strong self-control will often avoid life’s problems by wise choices or solve them quickly. This means they have not experienced the sense of struggling and hopelessness that some others feel.


What a leader can do is to understand the situations others face despite not having personally experienced them. This is something we should look for in potential leaders. For example, with some study and imagination you might be able to understand a lot about what it is like for a person to struggle to learn to read, to have a terminal illness, or to be an identical twin. It is not necessary to know and understand everything about those situations; you just need to understand what is relevant to the decisions you contribute to.


Just listening to people, which is often what they want and what leaders think they should be seen to do, is not in itself a guarantee of success. What people say even about their own lives is often vague, factually wrong, and deceptive. They will sometimes include their views on what you should do as well as information about their lives and perceived interests. They might want to lobby you, not inform you. Their unrealistic expectation may be that you should believe every word they say and do what they tell you.


E.g. A senior politician with some responsibility for health visits a hospital. It is primarily a photo opportunity designed to make him look like someone who cares and listens. He is taken to the bedside of Freda, who is 93 and recovering from pneumonia. Freda seems like a nice lady but, once the cameras start rolling, she launches into a slow, quivering tirade against the politician and his party, calling him a disgrace, clueless, and cruel, then telling him to spend more money on health and pay nurses more. The camera crews are delighted and head off immediately to upload the video so it can be presented as humiliating and damaging. The politician is trapped. He cannot disagree with Freda, 93 and unwell, even though she knows very little about the health system and nothing about its finances. If he explains important facts to her, it will seem as if he is disagreeing with her and not listening.


Despite these problems, a leader can gain valuable information from almost anyone because everyone is knowledgeable about something: their recent experiences.


E.g. If the person is a new recruit to a company’s office cleaning crew then they are at least an expert on what it is like to be a new recruit in the cleaning crew. Maybe the boss wants to know what really happens when people join the company, even into roles that some might see as unimportant.


Asking factual questions about these recent experiences is a good basis for a conversation. The other person is participating in decisions – perhaps important decisions – by providing information. The leader is asking for that information and taking the answers seriously, though not allowing lobbying. Often the conversation will be testing or adding detail to management information already seen, often statistical. (The other element of participation is welcoming suggestions from others, which is discussed later in this Case.)


Listening needs to be combined with questions that dig out facts and demonstrate knowledge and intelligence. Explain the purpose of questions when not obvious. Explain why you need specific, well-defined facts and, where relevant, quantities. You need them so that you can understand exactly what you are being told and because there are conflicting interests to consider and you must be fair to everyone. Otherwise, probing for the facts behind vague claims might be perceived negatively as disbelief.


E.g. The politician visiting Freda, 93, in hospital might have started with something like ‘Hi Freda. I hear you are recovering from pneumonia. How are you feeling today?’ then probed with something like ‘I have been walking around this hospital and looking at the number of nurses on duty. Things look ok but I want to ask you a question to help me understand this. While you have been here, have you pressed the help button or called out for help? You have? OK, when you called for help did someone come within about a minute or was there a longer delay?’ This is the sort of question a senior person might ask to gain insight into the statistical information they have been given. Does the level of nursing staff translate into an acceptable level of care? What mechanisms can lead to problems despite a seemingly adequate number of nurses?


In explaining your understanding of the situation and interests of different stakeholders, systematically cover each group and show an understanding of the variations within each group. Take care not to antagonize unnecessarily or disclose private information.


E.g. If the topic is childhood obesity then stakeholders include the children, their parents, schools, food manufacturers, retailers, and the health service. Reasons for obesity include genes, food availability, parenting, and the ingredients of food sold. A sensitive issue is that the rate of childhood obesity is much higher (in the UK) in small areas whose Index of Multiple Deprivation score puts them in the most ‘deprived’ 10% (NHS England Digital, 2022, Table 6b_R of the data spreadsheet). It is vital to avoid suggesting that all poor parents are bad parents or that no family struggles to afford enough food. At the same time, some childhood obesity is driven by parental over-feeding which, in turn, is the result of ignorance about food, health, and how to talk to children. This must be mentioned, but carefully; if you leave it out then it will seem to some that you are ignoring an area where worthwhile improvements might be possible.


Describe the situation objectively


In describing the situation, including the latest results, be objective, covering both positive and negative information.


This shows people that you are realistic and informed. It also makes it harder for attackers to keep discussions unfairly focused on your alleged failings.


Attackers often focus on bad news about results so they can blame it on you. In response, it is tempting to present only good news about results. However, it is better to describe the situation, including drivers and results, objectively and comprehensively. Cover the bad news along with the good so that the attacker’s ploy is more obvious. Explain information that might look negative to some people but isn’t.


E.g. During the COVID-19 pandemic, in the UK, the number of people dying in a month was occasionally lower than usual for the time of year. This was used by people who objected to restrictions designed to limit spread of the disease to say that the whole thing was an overreaction or even a hoax. It would have helped to explain the real reason for this prominently in official statements about the pandemic. The reason was usually that more people had died earlier in the year from the disease; their deaths had been brought forward by just a few months or even just weeks. (There were also people whose lives had been shortened by a decade or more.)


Thank other contributors


Do not take credit for everything. Thank people who have contributed positively. This includes advisors, writers, analysts, and people who have contributed good ideas. You might name them or refer to them only by their role if they prefer.


E.g. ‘As always, my thanks to the Statistical team for pulling all this together and to our economic advisors for their huge efforts on modelling and exploring the range of policy options.’


This makes it clear that you have used the skills of others, which is diligent and usually reassuring, and does not take credit for the work of others. It also strengthens the case for resisting unfair calls for your resignation if something goes wrong that does not warrant resignation.


Attribute fairly


Don’t be afraid to explain the causes of problems comprehensively, even if that means explaining your own mistakes, the impact of factors outside your control, and the choices made by others. Objective, fair attribution is not dodging responsibility or playing blame games.


A typical attack is to claim that everything bad that happens is your fault even when it is not. It might be claimed that you failed to solve the problem because of incompetence or that you caused the problem deliberately out of meanness or greed. To the attackers, it will not matter that nobody else knew how to solve the problem. At the same time, anything good that happens is either ignored or attributed to someone else. If you point out the role of other people in causing problems then you will be accused of making excuses, scapegoating, deflecting, and evading your responsibilities even if this is not true. To reduce this kind of attack, lay the foundations early.


It is a myth that when something goes wrong the top person is always responsible and should resign. Sometimes nobody is to blame. Sometimes somebody is to blame but not the leader. Some bad stuff is going to happen from time to time however good the leader. The sources of bad stuff can be split into three:


External: Nobody can prevent things happening outside their control (e.g. in another country) and it is impractical to prepare for every eventuality. Even a well-planned response to a difficult situation usually involves some losses for someone.


‘Superiors’: Almost nobody is truly at ‘the top’. Your boss probably has a boss who has a boss, and so on up the chain. The Chief Executive of a mighty company has to answer to the board of directors and directors worry about what shareholders and bankers will think. Even the leaders of nations worry about voters, their generals, and the leaders and people of other countries. Leaders often have to carry out instructions from on high that will have bad consequences for their fellow team members, though there may be ways to mitigate the harm.


‘Subordinates’: No leader or system of management control can prevent some people from doing the wrong thing. For example, cases of fraud often involve clever deception and evasion of controls. Cases of poor financial decisions often hinge on technical details so complicated that it is unreasonable to expect leaders to fully understand them.


And even when the leader is responsible there may still be nobody better, especially once the leader has learned from the bad experience.


Fair attribution requires honest admission of your role as well as analysis of other causes.


Highlight hindsight attacks


Be alert for the effect of hindsight. It can lead to misattribution, making it seem you are more responsible for a problem than is fair.


Some attacks are made with the benefit of hindsight. The attacker may say you should have done something which would have been a better approach, even though this was unclear at the time. The attacker may say you were told about something and therefore should have acted on it but at the time that may have been only one of many things you were told. It is only in hindsight that the important things can be identified.


Many people experience hindsight bias accidentally but tricksters can exploit it deliberately.


When discussing your contribution to current problems, do not fall prey to hindsight bias. In retrospect, it may seem that you should have realized something or could have done something different. However, that impression may be the result of hindsight bias. Consider what else you were dealing with at the time and what other indications there were, perhaps pointing in other directions. Be fair to yourself when describing your role in past decisions and explain those other issues as well as what you have now learned and what difference it makes.


Invite suggestions and improved suggestions


A key element of participation is to invite and consider suggestions from others. This should be done even if their suggestions are often unworkable or insincere.


When attackers propose actions they say you should take, their ideas may have some merit. (This is more likely if you have shared details of the problem situation, including the circumstances and interests of the various stakeholders.) However, at least as often there are problems with their proposals. These should be explained patiently in some detail.


Rather than ending on a rejection, invite the attackers to suggest something better that overcomes the problems you have explained. Do this sincerely. If they were just attacking you then they will usually have nothing worthwhile to suggest. If they have a good idea then you should consider it and perhaps build it into your plans, with gratitude.


This idea works in conjunction with sharing the details of challenges.


Highlight conflicting demands


Where you are being attacked by people who disagree with each other, they will try to focus on you being wrong. All sides will do this. Everyone will agree that you are stupid and useless. They will avoid acknowledging that they also disagree with others who are attacking you.


It is important to highlight where demands conflict. If one faction demands that you do something but the other demands that you do not, then point this out. This shows when you are an arbiter trying to reach a fair decision in the face of conflicting interests and demands.


For reasons already discussed, it is common for people to take a narrow perspective and ignore the interests of others. Do not let them do this. Repeatedly remind them of the bigger picture of all legitimate stakeholders, technical problems, and so on. Invite them to try again to make proposals that will work fairly for everyone.


Monitor and counter persistent personal attacks


Some of the most dangerous attacks are those that are sustained for so long that they start to feel like accepted facts. It is very dangerous to ignore these, even if they are false and unfair.


These attacks often exploit facts but give them an unreasonable interpretation or slant. Even a pronounced strength can be twisted to suggest a weakness. For example:



  	A person who is privately educated, titled, is wealthy, or has a wealthy family can plausibly be attacked as a snob who does not understand the problems of ordinary people. Many people will assume it is true.


  	A strong-willed man can be attacked as a stubborn bully, a misogynist, and oozing with ‘toxic masculinity’. Again, no real evidence is needed for the minds of many people to be persuaded.


  	A person with a working-class background can be attacked as a far-left communist.


  	A very popular person can be attacked as a ‘populist’, implying that they exploit less intelligent supporters and are political extremists.


  	Someone who is overweight can be insulted as greedy and selfish.


  	A person who is highly intelligent and knowledgeable might be attacked as nerdy, too theoretical, impractical, a talker not a doer, unsociable, and an intellectual snob who cannot understand the problems of ordinary people.


  	A person who often takes a few seconds to formulate a clear answer to interview questions can be presented as not answering questions at all or as being a waffler.


  	A politician in opposition can be attacked as useless and ineffective, with no plans, who only knows what to do in hindsight.





The most likely attacks can often be anticipated from our most obvious and best characteristics. For example, if you are unusually intelligent and knowledgeable then you can expect to be attacked for that.


These must be contradicted and refuted, probably repeatedly, and a senior politician will usually need a team working on it to cope with the number of people making the attacks.


E.g. Prime Minister Boris Johnson was called a liar so often that some believed almost everything he said was a lie. The claims were made by the opposition parties, their supporters in news media, their supporters on social media, and by Johnson’s opponents in his own party. In reality, he lied occasionally while acting as Prime Minister but probably less often than most people do in ordinary roles. He lied too often for his role but the extent of his lying was hugely exaggerated by his opponents. It became such an established line of attack that anyone aiming to hit out at him, such as former allies, would repeat the theme.


Yet Johnson and his team seemingly did little or nothing to counter the incessant exaggerations and insinuations. Since the insinuations themselves were often dishonest, there would have been plenty to work with, though Johnson would have needed a team to work on it full time. His enemies eventually scented blood in the water over some drinks parties illegally held during the pandemic at 10 Downing Street, the Prime Minister’s office building. It was a relatively trivial issue but the foundations had been laid and the issue of honesty was used to lever Johnson out of office.


Clarify reasonable expectations


Setting out reasonable expectations of yourself and your attackers can limit their attacks.


Attackers will often try to hold you to unreasonably high expectations while holding themselves to very low expectations. They may expect you to predict future outcomes with certainty and accuracy, control outcomes completely, know instantly the solution to new problems, know everything, and never make a mistake. They may hold you to very high standards of honesty and rationality while relying heavily on deceptive ploys themselves.


E.g. In UK politics, if the government has to change a policy because of changing circumstances or new information then this is often attacked as a U turn, lying, weakness, or a shambles. It is unreasonable to expect politicians to predict events and the effects of their decisions so perfectly that a change in policy is never needed.


Explain that nobody can predict the future with certainty and accuracy, control outcomes completely, know solutions instantly, and never make a mistake. Say what would be reasonable.


Chapter 16: Getting powerful help


Most people have the power to call on help from others, especially others whose role involves enforcing rules.


Case 16.1: Help for other rule breaking


This is the Case of bad behaviour that is against some rules or expectations (often against the law) and not going to be stopped by reason and fairness. (This is wider than Case 10.5, which concerned breaking the rules of a discussion.)


The simplest method is to remind someone that other people are observing or would be interested. The other people might or might not have some authority and an enforcement role but it helps if they do.


E.g. When I was at school, I was threatened by an older boy outside one lunchtime. He held a screwdriver threateningly near my face and made verbal threats. I was rigid with fear but noticed, out of the corner of my eye, a teacher nearby. I said something like ‘There’s a teacher over there.’ and the bully just walked away.


Others we can go to for help include parents, teachers, online discussion moderators and reviewers, managers, regulators, professional standards groups, some charities, inspectors and reviewers, security guards, lawyers, and police officers.


In an ideal world, enforcers would always intervene immediately and we would not need to call on them. In reality, they often do not intervene without a prompt, for a variety of reasons.


This Case focuses on bad behaviour by unreasonable people where a powerful enforcer could help but has not yet. The enforcer may have taken no action because they:



  	are not aware of the bad behaviour


  	have not realized the behaviour is breaking a rule or otherwise wrong


  	have not realized the situation is serious enough to justify intervening


  	do not have enough evidence to act


  	think it is someone else’s responsibility to intervene, not theirs


  	are concerned by possible negative effects of intervening.





One of your problems may be identifying someone who can help.


The following guidelines aim to:



  	identify people who can help


  	prompt them to intervene


  	make it easier for them to intervene effectively


  	change the rules or their interpretation in a good way.





Identify the right people to call on


Sometimes people do not call on powerful help simply because they do not know who to turn to. Perhaps they do not know that the person or role even exists.


Knowing who is there and who might be worth contacting is vital. Possibilities in the UK include: any independent person, teacher, supervisor, boss, head of department, chairperson, personal tutor, curriculum quality team, diversity/equality officer, student union, trade union, lawyer, ombudsman, adjudicator, whistleblowing line, complaints department, ‘the manager’, Human Resources, regulatory risk team, compliance team, Money Laundering Reporting Officer, ethics panel for a relevant professional institute, police, independent regulators/watchdogs (e.g. the Advertising Standards Authority, Ofcom, Ofwat, Ofgem), your Member of Parliament, tax inspectors, immigration officials, buildings inspectors, the Bar Standards Board (regulating barristers), Monitor (for health service complaints), and the Financial Conduct Authority. 


You might explore multiple options simultaneously. A group such as the Citizen’s Advice Bureau might help you decide who to turn to.


E.g. If you face what seems like illegal behaviour then it might be a civil or criminal matter. If civil then you need a lawyer. If criminal then you can contact the police. If you need the police, it might be an emergency (so call 999 in the UK) or something less urgent that might require a call to one of their other special numbers. (What about visiting a police station in person? I did this once and they just gave me a telephone number to call. That call was very successful.)


Can the people you call on for help actually help and will they? Can they and will they influence someone who can? Who is most likely to act at all and who is most likely to act objectively rather than do their best to pretend there is nothing wrong?


E.g. If you notice biased news reporting by the BBC then you could complain to the BBC, which has a committee for this kind of complaint. However, it usually decides there was no bias and its standard ‘punishment’ is to remind the people involved to try to be unbiased in future. In short, this is probably a waste of time and you should complain to someone who is more independent of the BBC.


Many of the potential helpers have published rules that they apply, usually available online.


E.g. The UK’s Advertising Standards Authority applies advertising codes written by the Committee of Advertising Practices. If you make a complaint then you should receive an update about what happened as a result. Online you can select cases by date range, topic, and outcome and see the details of the complaints and the outcome. It is fascinating.


Knowing their rules helps you predict how the powerful authority will respond if you raise bad behaviour with them.


Mention rules and options for enforcement


Fair use of power should be done openly so that the other person understands what is happening. However, this gives them the opportunity and an urgent motive to undermine that use of power.


E.g. If you tell someone dishonest you are going to call the police then they have a strong, urgent motive to stop you and the opportunity to try.


E.g. If you tell someone dishonest you are going to tell a teacher then that gives them a strong motive and the opportunity to go to the teacher first and give their own story before you can tell the truth. Without that urgent motivation they would prefer not to take such drastic steps.


To minimize your risk, mention the applicable rules and available authorities in a general way, early on, without saying you now intend to call on them. This shows unreasonable people that you know your options and the rules, and might call on powerful help at some point. Usually this will motivate unreasonable people to take care not to provoke that escalation.


E.g. ‘Thank you for agreeing to talk about this. It could be, potentially, a matter for my trade union but it would be quicker and more convenient for everyone if we can just reach a fair agreement without getting them involved.’


E.g. ‘As you know, I am not happy with the service you have provided with respect to my rented properties. I know that, as a member of the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors, you are bound by an ethical code enforced by the Institute and there is a route by which I could make a complaint. However, it would be better for everyone if we did not go down that route. All we need to do is agree a fair plan for resolving the issues and managing my properties in future. Would you like to begin by telling me more about the challenges you have experienced with my tenants and what you have done about them?’


As you can tell from these examples, this move raises the tension in a conversation so is only for situations where you strongly suspect the other side is going to be unreasonable. Maybe they have pushed you around in the past and you have decided not to be bullied again.


Show awareness of rules


Sometimes it helps to let offenders know you are aware of a particular rule and know or suspect it is applicable and perhaps is being broken.


E.g. Suppose you are considering buying something for a particular purpose but you are not sure if it is suitable for that purpose. For example, can this wristwatch be worn when swimming? Is this flour suitable for making scones? Can this phone be used in France? In the UK, under the Consumer Rights Act (2015), if you ask the salesperson if the product is suitable for that use and they say it is then you are entitled to return the good and get a refund if it is not. (There are some finer points.) This is the case even if the product is not otherwise advertised as suitable. Asking a salesperson this kind of question should make them aware that you know this rule and are taking careful note of what they say. Should you have to return the item you can say ‘When I bought this, I asked the salesperson if it was suitable for …’ which shows them again that you know the rule. If they do not respond positively then you may need to mention the Consumer Rights Act (2015).


Ask enforcers to consider intervening


If references to the rules and authorities have not produced a fair outcome then it may be necessary to call on powerful help. Make the enforcers aware of what is happening, planned, or has happened. Ask them to consider intervening or follow their required process for raising issues.


Even if the authority takes no action over an incident you report, their statistical evidence will be affected. When they later review the recorded incidents they will have a signal saying that perhaps now something more should be done.


That might mean paying more attention to a particular type of offence, a location, or an offender who has been named many times.


For many types of offence, if nothing is reported then nothing will be done. Law enforcers are not searching for those offences. Conversely, being told about an offence will sometimes mean the enforcer is required to pay more attention or even to act.


E.g. The police look bad if you report an angry argument outside a pub, the police do nothing, and 30 minutes later one of those involved is stabbed. Your report is more than just information about what is happening. It tells them there is at least one person who might be waiting to see what they do. Make it impossible for enforcers to say they didn’t know.


Reporting rule breaking can include searching for illegal content online that was made in your country and reporting it.


E.g. The police may not have time to watch long videos of religious or political meetings to check for content that encourages crime or illegal forms of hatred, so alerting them to such content (e.g. 45 minutes into a two-hour video) is helpful. Some content may be in a language not spoken by most police officers, so translating for them helps too. The content may use words that have a special meaning for the intended audience but make little sense to most police officers, so explaining these words may also help them recognize that an offence has been committed.


Prompt others to complain


The right people are less likely to ignore a call to action if it is joined by many other calls by other people. You might be able to achieve this effect by providing the results of a survey, or by using social media or some other method to prompt other people to complain directly too. This provides evidence to rule enforcers that many people have noticed the problem and perhaps also are affected by it.


Consider complaining to an authority publicly through postings on websites and letters to newspapers.


Suggest rules that may have been broken


One potential reason for inaction by enforcers is that they do not realize a rule is applicable to a particular situation. There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of offences in law with more added each year, so it is not surprising that police officers, for example, sometimes fail to realize an offence has been committed.


E.g. The UK’s Public Order Act 1986 has many seemingly similar offences. It is easy to get confused and forget that, for example, it is perfectly legal to mock a religion.


Using key words from the legislation or other rules may trigger recollection of the applicable rule.


E.g. If someone has been shouting angrily at you it may help to say you felt ‘threatened’ because that is a word used in the relevant legislation.


E.g. If you call to complain then it may help to use the word ‘complain’ or your call may be classified as just an enquiry.


Taking this idea further, it sometimes helps to state which rules you think may have been broken. Perhaps it is a bylaw of a park, a section of a statute, or a rule of a club. In a letter or email you can quote the rules to save time for the reader and make your point more effectively.


It is usually better to raise the possibility of intervention rather than state with certainty that an intervention should be made. Powerful people can be sensitive about others trying to take decisions for them.


Help enforcers with evidence


Lack of evidence is a common reason for enforcers taking no effective action, especially in criminal cases.


E.g. In the UK you can view your local crime map and see basic details of crimes committed near you, month by month. You can also see statistics for crimes recorded and what happened later.


In Epsom South, where I live, for the period April 2017 to March 2018 inclusive, there were 1,406 recorded incidents (excluding motoring offences). Of these, 427 were ‘antisocial behaviour’ and by May 2018 (when I first reviewed the figures) no punishments had been given for any of them. Of 304 crimes under ‘violence and sexual offences’, results were known for 250, and of those just 10 had resulted in punishment, which is 4%. (When I looked again in July 2018 the only progress was news of a fine resulting from a court case.) Considering all incidents for which a result was available only 1.7% resulted in punishment. Three people went to prison and six were given fines.


The main reasons for no punishment were failure to identify a suspect (469 crimes) and taking no action (427 crimes). In 235 cases it was not possible to prosecute the suspect identified, presumably due to lack of sufficient evidence. Lack of clues is the main reason that most crime goes unpunished.


This performance looks worse when you consider the likely circumstances of arrests made and successful prosecutions. Television documentaries that follow British police forces doing their regular work often show officers called to incidents. Once they get there, they find people who are drunk, drugged, or insane who fail to run away and instead continue committing offences on CCTV, on television camera, and in front of the police officers. Almost no effort is required to identify the suspects, arrest them, and gather evidence of their offences. In some incidents the hardest part seems to be keeping track of the string of offences committed in rapid succession with no attempt at concealment.


If we remove from consideration this sort of unavoidable arrest, how much was really achieved through detective work by my local police force? These are not reassuring statistics for law-abiding citizens.


Looking at the statistics on crimes recorded that led to no punishment it is clear that lack of evidence is a massive problem. The police usually do not have enough evidence to identify a suspect let alone prosecute. Sometimes they could do more but it would be a poor use of resources. In murder cases, police forces get more officers involved to make a huge search for evidence. This is sometimes successful but could not be done for the less serious but much more numerous crimes.


But technology is helping. Citizens can mark their property visibly and invisibly, and they can install cameras on their properties as long as some privacy rules are met. Many motorists have dashcams to record incidents on the road and cyclists have helmet-cams to do the same.


Privacy complaints are holding back the spread of these systems and there are behaviours that people might want to conceal even though they are quite legal, such as adultery. However, the evidence value of high-quality CCTV may in future persuade whole neighbourhoods to accept the potential lack of privacy created by a network of cameras across all their properties. These would provide high quality images of all activity, even in publicly visible areas, that could be used by the police and in court.


Imagine those cameras, controlled automatically by artificial intelligence, zooming in on faces whenever possible so that every visitor is clearly identifiable. Imagine those records encrypted and stored securely on a blockchain so that they are tamper proof and can only be accessed in the event of a criminal inquiry. This could make it much harder to get away with outdoor crime.


The power of dashcams might be increased by adding the following features:



  	The video is recorded on a tamper proof blockchain with time stamping.


  	High definition is recorded.


  	Artificial intelligence zooms in on the number plates of surrounding vehicles.


  	The video is recorded along with the current speed of the vehicle holding the dashcam and analysis software can deduce the speeds of surrounding vehicles.





The technology would mean that every driver could, if they wished, become a traffic speed cop, with their car’s system contributing legally solid evidence of dangerous, illegal driving. Imagine that, in future, if someone speeds past you, cuts across, then roars off at 90 mph you can be sure that the offence has been recorded by the legally endorsed system in your car and by the end of the day legal action will have been taken, with a fine, points, and perhaps even an arrest and confiscation of the vehicle.


In future we may also be able to wear personal recording gadgets. Press the panic button and the device begins to upload immediately so there is no point in a violent attacker trying to find and destroy the gadget to destroy the evidence.


Today those technologies are not yet in use but saving correspondence, logging antisocial incidents when they occur, and other low-tech evidence gathering activities can help enforcers. If you have evidence then make sure the police know about it when you report the crime or they may incorrectly decide the crime cannot be investigated effectively and do nothing.


Carefully collecting evidence and providing it when you raise an issue is applicable even when the police are not involved.


Sometimes relevant evidence exists but the powerful authority does not have the resources to gather it. They have legal power but not enough people to use it.


E.g. Imagine that anglers using a river notice a huge drop in its fish population. They raise this with the government agency responsible for river pollution and learn that there is no evidence of pollution and that the agency does not have the resources to conduct testing and find that evidence. There are many anglers and some of them are retired scientists and others with relevant expertise. They conduct sample testing themselves and eventually establish that a quarry has occasionally released overwhelming quantities of silt which have lined the river bed and caused the deaths of many river plants and small animals that provided food for fish. This is the cause of the problem. They assemble their evidence and provide it to the government agency, promising to continue their monitoring so that everyone is fully informed of what is going on.


Sometimes the powerful authority has insufficient motive to collect evidence or act.


E.g. The National Union of Journalists has a code of ethics that forms part of union rules. Some of the items may surprise you because journalists break them frequently with no sanction. For example, rule 2 says that a journalist ‘Strives to ensure that information disseminated is honestly conveyed, accurate and fair.’ If you made a complaint about a member’s conduct, you could quote their words and explain precisely the evidence suggesting that they were not accurate or not fair and why the journalist should have known that at the time. However, this would have to be a special case and you would need the complaint to be then raised by a member of the union. The National Union of Journalists used to take complaints from the public but the volume was too high so they limited it to complaints by other journalists who are members of the union (National Union of Journalists, n.d., accessed 2024). There appears to be no monitoring regime; the union just reacts to complaints raised. A complaint to IPSO, IMPRESS, or Ofcom is more likely to be worthwhile.


Make bad intentions clear


A crucial element in the definition of many crimes is that the person must do the offending act intentionally.


E.g. The Public Order Act 1986 makes it an offence to possess or distribute literature that incites hatred of people on the basis of their religion or lack of it but only if you intended to incite that hatred.


Proving that someone had that crucial intent is often difficult. Courts look at the person’s behaviour and decide if they think it indicates the required intention. The difficulty of proving intent in some cases discourages the police and public prosecutors from taking an interest in an offence.


If a person knows their behaviour causes harm then it is harder for them to say they did not intend to cause the harm. If they know how to behave better then their intention is even clearer.


E.g. Imagine that a religious preacher often tells his followers that unbelievers are no better than animals and that a god will ‘smite down’ unbelievers. His followers, hearing this week after week, often display hatred of unbelievers and many think the ‘smiting down’ is something they should do for their god. Some of them have beaten up unbelievers and even attacked with knives. When questioned by police, the preacher says he did not intend to incite hatred, that he meant unbelievers were no better than animals only in a spiritual way, and that he is confident god will do the smiting without help from his followers. The police decide they cannot establish intent and give up.


But now suppose that a campaign effort is made to gather evidence on the beliefs of his followers and what those beliefs are based on. The research shows many followers use the preacher’s exact words and justifications. Rightly or wrongly, many of his followers think he means they should hate unbelievers and beat them up. These results are published and sent to the preacher along with suggestions for alternative wordings for his preaching that would make clear to followers that they are not to hate unbelievers and must not hurt or intimidate them.


Despite this, the preacher continues to preach using the same words and texts as before. The police are called on again to intervene. Now it is clear that the preacher’s words have had a dangerous effect, he could use alternative words, and he knows. It is harder for him to argue that he had no bad intentions.


E.g. Imagine a hypothetical religion uses a sacred text that includes many passages that encourage hatred on the basis of race, religion, and sexuality. The police ignore this because they think they cannot establish an intention to incite hatred on the part of anyone who uses the sacred text. However, a campaign is started that highlights the unsavoury passages and encourages people to include in their copies of the sacred text a disclaimer that says they do not endorse any interpretation of the text that incites hatred or commission of any crime. After a slow start, more and more people stick this disclaimer into their copy and some publishers put it in printed copies. Now, if someone uses a copy without the disclaimer, it is increasingly clear that they endorse inciting hatred and commission of crimes, showing bad intention.


Raise legal expectations for behaviour


The legal approach to negligence by skilled people in the UK involves courts considering whether what was done was below the standard usually expected. This means that someone can be incompetent and careless and get away with it, provided almost everyone else in their industry is just as bad and following similar bad guidance.


A long-term strategy for a large-scale campaign to reform entrenched bad practice is to raise expectations. This might be done by publishing case studies of better practice, publishing better guidance, talking about it, turning the guidance into standards, and getting those standards endorsed by groups with an interest. All this becomes evidence a court can consider when establishing expectations. Eventually, behaviour that was once common practice will become negligent.


Chapter 17: Master Manipulators


Occasionally we encounter individuals with exceptional skill at manipulating others. They present special challenges.


Master Manipulators might be persuaders, sophists, seducers, bullies, or string-pullers. They use a variety of styles and are often innovators in manipulation. Typically they are fluent in conversation and easily respond to obvious attacks and common counters. They skilfully apply their favourite tactics in combinations.


If you do not keep your critical faculties switched on, Master Manipulators can make you feel guilty when you are not, resent others who don’t deserve it, and doubt conclusions that you should rationally be sure of.


I am reluctant to name any living examples of Master Manipulators but it is probably safe to name Adolf Hitler and Karl Marx. These individuals were part of organized unreasonable groups, which is probably typical of Master Manipulators. They were professionals.


E.g. Some people who appear to be self-help experts are really charlatans who scam people with useless services or cult-like schemes. They commonly use pseudo-psychological talk to achieve their effect and may keep on at their victims for hours at a time. Many people are vulnerable to pseudo-psychological talk, perhaps because it seems plausible and either scientific or vaguely spiritual.


Case 17.1: Tackling a Master Manipulator


This Case is about tackling people with exceptional skills at manipulating others. The guidelines below simply aim to:



  	understand their tactics


  	develop effective responses.





Understand their tactics


The methods used by Master Manipulators vary widely and their rhetorical innovations are sometimes the reason for their success. If they come up with a new tactic then it can be especially effective until a counterattack is developed. 


Consequently, it makes sense to study their behaviour closely and develop tactics to counter their manipulation.


To illustrate this idea, here are two completely fictitious stories, built from realistic elements, where a Master Manipulator is studied and challenged. The first concerns a fictional trade union leader and fictional industrial dispute. The second concerns a fictional CEO who is exactly the sort of manipulative, selfish ogre that the trade union leader imagines he is fighting. In both cases the stories do not represent any actual person or case and I am not saying they are typical of union leaders or CEOs respectively.


E.g. Imagine that Jim is the leader of a large and powerful trade union that represents many of the employees in what is effectively a state-owned monopoly. There is an ongoing dispute about pay and conditions driven by falling demand for the company’s services that is in turn driven by technological changes in the society and will not reverse. The industry is dying and jobs must be lost, either to reduce output or make it cheaper, but losses can be slowed and made less harmful by innovations and planning.


Jim’s view is different. He sees ‘management’ as an evil group of overpaid incompetents and the changes they want to implement as attacks on his members and part of a corporatist attack on working people and the working class generally.


Jim would like to see all major industries owned by the state, run by workers’ committees, and free from shareholders and highly paid executives. He dreams of waves of ‘strikes’ bringing the government to its knees and allowing workers to finally take control of the country and the riches of its billionaires. Jim sees nothing positive about innovation because, in his mind, it always leads to job losses.


After a career in a trade union and now in his early 60s, Jim is exceptionally skilled in verbal debates and speech making. During this dispute he has given many interviews and always seems to be in control. If the interviewer tries something challenging then Jim easily dodges it or attacks the interviewer with something jovial but dismissive. Interviewers who take him on often find themselves feeling confused and defeated, even though they do not know how he did it. Jim’s members love it. They think Jim is doing a great job for them.


Now imagine that you are a researcher for a news organization and must prepare for an interview that one of your presenters will do with Jim 48 hours from now. As you start gathering facts about the dispute and viewing past interviews of Jim you begin to realize he is not the ordinary, honest bloke he pretends to be. You notice that some of his confident factual claims were wrong and some were technically true but misleading.


You realize that Jim is a Master Manipulator who is not truthful and skilfully uses rhetorical tricks. His tactics need to be studied carefully and understood. How exactly does he do it? You spend a few hours watching, and rewatching, videos of Jim in action and fact-checking his claims. As a result, you reach this analysis:


  
    	One of Jim’s main tactics is to discourage people from challenging him hard by making it seem that only a mean-spirited person would do that. He presents himself as an ‘ordinary bloke’. He dresses plainly, has a slight regional accent, keeps his sentences simple, and likes to be photographed on picket lines or in an industrial setting. He also presents himself as fighting for the underdogs – his hard-working, underpaid, and unfairly treated members, struggling to feed their families.



    	He also discourages challenge by mocking interviewers when he gets the chance. Anything they claim that he does not like he pounces on as misinformation, biased, or poor research, often chuckling immediately and saying ‘What nonsense. Where did you get that from?’ In one example of this an interviewer claimed Jim had a ‘salary’ of over £100,000. Jim immediately mocked this as ridiculous misinformation. When you check his pay in the union’s annual report you find his salary is indeed only £95,000 but this is topped up with £35,000 in pension contributions and a further £1,500 in other benefits – a total package worth £131,500. Jim did not actually lie but he did not explain his total package either. His mockery was unjustified and part of the deception.



    	Jim is skilled at interrupting others but talks in a way that makes it hard to find the right moment to interrupt him. He remains calm and seemingly unflappable while provoking others into frustration and anger.



    	He is also very quick to respond, even if he has to invent details to do it. He feigns an expert knowledge of economics and finance but knows little of either.



    	Jim’s body language is one of his big weapons. In addition to seeming unflappable he is also good at looking sincere. When he says he is sorry for the hardship the work stoppages are causing, he looks genuinely sorry even as he restates that he has no choice and that the stoppages are really caused by the management and government.



    	A major tactic for Jim is to continually stoke resentment, dissatisfaction, and fear in the minds of his members. Although he remains calm, he frequently uses strong terms to accuse management and the government of being incompetent, greedy, and dishonest. He often mentions ‘fat cats’, ‘corporatism’, ‘profits’, ‘dividends’, and ‘bonuses’ implying the board and shareholders are getting vast sums for doing nothing and that if they did not get so much money then this would allow his members to get what they want.


  


From this analysis you realize that a good interview could reveal a lot about Jim and the dispute but there is a high risk that your presenter will be made to look bad. You review your evidence again and make a list of Jim’s possible weaknesses:


  
    	Since Jim makes factual mistakes and is sometimes deceptive, these might be researched carefully and used in some way.



    	Jim presents himself as moderate in mainstream interviews but is more open about his real views in front of his members and left-wing organizations.



    	He can be rude and, even though his body language tends to be mild, his words are not. He often interrupts people he does not like, repeatedly and insistently. It makes him look aggressive and difficult, even though his supporters like it.


  


However, your objective is not to make Jim look bad. You just want Jim to say things that are informative and help your audience evaluate the merits of his union’s position accurately. Your interviewer must ask questions that Jim will willingly answer with facts.


You decide to focus on trying to get details of the working practices that are being disputed. Is the union selfishly blocking needed innovation or are management’s ideas as foolish as Jim keeps saying? The audience has no chance of deciding without knowing more details.


You prepare questions designed to extract short, factual details, with follow up questions to check for deceptive answers. Your briefing notes to the interviewer suggest going very slowly but interrupting Jim if necessary to bring him back to the specific questions rather than making a long speech about how unfairly his members are being treated or how unfair the interview is. You also suggest an introduction that sets out the interests of the main parties. Here is how the interview starts:


Interviewer: … This dispute has been going on for over six months already with more disruption planned. The interested parties include customers, taxpayers, shareholders, the management team, workers in the business, and the trade union that represents many of them. The leader of that union is here with me. Jim, I’d like to give viewers a better understanding of the working practices that are at issue, and can we start with some specific factual questions to get some context?


Jim [shaking his head sadly]: The context is clear. This management is attacking our members in the interests of corporate greed. They have lied again and again about the involvement of the government. They say they don’t have the money to pay our members more but …


Interviewer [interrupting]: Jim, Jim. I’m sorry but I have some much more detailed and specific questions so let’s start with them. One of the working practices that has been mentioned is the use of paper forms for human resources processes. They want to put these online. Which forms are these specifically?


Jim: Well, they’re all sorts of forms that our members have to fill in and they want us to adopt these without any kind of training. Not everyone has access to a computer. It will be chaos. They …


Interviewer [interrupting]: Hang on, which forms? Does it include timesheets? What about expense claims? Holiday claims?


Jim: Yes, that sort of thing.


Interviewer: OK, so some fairly typical forms that many people today fill in online. We do in our office. Is there any particular reason why this would be unworkable for your members?


Jim: Yes, as I said, not all members have access to a computer. And of course it will mean job losses in human resources.


Interviewer: Job losses? How many do you think?


Jim: Well, a lot and we don’t want any job losses at all. These are peoples’ lives we’re talking about. If the management cared …


Interviewer [interrupting]: Yes, yes, so some job losses. But how many? Five, ten, 100? Can you give us any idea at all?


Jim: We estimate, at least 150 jobs lost.


Interviewer: That’s a lot. Is there any special reason why it takes so many people to check and type in the details of routine human resources data?


Jim: I don’t really see the point of these questions. You always do this. The issue that matters is that my members …


Interviewer [interrupting]: Jim, Jim, the point of these questions, as I said, is to give viewers a better understanding of the specific working practices that are at issue. The issues you want to talk about are already well known so I want to dig out some information that is not so well known. Let’s move on to Sunday working …


And so it goes on. What the viewers make of this will vary but at least some specifics emerge.


The next illustrative story concerns a fictional CEO of a bank. Again, though this is fictional, it is built from realistic elements.


E.g. Julia is the CEO of a major banking group in the UK. She was brought in to expand the business and, in addition to being paid £974,000 a year in basic pay, she has the chance to earn performance related bonuses worth twice that if she can expand the business quickly. Unknown to the board when it appointed her, Julia has no intention of staying for the long term. She wants to make millions for herself quickly and then retire in luxury. Julia is exactly the kind of self-centred, greedy, short-sighted, bad boss that union leader Jim always imagines.


Banks can easily expand their business if they offer lower interest rates to borrowers and make loans other lenders consider too risky. Julia plans to do this while the economy is buoyant, then retire. She does not care if the bank is then destroyed and all its employees lose their jobs. If trouble starts before she has a chance to get out then she will still be comfortable because of her substantial savings.


Standing in Julia’s way are four key people: the two non-executive directors with deep banking knowledge, the Head of Internal Audit, and the Head of Regulatory Risk. These people are employed largely to prevent this kind of reckless, selfish strategy. Her strategy is to woo everyone she can with talk of great success and rewards while doing her best to suppress or remove opponents. She is extremely skilled at saying just the right thing to each person at just the right time. She is a Master Manipulator.


Imagine that you are Head of Regulatory Risk – one of the four key people responsible for stopping Julia damaging the company. You knew nothing of Julia’s real objectives but suspected as soon as her plans for the business were presented internally that they might lead to reckless lending. Reading communications from Julia and seeing her in action in two meetings alerts you to her manipulative skills. Other top executives seem unwilling to mention potential problems to her and when they do she somehow evades issues and closes them down.


You start to study her techniques and realize the following:


  
    	She often reframes well thought-out, fact-based analyses as merely ‘opinions’ no more valid than any other. She is likely to use this tactic on you because your team does calculations of risk levels based on data and modelling.



    	She clearly prepares her allies before meetings to ensure they help her get what she wants.



    	She talks at length about growth, profits, and all the positives from expansion without mentioning the risks and leaves others with almost no time in meetings to talk about the risks.



    	You suspect she is avoiding talking about the lending policy changes that will almost certainly be needed to permit reckless lending. She says the bank’s superior risk management will allow it to find safe borrowers that other banks have overlooked. She seems to expect your team to help achieve this and has hinted that if you can’t then she will find someone else who can.



    	She does not let you provide documents direct to other top executives or the board of directors. Everything you produce goes to her first. Twice already she has insisted that you remove a statement she did not like. Rigorously controlling the flow of information to the board seems to be one of Julia’s key tactics.


  


All this is unethical, incompetent, and career threatening for you. You do not have the power to take her on or sway the board, who appointed her to expand the business and seem unaware of the potential problems. You update your CV but also think about tactics that might at least alert other board members to the problems without prompting Julia to attack you.


You decide to provide solutions rather than raise problems but in providing solutions you will explain the problems you are trying to solve. Instead of saying that you think expansion is too risky you will explain how banking regulators will look at the situation, how they will do their calculations, and what is needed to satisfy them. You will enthusiastically take on the challenge of contributing to advanced lending policies and begin by explaining in very general terms how that might be done and how success can be recognized. With luck, Julia will see this as supportive and not realize that it will increase board attention to risk.


In doing this work you take the opportunity to interview people in different departments to gather information, using your questions and the conversation to explain the logic of the risk issues. You also mention the possible consequences for them personally as well as the bank, such as career damage and regulatory action. Soon many more people understand, even if they are not in senior positions. You begin to make suggestions for expanding the business in ways that minimize the risk implications, each time providing a range of options so that wise readers will learn and think for themselves. Over lunch with the Head of Internal Audit you discreetly suggest a list of internal audit reviews that could be done to study the risk and control implications of the expansion strategy. People increasingly look to you for strategy suggestions. It is beginning to look like expansion is possible but most people think doing it at the rate that Julia wants is too risky, even with smart management.


Unexpectedly, the chair of the board’s remuneration committee contacts you and asks for a meeting. What can this be about? When you meet, discreetly away from the office, she explains that she realizes that the CEO’s incentive plan probably does not go far enough into the future to motivate prudent planning. She asks if you can make some suggestions for how to revise it in advance of the next remuneration committee meeting. Also, she asks if you would keep it to yourself and not discuss it with Julia. Since you are not permitted to communicate in writing with the board, you phone the committee chairwoman the next evening from home with some illustrative formulae and calculations. It’s risky but this is the key to Julia’s motivation and potentially a great chance to save the business.


Develop counters


Developing counters to a Master Manipulator’s tactics is not simply a matter of inventing them. They may need to be practised and refined. You may need to create materials or do research.


E.g. To tackle union leader Jim, you might think of restricting him to answering narrow factual questions and interrupting to stop him going further. To make this work would require carefully researching the questions, knowing the answers in advance as far as possible, and preparing follow up questions to deal with likely evasions and deceptions. The interviewer would also need to practise interrupting Jim because Jim’s pattern of speech seems to discourage interruptions. The perfect timing must be discovered.


The objective of your counter tactics will usually be to restrict their use of tricks and get a better quality of discussion, or restrict their unfair use of power so that a fair conclusion can be reached. The objective should not be to achieve a particular result regardless of emerging facts and ideas.


E.g. To tackle bad CEO Julia, you might think of overcoming her control of your communications to the board of directors by communicating sideways and downwards. This could lead to ideas emerging from the organization that are sensible but make it harder for the CEO to operate. Information might also reach the board by informal connections, such as a friendship between a board member and a seemingly insignificant manager. The objective is simply to spread your information and thinking despite Julia’s restrictions.


Many of the best counters are not reactions to a tactic. For example, they may discourage the tactic, avoid creating an opportunity for the tactic, or cause the tactic to be used in a particular way that allows an especially effective response.


E.g. Julia’s tactic of framing factual contributions as merely opinions might be countered by saying that the contribution was more than an opinion and then reiterating the facts and logic used. But this would be more effective if the initial contribution stressed the facts and logic, making it harder to reframe it as a mere opinion.


Trial counters


Do not assume that counters will be effective. Treat every use of a counter as a trial of that counter and notice carefully what happens. The Master Manipulator might deal with it easily using a counter to your counter they have already developed and used many times.


Even if the counter you have developed is successful when used the first time, continue to treat each use as a trial. The Master Manipulator may develop new responses to your counter.


Continue, monitor, and respond


Studying a Master Manipulator’s tactics, developing counters, and trying them will probably need to continue. They may have more tactics you did not see at first. They may develop new ones.  When they realize you are a problem for them, they may begin to study you and respond to what you are doing.


Chapter 18: War to peace


This is the most difficult influence challenge tackled in this book. The stakes are high. Some people involved are, typically, highly unreasonable.


There may also be many people in different roles. There will be at least two warring groups, each with its own leaders, fighters, and civilians. They may have allies, some willing to fight, others providing material support such as money and arms, and others just providing diplomatic support such as votes at the United Nations. Looking on there will be uninvolved, neutral nations. Individuals contributing to discussions about the war (e.g. online) will usually be determinedly supporting one side or the other but a few will be more objective.


If a determinedly unreasonable group attacks a much weaker group and there are no allies to help then there is nothing that can be done with Reasonable Influence. However, if the military situation is more balanced or the weaker side is the unreasonable aggressor then something might be done through Reasonable Influence. This might involve the leaders of the warring sides, but is more likely to involve their allies, potential allies, other supporters and other citizens, and onlookers not directly part of the war.


Most wars are for control of resources – typically territory. These include invasions and civil wars. There is physical violence between groups of people. There may be periods of violence separated by periods of relative peace but always with distrust and scheming. War can be sustained by a cycle of anger (with a desire for revenge) and fear (with a desire to eliminate the threat). Overlaying this is often a sense of righteousness; each side thinks it is has the moral high ground. There may also be religious, ethnic, or even racial differences.


It might not be clear who started the war. After a while, all sides will have perpetrated at least some acts that appear brutal and unnecessary. Even with the best leadership, when thousands of soldiers are in combat, it is common for a few to go too far even if their training and orders are against it. All sides will at times have told lies or broken agreements.


Often one side is much less reasonable than the other(s). It will often be the driving force of the war, starting hostilities and being least willing to stop, even when it is struggling. It will typically be the worst behaved.


Modern wars are also fought in the media as the warring groups try to persuade others to support them, condemn their enemies, and withdraw support for those enemies. Quite elaborate and costly disinformation campaigns are now typical, making it hard for neutral onlookers to trust either side.


In modern times, invasion for resources is almost always a poor choice. In early history, humans did little to improve the productivity of their territories so the only way to get to consume more was to take more or better territory, often from others. War made a certain sense. However, since technological advancement combined with trade have emerged as the main source of human wellbeing we now know that these are better than war. Instead of taking someone else's territory, improve your territory and skills, and trade with them.


Civil war, where people battle for control of a territory, is also a poor option in most cases. It is better to find a peaceful way to transition incrementally from a bad regime to a better one. This reduces deaths and economic disruption.


The one situation where war is sensible is when another group attacks and living in a society dominated by them would be worse than one's own arrangements. This is typical today. Advanced countries with democratic systems of government do not invade to conquer but dictatorships and theocracies sometimes do.


Situations to consider for Reasonable Influence include promoting peace between warring factions and promoting peace to an unreasonable attacker while battling with them.


Case 18.1: War to peace


This Case is about talking to one or more warring parties and onlookers to bring about peace. You might be in any role from a leader in one of the warring groups to an insignificant private individual commenting online. Some of the guidelines below may seem aimed only at leaders but anyone can at least share thoughts that might help guide events in the right direction.


The leaders of warring groups, allies, and potential allies are not the only ones who must be influenced. Leaders are often a reflection of at least some of the people they claim to represent. They feel constrained by what they think their people will support or, at least, not object to strongly. Moving public opinion is important and great movements of public opinion are likely to be decisive.


The guidelines below aim to:



  	create the conditions where peace can be discussed


  	develop a plan for peace


  	get it carried out despite resistance.





Address populations, not just leaders


While applying the guidelines below, try to communicate with the entire populations of the warring groups, allies, and potential allies, not just their leaders and fighters.


One reason for this is that what leaders do is often a reflection of the wishes of a large minority or even majority of their population. Leaders often worry about maintaining popular support. In a democracy, that is because of voting. In a dictatorship, the dictator needs loyal followers to carry out his or her orders and intimidate others into compliance. Leaders also get ideas and preferences from people around them. While propaganda can deceive many people and control their thinking, it only works if there are already many people who readily agree with the propaganda messages.


Another reason for addressing populations is that peace often depends on the populations being psychologically able to thrive in peace. Doing this requires appropriate attitudes, beliefs, and skills. These may take generations to develop.


E.g. If a population simply votes according to tribal loyalties instead of considering the greater good and the particular qualities and policies of candidates then democracy will not work. It will become just a race to see which faction can breed voters fastest.


Use factual language


Using extreme, emotive language may feel right because it expresses your feelings about a warring group and what it has done. However, it makes public statements less credible and projects a sense of fanaticism.


Phrases to avoid include: apartheid, baby killers, barbaric, brave freedom fighters, brutal, butchers, colonialist, crazy, cruel, cult, cynical, death cult, demonic, despicable, God, Holocaust, horrific, imperialist, martyrs, massacre, monsters, murder, Nazi, occupation, scum, sick, terror, terror tunnels, and terror dungeons.


Phrases to use only sparingly and with meticulous justification include: aggression, genocide, inhumane, mass grave, terrorist, and war crime.


When using the word ‘genocide’, make clear what kind of genocide you mean or you may mislead people. For most people the word means what it looks like: killing (from ‘cide’) of a race or tribe (a genos). We also have in mind history's most infamous example, which is the Nazi's genocide of Jews and several other groups. In this case, the extermination was ordered by the leaders and conducted by many people over several years, systematically, with plans, budgets, technology development, and so on. Jews and others were arrested, perhaps used as slaves, and so rendered harmless. They were then killed using methods developed to make the process quick and efficient. The intention to eliminate the target groups was explicit from quite early on.


However, the legal definition of genocide in the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948) is much broader and includes many acts that, while bad, are far less bad than the Nazi genocides. The intention does not need to be to destroy an entire group. It need not be under the instructions of a leader, though case law has introduced something like this. Killing is not necessary; just causing severe mental harm counts as genocidal.


So, if you just say ‘genocide’ then people will tend to think of what the Nazis did even if you mean something much less organized, more limited, and less deadly.


Take similar care with ‘war crimes’, which sound extremely serious but again can range from Nazi genocide to relatively minor crimes (e.g. humiliating captives) by individual soldiers acting independently.


It is better to stick to factual language. This is more powerful because it conveys the important information but without losing credibility through exaggeration.


Make objectives public


The leaders of warring groups should publicly state their true objectives. All sides should be encouraged and even pressured to do this. If they do not then neutral onlookers and their enemies should publicly state what they think the group's true objectives are and give good reasons for their assessments.


The leaders of warring groups should publicly state their objectives from the conflict in detailed, practical terms, and continue to state them repeatedly. While their enemies may be skeptical, they will at least know that a statement has been made before the world.


The statements should make clear, using specific, concrete language:



  	whether they expect to occupy new territory at the end the fighting, if they win, and for how long


  	what they intend to do with enemy fighters and their leaders, and with civilians both in the first few days after the fighting ends and in the months and years that follow


  	the importance given to minimizing civilian casualties


  	changes that they would like to see within the opposing group after the fighting


  	what they hope for and what is likely to be outside their control.





If there is uncertainty on any of these points then that should be explained along with the possible outcomes.


All this should be said as a message to the other side but made public so that others can observe. The message can be broadcast, shared on the internet, and distributed by leaflet drops. Repetition over many media and languages is needed to reach more people and for the messages to be noticed and remembered. Sheer repetition also helps credibility.


If objectives are not stated publicly or there is doubt about honesty then the leaders of the warring groups should be strongly encouraged to do better by everyone else (i.e. their supporters, enemies, and neutral onlookers).


Some warring groups or individuals within them have objectives that most onlookers would consider unacceptably harsh and unfair. Consequently, they may try to hide their real objectives, either by leaving out details, using abstract language, or lying. Sometimes they are reluctant to say things that their own side would see as weak so they limit themselves to withholding details or staying vague. This can sometimes be revealed by giving them opportunities to say reassuring things that they avoid taking. In this way they reveal their objectives.


E.g. Imagine that country A has invaded country B and now two students from those countries are discussing the war while safely living in a third country. Their views are opposed but they are trying to sound reasonable to each other and to onlookers. One says that her country, country A, invaded only to protect some people who were being persecuted by the government of country B. It was a freedom operation, she says. The other asks what will happen if that operation is successful. Will country A's army remain and occupy the whole of country B and, if so, for how long? The student from country A is evasive and says that the objective is to protect the people of country B and bring peace and freedom. Onlookers and the student from country B can infer from this that the student from country A almost certainly imagines a long-term occupation with political and military control retained by country A.


If a warring group has not explained its objectives adequately then others should fill the gap with intelligent assessments while persistently encouraging the warring group to be more open. To promote peace, repeatedly explain in public what you think the warring group is trying to achieve and its strategy. Be objective, not antagonistic. Acknowledge areas of doubt and where you think the enemy has alternatives in mind. It can be hard to know another person's true intentions and reasons so be cautious and have good reasons for your assessments.


This is particularly helpful in combatting psychological warfare.


E.g. When Israel and Hamas were at war in 2023 and 2024, Hamas's main objectives were clear but many details were not. Its strategy was also unclear. Hamas stated repeatedly that its objective was to end the state of Israel and create an Islamic caliphate across the whole territory from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea with Jerusalem as its capital. However, it was not obvious how this would be achieved by a horrific but minor incursion into southern Israel followed by months of being crushed by Israel in the Gaza Strip as Gazans and their homes were destroyed. Hamas's real strategy was almost certainly based on psychology. They probably hoped that Palestinian suffering would make supportive Muslim countries in the area angry enough with Israel to join their war, discourage Muslim countries that had been getting more cooperative with Israel, encourage western countries to lessen their support for Israel, and encourage Israelis on the political left to weaken the Israeli government and push for concessions to Hamas.


Had Israel explained this earlier, more clearly, and more often it might have been obvious to more people around the world that this strategy called for maximizing Gazan civilian deaths. The extensive use of human shields by Hamas was an almost inevitable consequence of their strategy. While encouraging international calls on Israel to stop fighting, Hamas continued to fire rockets into Israel and hold hostages, including some that were non-combatants and the bodies of people who had already died in captivity. These actions helped ensure that Israel would not stop fighting. The main uncertainty was whether those other countries would see that they were being manipulated and resist it.


Because similar but smaller conflicts had broken out between Hamas and Israel over the previous two decades, many of the details of Hamas's strategy were predictable, including claims of genocide and other war crimes, use of human shields, and a huge international propaganda effort by Hamas and its allies.


Discuss fear as a motivator


Warring groups should admit when their actions are driven by fear and recognize when their opponents' actions are driven by fear. Onlookers can also point out when fear appears to be an important motivation.


This is crucial because, when all parties are driven by fear and know it, the logical response is to seek de-escalation. Warring groups should not retaliate or respond to attacks. They should use violence only to prevent further attacks and explain that they are doing so. They should try to give fewer reasons to be fearful and more reasons to be reassured.


E.g. In a small conflict a person might say ‘You holding that gun is scaring us but if you put the gun down slowly then you will be safe.’


However, if the opponent's main motivation is something other than fear then an admission of fear as a motive will not encourage them to attack provided they believe the fear motive is strong enough to drive determined, aggressive resistance.


Counter any Exaggerated Oppression Theories


In war there is, of course, group conflict and yet still it is often exaggerated in the rhetoric and minds of people involved and looking on. This rhetoric should be countered to bring perceptions of group conflict and oppression into line with reality.


Typical exaggerations and their consequences


The main mis-perceptions are likely to be (1) seeing the enemy as more homogeneous than it is and (2) seeing their actions as driven by mean desire to inflict suffering and/or take property rather than by fear.


These mistakes are crucial. If you think your enemy is motivated to attack by meanness then the logical strategy is to (1) prevent them attacking by weakening them and (2) deter them by inflicting suffering on them. However, if you think that your enemy is motivated to attack by fear then the logical strategy is to give them no new reasons to be fearful and to reassure them.


E.g. Imagine that the Reds have started a war by firing inaccurate rockets at the city of the Blues. The Blues accurately attack the sites from which the rockets have been fired and the bunkers where more rockets are stored, hoping to reduce the Reds' ability to make further attacks and discourage them. In this scenario the motivation of the Reds is not clear but it looks like the Blues were motivated mainly by fear of further attacks. They have focused on reducing the Reds' ability to make further attacks.


However, the Reds announce to the world that the Blues have savagely attacked them, killed some civilians perhaps, and that in retaliation the Reds will conduct further attacks. This is either mistaken or deceptive. Either way, it is propaganda that needs to be countered. There is no evidence that the Blues will do more and need to be disabled or discouraged. Further attacks by the Reds have no valid purpose. If the Reds want to be safe then their best strategy is to stop hostilities and give the Blues reasons to feel safer.


A typical tactic used to make one side look bad is to take something bad done by one or a few people on that side and insinuate that they are representative of their side, not exceptional.


E.g. A news report from early 2024 showed Israeli protesters blocking trucks of aid trying to enter the Gaza Strip for about two hours and then being moved on by security forces. This report and claims based on it illustrate two tricks.


People wanting to promote the anti-Israel position insinuated that the Israeli protesters were typical of Israelis. It wasn't just a small group of irate Israelis; it was all of Israel that was blocking aid and starving Palestinians. This was the trick of overgeneralization to promote an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. (The fact that the protesters were moved on by security forces after they had made their point is evidence that the official policy was to allow aid in).


The second trick is far less obvious. At this stage in the war the Israeli government had been saying officially for weeks that it was not impeding aid deliveries and had the capacity to carry out security checks on far more lorries than were arriving each day. The checks took only a few hours out of each 24 hour period. However, there was evidence of some malnutrition and even starvation in some cases. If the Israelis were correct then this was probably due to problems distributing the aid within the Gaza Strip, not the total quantity of food arriving at the border in lorries. Nevertheless, Israel's opponents were keen to claim that starvation was a massive problem and caused by the Israelis not letting aid in.


This particular news report repeated the claims of starvation then showed the video of some Israeli protesters successful blocking the lorries. The news report did not discuss whether this reduced aid delivered that day but left the insinuation that it had. This is the second trick. In reality, the video offered no evidence that aid for that day had been reduced. The delay was for only about two hours and (according to Israeli government figures) there was capacity to inspect the full day's lorries and move them through quite easily, with no reduction in delivery. Quite possibly that is exactly what happened.


Building bridges


Online the views people express during war tend to be polarized with some strongly holding one Exaggerated Oppression Theory and others strongly holding its reverse theory. Commenters online rarely acknowledge faults on their side or virtues on the other. Very likely, discussions in other venues are similarly polarized.


In your contributions, give feedback on your agreement and disagreement so that you often acknowledge faults and virtues on both sides. This does not have to be balanced, which would be artificial and unconvincing.


E.g. Imagine that the Greens and the Blues have been in conflict for some years and their supporters online are highly polarized. Your comments might include:


  	‘Clearly, the Blues have made life harder for the Greens over the past decade or so but the Greens have sometimes been their own enemies. Government corruption and a high birth rate have contributed to their economic problems.’


  	‘While there are many among the Greens who have an uncompromising attitude, there are also some on the Blue side who are equally uncompromising. Clearly, if there is to be peace then those more willing to live peacefully must get greater control.’


  	‘I don't think either side intends to wipe out the other.’


  	‘The Blues have at times been brutal and some of the excesses surely cannot be justified. However, much of their behaviour is driven by reasonable concerns for their own security and these have been increased by persistent Green attacks.’


  	‘Both sides have their own religious fundamentalists as well as more moderate people. The fundamentalists have been much less willing to compromise.’





Contributions like this might prompt a little mutual understanding. They are bridge-building rather than divisive.


Breaking a cycle of violence


Sometimes the purpose of a violent attack is to generate a reaction that can be portrayed as an overreaction and used to promote an Exaggerated Oppression Theory. This tactic is more powerful if:



  	the reaction really is an overreaction


  	negative aspects of the initial attack are downplayed but negative aspects of the reaction are exaggerated


  	there is already an audience that believes the Exaggerated Oppression Theory.





This tactic can sustain a cycle of violence. The initial attack provokes a reaction that sustains resentment and hatred. These fuel support for, and desire to take part in, further attacks against the alleged Oppressor group even if the only thing that can really be achieved is more support for violent attacks. This leads to further violent attacks and so the cycle continues.


However, there has to be the fundamental mistaken belief that violent attacks are the best way to reduce the perceived oppression. They are not. The idea that they are should be countered repeatedly. Explain how the attacks are counterproductive. Teach Reasonable Influence methods as an alternative to anger, threats, and physical violence.


E.g. Imagine that a country has been through a lengthy civil war between two ethnicities and now one has the upper hand. The minority citizens are oppressed, mainly because of the violence, but their rebel leaders exaggerate this and carry out attacks to maintain a cycle of violence, resentment, and hatred. After 10 years this has achieved nothing positive and led to countless unnecessary deaths.


Then a new rebel group begins to gather support through its entertaining, non-violent protests. To these it adds clever business enterprise schemes that allow the minority citizens to do well economically despite the lingering oppression. It strongly promotes a focus on wellbeing and explains convincingly why violence is counterproductive. People participating in their programmes start to have better lives. More and more people realize that the cycle of violence was doing them more harm than good. An increasing number of individual friendships and business relationships develop between the ethnic groups.


It takes several years of relationship building, economic cooperation, and peace but, eventually, the dominant ethnicity begins to relax its precautions. The war is over, though old hatreds do not completely disappear until the most committed people retire and die in their old age.


Another important tactic is to explain your uses of force each time. It is also wise to avoid overreacting.


Sadly, not reacting to violent attacks or reacting in a way that perfectly targets only the individuals involved in each provocative attack are not ideal tactics. Not reacting might encourage more attacks because you look weak and they still hope to get an overreaction from you. It may also be impossible to defend yourself perfectly from those attacks so pre-emptive strikes are needed. Also, it may be impossible to target the attackers perfectly. Finally, even if you do target the attackers perfectly their friends and allies are still likely to take that attack as a heinous crime that deserves retaliation. They do not care that they brought it on themselves; their main objective is to create outrage and perpetuate violence.


Not giving up on peaceful influence


Countering an Exaggerated Oppression Theory involves establishing the true level of group oppression, not suppressing any perception of group oppression.


People sometimes say that they have already tried diplomacy or non-violent methods and these did not work. Therefore, they say, they have no alternative to their futile violence. It is more likely that their past attempts have been badly done and that influencing better is still more likely to bring improvement. Avoiding physical violence is not enough to reassure an enemy and make progress. Enemies will be wary if they see:



  	resentful, angry, insulting behaviour with relentless, exaggerated complaints of oppression and language that expresses hate


  	threats of violence


  	occasional, low level violence even if it is not officially endorsed


  	large, physically disruptive protests (even if there is no violence)


  	demands that go beyond equality and suggest a desire for revenge.





Instead, they must see realism, patience, forgiveness, and a genuine desire to cooperate.


In some conflicts one side has proposed a democratic single state with everyone considered equal. In itself this seems desirable and should get agreement but it will be rejected (perhaps wisely) if (1) the proposing side has more people and/or a higher birth rate, (2) there is an established pattern of conflict, and (3) the proposing side has often complained angrily of oppression, made threats, and even carried out physical violence. The other side will naturally fear being out-voted, unable to defend itself, and on the receiving end of oppression.


Explain uses of force


Force should be used fairly (according to the guidelines in this book). Part of that is explaining each use of force to the opposition in such a way that the world also gets the explanation. The explanation covers the reason for the action and what will be done. There may be instructions that guide civilians to get clear or give combatants a chance to surrender.


This must be done in a way that does not create significant military disadvantage, which can be difficult.


E.g. Examples of explanations that might have been given by Israel to Hamas and the population of the Gaza Strip during the fighting that started on 7th October 2023 are:


  	‘If a rocket is launched at Israel from within the Gaza Strip then we will strike at the location where the rocket was launched as quickly as we can. This is because the rockets threaten the people of Israel, including civilians, and we wish to neutralize their threat. If you are not a fighter and see or hear a rocket being launched near you then get clear as soon as possible. You need to be at least 100m clear and under cover. We do not want to harm civilians but you could be killed if you are too near.’


  	‘We have identified that the building shown on this map and in this photograph stores weapons intended for use against Israelis. To neutralize this threat we will destroy the building and its contents with a strike within the next thirty minutes. Five minutes before the strike there will be a small explosion on the roof as a warning. If you are not a fighter then get at least 200m clear and find cover. We do not want to harm you but a powerful strike will be needed to destroy this building and the weapons in it.’


  	‘Over the next few days we will be operating in Gaza City to prevent Hamas organizing attacks on Israel and Israeli soldiers in the Gaza Strip. The City also contains a large number of Hamas fighters and weapons. We aim to capture or destroy them. If you are a civilian in Gaza City then please get clear by heading south without delay along the main road. We do not wish to harm you. When we have control of that road, we will allow you to pass safely between midday and 1600 each day.’





Explaining use of force can be applicable in conflict situations that are not quite wars. These include angry confrontations between drunk people and police officers after closing time in town centres and encounters between troops and angry civilians.


E.g. In a town centre late one Saturday night, two police officers see a drunk man yelling aggressively at a young woman and waving his arms. He is getting close to her. The officers approach saying ‘Excuse me mate. You alright?’ The drunk man replies with ‘What you pigs want? Can't I just talk to someone without you getting involved? Why don't you f*** o**!’ One of the officers explains: ‘We came over because you're shouting loudly and people are looking at you. You seem angry and unsteady, so you look drunk. Also, this woman looks scared of you. We want to make sure everyone gets home safely tonight, so we are speaking to you.’ The drunk man looks confused. His question has been answered powerfully and he is suddenly aware of other people watching. He rallies with ‘So, you gonna give me a lift home or what?’ The officer replies ‘We can give you a lift to the station or you can go home yourself.’ The drunk man hesitates then wobbles off on his own, swearing.


E.g. At a remote checkpoint somewhere in eastern Europe, three soldiers are having trouble with a group of angry civilians. The civilians are complaining loudly about injustice, getting close to the soldiers, jabbing their fingers in their faces, staring, and looking angry. One gets so close to a soldier that he could attack the soldier suddenly and the soldier would not be able to defend himself. The civilian has his hands down but is putting his face up to the soldier's. The civilian's ploy is to act threateningly but not do anything violent so that if the soldier reacts he can claim unjustified brutality. However, the soldier cannot rule out the possibility that the plan is to get in a sneak attack then run away.


The soldier says ‘Stay back two paces Sir. I don't feel safe when you are so close.’ and he steps back a pace. The civilian steps forward and continues his ploy. The soldier says ‘Sir, step back two paces. When you are so close I do not feel safe. This is being recorded on bodycam. If you don't back off you will be incapacitated and perhaps arrested.’ The civilian does not back off so the soldier repeats his warning and steps back another pace. The civilian steps forward again, still in the soldier's face, at which point the soldier tazers him to the ground and applies handcuffs. The other two soldiers close in protectively and raise their weapons, telling other civilians to back off and explaining why using similar language.


It is important for explanations to be simple and practical. If they are too abstract then they invite argument.


Explaining the use of force extends to explaining policies and behaviours that some might think are harsh but which are still the best under the circumstances. Sometimes the explanation is that an enemy's tactic (e.g. taking hostages, using a human shield) cannot be allowed to succeed because if it does then they will be encouraged to do it again.


E.g. Further examples of explanations that might have been given by Israel during the fighting that started on 7th October 2023 are:


  	‘When enemy fighters surrender we will require them to take off most of their clothing so that we can see they are not wearing bomb vests. We may also require them to sit down on the ground because this is the best way to keep them still and avoid movement that might lead to a dangerous situation.’


  	‘We will not allow press people to explore the battle field without us because they may be in danger from our enemies and from us. We might attack them accidentally or because we suspect they are our enemies disguised as press people.’


  	‘If we think that enemies are using hospitals or ambulances for war then we will attack those enemies anyway. If we allow them to get any military benefit from this misuse then they will be encouraged to do it more.’


  	‘If our enemies hide with civilians then we will try to avoid civilian casualties by issuing warnings but we must not give our enemies any military advantage from this tactic. If we do then it will encourage them to do it more.’


  	‘At times we may arrest people on suspicion of terrorist activities rather than as prisoners of war. This will be because they are not in uniform and may have used other tactics that are against the international rules of war.’





Show kindness


Act kindly, despite being at war, and show convincingly that you have done so.


Obviously, killing enemies in war is not an act of kindness. However, care can be shown towards captured enemy fighters (e.g. medical care, food and water, humane imprisonment during the conflict), civilians (e.g. care to avoid unnecessary harm, medical care, food and water, shelter, help to get out of the war zone, not destroying their homes if possible), and observers (e.g. helping them to get the most reliable information possible about what is going on).


Clearly, this is easier if your side is winning easily.


If your side is following the international rules of war but the other side is not then welcome calls by onlookers for both sides to follow those rules. Explain that it makes no difference to you because you are already following those rules but you would like your enemy to behave differently. Objecting makes it appear that you feel defensive about your actions, even if your reason is anger at the insinuation that you are doing something wrong when only your enemy is.


Explain tragic accidents early


Occasionally in war, accidents happen that cause deaths of a side's own fighters, uninvolved civilians, or even aid workers. Unscrupulous opponents will try to smear the side responsible by saying that the deaths were deliberate killings and show murderous real intentions and character.


To limit the impact of such smears, participants should truthfully explain these incidents in a way that limits damaging speculation:



  	as soon as possible, publicly express concern over what has happened, state that an investigation will take place rapidly, and give the most likely explanations while pointing out which explanations are unlikely or impossible


  	as soon as possible, publish a carefully researched report of the investigation into what happened, stating what the problems were and any actions to be taken to repair the damage and prevent similar incidents in future.





Act on bad behaviour by your own fighters


If some of your own fighters do something illegal then promptly withdraw them from combat and take appropriate legal action against them. Make public that you have done so.


In large scale fighting some people go too far. They act against their orders, their training, the law, and the rules of their own fighting organization. This may be because they have a serious personality disorder (e.g. a psychopath) but could be the result of the strain of war. If people are subjected to weeks of constant vigilance, fear, poor sleep, gore, and perhaps the loss of friends at the hands of an enemy that is sometimes unnecessarily cruel and untrustworthy, then they are more likely to experience overwhelming fear or anger. They are more likely to shoot someone trying to surrender, rejoice at killing an enemy, or fire at their own comrades in error. This is part of war and probably impossible to eliminate completely.


Explain this reality and emphasize that there is a difference between a few fighters committing illegal acts and the whole force doing so under the orders of its leaders.


Propose tactics to enemies


If your enemies are using tactics that cause unnecessary civilian casualties or damage to civilian buildings then publicly suggest, in many relevant languages, repeatedly, that they stop and perhaps do something else.


Ideally, show video and other evidence that they have used the tactic and then explain the consequences. The consequences might be the result of what you have been doing to try to cope with the tactic.


Tactic: Using civilians as a shield.

Consequences: This endangers those civilians and their homes because we are going to continue to fight you.

Proposal: Go to a location with no civilians and no remaining homes where we are waiting to fight you.


Tactic: Leaving mines and other booby traps in an area that may in future be used by civilians (especially civilians on the enemy's side).

Consequences: We are demolishing buildings to avoid the risk of trying to identify and dismantle booby traps. When civilians return to the area they will be at risk because we cannot be sure to destroy all the traps.

Proposal: We will vacate the area for a particular time specifically so that you can return and remove the booby traps. We will not attack you while you do this. Stop leaving booby traps in civilian buildings.


Tactic: Impersonating civilians by not wearing uniform, hiding weapons, and even by men dressing as women.

Consequences: This endangers genuine civilians because it makes our soldiers more suspicious and more likely to decide they are under threat. Mistakes are inevitable.

Proposal: Stop doing this. Wear uniforms at all times on active service.


Tactic: Pretending to surrender but then attacking with a suicide vest, RPG, or sniper.

Consequences: This endangers anyone who genuinely wants to surrender because it makes our soldiers more suspicious. Mistakes are inevitable.

Proposal: Stop doing this.


Prompt thoughts about practical options for peace


Practical ideas about how peace can happen must circulate widely.


While many people, during a war, will talk about the need for peace, perhaps through a ceasefire, most do not think carefully about what would be required in practice to achieve that peace. Even the leaders of the warring groups may have only vague ideas on this. This discourages people from agreeing to a ceasefire or surrender. They fear what might happen next because it is uncertain and there are some terrifying possibilities.


Explain why practical details must be thought about to bring a lasting peace. Ask questions to prompt people to think about these practical matters. Prompt people to think about how the other side might feel about their proposals and how their proposals can be made less repugnant to them without reducing their effect. Spread information about promising ideas that might be part of the solution.


A ceasefire, with both sides returning to the positions they had before fighting began, may be appropriate if the attacker has made progress but with more difficulty than expected and now there is a stalemate. Perhaps they thought they could win in a week but now, after three months, they are still far from victory and the cost is already many times more than expected. They may realize it is not worth continuing.


Reasons for not agreeing to a sensible ceasefire that might need to be addressed include:



  	the attacker not wanting to give up territory already gained


  	the attacker fearing that pulling back will give their enemy a chance to come forward and perhaps mount their own attack to gain extra territory


  	the attacker mistakenly over-estimating their chances of further progress or under-estimating the cost of continuing


  	the attacker's leaders not wanting to admit to their people that they made a mistake in initiating the war


  	both sides fearing a sneak attack while the ceasefire is supposed to be operating


  	the sides not even thinking of the possibility because they are so focused on winning and so emotional.





A surrender may be appropriate where defeat is all but inevitable and the side that is winning is unlikely to kill all the surrendered fighters and their civilians. The final stages of a war often take place on the home ground of the losing side and cause the destruction of their property as well as deaths. Prompt surrender may avoid the worst of this.


Reasons for not surrendering, even when it is appropriate, that may need to be addressed include:



  	the losing side thinking they will certainly be killed if they surrender


  	the losing side over-estimating their chances of winning or, at least, their enemy deciding to give up and go away


  	the leaders of the losing side, if they started the war, not wishing to admit to their people that they made a mistake


  	the winning side not signalling interest in accepting surrender


  	both sides being so focused on fighting and so emotional that they do not even think of the possibility.





In addition to reassurances, it may help to give an ultimatum such as ‘Surrender or in one week from now we will come in hard to destroy what is left of your city.’


Conduct peace talks in public


Leaders of warring groups should initiate and continue peace talks by speaking in public and in multiple languages including the language of the opposition, explicitly saying that the message is for the leadership, fighters, and people of the other side. The messages may be broadcast or shared over the internet. Although directed at the opposition they should be available to the whole world. This is an opportunity to show that you are looking for peace and perhaps show that the other side is not yet doing so.


As always it is vital to avoid being unnecessarily antagonistic. Repetition is probably needed to get through.


E.g. If one side is clearly dominant then it could propose detailed surrender terms and procedures for their enemy's leaders and for individual fighters, repeating these daily in multiple languages and media. There could be links to a mobile-friendly website that are repeatedly given. This information should not antagonize them unnecessarily (e.g. by taunting them as losers in the fighting or as cowards). It should simply express a wish to minimize further harm by ending fighting quickly and explain, in practical terms, how to do that by surrendering in the safest way possible.


Others trying to intervene and bring peace can also conduct peace talks in public.


This approach makes it harder for unreasonable leaders to hide reasonable peace proposals from their supporters. It also shows onlookers who is being reasonable. If there is no response to these messages, or the response is unreasonable, everyone can see.


During a period of large-scale violence it may be too hard for people to think about the longer-term peace plan. Any suggestions will seem ridiculously optimistic. However, it may still be possible to propose a plan for the next few weeks, covering surrender, perhaps, and immediate steps to provide relief for civilians and start rebuilding. If that plan is acted on then in future the conditions may be right for longer-term planning.


If there is a good chance that some on the enemy side are ready to surrender (e.g. there may be isolated groups of fighters) then explain publicly how to surrender in the safest way. Tell them what signs to show, how to demonstrate that they have laid down their weapons, and how to come out of hiding. Explain what will happen to them and for how long. For example, it may be that people who surrender earlier will also be released earlier once the war is over. Their surrender has demonstrated a less threatening level of hate and determination to fight and kill.


E.g. In the final days of Nazi Germany, Hitler was deep underground in a bunker in Berlin, hoping that somehow a huge effort by his forces would still turn the war around. He issued orders saying that anyone who did not fight to the last would be executed. Meanwhile, some of his closest collaborators were trying to find ways to save their lives by reaching out to the Allies. Immediately before and after Hitler's death there were surrenders of parts of the German forces, partly controlled and encouraged by Hitler's successor, before an overall surrender was signed. This example shows that sometimes the leaders of a warring side are not the ones who will or can surrender. Indeed, the leaders sitting in the relative safety of their command centres and perhaps experiencing mental implosion, can be among the last to see the value of surrender.


If it is your side that is near to surrender then explain publicly how your fighters can do that in the safest way. Make sure as many enemy fighters as possible know the intended approach.


Use variations in commitment to war


These influence efforts should recognize variations in commitment to an unwise war (as with tackling any unreasonable network) and address each variation appropriately. This is across the whole population, not just the leadership.


The people who speak most in war are often those most committed to it, creating the impression that everyone on their side is equally determined. Yet, even within groups that seem collectively committed to a war that will do them no good, there are typically people who do not agree. Their view may be private but they think war is bad for their group despite the prevailing desire for it. There are others who support war but based on very little and could change their view relatively easily. Still others are even more committed to war than the leaders.


Communicate to reach those less committed to unwise fighting, even when speaking to committed leaders. Try to get the less committed to reduce their support for the more committed and uncompromising people. Sometimes that support is unwitting, so they need to understand how they are providing support so that they can stop. Sometimes their support is obtained by threats from the committed people and the less committed may need caution and protection.


Tackle mistaken morality


Messages should counter typical mistakes in applying fairness ideas to the war and direct attention to human wellbeing and away from righteousness, religion, anger, hate, and even fear.


Some of the worst atrocities in human history have been perpetrated by people who thought they were acting in an exceptionally moral way. Most Nazis shooting Jews into a mass grave thought they were doing a hard job that had to be done for the good of humanity and the German people. Jihadis who behead enemies typically think they are pleasing a supernatural being, their families, and their fellow Muslims by doing something brave and noble. Protesters blocking traffic and inconveniencing thousands of ordinary travelers typically think they are exceptionally ethical people and are happy to show it.


Clearly, their understanding of morality is flawed. Typical mistakes for people who want to fight are:



  	focusing on moral reasons why one side is right and should have control of the land and the other side is wrong and should not


  	paying too little attention to the practical consequences for the wellbeing of people involved


  	valuing consequences for one side in the war but not for others


  	seeking to punish their enemies for their morally bad acts, to teach them a lesson or perhaps to restore honour


  	being willing to use any tactic that they think will achieve the desired end goal even if it involves dishonesty or unnecessary killing, cruelty, or intimidation.





A typical mistake among humanitarian onlookers who want the war stopped is to value the consequences for current stakeholders but overlook the consequences for future stakeholders. Their thinking is short-term.


The following sections discuss the typical corrections needed.


Towards wellbeing


Arguments about who has the right to the land tend to be uncompromising. Sadly, even if one side is correct this still does not lead to peace and prosperity because the other side will not agree. Some participants genuinely believe they are in the right while others just use the arguments as a means to selfish ends.


Such a clash of uncompromising views makes talk of peace plans seem pointless. Why plan talks when you know that they will never resolve the fundamental disagreement?


Try to refocus discussions onto practical advantages and disadvantages for all stakeholders. While arguments about whose land it is or who is the rightful leader tend to go nowhere, practical considerations point strongly towards peace. The challenge is to work out a path to it.


This is not asking people to abandon their principles or put convenience and comfort ahead of morality. The wellbeing of people is a moral concern and should be presented as such. People in war typically think of themselves as exceptionally moral, even if their behaviour seems to indicate otherwise. They are more likely to attend to messages that acknowledge their moral character and build moral arguments to justify considering human wellbeing.


The waste of resources on war begins in the preparation stage. Instead of working-age people being productive, they train to fight. Instead of making goods that support healthy, enjoyable lifestyles, effort goes into making armaments or getting money to buy armaments. Instead of building homes, schools, and hospitals, effort goes into constructing defences, barracks, and command centres. Instead of allowing people to spend cash on imported goods that people want, governments on the warpath raise taxes and hoard cash in readiness for the expenses of war and possible economic sanctions. People who might otherwise have invested in developing homes and businesses are discouraged by the imminent threat of them being destroyed in war.


Later costs are higher still and outlined below as items to be covered in the rationale for a peace plan.


Set against this, the benefits of waging a war need to be huge and sufficiently certain to justify starting or continuing a war, which they rarely are.


Considering both sides


Reasoning that recognizes the consequences for all stakeholders tends to be more interesting and acceptable to onlookers and to warring parties. It at least recognizes the interests of their favoured side and again builds on the tendency of people in war to think of themselves as particularly ethical.


Sometimes people are adamant that everyone on the side of their enemy is evil. Yet, they may still be open to the idea that there are some civilians who cannot be condemned in that way. They may be children, oppose the war, or have no power. They may be supportive only because they have been duped by propaganda. When they know the truth perhaps they will realize their mistake. All those people surely deserve some consideration.


Dropping the desire for revenge


Arguing against taking revenge builds on recognizing that not everyone on the other side is evil. Point out that seeming to seek revenge is not consistent with being an exceptionally ethical person. This is especially so when not everyone who would be affected by the revenge is known to ‘deserve it’, even by the logic of revenge.


Taking revenge is not part of modern British fairness, though it is still an accepted part of some moral systems (e.g. Islam in Iran). Avoiding revenge can reduce the risk of escalation.


A better motive for military action is self-defence. It can still motivate intense fighting and large scale destruction but the difference is in what would happen if the enemy surrendered.


Using only ethical methods


It is also possible to point out that some other behaviours are inconsistent with being exceptionally ethical:



  	condemning and verbally attacking as evil everyone seen as supportive to the other side, without knowing they are evil


  	dishonest tricks


  	unnecessarily cruel tactics


  	tactics that needlessly harm uninvolved people or even target them.





This may help bring some people to their senses.


This should be put as honest feedback and advice about how behaviours look to others, not as a challenge to their self-perception as ethical. You will not gain their attention if you talk to people as if they are evil when they think they are not. Do not say ‘You cannot truly be ethical because you do X.’ This will just trigger rationalizations. Instead, say ‘I think what you are saying would come across as more ethical if you did Y instead of X.’


Considering future stakeholders too


Empathetic humanitarians often want the fighting to stop now, especially for the children. That is not in itself a bad thing but they often do not consider the longer-term implications of courses of action they advocate. In this way they fail to consider future stakeholders. For example, the humanitarian may favour giving in to hostage takers, not fully understanding that giving in encourages more hostage taking in future.


Explain to humanitarians what the most humanitarian course of action is in the long run, taking practicalities such as incentives into consideration. The guidelines of fairness reflect this longer-term view.


Develop and refine a peace plan and rationale


Peace talks should move towards developing and refining a peace plan along with its rationale.


The peace plan should be developed with participation if possible to increase its detail and practicality. It should cover:



  	who will do what and when, including how to stop fighting and how arms can be reduced without too much risk to either side


  	the processes by which any disputes can be resolved peacefully


  	how progress is to be monitored and responded to


  	how attempts to block the peace process will be responded to.





The peace plan might include a number of elements:


Reduced war: pauses in fighting, a ceasefire, withdrawals (perhaps in stages), reductions in arms.


Neutral help: monitoring by a neutral party, temporary peace-keeping by neutral forces.


Basics for living: aid (food, water, medical help, temporary shelter), restoring utilities (power, water, sanitation, internet), projects to rebuild (possibly with cooperation).


Governance: removal from power of key individuals, temporary governing bodies, key issues to be resolved, negotiation processes, governance of the peace process itself, referendums.


Education: programmes to educate populations about how to live peacefully (e.g. voting, relying on the rule of law instead of taking revenge) and prosperously, and to re-educate populations that have been subjected to harmful indoctrination.


Compensation: reparations, loans.


Typically, peace is a better option for the people on all sides of a war. However, they have to understand this vital point. This requires them to think in practical detail about how peace could take place and all the practical ways it would be advantageous. This must be an overwhelming rationale, well understood by both sides, to have a chance of combating powerful feelings of righteousness, anger, and fear.




The rationale for the peace plan should cover:



  	the direct harms of conflict avoided, measured in terms of lives, disabilities, injuries, pain, grief, and damage to property including land (e.g. from landmines)


  	the indirect benefits of being able to apply the resources that would have been used for war and for maintaining strong defences to more economically valuable activities such as farming, industry, and leisure


  	the benefits of increased tourism and trade inside and outside each country


  	the improvement in the medium- and long-term trajectories of the economies due to investments in technology, improved cooperation, and trade.





E.g. The Troubles of Northern Ireland were finally brought to an end (more or less) by the development of a peace plan, preceded by a declaration of principles. It took a long time and was not a smooth process but compared to the violent stalemate that had continued for many years beforehand it was a dramatic change. Finally, instead of each violent attack being a trigger for another, violent attacks were decried as attempts to block the peace process. It was a decisive change in perspective.


The peace plan did not have an explicit rationale other than bringing peace and healing wounds, and perhaps would have been more compelling if it had.



Reward only cooperation


If unfair uses of power give an advantage then they are encouraged. Such unfair tactics include taking hostages, using human shields, using civilian buildings such as hospitals and schools, using civilian vehicles such as ambulances, fighting in civilian clothes instead of uniforms, pretending to surrender and then attacking (perhaps with a suicide vest or sniper), terror attacks, deliberately killing civilians, and attacks to gain territory that have no defensive justification. It is crucial not to reward these tactics.


Ideally, the tactics should have no direct effect. That means, among other things, not negotiating with hostage takers, attacking despite human shields, not giving in to terror attacks, and repulsing attacks to gain territory. If this ideal has to be compromised then some kind of compensating loss should be inflicted on those who use the unfair tactics and should be explained as balancing their apparent gains.


Not negotiating does not mean not communicating. These seemingly hardline policies must be explained to enemies and the world repeatedly. They will be heavily criticized by the users of the unfair tactics and by people more concerned with the immediate fate of particular individuals than the fate of future victims if the tactics are rewarded.


It is also useful to communicate other things to enemies, as discussed extensively elsewhere in this chapter.


This principle of rewarding only cooperation is useful in designing peace plans. These can be structured as incremental changes towards an ultimate peaceful end state (usually still to be defined fully) with periods of consolidation between each incremental change. Cooperative, peaceful behaviour during each period of consolidation is to be rewarded with the next incremental change. However, if a participant in the peace process behaves badly then the planned and agreed response will be to discuss delaying the next incremental change until weaknesses have been corrected and the rationale for peace reaffirmed as overwhelming.


The response should not create an opportunity for a small number of violent objectors to impede the peace process. This can be achieved by carefully considering who is behind the violence. If it is only an individual or a small, unrepresentative group then the peace process can continue with no delay.


Behaviours that might be monitored to control the pace and direction of progress include:



  	officially rejecting or endorsing the planned peaceful end state


  	allowing or preventing monitoring by the other side


  	online disinformation and anti-peace propaganda


  	holding elections or not


  	raising children either to be tolerant and peaceful or to be uncompromising and violent


  	efforts to stop individuals from breaking the peace


  	threats of physical violence


  	training fighters


  	increasing armament


  	building defences


  	building infrastructure in the opponent's territory to facilitate attacks (e.g. tunnels into their land, secret arms stores)


  	funding allies, equipping them, or sharing information to help them fight or prepare to fight


  	treatment of prisoners, including following due process of law


  	physically violent attacks


  	occupying additional land, even if it is peacefully, or leaving such land.





The need for gradual progress with evidence of good behaviour and intent can be explained mainly in terms of providing assurance to populations that the peace is real and it is safe to proceed. In short, it is to build trust.


Sometimes it is not obvious what a side values and considers a reward.


E.g. Events in the Gaza Strip between 2005 and 2023 illustrate problems that can arise. In 2005, Israel withdrew from the Gaza Strip so that there were no longer Israeli Jews living there, no Israeli troops within the Gaza Strip, and Palestinians could govern themselves. This was a reduction in the level of occupation and should have been welcomed by Palestinians. However, it was not agreed with the Palestinian Authority (at that time the rulers of the Gaza Strip) and they did not endorse the implied end state of an independent Palestinian Gaza Strip. Various restrictions on the borders were put in place by Israel and Egypt, and it seems a lot of this was motivated by fear of attacks from the Gaza Strip.


In 2006, Hamas won an election and took over from the Palestinian Authority. Hamas were certainly not willing to accept anything other than the end of Israel. There was fighting between Hamas and the Palestinian Authority and Hamas won, taking full control of the Gaza Strip in 2007. Israel consolidated its control of the borders with Egypt's help. Other countries redirected aid and favoured the Palestinian Authority over Hamas. These were negative reactions to Hamas's behaviour that correctly avoided rewarding it economically. However, Hamas remained in control and was found to be smuggling arms into the Gaza Strip through tunnels in 2007, an indication that it had other priorities.


In 2008, Hamas broke through the fence into Egypt then launched rockets at Israel, which resulted in air strikes by Israel and, later, a ground invasion. Hamas had prepared for this urban war and it was hard to avoid civilian casualties. There were more Palestinian Muslim deaths than Israeli Jew deaths. Hamas remained in control.


In 2014, Hamas militants kidnapped three Israeli teenagers in the West Bank so Israel arrested hundreds of Palestinians there including Hamas militants. Hamas launched many rockets at Israel from the Gaza Strip and Israel used air strikes against them. Thousands were killed, mostly Gazan civilians. This pattern of heavy Palestinian casualties should by this stage have been obvious but did not deter Hamas from doing it all again.


For about nine months starting in March 2018 there were frequent, repeated protests by Palestinians near the Gaza-Israel border. While most people were peaceful and did not approach the fence, some approached the fence in a way that was not allowed and was perceived as threatening. Some were shot by Israeli forces and wounded or killed. Despite the shootings, these protests and attacks on the fence continued, week after week. This seemingly strange behaviour suggests that they thought they were gaining something that was more important than the lost lives.


In 2021, after a dispute over religion erupted, Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) launched rockets at Israel and Israel responded with air strikes. As usual, more Palestinians than Israelis were killed. Although Israeli strikes were more accurate, the density of the population in the Gaza Strip and (perhaps) use of human shields, combined with some failed Palestinian rockets, pushed the civilian Palestinian death toll up. At the same time excellent defences limited Israeli casualties. Again, Hamas remained in control and the Arab world celebrated this as a victory despite the difference in deaths.


Nevertheless, from 2021 onwards Israel began to issue work permits that allowed Gazans to cross the border and work in Israel. This had not been allowed since Hamas took over.


In 2022, terrorist attacks in the West Bank by PIJ led to arrests there and subsequent threats of attacks into Israel by the leader of PIJ, based in the Gaza Strip. Israel attacked him there using air strikes and the response was rockets launched against Israel.


Work permits continued to be issued, allowing Gazans to cross into Israel, some working on the same farms that were being targeted for attack by Hamas.


In 2023, Hamas raided southern Israel and over 1,100 people were killed by their fighters with about 240 being taken as hostages. Israel subsequently fought back and as I write is trying to eliminate Hamas from the Gaza Strip in a huge operation that has already lasted months. Already, far more Gazans than Israelis have died but this has not prompted Hamas or PIJ to surrender or even to stop firing rockets or holding hostages.


Part of the problem may be that many Gazans look forward to entering Heaven early, which they can achieve by attacking their enemy.


But what value do they see in all those militarily futile deaths? How do they think this will help them remove the Jews and establish an Islamic caliphate across the whole region? Most likely the idea is to use Gazan deaths to:



  	increase support for Hamas and PIJ among Palestinians, allied terrorist groups, and Islamic countries


  	encourage other Islamist groups and Islamic countries to attack Israel and its allies


  	reduce support (e.g. arms) for Israel from its western allies.





With this strategy, the more Palestinian deaths and the fewer Israeli deaths the better. Those hopelessly inaccurate and unreliable rockets that they have been firing for more than a decade are perfectly suited to this approach.


This understanding suggests that Hamas might be encouraged to surrender by the explicit refusal of relevant countries to be manipulated by the Gazan deaths. The message would be: ‘We know what you are trying to do and it won't work. We won't be manipulated. Sacrificing your people is futile. Stop now.’


Explain the peace plan to everyone repeatedly


As the peace plan and its rationale are developed and refined, they must be explained repeatedly to as many people as possible and defended against unreasonable criticism. As usual, the objective is not just to influence the leaders of warring factions; it is also to influence all their supporters and neutral onlookers. Leaders do not have full control and typically feel constrained by what people will tolerate from them. Leaders do not want to be rejected and often want to be loved or respected.


The explanations should cover the rationale for the peace plan in detail, keeping attention focused on the practical advantages of peace. This can be compared with the outlook if war is continued or returns, covering the likelihood of victory and the consequences of both victory and defeat. Even the winning side will usually take a long time to recover.


Report changes due to peace


Periodically (e.g. weekly, monthly) and as steps are taken in the peace plan (e.g. a ceasefire, removal of troops, weapon reductions) the practical effects should be measured and reported to everyone. Show charts and animations of violent death reductions, sanitation improvements, available spaces in hospitals, areas with running water and power, availability of food, reductions in disease, progress of rebuilding programmes, increases in incomes and wealth, increased ownership of desirable household objects such as smartphones and washing machines, expansions in trade across borders, and even friendships and marriages between groups previously opposed.


Respond to disruption


When someone does something that is against the peace plan and risks returning to worsening war, do not respond predictably with retaliation because this gives even a handful of perpetrators the ability to restart fighting. Defend as effectively as possible and take easy opportunities during this to eliminate threats. However, do not retaliate with force.


Point out repeatedly that the unrepresentative views and actions of the attackers are intended to jeopardize the huge benefits of peace. Encourage as many people as possible to join in this condemnation of violence. Ensure that the perpetrators know that many, many people disapprove of what they have done and that this even includes people the perpetrators used to think of as supporters on their side.


Continue to maximize the effectiveness of defences so that attacks cause as little harm as possible, other than to the attackers. Continue to maximize the effectiveness of intelligence gathering and try to gain advantage from an increased number of people willing to cooperate to stop those who are trying to cause war.


Outside possible fighting, try to arrest people who aim to restart or continue war and charge them with specific crimes. Do not assassinate them.


Deal with disinformation


In modern wars, many participants use deceptive propaganda. To deal with this:



  	Do not use deceptive propaganda.


  	Be cautious when looking at all information related to the war.


  	Seek and share the most reliable evidence.


  	Encourage others to be similarly cautious and discerning.


  	Make clear the evidence that supports any claims you make.





Deception is an acceptable part of war but deceptive propaganda risks backlash. It is better to avoid it and, instead, focus on gathering and sharing the most reliable evidence possible, expressing reasonable uncertainty, and making clear the reasons behind your claims.


Information about war can be unreliable because of error, deliberate deception, or motivated accidents.


E.g. In November 2023, during fighting in the Gaza Strip, a BBC news presenter told viewers that Israeli troops were ‘targeting’ medical teams and Arab speakers in connection with their operation at the Al Shifa hospital in Gaza City. This sounded pretty bad. What kind of soldiers target people who are medics? Who kills people just because they speak Arabic? It seemed to contradict Israel's claim to be targeting Hamas fighters, not civilians. The Reuters report the news presenter was supposed to be quoting from had in fact said that the Israeli troops were targeting Hamas and that the Israelis had with them medics and Arabic speakers. Quite the opposite impression. For viewers, the best attitude is one of skepticism. These were nothing more than Israeli claims, carelessly reported by a presenter who probably had anti-Israeli attitudes.


Deception often involves audiovisual recordings, probably because it feels like we are seeing events with our own eyes. The tricks are in the description, which may be lying about the location, time, participants, and actions.


E.g. Imagine you see a video online supposedly from a particular conflict the day before that shows an unarmed civilian being killed by a sniper from a country the propagandist wants to smear. Is it from the claimed conflict or from some other country on another occasion? One bombed-out Middle Eastern village looks much like another in a grainy video. How do you know the victim was unarmed? Maybe the weapon was small. Maybe they just put down a weapon. How do you know they are dead? You see someone fall to the ground but were they acting to make the propaganda video? Where is the supposed sniper? How can the sniper be identified as fighting for the claimed country? In a conflict where many propaganda videos are pushed out daily, such videos have little or no value as evidence.


Sometimes the headline of a video, which is all many people will see, is contradicted by the content of the video.


E.g. The title of a video says ‘IDF soldier boasts of running over Palestinian with a tank’ but in the video the IDF tank driver describes suddenly seeing the body of a dead Palestinian just in front of his tank and accidentally running it over. He makes clear it was a horrible shock, especially because the tank was very heavy and did horrific damage to the corpse. The description is misleading in suggesting that the Palestinian was killed by the tank and in saying the soldier was boasting.


Another form of deception is selectivity. In war it is common for some fighters to do things that are against their orders, against the rules of their side, and against their training. This can happen through panic, confusion, or anger. It is more likely if fighters are not full time professionals. After weeks of constant vigilance and strain (looking out for booby traps, ambushes, and snipers), insufficient sleep, frequent confrontation with death and horrific injuries, and perhaps the loss of friends to a cruel enemy, some people will go too far. There will be misjudgements and criminal incidents. However, it is disinformation to use these exceptional incidents as evidence that their whole side is acting badly on purpose – following orders, culture, or a tacit understanding.


Potentially important false claims might concern:



  	who is winning, with potentially false claims about losses on each side


  	acts of cruelty, especially those that count as war crimes


  	acts of kindness by fighters


  	potentially persuasive opinions (e.g. someone who should support one side speaking against it or for their opponents, a senior figure expressing a cruel intention or desire).





Unacceptable tactics that might be used and about which reliable evidence should be gathered, if possible, include:



  	a surprise attack before war is declared


  	taking civilian hostages


  	deliberate attacks on civilians


  	inflicting unnecessary pain (physical and mental, e.g. by killing family members in front of each other)


  	fighting without wearing uniforms, which is worse when there are civilians nearby


  	using children as fighters (e.g. boys aged 13 to 17)


  	civilian human shields (e.g. firing from a hospital, gathering children by a rocket launcher to discourage counter-attacks)


  	diverting humanitarian aid (e.g. fuel, water, food)


  	dishonest civilian death statistics (too high or low, counting teenage fighters as children, counting adult fighters as civilians because they were not wearing uniforms to fight)


  	killing your own civilians (usually by accident) and claiming the enemy did it.





It is helpful to capture on video, as often as possible, instances of the enemy using these tactics.


Conversely, there is a risk that the other side will present legitimate war tactics as unacceptable. For example:



  	taking prisoners of war or arresting people on a reasonable suspicion of planning an attack claimed to be taking civilian hostages


  	unintended harm to civilians claimed as deliberate, or even as genocide.





Ideally, acts of kindness and cruelty by fighters should be impossible to overlook or deny. However, it can be extremely difficult to produce or find convincing evidence.


E.g. The fighting between Hamas and Israel that started in October 2023 was accompanied by intensified propaganda by both sides about the other. Each side argued that the other was barbaric, oppressive, bullying, genocidal, eager to murder innocent civilians (especially woman and children, and most especially babies), liars, and responsible for all the deaths. Both sides offered statistical and video evidence in support of their claims, but was it reliable? For example:



  	Israelis offered video of captured Hamas fighters talking about the orders they were given, what they were told, and what they did. It seemed like damning material but how can we know the person speaking was not an actor?


  	When Hamas and its supporters showed video of a bombed out refugee camp it certainly looked bad, but was it even a refugee camp and who really were the people killed and the many young men seen around the crater? Israel said the camp had been turned into a terrorist training camp and that for days they had been warning civilians to evacuate south out of harm's way.


  	The Israelis showed video of an explosion at the top of a tower block and said this was their warning to occupants to clear the building before a much more powerful missile was used. Was it? Or was it just a less powerful attack for the purpose of the video or to attack suspected snipers on the roof?


  	Hamas or a supporter had video of an Israeli missile used to kill Palestinian children trying to get water from a pipe out of a water tank, but why did the missile look like a simple bomb, how was it so accurate, why was the video from a fixed point above ground not a moving aeroplane, and how did video apparently from an Israeli warplane become public? This was not convincing in an era of cheap drones and photorealistic computer generated images.





Some detailed evidence from the battle must be hidden from the enemy because it would be valuable intelligence for them. However, it may be possible to share much more with close allies so that they are less influenced by misinformation from the other side. Let allied observers see real-time video from radar systems, missile tracking, drone surveillance, and even bodycams of individual soldiers. Let them hear your instructions to your fighters. There is a good chance the enemy's tactics will be caught on camera.


Some of the most reliable, convincing evidence is from material released by one side about themselves that shows them in a bad light. They may not realize that the material shows them in a bad light or it might have been produced to appeal to their own followers. Their websites may show videos of violent acts and hate-filled speeches that provide powerful evidence of dangerous thinking to less supportive onlookers.


E.g. Around the time of its attack on Israel in October 2023, Hamas proudly released video showing how it dug up water pipes and converted them into rockets to fire at Israel. The pipes had been funded by aid from overseas to help with sanitation. This had some negative consequences for Hamas. It provided a good reason to think that humanitarian aid into the Gaza Strip would be taken by Hamas and used for war, which made blockading the border legal, under international rules of war, for Egypt and Israel (though in fact they permitted aid to enter despite this). It also gave aid agencies reasons to be reluctant to help in future. The video might, in future, be seen by some Palestinians as further evidence that Hamas was more concerned with killing Jewish Israelis than with the welfare of Palestinians in the Gaza Strip.


Furthermore, the home-made nature of the rockets gave credibility to later Israeli claims that just over 5% of the rockets fired by Hamas misfired so badly that they exploded within the Gaza Strip (roughly 15 to 20 such explosions per day in the early months).


Even with this kind of evidence it is wise to take precautions to preserve its value, such as having a neutral third party take frequent copies, on a blockchain, of important websites where warring factions make announcements.


Teach peace and prosperity


In some countries where war has been a persistent problem the population of at least one of the warring groups has a relatively poor understanding of how to live peacefully and be prosperous.


E.g. Providing electricity and electricity-powered gadgets to a rural area will not help, at least initially, if most local people do not know how to use the gadgets, do not know how they can be useful, and are not motivated to take care of the systems involved.


E.g. Setting up a country's first democratic elections is unlikely to bring lasting democracy if very few of the people know how to campaign, to be politicians and govern fairly, or even how to vote. If, instead of voting for intelligent, fair-minded candidates, most people vote for the candidate most ethnically or religiously similar to them then the whole system is undermined. It becomes a contest for power based on colonization and birth rates.


Education is needed and may take decades to accomplish.


Prevent war


This guideline should perhaps have come first in this Case but the tactics to use had to be described first: (1) focus attention on practical benefits of peace and away from righteousness, religion, anger, hate, and fear and (2) teach peace and prosperity.


PART 5: IMPLEMENTA­TION


Chapter 19: Developing capability


This chapter divides advice on getting better at using Reasonable Influence into two parts:



  	learning and practising the skills of brief exchanges within a conversation, which can be learned completely because there are not too many and they are used often


  	solving problems linked to encounters and campaigns, which usually involves hunting through the many recommendations to find ideas for specific solutions.





How to develop your basic skills


To develop basic discussion skills you must practise. This is easier at first in a situation with low stakes and time to think. Social media (e.g. Facebook comments, X tweets, YouTube comments) are good for this unless you are a celebrity or make risky posts.


Later, as you get more skilled and confident, you can move on to more challenging, face-to-face situations with less time to think.


Do not expose yourself to irrational, unfair behaviour unnecessarily. The next chapter discusses ways to create a reasonable zone around yourself, which involves a combination of seeking reasonable interactions, avoiding unreasonable interactions, and getting others to be more reasonable. Throughout, we should try to control the amount of unreasonable behaviour we have to deal with and expose ourselves to it only when worthwhile.


In this chapter the value of exposure to unreasonable behaviour is in learning to deal with it more effectively.


In writing


Step 1: Improve written clarity


There are some great books on how to write clearly. This goes beyond having correct grammar and punctuation, though these are vital. Try rewriting text written by others and then by yourself. Use a word processor so you can edit as much as you like. Start with short pieces of text but then try longer text. I personally spent several months doing this in my twenties, after leaving university, and it transformed my writing.


Common mistakes to look out for include:



  	punctuation errors


  	words that can just be deleted with no loss of meaning


  	words that can be replaced with a shorter, more familiar alternative that means the same


  	phrases that can be simplified with no loss of meaning


  	unnecessary use of the passive voice


  	overlong sentences


  	overlong paragraphs


  	failure to organize content into sensible paragraphs and sections


  	assuming knowledge the reader probably will not have


  	using words with vague meanings


  	changing the word used to refer to something for no reason (leaving some readers thinking you are now talking about a different thing).





These are all mistakes even if the style of writing expected of you is academic, legalistic, or some other formal style. For example, a lot of writing in journals of psychology is torture to read, even if you know the jargon, but the papers of great psychologists are usually clearer. They are a better example to follow than the thousands of unknown psychologists whose work goes almost unnoticed.


Some people incorrectly think they are good writers. If you cannot easily spot examples of the above faults then perhaps you should do some work to improve your writing. People who have learned to write clearly recognize the skill when they see it but most people just read clear text easily and do not notice the skill it shows.


E.g. Many years ago I was a junior computer auditor at a large firm. I wrote two pages for an audit report with the rest of the report being written by my manager on that project. She told me that the partner who would review it (the leader of that project) was a fussy man who always wanted lots of changes to reports. When the draft came back from him it was indeed covered with red comments about things he wanted changed. The only exception was the two pages I had written, which had no comments from him at all. The partner and I knew the rules of clear writing but the manager did not and she had no idea why amendments were asked for.


Step 2: Just observe


Start by increasing your awareness of the manipulative tactics used by participants. You might spend time studying such sources as:


Comments on social media: For example, on X, YouTube, and Facebook, especially on controversial topics such as politics, ethics, religion, sustainability, vaccination, and society.


Interviews with politicians, campaigners, and religious leaders: Tactics are often used by both interviewer and interviewee.


News stories: Almost all news sources, both mainstream and alternative, are manipulative in some way. (The UK's BBC prides itself on being trusted and impartial but when I studied the tactics used by its journalists and presenters I found them unacceptably manipulative.)


Try to identify when tactics are used and exactly how. Read slowly and carefully, thinking critically. Re-read. You should find that the longer you study even one paragraph, the more manipulative tactics you find. Do not be surprised to find many in each story. This is typical and if you are not seeing this many then you probably should spend more time inspecting the text and learning to spot manipulative tactics.


Step 3: Low risk contributions


Choose a social media page about something you know well that has activity every few minutes. You may prefer to use an anonymous profile.


Start with easy topics and contributions that will be safe even if you word them poorly. Gradually increase the challenge.


You must learn to make good quality contributions while staying calm and constructive. The two go together because having something good to say helps reduce anger, frustration, and fear. However, you probably will have to remind yourself to stick to the right techniques and not give in to the temptation to hit back at horrible people who treat you badly.


Initially focus on making valuable contributions clearly and precisely without unnecessarily antagonizing anyone. Most people find this discipline challenging.


Start new threads rather than replying to other comments. This gives you more freedom and, on some platforms, if you decide you have handled the thread badly then you can delete your comment and that will also delete all responses to it and responses to those. Then you can try again in a better way.


You may get few responses to your posts, which is a good sign. Antagonizing posts usually get more responses. Responses may identify where you have accidentally written something unnecessarily antagonizing.


Step 4: Low risk responses


Your next step is to post comments in response to comments by others who seem likely to be receptive to reason and fairness. Their comments will be sensible, focused on the issues rather than on attacking other people, and not unnecessarily antagonistic. You may have to search for several minutes to find even one such comment if the topic is controversial.


Respond with encouragement, feedback on understanding and agreement, and/or, ideally, a valuable contribution of your own.


It is easy to make a valuable contribution by posting facts or links to further information. You often do not need to be smart or expert; just search the internet for authoritative sources of statistics or details from official investigations. Often you will be the only person to bother.


To develop your contributions further, try to generate useful insights by critical thinking about the topic and issues. See what others have to say but take care over using arguments from other people. Most people are wrong. Validate every claim they make against your knowledge and look for self-contradictions. You may have to drop a person as a source of ideas if one or more of the following is true of them:



  	they write using a lot of words whose meaning is unclear to you


  	they talk quickly


  	they often use emotive terms and other trick arguments or push conspiracy theories.





They may occasionally say something that makes sense but it is hard work protecting your thinking from errors and all their tricks.


Step 5: Higher risk, corrective comments


You might already have been attacked by people who disagree, but to get more attacks and tricks coming your way and practise responding, reply to comments that make overgeneralizations or otherwise incorrect or misleading points. Make replies that briefly neutralize the point and then make some relevant valuable contribution as your continuation.


Reactions to this are more likely and you will soon be attacked personally. Practise responding with Neutralize-Continue, Neutralize-Alert-Continue, Neutralize-Alert-Invite, or other combinations (as described in Chapter 7 under the guideline to Respond to personal attacks and simple tricks). It is vital not to be unnecessarily antagonizing whatever the provocation. Social media attract some commenters who behave atrociously in almost every comment and when accused of doing so get even angrier.


Even if you behave impeccably, you will be accused of bad behaviour and being a bad person. The accusers want you to stop contributing. Be direct but stay polite, respectful, and avoid being unnecessarily antagonizing. Keep making sensible, valid, valuable contributions. Think of the impact on observers. The more extreme the attacks, the less the attacks should concern you. They discredit themselves and often do not need explicit neutralization. In contrast, subtle attacks need clear neutralization to block their misleading effect and more often justify an Alert to explain to the attacker how they are damaging their own interests.


If the insults make you angry then think of your calm, valuable contributions as the best revenge. You are continuing to do exactly what the attackers are trying so hard to stop.


People who control an online group are sometimes as bad as anyone else and may have the power to block you from their group, page, or even the platform. If that happens then you may find all your comments disappear. Beware of discussions with group administrators and moderators.


You may be tempted to do more than simply use the 7 basic actions in combinations. Resist that temptation. It is extremely difficult to do better than these actions and there is no need to make the effort. Do not try to be friendly, to apologize for something in the hope of making peace, or to ‘destroy’ someone with your arguments. Most people you try to help online will be angry as a result and only a few will stop arguing just because they have been comprehensively debunked.


If you want to stop someone repeatedly making incorrect, inflammatory comments then Neutralize-Continue repeatedly and occasionally use Neutralize-Alert-Continue or Neutralize-Alert-Invite, staying calm and polite. Each of their angry, attacking comments prompts a further burst of information and reasoning from you. Eventually some will lose interest or perhaps realize their actions are giving you the opening for more of your good material. Onlookers seeing this exchange will get the value of your contributions and see that your behaviour contrasts with that of the other person. You might finish with Neutralize-Alert-Warn.


Step 6: High risk, controversial topics


To increase the difficulty level, try switching to a page on politics or religion with thousands of comments every day. Pages for major political parties are ideal. Your chances of facing persistently savage commenters will increase and you may occasionally be mobbed by several at the same time. Be patient and keep up the quality of your comments. You may have to repeat your points to several attackers.


E.g. In 2021, researching for this handbook, I posted a comment on YouTube saying I had been vaccinated against COVID-19 and briefly explaining how vaccination provides a defence against illness. I was mobbed online by several people who attacked this. All were confident the vaccines were much more dangerous than the disease and did not want people to be vaccinated.


It is rational to have some small anxiety about vaccine safety and accept that, despite the medical testing, some adverse reactions occur and a very few are serious. However, it is not rational to be certain that deadly reactions will be common. One person thought that a long-term risk of bone cancer was not just a theoretical possibility – bone cancer was a certainty for anyone vaccinated. Some had anecdotes about people who had been vaccinated and then suffered in some way. When I pointed out that these proved nothing because the suffering might have another cause, they became angry because I had not caved in to their personal experience. Others kindly pointed me to sources they thought I would ‘find interesting’ that turned out to be pseudo-experts warning of the dangers of the vaccines (but making elementary factual mistakes in their presentations). My failure to take much interest in this flaky material was criticized as selective, narrow thinking. More than one derided me for accepting everything I was told by the BBC. (In fact, I try to avoid the BBC and do not accept what it broadcasts. My preferred sources on the pandemic were publications by scientists and statistics from the UK’s Office for National Statistics, which typically provides better data and analysis than other government departments.)


If you are not used to this sort of barrage, the pace of the attacks and number of people involved could be frightening. Many of their arguments were superficially plausible; they often started with something true then veered into misconceptions and trickery. Much expert effort had gone into crafting arguments and generating videos and other materials that supported the overall conspiracy theories involved. Several attackers mentioned things I had never heard of. It takes focus and skill to keep pushing for the truth against such a mob but I succeeded using my knowledge of the pandemic, some internet searches, and just the techniques explained in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 of this handbook.


If you learn from all this experience, you should find it takes less time to formulate your replies and it becomes easier to stay calm. You may be ready to tackle face-to-face conversations.


In spoken discussions


Your opportunities to participate in discussions may include:



  	meetings at work


  	discussion groups (e.g. with a local society or the U3A)


  	discussions at school or university


  	a debating society


  	conversations with interested friends or family.





All these should provide opportunities to practise spotting manipulative tactics and making valuable contributions clearly and precisely without antagonizing unnecessarily. However, it is best to start easily with discussions that are likely to be largely reasonable. It is easier to contribute to these and you are more likely to be influential.


Step 7: Improve spoken clarity


In Chapter 6 the guideline Speak to make understanding easier for listeners contained the details of what is required and gave suggestions for how to improve through preparation and tools.


Common mistakes include:



  	pauses, restarts, wrong words, and missing points while struggling to think what to say


  	too fast or too slow


  	too quiet to be heard (more often a problem in noisy environments and when giving a speech without a sound system to help)


  	poor articulation


  	a heavy regional accent


  	incorrect ‘punctuation’ through incorrect intonation, pauses, etc


  	trying to say sentences that are too long or include combinations of sounds that are hard to say correctly.





Recording yourself helps identify problems that we are usually unaware of while speaking.


Step 8: Observe


Take your time. Listen at first to understand the patterns of discussion. You may not have noticed before how often contributions are unhelpful, mistaken, tricks, or even veiled personal attacks. Become aware of this aspect of discussions before speaking up.


Step 9: Speak up


Responding with almost no time to think is much more difficult than responding in writing at your leisure. You must keep your body language neutral and unprovocative as well as your words. This is another big challenge.


Step 10: Tackle manipulative behaviour


Cautiously join other face-to-face discussions where there are more likely to be manipulative behaviours.


Although improving your skills at the conversational exchange level will make a huge difference, many other influencing skills can help. These require more understanding of the situation – the people and their behaviour – and your overall strategy.


How to solve influence problems


Influence is a huge, complicated subject and we each face individual challenges. It is probably unrealistic to learn and practise all the recommendations in this handbook, covering all the Cases. It is more realistic to hunt through the handbook for ideas that help with particular challenges you face.


This handbook has presented recommendations within a meticulously structured set of Cases that provide cumulative advice for increasingly difficult and large-scale situations. You can search forwards from the most generic Cases through to Cases that seem most directly relevant to your specific challenge. Alternatively, you can start with the Case that seems most directly relevant and work back to more generic recommendations.


Either way, some difficulty is inevitable. You may still struggle to match the recommendations to your most pressing problems. Perhaps you have a situation in mind (e.g. selling) but do not see it listed. Perhaps you are missing opportunities to apply recommendations because you do not realize influence is involved.


You cannot overcome this without continuing to think and learn but this chapter offers just a few more tips. It considers some areas of life where influence is important and identifies applicable Cases and recommendations. Each area begins with an explanation of its underlying principles related to influence then discusses variations within that area with relevant Cases and recommendations.


Getting a job


The process that matches people to roles is one of mutual information exchange and evaluation. The employer wants to know about the candidates to decide who is suitable and what offers to make. The candidates want to know about the organization, role, the associated pay and conditions, and colleagues so they can decide on what terms they would accept the role, if at all.


The process usually starts with exchanges of documents and then moves on to interviews.


A candidate's first problem is to get noticed when many applications (potentially hundreds) are made for almost every job advertised and employers are using shortcuts to make selection easier.


Poor interviewing is another major problem for candidates. For example, the interviewer may be poorly prepared (perhaps HR has not sent them the candidate's CV), in a rush, doing the interview only because someone else thought the candidate worth seeing, insecure about their failings as managers or interviewers, or making snap judgements on the basis of superficial observations.


Some interviewers try to abuse their power by feigning social dominance. They imply that the candidate should be subservient and desperate. For example, they may imply that the candidate should want the job even when the pay, conditions, and duties are still unclear and no offer has been made.


Provide informative documents to get noticed


Getting noticed is much easier if you already know the employer or if someone known to the employer recommends you. For young people early in their careers, some parental help is often essential. Many people get their first chance by working for a parent or a friend of a parent. Later in life, networking is a powerful strategy.


However, many people on most occasions have no special access and must compete with hundreds or even thousands of other people just to get noticed.


An incorrect theory of CV writing is that you should make it primarily a list of skills, so that automated assessment matches you to the job requirements, and keep it short, so that as many people as possible read it. This usually leads to CVs so lacking in hard facts and detail that they produce no interviews.


It is much more effective to provide the lists of skills but explain your story more fully. A CV of 6 pages will be effective if its text is all relevant and easy to digest. The extra detail increases the credibility of the claimed skills and other attributes.


Your objective should be to write a CV that maximizes the quantity of text read and believed by employers, not the number of employers who read the whole CV. Someone could read just half your CV but be so reassured that they select you for interview.


It is also easier for readers if your CV tells a relevant and consistent story. For example, if you have loved a particular activity since childhood and now are applying for a job to do it for a living then your CV should tell the story of your developing love for that activity. Start with a summary that tells the whole story succinctly then bring out points relevant to that special activity at every stage as you tell the story of your life in more detail.


The story telling is, of course, not as natural as it could be because you are usually expected to give detail in reverse chronological order. This is why a good profile at the start is essential.


Get noticed with ideas


Occasionally it is possible for job seekers to provide powerful evidence of their potential value by writing to someone who is not in HR and expertly explaining a good, relevant idea. This may be more worthwhile when there are so many applicants that it is hard to get noticed.


The idea might be:



  	a worthwhile task the job seeker could do


  	a broad perspective on how to approach a type of work that is in some way unusual and progressive (hoping that the recipient agrees)


  	a way for the organization to improve


  	an opportunity the organization could pursue.





This can lead to a job if the recipient is positively impressed and able to hire or suggest you to someone else who can. They may or may not be looking for someone at the time but it helps a lot if they are. They may have been thinking about hiring but not yet advertised.


This approach may be easier if you have targeted a particular sector and particular organizations in that sector. You might approach your top targets repeatedly over a period of months or years, applying for jobs and making speculative approaches using ideas. You might develop personal contacts in the organizations too.


Rehearse crucial contributions intensively


Typically, interview performances by candidates are expected to be prepared and polished, even when the interviewer is not. Getting every detail right is virtually impossible without many run-throughs to rehearse. You cannot just read or listen to advice and then expect to perform differently in a real interview.


Although it is impractical to adequately rehearse every part of an interview and every possible scenario, you can rehearse some crucial contributions you hope to make. During the interview you will be eagerly looking for opportunities to drop these in, rather than just fearing each next question.


The crucial contributions are at the start of the interview, when first impressions are formed, at the end, and on important issues in between. The obvious contributions to rehearse intensively are:



  	the initial greeting and initial questions to check things you want to know and guide the interview in a helpful way


  	a summary of your life as it relates to the role (perhaps two versions of different lengths, or one formal and the other built on some telling childhood event)


  	an analysis of yourself against the requirements of the role


  	what you would try to do in the first 60 days if appointed


  	what might happen in 5 years if appointed


  	your assessment of the employer.


  	how you would treat colleagues (and hope to be treated)


  	responses to weak points in your CV.





The procedure for rehearsing each contribution is simple:



  	Think first about what you could say so that your first rehearsal is worthwhile but do not bother to perfect the words at this stage.


  	Run through it 5 to 10 times (depending on length), without notes, as realistically as possible, out loud and with body language. Record each take on video.


  	After each take, watch the video and decide what to improve in the next take. Make notes. Use the advice on how to Write and speak clearly. Some people recommend focusing on words first then, in later rounds, stopping changes to the words and focusing on body language, including how you say the words.


  	If a particular problem is hard to eliminate (e.g. a nervous movement, a sentence you find hard to recall) then make a series of much shorter recordings that just focus on that problem.


  	If progress seems to stall then take a break, perhaps sleep on it, then try again later.





(Is this too much effort? To get a rough idea of the time needed, consider that it must take at least 60 minutes to give a 3 minute talk 10 times and watch it back 10 times. A contribution of only 30 seconds, rehearsed 6 times, would require only 6 minutes. Honing 3 contributions of 3 minutes each and 7 of 30 seconds each would require a total of at least 3 hours 42 minutes and could, with focus, be done in one full day of work. Most of this would not have to be repeated for every interview.)


Focus on clarity. Make sure that what you say is clear and easily understood, that your voice is clear, that you follow the rules of vocal punctuation, and that your body language exactly matches what you are saying and the emotions you want to convey. Remove physical and vocal habits that might be distracting to others, such as filler words and excessive blinking.


You will probably find that over the first three takes your fluency improves dramatically. There will be further improvements over many further takes as you eliminate occasional freezing and learn to appear more natural, with more energy and better intonation. You can start to slow down to emphasize key points and combine this with a direct eye gaze.


Interviewers often expect enthusiasm. Specifically, they are (perhaps unconsciously) evaluating whether you look like someone who wants to join their team or, at least, would be happy to do so.


They are likely to react to everything about you that relates to this, including characteristics that legally they are required to ignore and other superficial indicators such as your hair style and clothing. Do you look like their existing team members? If not then you are at a disadvantage. Against this you can show a positive interest through body language. Smile a lot, keep up a slight smile most of the time when speaking, sit upright or lean forward, nod often, and look at the interviewers almost all the time, with just momentary eye movements to the side to break your stare.


If you have any bad body habits (e.g. hunched shoulders, excessive blinking, lip licking) and spot them during videos then you can probably eliminate them within a few takes, though you may have to remind yourself on future occasions. The improvement from this will generalize to other contributions you rehearse. Such improvements can be major discoveries that affect the rest of your life.


This approach to preparation takes advantage of the predictable nature of job interviews to prepare contributions that are far clearer and more powerful than you can usually improvise. For between 20 seconds and 3 minutes each time you can be like a movie star delivering some classic lines.


Learn throughout their process


It is important to learn through the stages of each potential employer's recruitment process. (See Case 12.1 on small-scale campaigns and the guideline to Learn during and between encounters.)


Many hiring processes have multiple stages. They start with an exchange of documents (job description or advertisement, CV or application form, covering letter, invitation to interview), there may be aptitude tests, and then one or more interviews. Where there are multiple interviews, these are usually with increasingly senior people.


Throughout, there are opportunities to learn about the hiring organization, the team you might work in, the role, and the current and imminent challenges the employer wants help with. You can work out how your strengths could be applied to helping them meet those challenges and get increasingly confident and fluent at explaining this.


Alternatively, you might realize that the job is not for you and pull out before wasting any more time on it.


When applying and before the first interview, use the job advertisement and publicly available information (usually on the internet) to learn more about what they do, what challenges they are facing, and how they are tackling those challenges. Check for news coverage of the organization and its sector, their press releases, pages about their team, social media pages for key employees, and relevant discussion of their strategy in their annual report (available with listed companies). What does this tell you about their likely main priorities and how your strengths could be applied to help them on those priorities?


The first interview is also a great opportunity to learn more about these topics. Most interviewers need little or no encouragement to talk about them. They have been thinking about them and want to explain. Also, the questions they ask will often reveal their priorities.


E.g. Ben is hiring someone to increase the size of his team, which is overworked. In interviews he asks questions to try to work out if candidates would be easy to supervise and coach, if they can work fast, and if they are willing to work hard at times to help with peaks in workload. Candidates can deduce that Ben is overloaded and, if they are happy to join a busy team, can give Ben answers that are reassuring and go on to make statements that cover other aspects of getting on top of a high workload.


At the start of the interview, say that you are excited to learn more about the team and role. Think of the interview as an opportunity for you to learn as well as for them to learn about you. Ask questions to encourage the interviewer to expand on useful areas rather than waiting for your official opportunity to ask questions near the end of the conversation. Make deductions and test them with the interviewer using questions rather than making confident assertions. (See Case 9.3 on joint thinking discussions and the guideline to Be an expert listener.)


E.g. Overloaded Ben is interviewing a candidate and mentions that his team's workload is not constant, with some intense peaks. The candidate jumps into the conversation, saying ‘So, does that mean you need people to be able to work hard and sometimes for longer than usual in peak times?’ Ben confirms that it does and briefly explains the system of flexitime. The candidate says this is fine and adds that she lives near the workplace. Ben is impressed by the candidate's understanding and flexibility.


At the final interview, having had one or more earlier interviews, focus more on explaining your understanding of your fit to their priorities and dealing with any niggling doubts they have. Senior people should be happy with this because it keeps the conversation on their main concerns and does more of the mental work for them. While remaining respectful and acknowledging the limitations of your understanding, you can be less tentative, clearer, and more fluent now you know more. (Keep rehearsing to make this possible.)


E.g. The CEO of a company starts a final stage interview by greeting the candidate and saying ‘How are you?’ The candidate replies with ‘I'm well thank you. I've had useful and enjoyable meetings with Peter and Angie that have clarified how my strengths can help with the main challenges for the team. I'm happy that this would work and I'm looking forward to another good meeting. How are you?’


Later in the meeting the candidate gives a clear and accurate summary of the priorities of the team and how the candidate's abilities would fit in, then asks if there are any points on which the CEO would like some more evidence.


This gives you a great advantage over candidates who have just passively answered questions and not made deductions about the employer's real needs.


Guide the interview


Although the interviewer will want to feel in control, it is acceptable to guide the interview gently if you give a good reason and carefully avoid suggesting criticism.


This can start from your first words. If they ask ‘How are you?’ in an initial interview then you can reply with ‘I'm excited to learn more about your team and this role. How are you?’ This expresses positivity towards them and says that you want a two-way conversation where you learn about the team and role, not just quizzing about your CV or a series of common but low value questions.


Some of the best interviews feel like discussions where the interviewer discusses their current and future challenges, and the candidate and interviewer discuss how the candidate could help tackle those challenges. This feels like designing a course of action before deciding whether to take it (see Case 9.10 on new behaviour and the guideline to Develop a plan.).


If the interviewer starts by saying there is no agenda then it is easy to respond with something like ‘No problem. No problem. Then could I start with an easy question? I've been looking through the job description and your company's website. I can see that regulatory changes are important right now and that there is a major push to expand. What I'm not sure of is how those affect your team and this role specifically, though I can imagine. Would you like to say a bit about the background to the role?’


This is an interesting and easy topic for most interviewers, especially outside HR, and they will usually give useful information that starts a good quality discussion. You can follow up points, probing with your tentative deductions, and thank them by saying something like ‘Thank you. That has clarified what is really important here and it's useful to understand where this role might be going in future.’


(If they do have an agenda and state it then you can start instead with ‘That agenda sounds fine. Could I just clarify one thing before we get into it properly? I've been looking ….’ Be sure to thank them for accommodating your request.)


Here are some more examples of guiding questions:



  	‘There's an interesting page on your website about the company's ethos. Can you tell me why that is the ethos? Would you say that this industry is inclined towards needless complexity and that is why you stand out?’


  	‘So that's how I approach teamwork. Is that sort of mutual care and respect something that would be welcomed in your team?’


  	‘Before I talk about where I might be in 5 years time, can you tell me more about where you think this department might be in 5 years time? I'm hoping to be working here so it seems highly relevant.’





Guiding an interview has to be done tactfully because of the risk of interviewers feeling criticized.


E.g. ‘Have you read my CV?’ is a reasonable question, especially if someone has just said ‘Tell me about yourself.’ However, it highlights the absurdity of the instruction and suggests the interviewer is a bit stupid or badly prepared. It is better to assume they have read your CV and, if they reveal that they have not, reassure them that this is ok and you will tell them the main points they need to know.


E.g. Job descriptions and advertisements are often unclear, inaccurate, misleading, or out of date. However, saying ‘I found the job description unclear.’ or ‘Is the job description in any way misleading?’ might anger sensitive interviewers. Some less direct approach is needed, such as ‘I'd like to explain how I match up to the requirements of the role. However, there are many requirements so, I wonder, are there any in particular you would like me to focus on?’ Alternatively, ‘You mentioned that this is a new role. To what extent is it still being refined and likely to develop over the next year or so?’


Give useful information despite the interview questions


An earlier guideline was to Answer questions only with valuable contributions and in job interviews this means giving useful answers even to bad questions. The interviewer might be unprepared, distracted, worried by trivia, trying to derail you because of a dispute with a colleague, avoiding asking about their real concerns for fear of causing offence, talking without really asking anything, or just repeating the same flawed questions that are often asked in interviews.


Instead of trying to respond accurately to each question, taken literally, use their questions and comments as pretexts for giving the most relevant and helpful information you can. This means that you do not need to prepare an answer for every possible question. Just prepare the answers that will be most useful to the discussion and practise spotting and using opportunities to give them.


This focused approach means that you can devote attention to crafting a few excellent answers as described above.


Facilitate their evaluation


To make it easier for interviewers to evaluate you correctly and confidently you can provide information and a ready-made evaluation of your own. Initially this might be focused on requirements stated in a job advertisement but later it could become more refined.


A wise employer will want to decide how long a candidate would take to reach the adequate performance level (if at all), how much better than that they could become, and what might happen if they do. Almost everyone's performance level on the day of starting a new job is zero or very low. They typically do not have access to computer systems and do not know anyone. Even someone who has done the same type of role but in a different organization will have learning to do before their performance rises to be adequate.


A person who has a lot of directly transferable knowledge from previous education and experience has less to learn to get on top of the new job. A person who learns fast can do that learning in less time. Sometimes employers want a person with a lot of directly relevant past experience so that they will reach adequate quickly but do not want someone who is a fast learner because they fear that such a person would outgrow the job quickly and leave. In other cases the employer is looking for someone who will go far beyond adequate performance and the employer will adapt to that when it happens.


You may be able to help the employer with their evaluation by offering your own analysis. Say if you think you can learn the job quickly and support that with lists of things they have asked for that you already know and do not know but could learn quickly. Mention evidence of your learning speed. Some gaps can be filled quickly (e.g. industry knowledge, basic use of a new programming language if you already know others) while others take longer (e.g. mastering the piano, learning a foreign language). Then comment on how far you could continue to improve.


E.g. ‘You asked why you should hire me. I don't know that you should (you may have better alternative candidates) but in my favour I would say that I can learn to do this job within a short time. I have a lot of experience of this kind of work, I know the software you use, and I am a fast learner anyway. On the other hand, I don't have much knowledge of the industry so I would have to do some cramming to master the terminology and know the main companies involved. That would not take more than a couple of weeks if I do it in a focused way. After that, I think I could develop beyond just adequate performance because there is scope in this team and I have the intellect for it.’


Your rate of learning will be higher if you can expect to be coached by someone of exceptional ability who takes their coaching role seriously. This also makes the job more attractive.


If you have knowledge of the organization that suggests their hiring criteria are wrong or incomplete then you might be able to shift their criteria by explaining the significance of their situation for the requirements of the role.


E.g. Adam has applied for a job in an accounts office and gets an interview. The advertisement did not mention coding skill but Adam likes coding and has some useful skills already. During the interview it emerges that the hiring team is struggling with its workload. Adam realizes that they might change their criteria in his favour so he says ‘In the medium term, isn't automation a way to deal with a heavy workload? I just mean little bits of coding like improving spreadsheet formulae, writing snippets of VBA to automate routine tasks, writing SQL code for reports, some Python so we can use machine learning, and that sort of thing. I like coding and have some useful skills already. With agreement and supervision, could I perhaps help in that way too?’


It may help the employer to sketch out possibilities for the future if you do rise to a higher level of performance. They may focus on the risk of you leaving but the main alternative is that the role itself will shift in response to your growing abilities and the needs of the team. This possibility can be explained.


E.g. ‘You asked what I see myself doing five years from now. I don't have a plan for that because it depends so much on what happens. Suppose you offer me this role and I accept. If I can get on top of the job and develop beyond that then there is the possibility that I will be wanted by someone else (perhaps in your organization) but another likely outcome is that the role itself will shift to exploit my growing abilities and to meet whatever needs there are at the time. That might mean helping to expand the scope of the team's work through creative new ideas or it might mean helping increase capacity through simplification and automation. If the role shifted appropriately then I don't think any of us would be unhappy.’


Cover the interests of individuals


It is important to cover the personal interests of individuals met during the hiring process. (The challenge of understanding personal interests was discussed in Case 9.10 under the recommendation to Understand personal interests precisely.)


In the hiring process, the overall the interests of society are served by a good allocation of people to roles. An organization collectively wants to employ the most suitable candidate but the individuals within it want to impress each other, avoid threats, have an easy life, and so on. Choosing a good candidate is only one contributor to some of those. Address the personal interests of each individual.


On the hiring side, the various individuals and their interests might be as follows:


The recruitment agent wants to:



  	look good to their client by (1) showing respect for their hiring process and job description (despite any obvious flaws), (2) providing a selection of suitable but varied candidates, (3) who are polite and free of nasty downsides, and (4) have the client pick one candidate they are happy with


  	look good to their own boss by (1) getting good feedback from the client and perhaps also the candidate and (2) gaining commissions from placing the candidate.





Relevant things to say include:



  	‘I would be very grateful if you could help me understand what a couple of points in the job description would mean in practice. I just want to make sure I talk about what is relevant.’


  	‘Ideally, what variety of candidates would you like to offer them? Would someone with my profile fit into that set?’


  	‘Thank you for your help today. That’s been useful.’





The Human Resources person wants to:



  	look useful to line management by (1) having candidates look pleased with information provided by HR, (2) having the candidates look happy with the recruitment process and job description, and (3) having their questions answered respectfully by the candidate


  	look good to their own boss by (1) getting no complaints from line management or candidates and (2) filling the role without too much delay.





Relevant things to say include:



  	‘Thank you for explaining that. Very helpful.’


  	‘So, if you make me an offer that will all be explained in writing? Excellent. Thank you.’


  	In response to a notorious interview question: ‘What are my weaknesses? Well, I don’t speak any languages except for English and I’m not comfortable in countries where English is not the main language. At least my English is excellent. I don’t have neat handwriting, but I do type quickly. I’m not athletic.’


  	‘As things stand, if you were to make me an offer then I would be able to give you an answer immediately.’





A prospective peer wants to:



  	avoid getting a colleague who is dangerous (e.g. takes all the credit, raises the bar, otherwise plays politics) (Even a prospective peer who is manipulative would rather avoid competition.)


  	avoid getting a colleague who is needy and does not do their fair share of the work


  	get a colleague who will be supportive and kind.





Relevant things to say include:



  	‘Would you say this is a team where people are generally kind and considerate towards each other?’


  	‘I don’t think roles at work should translate into social differences. Each person has a role for the team and should be supportive to all their colleagues. That’s true whether you are the lowest paid, least experienced or the person highest in the organizational structure. Mutual consideration and cooperation are vital.’


  	‘Yes, as you say, I’m highly intellectual but that doesn’t translate into social superiority. It just means that the roles I take in life tend to make use of my intellectual abilities in ways that benefit everyone. I help people, often by doing the mentally hard things.’


  	‘You can probably see better than me what my niche in your team might be.’


  	‘Things are pretty good for me generally right now. I’m in good health, happily married, children are growing up.’





The prospective boss wants to:



  	hire someone competent, obedient, and controllable


  	avoid a subordinate who is dangerous (e.g. reckless, might outshine the boss, might find fault publicly)


  	avoid a subordinate who is needy and does not do their fair share of the work


  	avoid proposing candidates for further consideration that their boss will not like.





Relevant things to say include:



  	‘Yes, I’m highly intellectual but that doesn’t translate into social superiority. It just means that the roles I take in life tend to make use of my intellectual abilities in ways that benefit everyone. I help people, often by doing the mentally hard things.’


  	‘Things are pretty good for me generally right now. I’m in good health, happily married, children are growing up.’


  	‘If I saw a way to shift my role in response to changing circumstances or because I’ve had some interesting idea then I’d talk to you about it privately to see if it would really help.’





The prospective boss’s boss (and levels above) wants to:



  	avoid someone who turns out to be a problem (e.g. always arguing about pay, litigious)


  	get someone with ability and drive who will not cost too much. (This might suit someone with lower experience but evidence of ability from tests or academic results – possibly the opposite preference to the prospective boss and peers.)





Relevant things to say include:



  	‘No job is perfect. Usually we can solve problems or work around them. I’ve never actually had to leave let alone turn to a lawyer or union.’


  	‘I’m smart enough but, yes, you're right, I’ve had some career bad luck so I accept that I’m not in a position to command the initial salary that otherwise might be appropriate.’





The problem of uncertainty


A promising candidate or job may be rejected due to uncertainty. Doubt is a key problem to overcome.


The employer is not necessarily looking for the best person they can get. The best person may be over-qualified and unlikely to accept the job and stay. The candidates are not necessarily looking for the most prestigious and highest paid job they can get. That job might be too hard, stressful, or far away for them to survive let alone succeed.


Despite this logic, desperate employers sometimes exaggerate the attractiveness of a job to get someone to accept it or accept it for lower pay. Also, candidates sometimes exaggerate their abilities because they fear they are below requirements and other candidates may be better, or they hope to be offered higher pay.


Consequently, both sides know the other side may be motivated to exaggerate their attractiveness. This increases the problem of doubt and means that providing credible information, especially with independent corroboration, is powerful.


The employer often writes a job description, with some blurb about the organization included, and asks for information through an application form, CV, or interviews. The candidates also may be required to take a practical test, a written test, make a presentation, face interviews, or attend an evaluation day.


Of these the most reliable predictors of job performance tend to be scores on directly relevant tests of ability and biographical details, yet even these are not particularly reliable.


In addition to these typical formal elements, the employer can show candidates the workplace, the products, the client list, details of the company pension scheme, and so on. Likewise the candidates may be able to show examples of their past work, academic certificates with detailed results, and written endorsements by clients posted online. In an interview they may be able to talk about technical subjects in a way that clearly demonstrates knowledge, describe past experiences in such detail that they ring true, or speak with the fluency required by the role.


The aim should be to uncover and share relevant information that is objective, factual, precise, trustworthy and, if possible, verifiable. Questions that ask for subjective, vague answers are wasting time. Answers that are subjective and vague are also wasting time.


E.g. The question ‘What are your weaknesses?’ addressed to a candidate is not ideal because it rarely elicits an honest answer. Many people have a prepared answer that is designed to talk about their strengths in a roundabout way. The question might be answered with ‘I work too hard.’ or ‘I can be a perfectionist.’ The question is also disconnected from the job in consideration. A candidate for an accounting job might honestly reply that her ballroom dancing is hopeless and she has no knowledge of String Theory.


A better alternative question would be, ‘What work do you prefer not to do?’ I would answer that with ‘Hard physical work, dangerous work, and dirty work. I also don’t like work involving foreign travel or lots of driving. I hate trying to sell something that isn't suitable and jobs that involve constant meetings. I don’t like jobs that are simple and don't require much new learning, and they're a waste of my talents anyway. Also, I don't like jobs where there's no time to think.’ If the job involves a lot of any of those things then the interview is over by mutual consent.


Job interviews tend to provide far less useful information than most people think but there is the possibility of providing relevant, verifiable information that adds value. Just being calm, polite, sincere, and agreeable under the pressure of interview is only helpful if the role requires that ability.


Use anecdotes


One way that people have tried to improve the value of interviews is called behavioural interviewing. This involves asking candidates to describe examples of their past behaviour that the recruiter hopes will be reliable evidence that the candidate will behave similarly in future. There is also the hope that candidates who have made bogus, abstract claims will be found out when pressured to give practical details.


Bogus claims can include:



  	claiming to have a skill relevant to the job because they have a skill that can be put in the same abstract category (e.g. claiming ‘customer service’ skills because they learned to deliver takeaways by scooter)


  	claiming relevant experience because they have experience that can be put in the same abstract category (e.g. claiming experience in ‘sales’ because they once worked a till in a supermarket)


  	claiming a skill because they once had a job that could not be done well without that skill, even though they never learned the skill and never did the job well (e.g. had a job selling industrial products but in reality just carried someone else's equipment and never personally contributed to the sales)


  	claiming to have ‘managed’ a project, team, product, or department when in reality they were doing simple, routine administration tasks or were a dead weight and at times a hindrance to the people who really did the work


  	claiming large money numbers for their past sales, projects managed, or operations managed when in reality they did a simple job in an extremely large organization and a monkey could have done the job they did.





Two similar and well-known formats for answering behavioural interview questions are CAR (Context, Action, Result) and STAR (Situation, Task, Action, Result). A candidate can claim an ability or preference in their CV and illustrate it with one or more mini-anecdotes in CAR or STAR format, if given the opportunity.


A refinement of these is to insert your rationale for the action you took, just before or after the Action. (You could think of this is the C(R)AR or ST(R)AR format.) This rationale:



  	shows your thinking process and can demonstrate insight


  	gives a reason to expect you to behave the same way in future


  	shows why your action was a good idea and so can get value from anecdotes where it is unclear what result your action produced.





In the following example, the rationale is in bold.


E.g. ‘When I was a consulting team manager, our firm merged with another that had a team like ours working in another building in the same city. The idea was that we would pool our people. This was not happening, and people were wondering if we should have more social meetings to try to facilitate it. Usually, I think the best way to improve communication is to be specific about who needs to communicate what, to whom, and when. I reasoned that the pooling was most beneficial and likely for people in each group who did similar work and proposed a way for people to get to know, professionally, those in the other group who were most similar to them. This idea was accepted and carried out. In the meeting people seemed to be exchanging the information intended and the mood was good. Without a control group it’s not possible to say what effect, if any, this had on staff pooling. Also, the groups were put into the same building not long after this, which may also have helped with pooling.’


In some cases it is possible to tell one longer anecdote in a series of CAR/STAR chunks, each illustrating an ability or preference. The listeners may become enthusiastic to learn what happened next at each stage. Answering behavioural questions this way is relatively easy for points that can be prepared but harder if the interviewer springs a surprise.


One of many points that might be substantiated by anecdotes is how you learn a new job quickly. (Despite years of schooling, many people do not use their learning skills in a conscious, deliberate way when they are at work. If you are willing to do this then it can be a great advantage.)


E.g. The following example has the structure STAR-AR-R, showing the potential flexibility of this style of anecdote:‘Years ago I was transferred into a group that specialized in the telecommunications industry. I didn't know much about the industry and needed to catch up so I bought a little book of telecoms terms published by the Economist and read it on my commute. It took me about two weeks to learn all the terms but by the end of it I could understand what people were saying and actually seemed an expert to others. I also started reading industry news, using my new knowledge, and technical material about telecoms systems. Within a few weeks I discovered I was considerably more expert than many others in the group and was quickly accepted as a guru on the industry and my speciality of revenue assurance.’


It may be convenient to develop, refine, and rehearse C(R)AR/ST(R)AR format material as you do your job, even if you are not thinking of moving on. This could happen naturally. When you want to suggest a course of action at work you could do it in a C(R)AR or ST(R)AR format, with the results being those predicted from the course of action. When the action has been taken and you have some results, you can use C(R)AR/ST(R)AR anecdotes to argue for doing it again on other occasions and in support of good ratings of your performance (leading to promotion or higher performance related pay).


Tests of ability


Another interview technique that aims to get reliable information is to give the candidate a real or hypothetical situation and ask them to analyse it, make recommendations, or say what they would do in that situation. Sometimes the challenge is provided in advance and candidates are expected to prepare. Often, the information provided is not enough and not as much as would be available in a real situation, creating potential problems for the candidate:



  	showing frustration at the apparent lack of care and skill used to design the task (coupled with the recruiter requiring candidates to do the task and then evaluating them using it)


  	the worry that perhaps the recruiter expects the candidate to react to the task realistically and ask for extra information and a revised task definition before starting work


  	drawing a firm conclusion (from the insufficient information) that the interviewer does not agree with


  	seeming to ‘sit on the fence’ in a situation where the interviewer believes there is enough information for a conclusion and seems to expect one.





One way to respond to this type of interview challenge is to show your thought process (and the knowledge that drives it) by making a series of observations about the situation, each followed by probabilistic inferences. This is the kind of thinking we are used to seeing in crime dramas. For example, ‘No sign of forced entry, suggests the victim either knew her attacker or it was someone she felt safe with.’


E.g. Gordon is being interviewed for a sales job. The interviewer says ‘Some of the sales we make to corporate customers are large – worth millions. How would you approach a sale of that size?’ Gordon knows that size alone is not enough to decide his strategy. He replies with ‘My approach would depend on more than just size but a large corporate sale usually means multiple meetings, multiple buyers, often formalized criteria, and probably a large and sustained effort will be needed to make the sale. We might need to build relationships with multiple buyers, understand their particular interests, understand and influence the criteria, consider likely competitors, and survive multiple tests. Can you tell me anything more about this hypothetical sale?’


Inference from facts to characteristics of a design or plan is also one of the fundamental methods for developing and justifying courses of action (see Case 9.1, the guideline to Have objectives and a sensible process of analysis).


Missing information can be covered by saying what you might infer from observations that you might make with more information. For example, ‘We are not given post mortem results at this stage but they might give us vital clues such as bruising suggestive of strangulation, restraint, or beating. These in turn would suggest the time taken for the killing, the emotional state of the killer, and the level of preparation.’


E.g. Continuing with Gordon's interview, the interviewer responds by saying ‘Well, I wasn't thinking of any particular sale. What extra information would you want?’ Gordon says ‘I like to know as much as possible. For example, they might have a formal buying process they intend to follow or perhaps legally must follow, in which case that tells us a lot about what we will have to do. Alternatively, if they are under tremendous time pressure or a dominant individual is the true buyer then the process might be much faster and we would need to focus on speed or on the true buyer, as appropriate.’


If pushed for a conclusion despite the missing information then a conclusion could be stated with an associated level of uncertainty. For example, ‘I'm about 80% certain this is murder.’ This conclusion might be preceded by a summary of the observations and inferences so far (e.g. a visual summary of evidence for and against), showing interviewers how you would present this situation to others who perhaps did not agree.


A risky but strong alternative is to react realistically to the unsatisfactory task by simulating a conversation to establish a better one.


E.g. Imagine that the job is to analyse the results of advertising campaigns and the recruiter has set a task where candidates are given weekly sales values for a product and told to evaluate the impact of advertising. A candidate at interview responds by saying ‘I have come today prepared to have a conversation with you just as I would if we were colleagues and you had asked me to do this task. I would ask for a meeting with you to discuss what could be done and, in particular, what other information might be available. I'm going to ask a lot of questions. Obviously, in a real meeting I would wait for you to answer but in this interview, if you don't mind, I'll just ask the questions without waiting and we will imagine that answers are given. Here goes:’


‘Thanks for the weekly sales values. Are these final or provisional? Do we have or could I perhaps get access to anything more? It would be great to know exactly when the advertising was in place and with what coverage. It looks like sales rose sharply in August but that could be for a number of reasons. Do we have weekly sales for previous years so that I can check for seasonal patterns? Do we have sales volume as well as value? Also, more about what else they were doing to support the product, such as promotions, price changes, and greater stock. Were there any stock shortages at any time? And do we know anything about related products from the company that might have been competitors or complements to the product we are focusing on? How about competing products from other companies, their prices, promotion, advertising? Was our advertising perhaps in response to a competitor's? Were there any regions or market segments that did not get the advertising and could form some kind of natural control group?’


‘Is there anything at all you can suggest that I've missed? Finally, how much searching for more information would you like me to do before drawing what conclusions I can?’


The candidate pauses and then says ‘I don't know if that is what you wanted to see or if you expected me to act differently because this is a selection test. Anyway, I hope you learned something useful from that.’ The interviewer replies that they had expected results and conclusions but can understand why the candidate did something different.


Ask for time to make proposals


Sometimes the employer does not know how the job is to be done. They are hoping to employ someone who knows or can work something out for them. If you have already done exactly the work they want and know what to suggest then you can easily deal with this during an interview. However, if you do not know exactly what to do then an alternative is to ask for time to think.


You might say ‘So, you don't know exactly how this work is to be done and you would like suggestions? OK, well I might have some suggestions for you during this meeting but it's more likely that I'll need to think and perhaps do some research. Can we agree that I will think about this later and within 3 days will provide you with a written proposal, at least in outline? You will meet me again to discuss this. In the unlikely event that I can't think of anything worth mentioning, I will let you know and there will be no further meeting. OK?’


In the rest of the meeting make sure you get as much relevant information from them as you can so that your proposal will be on target and well justified by their situation and goals.


Uncover and allay concerns


Interviewers often have unnecessary worries that are not easily reduced. This problem has already been touched on under Cover the interests of individuals and The problem of uncertainty but is so serious that it deserves a more thorough analysis.


It seems logical that concerns would be greatest at the start of the selection process and reduce towards the end. However, this is not exactly what happens. Often, worries resurface late in the process as interviewers start to imagine working with their favoured candidate. It is as if this mental shift reveals potential problems that previously had not occurred to them.


Even persistent concerns may be hidden, even from interviewers. They might be illegal, unethical, or might seem that way to some. They might be outdated or even silly.


Since unnecessary interviewer concerns are so common and so often lead to rejection, it is worth thinking about them even before applying. Make sensible predictions of likely concerns and prepare responses to them with, if possible, backup evidence.


Clues to possible concerns include:



  	requirements in the job description or advertisement, or asked about on an application form


  	obvious CV weaknesses such as long periods unaccounted for, periods in prison, persistent mental illness requiring repeated hospitalization, or being dishonourably discharged from an army


  	ways that you are clearly different from most other candidates and people already working at the employer (e.g. a man in a mostly female workplace, a young person in a mostly mature workplace)


  	concerns mentioned in interviews or feedback by potential employers who rejected you


  	potential weaknesses that are the flip side of your strengths (e.g. excellent academic results might suggest to some that you are impractical).





E.g. Ageism is wrong but even people who would never think of themselves as ageist might worry that an older candidate will not fit into the workplace culture, might expect to be paid too much, might be bored having previously done much more impressive sounding jobs, might not want to learn new things, might have health problems, or might not be happy to work for someone younger.


Conversely, they might worry that a ‘gen z’ candidate will be too casual, scruffy, overly demanding, difficult over seemingly trivial ethical issues, inclined to anxiety and depression, constantly on their phone, or blank-faced with customers.


Possible counters to concerns include:



  	carefully crafted and rehearsed mini-monologues with appropriate body language to use in an interview e.g. an anecdote, your philosophy/attitude on some issue, your ambitions


  	a plan for addressing a potential problem that you can discuss with the interviewer e.g. how you can fill a knowledge gap quickly


  	certificates, testimonials


  	your publications, essays, etc


  	video of you doing something.





When an interviewer appears to have a concern, do not show anger or mock them, even if they seem to deserve it. These reactions will not help to resolve their concern or discourage them from acting on their concern.


After each interview, review what was said by both sides and how the interviewer reacted to what you said. Does this suggest any additional concerns? Do not assume that a concern is resolved fully just because you gave a good response and they then moved on, apparently satisfied.


Before a final interview consider asking if they will share any areas where they particularly want more evidence. Do they have any niggling doubts? They might be willing to share these, enabling you to prepare better.


E.g. A potentially serious problem for candidates who would probably initiate changes and improvements if they took the job is that some interviewers might be concerned for their reputations. They might simply fear the workload generated by change. However, they may be potential colleagues whose lack of innovation and badly designed work processes leave them vulnerable if someone new starts to propose improvements. Given the opportunity they might evaluate you as a candidate with phrases like ‘did not seem a good fit for us’ and ‘seemed a little abrasive’.


As a precaution, take care to show your approach to discussing behaviour change and, in particular, allocating credit and discredit (see Case 9.10 and the guideline to Clarify credit, discredit, and their allocation). Explain that you would not expect to look for improvements without being asked, at least in a general way, that you would discuss any possibilities with your boss, that you understand very well that almost all change is more difficult than most people think, that there are often barriers and hindrances that need to be recognized and tackled, that you would not press anyone for a decision unless a good course of action had been worked out in some detail, and that you believe credit for improvement should be allocated fairly across all those who have contributed.


Answers to some classic questions


With the foregoing points in mind, here are some suggested responses to familiar interview questions:


Tell me about yourself.


Avoid showing annoyance at this question, even though it suggests they have not read your CV, covering letter, or application form. One option is to offer an assessment of yourself against their job description or your best understanding of their real priorities, summarized in terms of the time you might need to reach adequate performance, and perhaps mentioning steps you might take to fill any knowledge gaps quickly. Another is to tell a more personal story from your childhood that shows you have had some relevant ability or preference since then.


Why should we hire you?


This question is illogical because you do not know about other candidates and so cannot say that the employer should hire you. It also tries to put you in a subservient position where you are almost being asked to beg for the job. Avoid showing annoyance. Start with ‘It’s your decision of course. You will know about the other candidates.’ Then continue with ‘In my favour, …’ and run through your assessment of yourself against the job description or your best understanding of their real priorities, as for the previous question.


The same assessment can be used if the question is ‘What are your biggest strengths?’ or ‘What are your biggest weaknesses | development opportunities?’


Where do you see yourself in five years' time?


Statistically, the answer to this question is that you will most likely be working somewhere else. Also, if you stayed with the employer then where you are in five years will depend on where the employer has got to, which they can probably predict better than you. However, this is an opportunity to be reassuring about how you would react if you grew out of the role currently under discussion. Begin by briefly describing how your expertise might expand in the role and then move into the options if you outgrew it, including the role shifting because of your capabilities and the needs of the team or you moving into another role in the same organization.


Why do you want to work for this company?


Once again, avoid showing annoyance at this illogical question and its attempt to put you in the subservient position of someone who wants a job before even knowing the pay and conditions. Begin with ‘I am interested in this role and want to know more. In your favour, …’ Then summarize your assessment of the role and employer, including both positive and negative elements, showing that you have researched them independently as well as using information in the job advertisement. For example, ‘In your favour, the location is good, it’s a job I could learn quite easily, and I think what you do is worthwhile for society. On the other hand, the company is still getting established and so it's a riskier option.’ Alternatively, set out what you are looking for and then how they measure up.


What would your first 30/60/90 days here look like?


Yet again, avoid showing annoyance, this time at being asked a question that the employer can surely answer with more certainty than you or that reminds you of the usual time wasted getting systems access, filling in forms for HR, and doing induction training modules online.


Instead, focus on how you would get your performance level up to at least adequate without delay. You might say something like ‘I would imagine the very first few days will be spent getting systems access, doing paperwork, completing induction training activities, and so on. After that, there might be regular meetings I’m supposed to attend. There might also be urgent work I need to jump in and help with. A lot of this you, as my manager, will already know about but not me.’


‘If I have time and energy left in the working day then I’ll be working to learn fast so that I can get on top of the role as quickly as possible. I’ll want to master the jargon and acronyms of the sector and the company. I’ve found that makes a huge difference very quickly. I’ll study the organization chart, learn names and faces, examine company performance over the past few years (both published and from any internal reporting I have access to), explore the available computer systems, and read about relevant processes, policies, and so on. With that stuff crammed I would hope to meet more people I will be working with, one-to-one, to introduce myself, learn about them, and especially what they ideally want from me. Without that earlier reading these one-to-ones would not be as efficient or impressive. I’ve learnt this lesson from years of auditing and consulting.’


What would be your priorities here?


They will be the priorities given by the employer, of course, but let this pass and keep looking happy. This is a similar question to the previous one and can be answered in much the same way. Say something like ‘The first priority is to learn the priorities of the job. You will probably know those better than I do, though our conversations are clarifying them. I don't expect to know them with certainty at this stage and they may shift over time. This is just part of working to get on top of the job as quickly as possible.’ Then the answer would continue as for the previous question about the first 30/60/90 days.


How would your boss/coworkers describe you?


Do not show annoyance at being asked a question almost nobody can answer with certainty unless they have recently received 360 degree feedback and can remember the comments made. Take it as an opportunity to reassure that you are not a manipulative workplace politician.


A possible answer is ‘I don’t know. We don’t do that kind of feedback where I work now. I would imagine different people would describe me in different ways, sometimes inaccurately. I think there would be general agreement that I am helpful. A lot of people have come to me for help. That's important to me. Pretty much everyone works as part of some kind of team. We all have our roles but being considerate and supportive to other team members is a part of everyone's role.’


Are you a team player?


Resist the temptation to laugh at a question that, taken literally, is likely to elicit no useful information. Everyone knows to answer ‘yes’. Instead answer as for the previous question about how colleagues would describe you. Say something like ‘Pretty much everyone works as part of some kind of team. We all have our roles but being considerate and supportive to other team members is a part of everyone's role.’


How do you deal with a passive/difficult person?


Here is yet another irritating question. In this case the problem is that it depends on how and why the person is difficult. Resist the temptation to scorn the question and say something like ‘It depends on what the problem is, so find out and then take it from there. Most often people need solutions to things they are stuck on, not more motivation. That’s even in situations where people just seem to lack motivation.’ This is reassuring for most people.


Tell me about a time you made a mistake.


Most questions starting with ‘Tell me about a time when …’ can be answered with a relevant anecdote. However, this is different, especially if you do not think in terms of mistakes. The question is an opportunity to reassure potential future colleagues. You could say ‘I don't really think in terms of mistakes. Some things don't work out as expected. Some outcomes are disappointing. But I'm more interested in what can be learned and what to do next time than in itemizing mistakes. That's how I think of other people too. I see others as going through a learning process just like me. This is especially important if what we're doing is hard and lots of the things we try don't work.’


How do you handle pressure?


Few people would be foolish enough to say they crumble under pressure or that they use alcohol so this is not a good interview question. However, this might be an opportunity to reassure that you are not a needy or fragile person and that you are kind to colleagues. A possible reply is ‘I try to manage risk so that intense pressure is avoided. I've also reached a good understanding of my stress reactions and that allows me to calm myself quite rapidly. Also, it's often helpful to calm colleagues because if I'm feeling the pressure then others might be too. If we are good to each other then it's easier to get through.’


What is your greatest professional achievement?


This is hard to answer because the word ‘greatest’ pushes you into seeming big-headed and because different criteria might identify different achievements. A possible answer is ‘I'm not sure I would use the word “greatest” and I suppose it depends what criterion is used to evaluate the achievements. If it's the time I made most positive difference to someone then perhaps it was when I intervened to help a new colleague who was reluctant to admit to needing help. If it's the most financially significant thing I've done then I suppose that would be the project I suggested with my previous employer to retire a database. Then again my cleverest and most original idea was probably a little macro that turned a task from taking days to taking seconds.’


Tell me about a time when …


Many questions that start this way can be answered with an appropriate anecdote. This might be a time you faced a challenge at work, showed leadership, worked under pressure, and so on.


Advertising, sales, and negotiation


These activities usually aim to make deals to exchange products (i.e. goods or services) for money. There are buyers and sellers, and usually buyers have alternative sellers to choose between, and vice versa. Sometimes there is a discussion about how much the price should be.


It is a mistake to think only of reasons why people should buy your product and then try to persuade people to do so regardless of their best interests. It is better to understand the decisions faced by a wide variety of potential customers, how they should approach those decisions, how they should use your product, and who should choose you instead of doing something else.


Your sales approach should be to gain the attention of likely customers (usually by being factual and newsworthy in a context where people are looking with relevant interests) and help them decide correctly and efficiently whether to pay further attention, then (in stages perhaps) help them through a sound decision process that leads to buying from you or doing something else, whichever is best for them. This might involve helping them structure a complex decision and find facts that support the evaluation.


This more objective approach helps you identify and abandon weak products more quickly, helps you find likely customers, reduces the risk of gaining a reputation for unscrupulously pushing poor products, reduces time wasted pursuing poor opportunities, reduces sales lost to customer indecision and errors, and helps you understand the appropriate prices to charge.


Gaining attention may be as simple as saying what type of opportunity you are looking for or briefly describing your product.


E.g. Sally is a self-employed IT consultant. She needs paying work and is at a business conference to give a talk about implementing cloud computing in small and medium sized businesses. When she meets new people at the conference she tells them she is there to give her talk and is hoping to get involved in projects with small or medium sized organizations on a consulting basis. Just saying this gets her the attention she needs for the next step. Potential buyers and people with contacts who are potential buyers will take note. (Others will be a waste of her time for business sales purposes.) Her presentation is designed to show her knowledge and professionalism.


With complex, expensive products the salesperson must sometimes design a solution for and with the customer.


E.g. As a consultant, I would occasionally be contacted by potential clients who were interested in me helping to solve some business problem with them. Usually they had read one of my books or for some other reason were already keen to have me involved but we had to decide what to do. We would meet to talk about this and I would ask a lot of questions. Sometimes I would have some good ideas during that meeting. On other occasions the ideas only came later when I thought over what they had told me. I would would write a proposal letter explaining my understanding of the situation, what they had asked for, and then deducing elements of the solution before proposing a project plan and quoting fees. I cannot remember any client who received one of these letters after a meeting deciding not to go ahead or wanting to change the plan. That part of the sales process came easily to me; it was all the rest that did not.


If competitors do that design work less effectively then their final offer might not be as attractive. An outstanding salesperson might even overcome the disadvantage of selling inferior product components. In contrast, if this is done poorly then it can prevent sales.


E.g. Over the decades I have repeatedly been repulsed by a style of selling that was common for kitchens, double-glazed windows, conservatory blinds, and some other categories of product. This involves a home visit by a smartly dressed salesperson with a big briefcase who goes through a laborious process of ‘design’ before spending a few minutes calculating a final price. That price is usually much higher than the customer expects or is willing to pay so the next stage is an elaborate discount negotiation with various stories used to justify dropping the price drastically to something still rather expensive. I do not trust people who work this way and now avoid them completely. Instead, my wife and I design what we want using elements whose price is advertised publicly and make our buying choice without interference.


Potential customers need good reasons to participate in conversations that aim to design a solution. They must know enough about the salesperson and their products to think the conversation will be worth the time and effort. You cannot just launch into discussing the customer's problems and needs without that.


The recommendations for conversational exchanges in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 are always relevant.


When discussing the choice of product, try to be objective and work towards the best decision for the potential customer, even if that is to buy from someone else. At worst you will establish more quickly that they should buy from someone else and you will waste less of your time.


Explain objectively what the buyer can expect from your product, good and bad, being open about uncertainty. Do not exaggerate your certainty in your eagerness to make a sale. Do not play tricks on people.


People often think that advertisements should have minimal words because so few people will read or listen to a long advertisement. However, those that do attend to a lot of relevant, useful information are much more likely to reach a decision and make a purchase. Length is not the important factor. What is needed is material worth reading, so focus on that and do not worry about length.


E.g. It seems generally accepted that you cannot advertise perfume with facts. Instead, advertisements show attractive models or celebrities being confident, seductive, or stylish in glamorous locations. As a result, potential buyers have no clue what the perfume smells like, what other people think it suggests about the wearer, how long the smell lasts after application, or how much it costs per use. Have perfume advertisers got this wrong? What if a manufacturer of several scents for men produced a buyer’s guide to their products based on facts, including results from large scale surveys of people smelling the scent after it has been on someone for a couple of hours? Buyers could select from the range with more confidence in their choice.


Advertising, sales, and negotiation activities vary from the very simple (e.g. a customer enters a shop and buys a bar of chocolate) to the very complex (e.g. a company wins a contract to operate a train line for 5 years). The product or service might be anywhere between already famous (e.g. the Ford Mustang car) and unknown (e.g. a newly developed meat alternative from a small company).


Consequently, the influence effort needed to complete a sale can vary from none to months of meetings and other work. Similarly, the mental effort required of buyers can vary from almost none to months of meetings and other work. All the Cases in Chapter 9 on One-to-one encounters could be relevant.


In the worst case the buyer must attend to material that is unfamiliar, unlearn misconceptions, and work out behaviour changes with colleagues to make the purchase successful. A group of buyers will struggle with each other, bringing internal politics into play. Competitors may try dirty tricks.


The sales process might drag on for a long period with many meetings, making the advice on campaigns relevant, particularly Chapter 13, Case 13.1 on Multi-person decisions.


Attracting opportunities and solutions


Many people are cooperative and want to help their friends and acquaintances. If they can bring two people together for their mutual benefit then they may try. Consequently, just telling people you are looking for particular types of opportunity or solution may be enough to attract them your way. Almost anyone might be able to help, either directly or because of someone they know.


Natural opportunities to do this often arise in ordinary conversations. All you have to do is give enough specific information.


E.g. Friend: ‘How are the children getting on?’ You: ‘Oh, great. The oldest is starting at secondary school later this year and we've been trying to find her a new piano teacher.’ Friend: ‘Emily is getting lessons from a guy called Ben. He's great and Emily is enjoying it and so motivated now. I could put you in touch if you like.’


E.g. Friend: ‘What are you up to these days?’ You: ‘Still working at Drudge Co but to be honest I'm getting pretty bored and I've been wondering about looking for something else. Still full time, but maybe a smaller company or charity, perhaps sorting out an administrative mess. That's something I have a lot of experience of and I actually quite like doing it. It's great to bring order and clarity to a situation that has got out of control and people are so grateful.’ Friend thinks: ‘That reminds me of someone. I won't mention it today but I'll check if they still have that problem.’


Surviving bureaucratic processes and errors


Almost everyone suffers problems with bureaucracies repeatedly through life. Typical perpetrators include tax authorities, pension companies, justice systems, broadband service suppliers, hospitals, and letting agents but almost all organizations have processes that create problems for customers, suppliers, and employees.


A typical problem is that the processes are over-complicated and hard to understand. There may be pages of complicated terms, conditions, disclaimers, warnings, forms to fill in, and instructions that must be followed for the process to proceed to the next step. Consequently, we spend much longer trying to work through the process than should be needed and often make mistakes.


Some processes are inflexible and insensitive. Process designers, trying to achieve efficiency or guard against fraud, create something inconvenient for customers.


However, the most common reason for serious frustration is when a mistake is made and a problem needs to be sorted out. The mistake is often that a case is overlooked until the worried customer calls to ask if there is a problem. The steps needed to identify what has gone wrong and correct it are often much more complicated than the steps needed if everything goes through correctly in the usual way.


One common reason for a process failure is that the customer makes a careless mistake. However, more often the customer’s mistake is understandable and caused by over-complicated instructions, misleading forms, and unreasonable requirements. Processes (including forms to fill in, websites, and instructions) are usually designed by intelligent people with a deep knowledge of the process and its complexities. They sometimes behave as if everyone else understands these as well as they do – or should. In other cases the design is careless and the flaw should have been obvious to the designer.


Another common problem is a system bug. This may be in a computer system you interact with or a system behind the scenes, perhaps in another organization altogether.


Just occasionally the reason for a failure is that a lazy, careless, or muddled administrator has made a mistake. They may have a negative view of customers after years of dealing with them.


If your case is messed up by a bureaucracy then it can take skill, persistence, and patience to get it sorted out. Many people who call with a problem are angry, confused, and unsympathetic to the person they are complaining to. If you can do better than this then you should get more help and faster responses. Nobody will be reluctant to call you back.


The guidelines for exchanges given in Part 2 of this handbook will help. You must keep going until your problem is solved and you may need to explain how important the problem is to you to get the level of attention that is fair. However, avoid antagonizing unnecessarily. Do not assume the person you speak to caused your problem. More likely it was nothing to do with them and they would be happy to help you. Even if your problem is their fault, if you are more focused on fixing the problem than in blaming, you should find they are happy to help you.


Make valuable contributions to the conversation by explaining clearly and factually what you were trying to do, what has happened, and why you are concerned. If the person you speak to says something that does not make sense to you then ask for more explanation so you can understand. Welcome their valuable contributions and give feedback on your understanding and agreement.


The guidelines on receiving unfamiliar reasoning (Case 9.5) are also applicable. Mentally prepare by carefully reading everything you can in advance of calling, such as information in emails you have been sent, the organization’s website, and official forms. Think about what must happen at their end. Pick up clues about their systems.


If the problem is not solved in one call then make sure you understand and agree with the next steps towards resolution. If you have to wait for something to happen then you should be told how long to expect to have to wait. If not then ask how long you should wait before calling again. Most administrators agree that it is reasonable and helpful for customers to call when something seems overdue. This helps catch those errors when something has been missed. When sorting out a problem, further errors and omissions are more likely than usual.


In those rare cases where you have to escalate the problem, stay calm but persistent. Do not get hostile or threatening. Continue explaining the problem, how it is affecting you, and what still needs to be corrected for you to be satisfied.


Calling on powerful help (e.g. an industry regulator, a lawyer) is a last resort.


Minor disputes over money


These disputes are often in writing and include discussions about how much a bill should be reduced for poor service, how much of a tenant’s deposit should be withheld for dirt or damage, how much compensation to pay for some small damage to property, and how much each person should pay when costs are divided. Often, the other side tries for more than is fair. For example, they might exaggerate the trouble they have been put to.


As always, do not antagonize unnecessarily and do not back down just because they get awkward. Do not make accusations about dishonesty or incompetence that they might feel they have to defend but keep pushing for a fair agreement. If you are a customer then, at some point, it may be appropriate to pay the part of the bill you think you fairly owe and explain that you are withholding the rest pending a satisfactory resolution of the discussion. This often ends the dispute.


If the other side starts by asking for more than is fair then disagree and give your reasons, itemized in full. Be precise and factual. Do not hold back points to use later; just get your arguments out there early and either repeat yourself or add evidence later. Show them you are willing to make the effort to dig for facts and expect to be shown evidence to support claims. Show them you are not a push over. Do not let them think that just a bit more effort might be enough to make you give up.


Because you are dealing with someone who is being uncooperative, mention other people and perhaps get other people involved, even if it is just as onlookers.


If the other person's initial response to you is unreasonable despite your efforts to be logical and fair then do not give up or get nasty in response. By being unreasonable they have given you something more to complain about (e.g. poor customer service). If you keep going in a neutral but determined way then your communications may eventually be seen by someone different who has the power to resolve the dispute and who can see that you have behaved well and the other side has not.


Developing friendship and romance


The core of friendship is voluntary reciprocal helping and non-harm. This is a form of cooperation without contracts or payments. Friendships develop as people disclose information and assess each other’s ability and willingness to cooperate in this way.


Romance is friendship plus sex. The sexual element relates to a life challenge best tackled with massive voluntary reciprocal helping: parenting.


If this seems remote from the raw emotions of flirting and courting then remember this is the result of evolution, so driven more by instinct than conscious calculation.


Evaluating a possible friend or mate is time-consuming and risky. It should happen by small steps, with each positive indicator leading to another investment of attention and time by each person. (These progressive investments are similar to Case 9.3 on Sending unfamiliar reasoning.)


E.g. Suppose you have just started an educational course where everyone is a stranger to you. A few people go to the same classes as you and you often see them around. Some of them recognize you and nod or raise eyebrows in greeting. This leads to conversations where you learn that some speak the same language as you and live nearby. Some take an interest in you, what you are doing, and what you are trying to do. You do the same with some of them. Some offer to help with something, like holding your stuff in the canteen for a few minutes, getting something from the shop for you when they go shopping, or sharing ideas on a homework problem. You make similar offers. Within a few weeks a network of friends has developed around you that makes life easier for everyone. This includes entertainment and extending your social network through introductions, including new contacts that might lead to romance.


This is a surprisingly logical and straightforward process once you understand it. Sadly, some people use unreasonable tactics. They may try to trap another person as a kind of ‘friend’ (more like a follower or subject) through bribes, shaming, or bullying. They may lie or create false impressions to appear more attractive as romantic partners. It may be worth neutralizing their tactics and exploring a relationship on a fairer basis. Sometimes people have respect for that and, surprisingly, become genuine friends. Otherwise avoid them.


Ongoing relationships of friendship and romance need to achieve fair shares. The level of help each partner gives to the other needs to be about right over time. It is easiest if both are about equally capable and needy, so that the overall moving average does not consistently favour one partner or the other.


Occasionally a partner will feel that some unfairness has developed. They should raise this with the other to (1) establish by careful consideration if there really has been unfairness, perhaps unintentional, and (2) plan and agree changes if they are reasonable. Perhaps the other person has been less helpful than usual because they have been under extra pressure at work or thought they had been doing too much before. Perhaps the imbalance is accidental. Or perhaps they have been trying to get away with doing less than their fair share.


These conversations can be difficult, especially if one or both partners are manipulative. They might use any or all of the following tactics:



  	describe past contributions selectively to make it seem that they have been the ones to lose out and create a feeling of guilt


  	minimize the importance of something their partner wants, perhaps suggesting that the partner is being over-emotional about it


  	exaggerate the difficulty for them in doing a task


  	exaggerate how easy it would be for their partner to do the task instead


  	exaggerate their need for help with a task that is still to be done


  	minimize their need for a task their partner did in the past.





The best approach is a cooperative discussion to get to the truth and devise a good way forward.


E.g. Imagine that an elderly widow has a middle-aged daughter living a half-hour’s drive away. They are close but recently the daughter has not visited her mother as often as usual. It is now two weeks since the last visit. The wrong way for the mother to raise this would be to telephone and say ‘I’m glad I caught you. You don’t write, you don’t call! Is it too much to ask that you visit your old mother from time to time? Who carried you in her womb for 9 months? Who wiped your bottom and raised you all those years? I need help here. I’m not as young as I used to be.’ A better start to a conversation would be ‘I’m glad I caught you. It’s been two weeks since you last visited. How are things with you?’ This is more likely to start an exploration of the difficulties each faces and how they can make the best of a difficult situation.


Influencing yourself


Sometimes we need to influence ourselves. That is, to reach a good conclusion and take all of ourselves with us.


E.g. Imagine a 17-year-old is trying to decide what to do after leaving school. She thinks her parents want her to do one thing, her friends are urging something else, and she has ideas of her own. So much is uncertain she does not know what to do. She is running out of time so chooses at random. She writes the options on slips of paper, folds them, and puts them in a bag. She shakes the bag, closes her eyes, then pulls out one slip of paper. This method has selected one option but she realizes she will struggle to stick with it, distracted by worries that she has done the wrong thing. Any setback will be evidence that perhaps she should have chosen something else and will lead her to consider a late change.


Still uncertain she arranges to speak to a careers expert at school. The expert quickly points out that one of her options is impossible and explains statistics showing the career prospects of her other options. She quickly spots that the career prospects of the option she already felt most confident about are much better than her alternatives so she chooses it with relief and a greater sense of focus and determination.


Reason also helps deal with stress and discouragement.


E.g. Suppose you are at work trying to complete a document before a deadline when your computer crashes. You feel a surge of stress but remember that you are not in physical danger now and do not need to run or fight. Resolving the computer issue and redoing any lost work only requires sitting still and thinking carefully. At worst your boss will be angry but will not physically attack you, and anyway that will not happen for hours. These factual thoughts calm your instinctive fears.


Perhaps surprisingly, being rational and realistic acknowledges uncertainty and often justifies more effort.


E.g. Imagine you are running in a 5,000 metre race with three laps left. You are tired but in fourth place. You would love to finish in the top three but the person ahead looks comfortable. You think ‘I cannot beat them and might as well settle for fourth place.’ This is factually incorrect because it is too certain. You reason more carefully and think ‘No, I am not sure I cannot beat them. If I raise my pace a little I may close this gap. Perhaps they are more tired than they seem and lack a sprint finish. The person behind me looks beaten so it is worth the risk and effort of pushing myself more for the chance to finish third or better.’


Changing a society


This handbook was partly motivated by the angry mood of the UK during 2016 and subsequently. The way people fought each other over whether the UK should leave the European Union was the worst I personally can remember in my lifetime.


Politicians behaved badly but so did journalists, activists, lawyers, judges, businesspeople, and millions of ordinary people expressing themselves online, on the streets, and even at home. More people than ever saw people on the other side of the argument as not just incorrect but evil or stupid. As I write, now several years after the referendum, it is still unwise to reveal how you voted in case the other person decides they hate you or do not want to work with you.


Since that time, further issues have provoked similar dissent. Climate change has become a big talking point and the issue beyond all others where many people cannot be friends with others on another side of the argument. Protests in 2019 and 2020 by Extinction Rebellion and later by Just Stop Oil intensified division.


Similarly, Black Lives Matter in the USA took the death of a black suspect, George Floyd, as a result of being held down by three police officers for about 10 minutes and used it to attack the police in the USA, the USA as a whole, and white people for being racist (even though there was no evidence that Floyd’s death was racially motivated). This spilled across the Atlantic to the UK where it exacerbated an established pattern among some of insinuating more racism by white British people than actually exists today.


Many journalists have praised protests that were physically disruptive, aggressive, or unreasonable. Being an ‘activist’ and ‘protesting’ are often lauded by mainstream news media even when there is violence and physical disruption. This unhelpful approach is sometimes taught in schools.


E.g. My home town of Epsom now has a statue in the marketplace to honour Emily Davison, a Suffragette (member of the Women’s Social and Political Union) who was killed when she ran out in front of the horses racing in the Epsom Derby in 1913. The typical perception is that Emily Davison’s reckless and counterproductive act was heroic and helped win votes for women. It did not. Votes were won for women despite the actions of the Suffragettes, whose arson, acid, and bomb attacks caused anger across the country. More important were the efforts of the Suffragists (National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies) led for a long time by Dame Millicent Garrett Fawcett, which were peaceful, constructive, and eventually successful. Dame Fawcett is honoured by a statue in Parliament Square, London but is still largely unknown to most British people today.


Using reason and fairness for influence is better.


Many of us value having something to talk with people about. Starting a family often brings a couple many new friends in the same situation. When the children are older, some people get a dog, and with it new friends or opportunities to spend more time with, and talk to, existing (dog owning) friends.


But sadly we often cannot talk to friends about current affairs because things rapidly get heated. Imagine many, many more people learning to discuss such issues in a constructive and intelligent way so we can raise them without fear of an argument. It would be a pleasure and promote friendly relationships.


Chapter 20: Creating a reasonable zone


The previous chapter discussed ways to make your own contributions to discussions reasoned and fair. This chapter is about how to create a reasonable zone around yourself and, as far as possible, expose yourself to unreasonable behaviour only when it is worthwhile.


Reasons for exposing ourselves to unreasonable behaviour include:



  	being trapped into it by a job or family, at least temporarily


  	to learn how to deal with unreasonable behaviour more effectively


  	to do our share of the work needed to push back against unreasonable behaviour that undermines our societies, such as on social media, in journalism, and in politics.





You can create a reasonable zone around yourself using a variety of tactics, discussed in this chapter in the following groups:



  	go where people are reasonable


  	bring persistently reasonable people to you


  	encourage those you contact to behave reasonably


  	ask others to encourage reasonable behaviour.





Go where people are reasonable


Perhaps the easiest approach, if you just want to be with people behaving reasonably, is to avoid places where people are unreasonable and go to where there are more people relying on reason and fairness.


If you can, avoid spending time with people who use tricks and abuse power. Instead, spend time with people who behave reasonably. At a social gathering, choose who you talk to. Choose groups to join where reason and fairness are dominant. This might be a science, philosophy, or mathematics group but there are other possibilities and not all such groups are well behaved. Attend public lectures by persistently clear thinkers. Join educational courses likely to rely heavily on reason and fairness. Prefer workplaces with more reasonable behaviour. At work, volunteer for projects where reason and fairness are likely to dominate, perhaps because of the task or the people involved.


Avoid news media and topical discussions provided by newspapers, online news, TV, radio, and online channels. With almost no exceptions, these are so permeated by manipulative behaviours that just glancing at a headline is enough to trigger annoyance and despair. Knowing how news media often try to manipulate us makes them a little less aggravating but it is still discouraging to see so much attempted manipulation from people who should be trustworthy.


The best approach is to find out what is really happening from less emotive, more factual sources such as the Office for National Statistics, National Audit Office, and Pew Research. These sources are not completely free of manipulative tactics but are far better than the BBC, GB News, the Guardian, and so on.


Some simple precautions can make a great difference to your life.


E.g. Imagine that Mary has had a bad day at work because her supervisor was unreasonable. After a tiring journey home she finds her flatmate is in a bad mood too and they argue about whose turn it is to clean the loo. After dinner and a glass of wine, Mary settles down to watch a current affairs discussion show on television. Angry people in a studio audience ask hostile questions of politicians on a panel who argue with each other in a bickering, unreasonable way. Mary is reminded of what a terrible country she lives in and goes to bed stressed and with her head too busy for sleep. The next day she wakes feeling tired and with a slight headache. This is how her next bad days starts.


In contrast, Anne has a bad day at work and with her flatmate but after dinner relaxes with some gentle music and a video about the lifecycle of the oak tree. She goes to bed feeling better and is refreshed the next morning.


This is only the beginning of creating a reasonable zone.


Bring persistently reasonable people to you


Another approach is to push persistently unreasonable people away from you and bring persistently reasonable people closer.


You may have some ability to choose the people who come to you. Make friends and invite them to spend time with you if they are persistently reasonable and easy to live with and talk to. Look for lovers who behave rationally (as well as having other pleasing qualities) and you will be more likely to enjoy a good and lasting relationship. If you can choose employees, project team members, or teammates then choose ones who use reason and understand fairness, and avoid others.


Most people would prefer to be in a team where people are treated fairly. Treating people in a team fairly is a powerful way to encourage them to work well together, to care about each other, and to want to be in the team.


If you run a business then you may be able to attract more customers who behave reasonably. Explain your products and what went into creating them. Influence with only reason and fairness. You may attract customers that are easier to deal with, more cooperative, and more profitable.


At the same time, it might be worthwhile disentangling yourself from people who are persistently manipulative. Push away ‘friends’ who often make you feel bad by their tactics. If you have to explain why you are staying away then make it clear that is their behaviour that you are avoiding, not them. A persistently manipulative employee may also have to be ejected from your team or even the organization, though of course there are many things that can be done to encourage better behaviour before taking this step.


Consider creating a meeting or other forum for people to hold discussions where reason and fairness are encouraged and required, and where manipulation is rapidly blocked and removed. Invite people who will contribute with reason and fairness only, with little or no encouragement. Exclude people who are likely to damage the quality of the discussion. This gives you more support from persistently reasonable people, including perhaps very smart ones.


Excluding some people is not a restriction of ‘free speech’ and will not create a dangerous echo chamber without diverse viewpoints. Manipulative persuasion tactics are excluded, not unacceptable conclusions. It is quality control, not censorship. This is possible provided we are competent to distinguish between reasonable and manipulative behaviour.


If someone is making reasoned, informed points then it is usually wrong to try to stop them being heard. It can also be wrong to try to avoid listening to them. It does not matter if their conclusions are consistent with your current position, though some positions (e.g. the Earth is flat, the moon landings were a fake, Creationism) are strong indications that something is wrong.


In contrast, if someone is angrily swearing at others and insulting them as people, perhaps blocking discussion with noise, while making few or no coherent points that contribute to the discussion, then it is reasonable to:



  	exclude them from a conversation


  	stop listening to them


  	discourage others from inviting them to join discussions where you plan to participate, at least temporarily.





The reason for this treatment is that they are disrupting what otherwise might be a useful discussion and not contributing positively to it. They should be excluded regardless of whether their position agrees with yours at that time.


Similarly, people who continue to state falsehoods even after they have been clearly and logically explained as false can be excluded as described above. Even if they have a calm manner, they are not contributing.


Clearly, mistakes can be made when deciding to exclude someone from your discussions but there are two reasons why this is better than putting up with everything on principle. Tolerance on principle can lead to wasted time and lets persistent manipulators exploit the principle by demanding debates and using them to create the appearance of a genuine controversy.


One popular idea at present is that diverse viewpoints are always valuable and that debate is always good. After a bitter and unhelpful argument, people will often say that the conversation was valuable, that debate is good, and talk should continue.


In a statistical sense, this may be true. On average over all discussions, it may be that diverse viewpoints and debate are valuable. However, it is easy to see that in some situations diversity of view is predictably not helpful and cutting it out will improve the average. For example, is there any value in a group of flat-Earthers attending a conference on satellite technology? The flat-Earthers are wrong and will just waste time and seats for others.


What is valuable is to bring together in a discussion:



  	people with different sources of evidence


  	people from different stakeholder groups who can help to spread understanding of the impacts for those groups.





It is not necessary for the participants to have reached different conclusions from the information they have. It is only necessary that they bring different information, insights, or ideas, collectively increasing the input to the discussion.


In fact, it is helpful if they have not reached conclusions and just wait to hear all the information and inferences.


Encourage reasonable behaviour


There are two reasons why we also want to encourage people around us to be more reasonable: (1) some people who are often unreasonable cannot be avoided and (2) we should reach out and do our fair share of the work needed to push back against unreasonable behaviour, ranging from bullying of a friend to attempts to undermine our societies.


Of course one person alone cannot make much impact on humanity as a whole but there are two reasons for trying:


  	You can be more successful with the few people you spend most time with. The potential benefits of doing this include reduced stress and conflict in your life and faster solution of problems that affect you.


  	You are not alone. The cumulative effect of your efforts and those of others is vital. Historically, humanity has tended to move towards greater rationality and fairness so, overall, they win most of the time.





There are many ways to steer people around you towards using reason and fairness rather than manipulative tactics.


Start with yourself. Be reasoned and fair in your own mind and develop your skills. Be rational and fair with others, even if they behave badly. As discussed earlier (Chapter 4 when analysing the Impact on the discussion behaviour of others), this tends to draw others into also being rational and fair. How far that influences other people depends on who you are and what you do. The overall impact of your behaviour will be more if you are a politician or journalist, for example, but everyone has a role.


With the people in your life, try to do more activities that elicit reason and fairness from those involved, rather than manipulation.


Use reason and fairness for influence in conversations with colleagues, with friends, with students, with your children, your parents, when posting online, writing to your MP, and when writing to others in positions of power to suggest courses of action or provide information. Many of the recommendations earlier in this book have aimed to do this, so the following are just some highlights.


Do not antagonize unnecessarily. If someone is angry and upset then be especially careful to stay calm and it is usually better to wait for a better time before raising issues that need to be resolved.


Encourage others more directly during conversations:



  	Invite them to make valuable contributions, such as providing relevant information or ideas for practical solutions to problems.


  	Ask questions that push people to be more factual. For example, ask for the source of statistics they quote, the evidence for claims, precise numbers if they are available, or particular examples (e.g. ‘What makes you think teachers are saying things like this in class?’).


  	Pick up on overgeneralizations (e.g. ‘When you say “men” presumably you do not mean literally all men do you?’).


  	Mention the value of reason and fairness and ask for their use.


  	Praise and encourage use of reason and fairness by paying more attention to users, smiling, giving praise and thanks, clicking ‘like’, and replying positively online.


  	Discourage manipulation by not giving attention to people who use it, not giving in to their manipulation, not smiling or praising them, not going along with manipulative humour, criticizing manipulative behaviour, withholding ‘likes’ and perhaps clicking ‘dislikes’, and not replying supportively online.





E.g. At work, your boss might be more of a dominator than an expert helper, but perhaps can be influenced by suggestions. Think of useful things for the boss to do and suggest them. For example:


  	Allocate work to suit individuals. ‘I expect you would like to know what my strengths and preferences are so that you can allocate work intelligently.’


  	Record and monitor. ‘Some performance measures might be useful to see. Is there anything you could do on that?’


  	Make good decisions. ‘That’s quite an important decision. Will you be writing out a careful analysis of the work that might be required? Would you like me to contribute to that?’; ‘What about some risk analysis?’


  	Negotiate with another team. ‘More cooperation from them would make a huge difference. It would be great if you could talk to them on behalf of our team.’


  	Coach. ‘I think I could be more productive with some expert tips. Can you help?’; ‘I’m not completely confident on this. Could we talk through the approach?’




If the boss initially refuses then explain why you thought it would probably be valuable for the team.


Within an organization (e.g. at work) you may be in a position to offer training in influence, introduce ground rules for meetings and influential writing, create templates for business cases and analytical reports, and make comments on draft documents that push them towards reason and fairness.


You can extend your influence and spread more reason and fairness by getting involved in discussions online, in debates, and in local politics. You can do this as an individual or with friends.


One possibility is to join with friends to calm the internet together. Debates on social media tend to get nasty quickly and a single person posting in a reasonable way, without unnecessary antagonism, has only a small effect on this. However, as the proportion of people making reasonable postings on a thread increases, the mood can change. People start to take more care over what they say. They include more links to further information. They may even acknowledge good points made. Some people whose initial postings were careless or dismissive start to get themselves under better control.


It may be possible to encourage friends to coordinate their activities so that they focus on particular pages at the same time, increasing their impact on the quality of the discussion.


Ask others to encourage reasonable behaviour


This can start with people you meet often, such as family members and work colleagues. For example, you might encourage the chairperson of a regular meeting to promote reasonable influencing in the meetings.


Beyond that, there are schemes you can suggest to politicians and other influencers, and support. Here are some suggestions for schemes.


Educate children


Education could include two topics that would help children and their society as a whole:



  	how to influence using reason and why they should not use tricks or abuse power


  	guidelines for fairness and how to justify and apply them.





Teach influence methods


This would give young people effective methods instead of leaving them feeling powerless and attracted to physically disruptive protests. Physically disruptive protests, as explained earlier, almost always harm their cause, often in obvious ways.


The teaching could also inoculate them against manipulative tricks used by scammers, journalists, politicians, and others.


UK schools already teach persuasive writing as part of ‘English language’. (Sadly, at present it is common to encourage children to practise all persuasion techniques, even manipulative ones, with no attempt to explain the difference.) They also encourage reason in subjects like science, history, and geography. However, this could be taken much further and include more on distinguishing between reason and manipulation. 


Lessons could teach the need to avoid being unnecessarily antagonizing, despite provocation, and provide practice in doing this. They could teach and encourage making useful contributions. They could explain what reason is and inoculate children against cognitive relativism and other tricks.


Teach fairness


Some principles of fairness are probably instinctive but most details are learned with help from parents, teachers, writers, and friends. However, these efforts are unsystematic. Many people in their early teens still have a weak grasp of the principles of fairness, cannot justify them convincingly, and have little appreciation of how their actions affect other people. This can lead to unhappiness:



  	Many are inclined to think that decisions they take on many topics are their own business and nobody else’s, even when their decisions have effects on others and lead to conflict.


  	Some resent what they see as arbitrary, repressive rules imposed by adults – not understanding the justification for them.


  	Some feel they are just following arbitrary rules and behaviour patterns with no purpose in their lives.


  	They may be upset by injustice they perceive because they understand some guidelines of fairness but not others, and fail to see the need for compromise.








The explanation of fairness offered in Chapter 2 suggests how much more systematic our teaching of fairness could be. The level of detail and the style of justification would be suitable for systematic teaching. It is practical and does not rely on a back story that has to be taken on faith, such as a religion might offer.


In addition to this, children could be taught about the effects of their actions and tested to ensure they have learned these lessons. For example:



  	how the effort they put into studies and jobs is not just for their own benefit


  	why not tidying up after themselves affects others


  	how the way they look after themselves affects others too (e.g. obesity is not just a personal issue)


  	how their consumption choices affect others and the natural environment.





Teaching could cover the consequences of common actions and methods for thinking through consequences thoroughly. It could be linked to teaching of important laws.


This is education, not indoctrination. Students would be required to demonstrate an in-depth, accurate knowledge of all these but not demonstrate agreement to them, or even a promise to comply with the laws, principles, and implications of the consequences.


Nevertheless, it would be impractical to define a national set of fairness principles because of the resistance likely from some groups (e.g. religions, human rights lobbyists) who would want their rules to be used instead. It would be more practical to offer fairness frameworks for people (e.g. parents, teachers, students) to choose from if they want to.


While this education cannot impose fair behaviour, it should help young people become more considerate, balanced, and purposeful.


Educate adults


The topics to cover in educating adults are similar to those for children but what would prompt adults to get more education and where would they go?


Some people might welcome the opportunity to develop their understanding of how to behave well, be more influential, or create a reasonable zone around themselves. They might welcome educational services that help them understand better the consequences of behaviour and how to think through complex situations. Others might be urged to get involved by friends or family.


Some might choose to do it as part of continuing professional education, perhaps prompted by the introduction of more demanding standards of reasonable influence in their profession.


Others might want it because they have recently migrated into a society and want to integrate fully into it. Or new immigrants might be required to master fairness in detail as a condition of their immigration.


Still others might be required to take more education because they have shown their knowledge is lacking.


Manage crime and antisocial behaviour


Teaching fairness and other Reasonable Influence methods could be used to help manage crime and antisocial behaviour.


The process could begin in childhood, as already described, by teaching the principles of fairness, their justification, and  how to apply them in practice. Tests could be used to assess learning so that remedial moral education could be given to children who make poor progress.


Bad behaviour is driven by poor knowledge of fairness and by problems that make it difficult to apply knowledge of fairness such as attention deficits, unusually strong emotions, and social pressure from peers. Where children have problems, more attention is needed to moral education by them and their teachers.


Explaining fairness becomes relevant again when police officers speak to members of the public, when attending an incident or investigating a crime. In addition to explaining what laws may have been broken, they can explain consequences for people that they are trying to avoid. For example, they can talk about keeping people safe rather than just say they suspect somebody of being drunk and disorderly or using threatening language.


While most people want to help the police, some are routinely confrontational and unhelpful. This is especially so when they have something to hide. Talking about the practical consequences shifts conversations away from being a confrontation with law enforcers and towards the best interests of society, including criminals.


E.g. Two police officers in a marked car stop a vehicle because its number plates are not properly readable. They explain this to the driver and explain why having readable number plates is important for enforcing the law. They also explain the punishment under the law that the driver will receive. Within a few minutes they have discovered that the driver is not insured and explain that this is important because uninsured drivers cannot compensate people they badly injure in a car crash. They explain the law and the likely punishment, and that the driver will not be able to continue driving the vehicle from this moment. A suspicious smell leads them to search the vehicle and they discover a small quantity of cannabis. The officers explain the law on this, the likely punishment, and the consequences for the cannabis user and society more generally. One of the risks arises from driving while intoxicated so, having explained this, the officers test the driver for signs of intoxication. The driver is indeed intoxicated by cannabis leading to more explanations and arrest.


A similar approach could also be used in formal interviews. The explanations of practical consequences could focus more on the consequences for somebody committing the crime, even if they are not arrested and charged for it. Perpetrators are often also victims of criminal conspiracies, having been drawn into them. Practical consequences for perpetrators may include:



  	increased risk of being injured or killed by other criminals


  	increased risk of sexually transmitted diseases


  	health risks from dangerous drugs


  	loss of motivation to be productive and make progress in life due to the effects of drugs


  	time and energy wasted on criminal activities that could have been used to build a legitimate life, perhaps more easily and certainly more safely


  	reduced opportunities to make friends and meet lovers with successful, legitimate lives


  	stress from constant vigilance and fear of detection


  	damage to relationships with family and friends


  	bringing shame to your immediate family


  	supernatural punishments such as by a god, for those who believe in such things


  	restrictions on one's life due to avoiding other criminals and law enforcers, such as not going out or having to live in another country


  	sentences given by the justice system such as fines and imprisonment


  	difficulty getting work with a criminal record


  	loss of romantic relationships through being in prison


  	a lonely life of poverty perhaps leading to further involvement with crime and more punishments.





While the extra explanations take time, they may have some helpful effects:



  	reducing protests about unfairness by suspects


  	shifting the conversation from a conflict with the police to an effort to reduce harms and find a better way forward for the suspect


  	prompting some suspects to realize that even if they escape prosecution they still have problems in their lives that need to be solved


  	undermining a suspect's sense that they are part of a group that cares about them (e.g. a criminal gang)


  	showing police officers as not the bad people criminals often imagine





This is much more than just saying ‘I want to help you but I can't do that unless you tell me the truth.’ The detail and time spent builds credibility.


This style of interview is also the first part of remedial moral education. They could be followed by more use of educational sentences by the justice system.


E.g. In the UK, if you are caught driving over the legal speed limit then you may be offered the option of taking a ‘speed awareness’ course as an alternative to getting points on your licence that will increase the cost of your insurance and might eventually lead to you being banned from driving. Most people find the course interesting.


In addition to motoring offences, other offences that might be suitable for educational sentences include littering, drunkenness, drug possession, damaging property (e.g. with graffiti), failing to obey public health rules, poor control of animals (e.g. dogs), minor hate crimes, hate speech bordering on crime, smoking where it is banned, being uncooperative towards the police, and noise nuisance.


People who have participated in physically disruptive protests might also be given educational sentences that include how to influence effectively instead.


Educational sentences are mild and could be given for relatively minor offences with a low burden of proof and little bureaucracy. They could be used by the police and, in a less formal way, by schools, youth groups, other clubs, and even parents.


To be acceptable to those given the education, it must not be indoctrination. The content must be factual and logical. This could include knowing some science, statistical facts, and the law. Much of the material would be itemizing ways other people can be affected by behaviour.


The requirement would be to know and understand the facts, including facts that undermine their beliefs, and demonstrate knowledge in a test. Agreement to the implications of those facts for behaviour would not be required. The offender may continue to disagree if they want to but further bad behaviour could trigger other penalties (which they will have learned about).


To be acceptable to those not given the education, it must not provide an advantage in life that is not available to someone more virtuous. The education should not give people a saleable skill; it should just rectify a deficit in understanding and behaviour.


Another tool that could be useful to police officers is moral mentoring, monitoring, and protection. This is not a punishment or sentence for proven crime or antisocial behaviour. It could be used where there is evidence suggesting crime or antisocial behaviour or where there is an obvious risk of a person being drawn into crime or antisocial behaviour.
 

Moral mentoring involves having a mentor appointed who has one-to-one conversations with the person being mentored about relevant principles of fairness, laws, and other useful information. The mentor is both an educator and someone available to discuss moral problems.


The monitoring is led by the moral mentor and may involve drug tests, searches, automated tracking on CCTV using facial recognition, and simple conversations about how the person's life is going.


Protection may be needed where the person being mentored is at risk from other people such as a crime gang.


This approach may improve the motivation of the at-risk person to behave better, discourage them from bad behaviour because of the monitoring, and may discourage others from trying to involve them in bad behaviour because of the monitoring and protection. It may also prompt people involved in crime to take the opportunity to get out, given the protection available.


People who refuse to comply with the process could be electronically tagged for their own protection or threatened with other restrictions on their lives, even some level of imprisonment.


E.g. Suspicious activity leads the police to raid a flat where they find four young people and a small quantity of cannabis. The police still suspect the flat has been used for dealing drugs but there is not enough evidence for an arrest. However, the four young people in the flat are at risk of involvement with drugs, as users, dealers, or both. Moral mentoring, monitoring, and protection is arranged for two of the people found who seemed most at risk. The officers explain that this is for their own protection because lives can be ruined by involvement in drugs such as cannabis. Various problems arising for users and dealers are explained in some detail, painting a gloomy picture of young lives ruined.


One of the young people, Callum, is indeed involved in selling drugs as well as using. He is horrified by the idea of being monitored because random drug tests and searches will make it more difficult for him to maintain his habit and his dealing. How is he going to sell the stuff if people know he could be searched at any time? His suppliers are likely to dump him. Although this supervision is not a punishment for a law abiding citizen, it is a massive problem for Callum.


In contrast, Andrew, who was just visiting the flat for the first time to try cannabis, is bewildered and does not see the need for the mentoring. However, the consequences of refusing it seem to be serious so he agrees to participate willingly. In the first few meetings with his mentor, he learns about the real consequences of cannabis use and is surprised. He had thought it was just a safe way to have a good time. He had also given no thought to the possible further consequences of involvement with drugs. Yes, at school they had been warned to stay away but he had ignored this advice. Now, having come so close to the justice system, he takes it much more seriously.


E.g. Janine's foster mother is concerned about her. Janine is just 12 years old and has been leaving the house in a taxi at odd times without explanation. She has angrily refused to answer questions about this. The foster mother speaks to a social worker who arranges for moral mentoring, monitoring, and protection for Janine. Janine is very angry about this and only agrees to it after she is told that otherwise she will have to wear an electronic tag so that the police can monitor her location at all times. Her boyfriend, aged 18, has already told her that if she gets a tag he will dump her. His grooming gang knows very well the problems caused by tagging. Clients do not want to rape a girl with a tag who could have police officers closing in at any moment, even if she is very young.


Janine and her boyfriend hope to keep in touch while the mentoring continues and resume parties when it ends. However, during her first mentoring conversations, Janine learns about love and sex, consent, how men should treat women, the age of consent, the law on rape, and how grooming gangs operate. Gradually her naivety is dispelled and she comes to painful realizations about what has been happening in her life. She begins to tell her mentor about what has been happening to her and names the people involved. Soon after that she requests electronic tagging to protect her from the gang. Other measures to protect her from the gang are put in place and the police begin to build a case against the perpetrators by collecting other evidence.


Janine's boyfriend, Imran, is one of the first to be arrested. He has deliberately manipulated Janine, a 12 year old girl with no parents to care for her, for money and sex. He does not care about her for any other reason. He has behaved terribly and deserves every punishment the law can mete out. However, what he has done was steadily ruining his life even before his arrest. He was also using drink and drugs, had given up on his education, and had given up on having a real girlfriend and making a life with her. He himself was groomed into this horrible behaviour by other men, including older members of his extended family.


When he is interviewed by the police, their painstaking explanations of the harm done to his life make him feel sick. Although he initially sticks to his plan of making no comment in response to questions they ask, he feels increasingly bleak. He wonders if he can get out of this by lying and complaining of racism. The problem is, while the police are not really sympathetic, they do understand him and they seem to see him as something more than just evil. They are showing more concern for his wellbeing than the uncles who got him involved. His other option is to tell the police everything, accept his punishment, become a better person, and try to get through it as quickly as possible.


His faith in the tactic of saying ‘no comment’ to every question is shaken as it becomes clear that the police have plenty of evidence already and when it is explained to him that every ‘no comment’ makes him look more guilty in the eyes of the police and will make him look more guilty in the eyes of a jury. ‘No comment’ interviews are what guilty people do in the hope that they can later make up lies that fit the evidence the police have. Innocent people more often tell the truth straight away, or when they have sobered up. He had not previously understood the standard caution which explains this issue.


In the end, he lies to the police about his personal involvement but gives them valuable information about others in the gang, locations used, and where they can get more evidence by conducting searches.


Police forces could also report their successes in terms of the social harms involved.


E.g. When police seize a large quantity of drugs, they often issue a press release about this stating the kilogrammes seized. Sometimes they also state the monetary value of the drugs. Sadly the monetary value simply perpetuates the idea that drug dealing is lucrative. It would be better to talk instead about the deaths and crimes that would have resulted from that quantity of drugs if it had not been intercepted.


Rehabilitation in prison often includes elements of moral education. Different approaches are used in different countries. Moral knowledge and moral emotions tend to go together but it is still possible to have the emotions without the knowledge or have the knowledge without the emotions. Rehabilitation often targets both.


Provide tools to combat manipulative rhetoric


Most people are exposed to manipulative material daily via electronic communications (e.g. emails, texts, direct messages, social media pages, video content). Some progress has been made by social media technology companies to spot fake users, whether human or automated, and remove their accounts and contributions. Censorship is one route but there are other possibilities that could be powerful and less contentious. It should be possible to develop software that will read electronic material and, for example:



  	add warnings to manipulative text, with the option to see a detailed itemization of identified and suspected faults


  	help users find material that is free from manipulation or that contains manipulation they wish to neutralize or debunk


  	provide links to reliable information on the topic


  	compose suggested replies that will encourage others to make more good contributions and fewer bad ones


  	automatically respond in ways that encourage better contributions


  	identify good and bad sources based on the manipulative tactics they have used.





The focus should be on rhetorical techniques and quality control, not on censorship based on the claims made.


It would be hard to develop software that perfectly identified all manipulative text without accidentally flagging innocent text. However, some faults are easier to spot and the tools could begin with what is easy and gradually improve their functionality. Where there is any doubt, the software should reflect this by asking for human confirmation (e.g. ‘The word “genocide” has been used and may be misleading. Does the text explain what type of genocide is meant?’) or expressing doubt in its analysis (e.g. ‘Suspected misuse of the word “genocide”.’)


Easier to recognize faults include antagonistic language, extreme language, and tricks suspected from use of particular phrases. There could be allowance for quoting and critiquing bad language. Noting when text is a response would make it easy to identify when someone is agreeing with manipulative text, even if their words of agreement seem innocent. More sophisticated text analysis could recognize more patterns.


The functionality of such software would depend on where it is used.


Software for messaging (e.g. email, texting, direct messaging) could:



  	flag manipulative messages received, with a detailed itemization of identified and suspected faults available for you to review


  	flag manipulative messages you have composed or even sent, again with detailed analysis available


  	show you ratings of individuals and their organizations based on the quality of their past communications


  	compose suggested replies that neutralize or debunk the tactics identified.





It could be that the most powerful effect of this type of software is its effect on the senders of messages. If they use the software then they will be warned that they are about to release a manipulative message and that the receivers' software will also flag up the same or similar issues. An attempt at manipulation is more likely to lead to a backlash than to be effective.


The natural response of manipulative people to this feedback will be to try other tactics in search of manipulations the software does not detect. If the software has good coverage, that coverage is increasing over time, and other software has slightly different abilities then manipulators will be discouraged more powerfully.


Web browsers and document readers (e.g. for PDFs and ebooks) could scan articles, papers, and books and:



  	flag manipulative content, with a detailed breakdown of identified and suspected faults available


  	provide ratings of the site, author, and their organization based on the quality of past work, as well as ratings of the document


  	provide links to reliable sources of information on the issues where manipulation may have been attempted.





Social media platforms could:



  	add a warning message to contributions (postings and comments) that contain identified or suspected manipulative tactics, with a detailed itemization available with a single click


  	warn contributors when they are about to add something manipulative, with a detailed explanation of the warning available


  	track contributors and their organizations, rating them based on their past manipulative contributions on the platform (including even likes of manipulative material added by others)


  	provide links to sources of reliable information on the issues where manipulation has been attempted


  	allow users to sort contributions according to their manipulation ratings to either find contributions that are free of manipulation or find contributions they wish to neutralize or debunk


  	suggest the text of responses that neutralize or debunk manipulative contributions


  	automatically add responses to contributions that neutralize or debunk them


  	automatically add responses to contributions that thank and praise contributors for their high quality contributions


  	demonetize manipulative content.





Within seconds of a bad post or comment, a soothing and constructive response could appear automatically. The fact that these were automatically generated would be clearly shown, with a link to a full explanation of what was found to be manipulative.


As with virus checking and other computer security services, it would probably be necessary for teams of human experts to help develop the software and guide its repertoire. Their job would be to base responses on the manipulative qualities of the material, not on its conclusions. The requirement is for quality control, not censorship or propaganda.


Monitor and regulate the quality of public discourse


This is completely different from suppressing speech. As I write this handbook, many people are arguing over ‘free speech’, ‘blasphemy’, ‘political correctness’, and ‘cancel culture’. One side argues that people should not be allowed to say things hurtful to others, including hurt caused by challenges to their ideas (e.g. religions, beliefs about gender). The other side says this is wrong and that they should be free to say whatever they like, including using mockery and being unnecessarily antagonizing. A popular theory among free speech advocates is that a ‘marketplace of ideas’ will eventually ensure that only the best ideas survive. They say the solution to harmful speech is more speech.


In practice this is not working well and ‘hate’ is only one of the problems. The UK already permits a vast volume of speech, with endless news media, social media, websites, protest marches, and so on. Nevertheless, organized unreasonable groups such as scammers and religious extremists are thriving. Unfiltered social media sites are awash with advertising material, bizarre conspiracy theories, and fake evidence of all kinds. Sites with some filtering, such as the main commercial social media, are better but still share a huge range of manipulative material, including videos by people complaining about their videos being removed or demonetized. Many social media sites help mistaken ideas survive by suggesting content to users that fits their thinking.


The biggest problem is not a low volume of speech; it is low quality speech. Too many clever tricksters are having too much success with too many people, not all of them mentally vulnerable. This is perhaps what happens when some intelligent and motivated people have a free hand to persuade anyone they care to target.


Some people have come to think it is impossible to get to the truth, impossible to be objective, and that bias is always overwhelming. In an absolute, philosophical sense some of this may be correct but in practice we can make huge, worthwhile improvements and push bias to very low levels on occasions. An analogous situation is medicine. We cannot cure every disease but we can cure or manage many and this has extended lives hugely. It is hard to stop all manipulative arguments but many are blatant and it should be possible to make a huge improvement.


A similar problem undermining markets for goods and services has been greatly reduced by introducing and enforcing safety standards and rules of honesty. Under UK law, goods and services must be described accurately. Fake products are illegal. Misleading advertisements can be reported to the Advertising Standards Authority which can have them removed. Many products must meet specific safety standards or they cannot be sold and experts monitor for non-compliance.


We can improve the marketplace for ideas by enforcing similar standards. These would be standards for logical speech that correctly responds to evidence, not standards that require particular conclusions to be supported. The standards would support rationality (the thinking that works, as explained in Chapter 2) but not an ideology. In short, when reason is used, speech is permitted but when specific manipulative tricks are used, regulation acts.


Crucially, speech that makes others angry or hurts their feelings would remain acceptable provided it was true, logical, and fairly put. People who were indignant at being resisted could not demand an end to opposition on the grounds of offense.


To be successful such monitoring and regulation schemes must get some critical details right.


The standards applied must be clear-cut, logical, and technical. A monitoring scheme should start with a small set of common, clear-cut faults to search for and act against, and then cautiously increase its repertoire, still focusing on clear-cut faults. It would be a mistake to try to catch every type of bad discourse behaviour, including those that require judgements likely to be disputed.


Issues likely to be suitable for monitoring include implausible generalizations across large demographic groups, unnecessary antagonism, and various types of flawed statistical inference (e.g. correlation confused with causation, post hoc ergo propter hoc). The rules could combine clear definitions in principle with many examples of each fault.


The scheme must be enforced by skilled reviewers. They would be selected for their skills and objectivity, trained to apply the standards consistently and objectively, supervised closely, and would meet professional standards of independence and continuing professional education. They might be assisted by volunteers, including good citizens who want to help and have some free time.


A range of enforcement actions must be available, ranging from mild to severe. The following actions are listed in order of increasing strength:



  	attach a quality warning to a publication (e.g. a video online, a book) that points out false or misleading statements and explains the problems (The author of the publication might be given the option to revise and republish.)


  	attach a disclaimer to a publication saying that no interpretation that encourages illegal behaviour is endorsed by the owner, author, or publisher (This is most likely to be relevant to religious texts.)


  	withdraw a publication, with a prominent retraction notice and explanation of the problems (An apology might also be required.)


  	give authors and publishers demerit points that may add up and lead to firmer action based on persistent and frequent offending


  	require an author to undertake training in good discussion behaviour


  	withdraw an author’s accreditation (Authors might be awarded a prestigious accreditation if they voluntarily adhere to high standards of discourse.)


  	remove a licence to continue publishing. (This could apply to authors and publishers.)





Today, revising and republishing documents is often easy because so many are available electronically. People who have downloaded or visited a document could be offered the option to subscribe for updates, should they arise. That could be a requirement for some types of document likely to be challenged and revised.


Monitoring should be more than just responding to complaints. The expert reviewers should also initiate random and risk-based inspections, sample-based for efficiency.


Schemes of monitoring and enforcement could be applied to political proceedings in parliament and council chambers, journalists in all media, postings and comments on social media, books, magazine articles, reports published (e.g. by think tanks, research groups, charities, and campaigning organizations), religious preaching, and academic journals.


E.g. At the time of writing, if an interviewer on the BBC uses unfair tactics against an interviewee then viewers may complain. Occasionally complaints are upheld and the interviewer is asked to take more care in future. This is too weak and too rare to have any significant effect. But imagine if an independent, expert review team existed that constantly selected BBC output for intensive reviews against rigorously defined standards as well as responding to complaints. Imagine if it could order the interviewer to make a prominent on-air apology and explain exactly what he or she did wrong and the effect of it. Imagine if repeat offenders could lose their accreditation as Public Interviewers for serious breaches and with that lose their jobs at the BBC. Imagine this rigour extended to all journalists with large audiences.


E.g. In the UK Parliament people often say things that are rude and untrue. Occasionally the Speaker or a Deputy tells them off for it but these interventions are inconsistent and not backed by significant punishments. But imagine if an independent, expert review team was operating. It might take them a day or two to act but they would apply specific technical standards of debate to statements made in Parliament and these could result in public retractions, possible apologies, temporary suspensions, and other punishments in more severe cases. To have a sustained voice in Parliament, Members would have to be logical, objective, and informed nearly every time.


Another role for expert reviewers would be to adjudicate in important discussion disputes. Suppose two groups are debating a point and one thinks it has successfully debunked an argument used by the other. However, the side using the debunked argument does not agree that their argument has been debunked. At this point the debunkers might raise the matter to an independent adjudicator. The adjudicator would then follow its standard analysis procedures and decide if the argument was valid, debunked, or the situation was unclear.


Certify Reasonable Speech Platforms


Venues and events for sharing ideas (e.g. lecture theatres, conferences) could voluntarily apply to be ‘Reasonable Speech Platforms’. This might make them more attractive to audiences. Being a Reasonable Speech Platform means that they can accept any speaker they like provided the whole proceedings are video and audio recorded, and the recordings are provided to the police for (potential) review. Any illegal incitement to crime or hatred can then be prosecuted.


Provided speakers and audience members do not say anything illegal then nobody need worry.


An alternative that requires less work by the police would be to require organizations to do the video monitoring themselves, with spot checks made and heavy punishments for venue and event managers who fail to report incidents that should have been reported. As with Anti-Money Laundering regulations, a ‘suspicion’ of incitement is all that should be required.


The organizations involved would probably include those registered as political parties, charities with religious objectives, campus societies, and others identified as having political or religious objectives, based on their publicity.


How are they to recognize what is unacceptable without the exercise degenerating into a battle of ideologies, or seeming to? Clear markers might include:



  	advocating terrorist tactics, e.g. physically attacking non-military sites or people (including military people not currently on active duty), hijacking, kidnapping, blackmail, threats of physical violence, etc, all against non-military targets


  	advocating war to take new territory or property from someone else who legitimately owns it (The grey area would be where that territory is to be taken back from people who took it recently.)


  	advocating a form of government where most people have no influence at all over who is in control (Typically, this will be governments without free voting.)


  	advocating illegal actions (It is perfectly acceptable to argue that a law is bad or argue for a change in the law but it is not acceptable to advocate breaking the law.)


  	an element of demonstrable untruth, chiefly incorrect factual claims and undisclosed selection of evidence


  	systematically distorted, unjustified interpretations or conclusions (In particular, inferring that something has just one obvious cause when in fact there are others, e.g. ‘increasing differences in wealth in a society must be due to the rich cheating the poor’ ignores the other reasons why wealth differences can increase, e.g. savings, scale, career progress. Also unwarranted generalizations across demographic groups.)


  	emotional amplification using methods other than information. (These might include group chanting, strong body language, and powerful but irrelevant images. This is a more difficult area.)





They should also be looking for persistently bad behaviour, not just the occasional, isolated remark. The idea is for this kind of dangerous talk to be reduced, not used as a means of excluding people permanently from participation.


Respond firmly to physically disruptive and otherwise manipulative activism


Decision-makers should not be swayed by bad behaviour (e.g. terrorist tactics, physically disruptive protests) because if they are then they invite more bad behaviour. Not responding to bad behaviour should be standard policy and held to.


Decision-makers facing physically disruptive or otherwise manipulative activism can take steps to encourage the activists to campaign in a more constructive way. Aggressive activism is often paired with ignorance. The activists are pushing for the wrong changes as well as using the wrong methods to push.


Encourage decision-makers faced with ignorant activists to acknowledge their interest and effort then explain that there are some practical problems to be overcome and that they would like them to understand those problems and work on finding practical solutions to them. They should give the activists information and explanations of the real issues that they have previously not understood. Decision-makers can explain where they are stuck and what they are currently working on. They can explain what an ideal solution looks like. They can suggest research the activists could do and give criteria for that research to be solid enough for it to be used. Decision-makers should be willing to consider written analyses and suggestions from the activists.


E.g. Imagine that a major supermarket chain is being pestered by eco-activists about plastic packaging. They want the store to eliminate all plastic packaging within 2 years. The activists have blocked the entrance to superstores, disrupted superstores at busy times by entering in large groups with plastic boxes and demanding they be filled with unpackaged products, and started several social media storms against the chain based on false claims. They are resented by shoppers and doing their own cause harm but do not recognize it. In their minds they are brave heroes. They love each other and hug often, even as they fantasize about burning down the hated superstores.


The supermarket chain invites the activists to a series of briefings about plastic packaging, covering all the important technical, economic, safety, and legal issues, among others. They begin to treat the activists as a focus group representing super-early-adopters of plastic reduction schemes. They ask them to consider alternative schemes and rate them for acceptability to shoppers like them.


The activists are initially confused. Some think the briefings are a sham. Others struggle with the technical detail and begin to go into denial about the real difficulties faced by supermarkets. They imagine that if the chain just gave its shareholders less and spent the money on packaging instead then all the problems would quickly be solved. However, others see an opportunity to be more influential than before. The chain makes the briefings public knowledge through press releases and social media, and puts briefing documents online for everyone to see along with an invitation to anyone with constructive suggestions to get in contact.


Decision-makers must make a stand against abuses of power. If they yield to them then they invite more. What is obvious with terror tactics and kidnapping is also true for physically disruptive publicity stunts and attempted smears. Using these tactics should not accelerate changes demanded and often should delay them, even if the decision-maker would otherwise have been happy to make the changes.


E.g. Continuing the supermarket chain illustration, imagine that the activists are split between those who want to engage intelligently and those who prefer to continue with physically disruptive publicity stunts and smears. The chain explains to them all that if the manipulative stunts continue then intelligent contributions from the group will not be considered. The chain has been meeting other eco-activists who are more interested in intelligent engagement. The disruptive activists now struggle internally even more, with some worried they will be sidelined. The chain launches publicity about positive engagement with another activist group. In comparison to this the manipulative activists look even more childish and ill-informed. The message is clear: they will be shut out and others will get the glory if they do not participate intelligently.


Give foreign aid selectively


There are countries where most people, or at least most people with any power, do not like advanced western countries, democracy, science, or atheism. They hate and resent countries like the UK and USA in particular, even as those hated countries give them money and expertise to help with health and other aid programmes. Despite the ideological differences, some of their citizens would like to migrate to those same countries for a better life or more tolerance of their individual characteristics. When they migrate, some still retain many of the beliefs and attitudes they held in their home country.


This is a sad and dangerous situation. Resolving it requires recognizing that advanced western countries are wealthy and comfortable largely because of what their people know and how they think, not just because of favourable climates, natural resources, or past bullying of other countries. Science and science-based technology have been combined with use of regulated markets to create material wealth. Various philosophical and social innovations have gradually developed an advanced system of fairness, laws, and secular institutions to carry these on.


With these advantages, countries bounced back from the devastation of the Second World War, overtaking countries with less enlightened populations who had not suffered the same setback.


If people in other societies want the material benefits and freedoms of western societies then one way to get them is to learn to rely on reason and fairness much as western societies do. Likewise, if individuals migrate to an advanced western country then they can improve their prospects further by learning to think in an advanced western way (if they don’t already), using reason and fairness instead of tradition and religion.


(This is not the same as adopting all aspects of a culture, including its problems with alcohol, for example.)


Advanced western countries that want to help other countries could focus on programmes that teach the relevant western knowledge and thinking. This is likely to be safer for everyone than selling or giving them advanced technology without them having to go through the decades or even centuries of societal change that produced that technology and the populations willing and able to use it properly. In particular, the world does not need countries with nuclear weapons and a religion that inspires them to conquer new territory and send non-believers to some kind of hell.


Final thoughts


This handbook has taken years to research and write. It offers solutions to a wide range of problems that affect us individually and our societies. Just clarifying the elements of reason, fairness, and fair use of power took a great effort but was worthwhile. If only I had known at the age of 20 what I have now captured in this handbook. I am sure it would have made a huge difference to my life's progress.
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