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Conventional wisdom used to suggest that whenever any group of 
people arrive at a joint decision, that decision would broadly 
represent the average view of the individuals—thus averaging out 
the extremity of views. However, a whole body of psychological 
research has turned this theory on its head.  

Instead, it concludes that group discussions tend to polarise a 
person’s view, making it more exaggerated and extreme. For 
example, when deciding together, people who already support a 
war become more supportive; people with a tendency toward 
racism become more racist; and those with a slight preference for 
one job candidate over another will end up with an even greater 
preference for that candidate as more and more people polarise 
toward the candidate.  

Let’s look at a study. Research into 1,500 trials in the U.S. by 
Thomas Walker and Eleanor Main has shown that when judges sit 
alone they take an extreme course of action—very severe 
sentencing, for example—only 30% of the time. But when three 
decide together, the decision to take an extreme course of action 
more than doubles to 65%. 

This tendency to strengthen previously-held view while making 
decisions with others is called Group Polarisation. So how can you 
use the fact of this phenomenon to your advantage? If you want 
to influence a group of people, start by lobbying. Give each one 
the rational argument prior to the meeting. Politicians have 
lobbied for centuries because they know that you need as many 
people as possible leaning to your point of view from the outset. 

Why does that work? Here are a few behavioural traits that 
underpin the power of group think to breed polarised views. 
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The principle of homophily says that people associate with other 
groups of people who are mostly like themselves. Facebook and 
many LinkedIn groups are structured around groups of socially 
similar individuals. But on Twitter people are exposed to multiple, 
diverse points of view through the public timeline. People will 
group together based on opinions and polarise in one direction, 
even when they haven’t met. 

A strong majority can bring even those with minority views into 
the fold. If discussion makes clear that someone holds a minority 
view, he is likely to shift toward a decision that as an individual he 
feels is not the best, most just or most fair. 

An everyday way to describe this dynamic is peer pressure, which 
is effective even among young children. A study by Daniel B.M 
Haun and Michael Tomasello, at the Max Planck Institutes for 
Evolutionary Anthropology and Evolutionary Anthropology 
respectively, showed that not only adults and adolescents but also 
children as young as four conform both behaviour and opinions 
and make public statements of conviction about what they 
believe privately is wrong. In a group of four, those who made 
forthright public statements carried the day and gained public 
agreement among those who had initially held, and continued to 
privately hold, opposing views. 

Nadege Bault at Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique in 
Bron, France and Mateus Joffily, Center for Research in 
Experimental Economics and Political Decision-Making, University 
of Amsterdam, with colleagues, went a step further. They studied 
the proclivity to take risks when peers are watching. One group 
considered a risk while alone; another considered a risk in the 
company of—and in light of—the risk chosen by a peer. Using MRI 
measurements, they compared private consideration and brain 
activity surrounding the decision to decline the risk, and public 
consideration and brain activity surrounding the decision to do 
what another person had already decided to do. Conclusion? Peer 
pressure is hardwired into the human brain. 

That means in group discussions, individuals who don’t initially 
agree with the consensus will eventually agree with the majority. 
Yes, a person’s vote may be influenced by norms, values, 
persuasive arguments and even the spread of initial points of 
view—and some may be swayed by a rational counter-argument; 
but most will eventually conform to the prevailing view of the 
group. Couple that with the desire to make the sort of high-



impact decision that a committee is expected to make and 
decisions are pushed further toward the extreme. 

So here’s what to do if you want to influence a group of people. 
Set a meeting date; then start lobbying. 

And remember: If you should ever find yourself standing in the 
dock, cross your fingers that you are tried by one solitary judge 
rather than a panel of three. 
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