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To anyone who has ever disagreed with me. Thank you.
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Introduction

Why Do We Need a Book About Disagreement?

When faced with a problem (How do we set our household budget? How do we turn our children into competent adults?) or a crisis (How do we handle a global pandemic? What costs must we cut to offset the declining revenue?), humans deploy a unique strategy that has yielded brilliant results since the dawn of time. Regular people, like you and me, put our heads together, debate, brainstorm, and consider possible approaches to whatever predicament we are facing. We generate ideas, flesh out the good ones, reject the bad, revise our understanding of what the problem really is, and update the emerging approach as the situation evolves. We follow this process in our homes, in our workplaces, and in our communities, confident that sharing insights borne out of our unique experiences will ultimately lead to sensible solutions, shared progress, and flourishing societies.

Yet, despite literally millennia of practice, expressing our views honestly and clearly, hearing opposing views from others, and navigating through the mess of contradictory ideas toward a common goal do not come easily. Having our ideas challenged and engaging with different perspectives advanced by others can lead to brilliant insights, yes, but also to discomfort, frustration, resentment, and withdrawal. So some problems go unsolved. Good ideas get lost. Bad ideas waste time. Trust gets eroded. Relationships become strained. We ruminate and resent. We think of the last time that speaking up cost us a relationship (or a job), and we keep our mouth shut. We come to think of disagreement as a very risky gamble, one that is generally not worth it. So much for novel solutions and human flourishing.

But it does not have to be this way. Disagreeing well is a skill like any other. We may not be very good at it now, but we can improve. Eventually, we can be great at it. By disagreeing more effectively we can help humanity thrive, yes, but we can also have more engaged, honest, and productive conversations at work and at home. Investing some time and effort to learn to disagree with authenticity and grace can be the gift that keeps on giving in every facet of your life because disagreement is not the problem. Lack of skill at disagreeing is.

Think back to your morning. Unless you’ve been in a state of meditative bliss or under anesthesia, there is a high chance that in that time you experienced one or more disagreements with a fellow human.

It may have started at home, when your teenager woke up with a headache and wanted to skip school. While you happen to believe that whatever she will miss in class is less important than her health, your spouse maintains that coddling your children and allowing them to skip school teaches bad discipline. In nearly twenty years of marriage the two of you are yet to feel truly simpatico about how to raise your children, and this morning was no exception.

When you got to work, you might have been forced to sit through another meeting where your colleagues pushed for an idea that you considered to be doomed from the start. You have seen this idea fail before and you were already frustrated with having your objections ignored. Hearing it again made you seriously question your colleagues’ competence and why you even work at this company. And while you are normally not shy about speaking up, having the same bad arguments rehashed again makes you feel like you should just go along with the bad idea to avoid having to have this meeting again for the tenth time. Why do you care? It’s not your company anyway.

To help yourself endure the endless meeting, you checked your phone, only to find that a childhood friend sent you a political meme. Not only did you not find the meme funny, but receiving it reminded you of the ever-growing gap in how you and your friend have come to see the world. Thinking about your differing worldviews made you a little sad, and more than a little irritated, not only with your friend but also with the half of the country that seems to share your friend’s views.

It’s not even lunch, and you’re annoyed with your spouse, your colleagues, and your friend. Your children have probably learned more about how two people fight about parenting than about their own health or responsibilities. Your time at work has been wasted and a bad idea is likely to be implemented. Years of friendship have been called into question over a three-second nonverbal exchange.

A typical American experiences approximately 6.2 memorable disagreements every week. Not surprisingly, that number is related to how many people they interact with on a daily basis. The more humans, the more opinions, the more disagreement. Beyond the actual disagreement, people spend another 3.7 hours a week ruminating about and regretting their disagreements.

Every disagreement—at home, at work, or online—presents us with a set of choices. At first glance, the choices seem to boil down to confronting the person we disagree with and risking an escalating conflict, or “letting it go” and enduring mounting frustration as we continue to bite our tongue. Because neither of these options is particularly attractive, even just thinking about our disagreements (forget actively engaging with them!) takes a psychological toll.

Should I have said it? Should I say it tonight? Should I say it differently? Should I never say it again? These questions swirl in our minds, distract us from our work, cost us sleep, and account for hundreds of hours of therapy.

As a social psychologist, I have spent my career fascinated with how disagreement can go badly and how we can do it better. Members of other species don’t know how to disagree. They may fight, but they don’t have the cognitive capacity or linguistic ability to articulate a set of beliefs, recognize the presence of different ones, and then make a choice to act on that disagreement or ignore it. Some animals live in communities, but those communities are based around safety and reproduction, not around a desire for new ideas and creative stimulation.

By contrast, when we humans go to extensive effort to surround ourselves with other people, we do this for safety and reproduction, yes, but also because we hope that they will teach us something new, interesting, and potentially delightful based on their divergent knowledge and life experiences. Because of this, thinking about disagreement presents a fascinating contradiction. While most people find disagreement uncomfortable, it is in fact what we are signing up for when we choose to live in communities. It is also absolutely crucial for learning and sound decision-making. And while disagreements can be destructive to relationships, some of the closest, most exciting, and most fulfilling relationships are based on the unique (and often different) perspectives that the participants bring to each interaction.

Why Do We Need to Disagree?

The spring after I received my PhD and began working as a lecturer at the University of Pennsylvania, my grandfather—a towering figure in my life and the patriarch of our immigrant family—needed triple bypass surgery to treat his heart disease. But despite the top-notch medical care he received, his recovery at home was slow. He was weak and short of breath, looking pale and constantly complaining. With Easter around the corner, my grandmother and I spent hours strategizing about how to make him comfortable during brunch and considering which seat would offer him the best view of my toddler daughters hunting for Easter eggs. We were confident that time with the kids would lift his spirits and fix whatever ailed him.

My Canadian American mother-in-law was skeptical of our plans. “Grandpa is really not doing well. Maybe he should stay home, sweetie,” she suggested mildly but repeatedly. But I dismissed her concerns. Of course Grandpa had to come to Easter brunch! How could he possibly miss the egg hunt? What kind of terrible family would we be if we did not find a way to include my grandparents?

To be honest, in the back of my mind, I assumed that my mother-in-law didn’t really want my grandparents at brunch. As elderly Russian Jewish immigrants with broken English and galloping anxiety about anything and everything kid-related, they were sometimes difficult to take. I interpreted my mother-in-law’s expressions of concern as a polite way of trying to avoid having to deal with all their eccentricities at a family gathering that was far more important in her culture than in ours. I assumed that Grandma and I would eventually find a way to make Grandpa comfortable and that my mother-in-law was exaggerating the strain that simply coming to brunch would put on him. Boy, was I wrong.

Grandpa never made it to brunch. He collapsed in our tiny powder room right after making the herculean effort of climbing our front porch steps. Apparently, the whole time when he was complaining about being short of breath, he literally couldn’t breathe. His lungs had filled with fluid that his compromised heart could not pump away. Instead of eating brunch and hunting for Easter eggs, we scrambled to get Grandpa back into the car. I then drove at breakneck speed to the ER at Penn Presbyterian Hospital, while he hallucinated in the back seat and my grandmother made frantic calls to his surgeon. Later, when the dust settled, I learned that my mother-in-law had recognized the symptoms of heart failure but did not want to argue with me since I was so hell-bent on having my grandparents over for Easter. She did not want to be rude and contradict me directly when it came to my house and my family. I really wish she had.

My next week was spent running back and forth between home, office, and Penn Presbyterian where my grandfather recovered after having liters of fluid pumped out of his lungs, and my grandmother watched over his care like a frazzled, Russian-speaking hawk. There, she argued with the nurses, complained about the quality of the food and the insufficiency of the television channels, and demanded to know why nothing ever happened on schedule. Several days in, she called me at work, distraught. The hospital had run out of visitor cots, and she was not going to be able to spend the night in Grandpa’s room. What if he needs to get up at night? What if the nurses couldn’t understand him? What if in the confusion he took the wrong medication? She was in a full-blown panic, so I ran to the hospital to solve the problem of the cots. Surely in a massive urban teaching hospital we would be able to find one more spare cot to accommodate a tiny old lady.

However, the conversation with the nurse manager revealed that the problem wasn’t the lack of cots. It was my grandmother. Apparently, the nursing staff did not appreciate being questioned and contradicted at every turn, so they came up with an elegant solution—no cot equals no Grandma.

For the next hour I swore up and down to the nurse manager that my grandmother would behave. I then had to explain to Grandma that she needed to give the nurses a break if she wanted to stay in Grandpa’s room. And in the end, a cot magically appeared and relative peace was restored.

Over the years, I have considered these events many times. Upon reflection, neither my grandmother nor my mother-in-law nor I handled our respective roles effectively. But who—my unfailingly polite mother-in-law or my constantly argumentative grandmother—was closer to expressing the “right” amount of opposition? What did I contribute to the mess by being so committed to having Easter the way we always had it in the past? Or by attributing my mother-in-law’s expressions of concern for my grandfather’s health to a selfish desire to have an easier, entirely English-speaking meal? Why did the nurses make up a story about the shortage of cots instead of talking to my grandmother? Next time there is a crisis that requires the input and support of multiple people with different views, how could we leverage their perspectives more effectively?

Scholars across many social science disciplines know that disagreement is necessary for everything from making good individual decisions, to running innovative and agile companies, to governing democratic societies. The crux of the argument is that every human endeavor that is the slightest bit complex requires ideas, insights, information, and expertise from more than one individual. On one hand, this idea of bringing together people with different perspectives to solve complex problems seems obvious: One person is unlikely to have all the necessary knowledge or be able to see a given situation from multiple perspectives. We assemble teams of experts, seek advice from our friends and relatives, and base entire societies on the faith that if we put our heads together new ideas will emerge. But of course, one consequence of this approach is that the people who we invite to collaborate on a decision or a solution to a problem will, by virtue of having something unique to say, inevitably disagree with each other. And rather than advancing our thinking, those disagreements often lead to drama.

To be fair, many of us appreciate people who are reliably honest with their views. We recognize that disagreement provides valuable information and creative stimulation, and we value the relationships that are built around authentic debate. If we are in the right mental space, we may even welcome disagreement.

In addition to appreciating others who are willing to disagree, we ourselves often initiate disagreements because of a deep-seated need to be authentic and honest. If a friend loved a movie that we thought was stupid, or is about to buy a gym membership we know they’ll never use, we often can’t just smile and go along, even if in retrospect it might have been wise to do so. Keeping silent while holding an opposing view feels inauthentic and cowardly. So instead, we bravely step into the breach, pointing out the plot holes in the movie and our friend’s lineup of unused fitness gadgets. We do this partially in the hope that our opinions will help those we care about, but we also do it because we feel a deep-seated need for self-expression.

Active, vocal, and frequent disagreement comes with many benefits. If we want to run innovative organizations, participate in thriving economies, or simply just have interesting conversations in which we feel authentic and validated, we need to be able to say what we came to say. Indeed, a variety of disasters, ranging from the Easter brunch that almost killed my grandfather to a host of corporate and public policy fiascos, can be traced back to people failing to disagree effectively. And yet, every day people avoid disagreement. Why?

Why Is Disagreement So Hard?

A few years ago, a student and I ran a very simple study. Participants read a list describing a variety of different activities and imagined spending about twenty minutes engaging in each one. The activities were all familiar and ranged from ones we expected to be pleasant (eating tacos from a food truck) to less so (taking a load of laundry to the dry cleaner). Embedded in the list were several activities where the participant imagined interacting with another person who had a particular point of view on a controversial policy topic. For example, some people were asked to imagine riding in a taxi with a driver who expressed strong pro-immigration views or being at work happy hour and talking to a person who opposed gay marriage.

Unbeknownst to participants, the online questionnaire was engineered to present them with every possible combination of setting (taxi, happy hour, etc.), topic (gay marriage, immigration, the death penalty), and point of view (support or oppose). Our goal was simple—we wanted to get some sense of just how unpleasant disagreement on these topics was.

Of the activities in our study, the one that was rated to be the most enjoyable was taking a warm bubble bath—on a 7-point scale, this activity was rated to be a 5.8. The bubble bath outperformed eating tacos, going out for happy hour, and exercising. Some of the lowest-performing activities included getting a dental cleaning (2.6 out of 7—sorry, dentists!) and paying one’s bills (2.8). However, of these many activities, spending twenty minutes talking to somebody we strongly disagree with turned out to be the clear loser. Averaged across topics and scenarios, having a discussion about a policy disagreement ended up being the lowest-ranked of all the scenarios we came up with, including having your teeth scraped with a sharp metal object!

Many readers might find the results of this study obvious. Of course disagreement is unpleasant! Who wants to have a conversation with a person who is expressing views that you believe to be based on ignorance, stupidity, or a fundamental lack of human decency? That conversation is likely to be awkward and frustrating, and could potentially lead to conflict. However, I find these results fascinating.

First, the magnitude of our distaste for engaging with opposing views is striking, suggesting that our participants largely overlooked the many potential benefits of learning about opposing views. For example, the conversation could prove to be informative, stimulating, or at the very least memorable. You could imagine coming home and regaling your family with your taxi driver’s argument and getting a second interesting conversation out of the first one. You could imagine reading more about the issue later and fact-checking the claims that your counterpart made. Whether they were right or wrong, you would become a more informed person as a result. You could also imagine having no emotional reaction to the conversation at all. After all, what does it matter what your taxi driver thinks about immigration or what your colleague thinks about gay marriage? They are not setting policy or marrying you, so let them believe whatever they want!

The fact that people dread these conversations suggests that we are not considering the benefits but mostly focusing on the costs. What are the costs that we are so worried about?

The first and most cited potential cost of disagreement is conflict. Although many people use the terms “disagreement” and “conflict” as synonyms, they are not. For example, you have probably had many disagreements in your life about trivial things: whether chocolate cake is better than vanilla (of course it is!), whether composting is worth the trouble (maybe …), or whether getting an eyebrow ring is ever a good idea (no!). However, most of these disagreements probably didn’t turn into big fights loaded with negative emotions and leading to long-term relational damage. That seems sensible—why would you fight about something that is of so little consequence? If other people want to eat subpar cake or put holes in their faces, so be it.

You have also probably had disagreements about things that have consequences, but not to you or not right now. Whether aliens exist and whether having children is a fundamentally terrible idea are both very important questions. However, in my personal case, I expect no alien encounters in my immediate future, and there is no getting rid of my three children. So I am unlikely to get into a serious conflict over a disagreement that, although important in the abstract, has no impact on my present behavior or my likely life outcomes.

Disagreement is far more likely to turn into conflict when two things are true at the same time: 1) the topic is important, and 2) your counterpart’s opinions impact your own life and choices. The presence of these two conditions often leads the disagreeing parties to start working to change each other’s minds. You try to persuade each other. You resist the other’s attempts at persuasion. You attack; the other person parries and retaliates. Suddenly, you’re on a battleground, and as you reach an impasse, your frustration mounts. You become irritated, then bewildered, then angry. You start wondering why this person refuses to listen to reason and how you even got here in the first place. After all, you were just trying to help them make better decisions.

Trying to Win an Argument Is a Good Way to Start a Fight

From ancient Greeks to modern litigators, people have sought to resolve disagreements through better and better debate. Countless books and blogs have touted the five keys to persuasion or the six ways to win an argument. However, few people have ever measured the success of these techniques in the wild. What sounds good in a philosopher’s head might fail in the real world. What works in a courtroom might backfire at the dinner table. And the tools that have been scientifically validated often don’t fit the problems most of us face. People who disagree on topics that matter to them—how to run their business, raise their children, or reform immigration policy—are unlikely to be nudged into capitulation by small tweaks to their decision-making environment that might be effective in the context of advertising or fundraising.

The problem is exacerbated by the fact that most of us have only a vague notion of how the dynamics of disagreement really work. We imagine a battlefield where the most logical, just, and useful ideas win out. Or we imagine ourselves as naturally gifted and wise wordsmiths who always seem to know the right thing to say, the right way to say it, and the right time to do so. Yet, how many times have you tried pointing out hypocrisy, appealing to emotion, overwhelming someone with a flood of facts, or citing an authority, only to end up even farther apart from your partner than when you started? How often have you felt confident that you’ve torn the opposing argument apart only to be accosted with another speech? How many times have you walked away convinced that the other person simply doesn’t want to hear you? Experiences like these at home, at work, and in our civic spaces make many people avoid disagreement altogether, convinced that discussing the opposing perspective will never lead to anything good and will often end in heartache.

Trying to persuade someone on the other side of a disagreement is a fool’s errand. As we chase a fantasy from high school debate or our favorite courtroom drama, our counterpart only becomes further entrenched in their beliefs and grows more committed to persuading us. But just because we shouldn’t try to convince someone they are wrong doesn’t mean we can or should avoid disagreements entirely. Remember, our counterpart might have information that’s interesting or even lifesaving.

Thus we are faced with a conundrum. How do we leverage the decision-making and creativity-enhancing benefits of disagreement, while avoiding the relational pitfalls? How do we debate the important policy issues of the day, the design parameters of a new product, or the family vacation plans with vigor, authenticity, respect, and empathy? How do we surround ourselves with people who will disagree with us and not come out emotionally battered and exhausted? How can we disagree better?

Practicing Receptiveness—A Better Way to Disagree

I have always found people and their conflicts interesting. Even as a very young child, I enjoyed nothing more than huddling in the corner of the couch as adults discussed work, relationships, and neighborly squabbles. If I sat quietly enough, there was a good chance that they would forget about my presence and spill something truly juicy.

When I turned eleven, knowing how to navigate disagreement became more of a survival necessity than an idle hobby. That year, my Ukrainian Jewish mother married my American stepfather, relocating us from Ekaterinburg, Russia, to Denver, Colorado. Four days after taking off from the Sheremetyevo International Airport in Moscow, I found myself navigating a public school in the Denver suburbs, ashamed of my hand-me-down clothes and my rudimentary English. Eastern European Jews are famously bold in their approach to disagreement, but the family arguments I had witnessed before suddenly seemed quaint when compared to this rocky melding of cultures, parenting styles, and the epic battles with my new American stepsiblings. Ten years later, my life changed again. I married my husband, Ryan, and was warmly welcomed into his conservative, military, and very American family. More disagreements and more learning followed.

After twenty-five years of marriage, my husband and I continue to disagree. A lot. But now our debates are often joined by our three daughters, whose strong opinions are bolstered by evidence from TikTok and the varied and colorful experiences of their friends. On any given day, our kitchen is crowded with local teenagers, visiting friends, current and former colleagues, graduate students, and visiting relatives. These people come from different states, different countries, different political persuasions, and different generations. Our discussions are boisterous and loud and feature opposing opinions about everything from how best to store tomatoes to reproductive rights. Having moved across the United States four times, bought and sold eight homes, made countless career decisions, advised hundreds of students, helped parents through short- and long-term illness, and cared for an entire parade of pets, I feel like there are few difficult topics left that we have not wrestled with.

If you watch enough people go through enough disagreements, you might notice that different people take different approaches. At one extreme, there are people who tend to relish disagreement and are always ready to leap in with the full force of their intellect and their vocal apparatus. Every conversation seems to turn into an argument and many arguments turn into shouting matches. Despite decades of experience, these people are often surprised by this dynamic. It is as if it’s never occurred to them that telling somebody that they are dead wrong might not go over well.

At the other extreme are people who seem to want to fully accommodate the beliefs and preferences of others in order to avoid even a hint of discord. Being in their presence is often quite pleasant because there is little psychological friction—all you have to do is say what you want or what you believe and you will get your way. Unfortunately for them, there are two problems with this highly agreeable approach to life. First, the person who is being accommodating is not getting their way. They might feel like they are performing a public service by keeping things pleasant, but sooner or later they are likely to get resentful. Second, this person is also not fully contributing to the intellectual capital of the community they are in. They are not offering new ideas, preventing disastrous mistakes, or pushing others to think harder. True, they are not creating drama, but they are also not creating much else. Of course, most of us are somewhere in between these extremes, and our penchant toward conflict varies with the situation we are in.

But if you watch hard enough, you might notice that there is an entirely different approach, one that does not rely on a choice between combat and accommodation. People who follow this path are often slow to express their opinions because they take the time to deeply investigate the opinions of others. When they do say what they think, their views seem to incorporate arguments from multiple perspectives. They rarely feel the need to foist their attitudes on others, but they also don’t abandon their own views. They are often fine with disagreement because they realize that there are both merits and flaws to most perspectives. When some sort of decision must be made and agreeing to disagree is not a viable path, these people seem to be able to craft solutions that satisfy all parties because they understand what the parties actually want. I refer to this approach to disagreement as “receptiveness to opposing views.”

Receptiveness is both a mindset and a set of behaviors that comes easier to some of us than to others. Nevertheless, irrespective of your natural inclination, it is also a skill at which we can all learn to excel. People who consistently engage with others more receptively have less conflict in their lives and spend less time ruminating about how they should have handled their disagreements better. They have more satisfying conversations even on the most difficult of topics and are viewed more positively by their friends, colleagues, and neighbors. People who are more receptive tend to have more diverse social networks and are more sought out as colleagues and teammates. In other words, they have cracked the code of disagreement. They have learned how to disagree effectively, and by studying them, so can you.

The Receptive Path to Influence

A fundamental challenge of navigating disagreement, and one that we will return to over and over in this book, is deciding what you are hoping to accomplish and the likelihood of reaching your goals. Once we recognize that winning the argument is not a realistic goal and admit to ourselves that the other person is unlikely to acknowledge the error of their ways, what is the point of talking to them? As much as I would like to believe that people will take on a self-improvement project like learning about receptiveness for the sake of fostering world peace and relational harmony, I’ve been around the block a few times and I know better. People like the idea of peace and harmony in theory, but in reality we all just want to get our way.

But what does “getting your way” really mean? When you are arguing with your business partner about their frequent use of the company credit card for lavish business development dinners, you might think that all you need is for them to stop racking up the credit card bills. But in reality, what you are looking for is a reliable thought partner who will help you navigate the myriad decisions about investments, product launches, and hiring for years to come. You want them to respect your views and trust your instincts. If you “win” the battle about business development spending by brandishing the expense report and getting your partner to capitulate, you might lose the war. By trying too doggedly to persuade a person that you are right and they are wrong, you risk making them stop listening to you all together, losing any ability to influence them in the future.

This dynamic plays out in many kinds of relationships. In hopes of getting a short-term win, people give away their ability for long-term influence by coming across as judgmental, dogmatic, and uninterested in their counterpart’s perspective and experiences. In some conversations, this approach is more risky than in others. When a doctor tells a patient that their beliefs about vaccines are based on misinformation and endanger everyone around them, they risk the patient walking out, never to be heard from again. The effort of correcting somebody’s beliefs with regard to one choice thus results in a loss of influence over all of their future health decisions. Similarly, in the case of public policy, tone-deaf leaders often get voted out, no matter how accurate their analyses and how well-intentioned their policies. As a political strategist once told me, “They never tell you when they stop inviting you to the meetings.” Our desire to have the quick win paired with our confidence in the superiority of our arguments and the ultimate justice of our cause blinds us to the collateral damage that we inflict on our relationships and our long-term outcomes.

So what should our goal in disagreement be? I have a simple definition of constructive disagreement:

A constructive disagreement is any disagreement that increases the parties’ willingness to talk to each other again.

In other words, what you are “constructing” is a bridge to the next conversation. You know you are doing well if you are increasing trust, respect, and rapport, not if you are scoring short-term rhetorical points. If you are learning and so are they, even if all you are learning about is the actual source of the conflict, then you are moving in the right direction. This definition recognizes the fundamental fact that no important disagreement about business, public policy, or parenting has ever been settled once and for all in a single argument. Serious disagreements arise from differences in beliefs, attitudes, values, and backgrounds. When people have spent most of their lives believing a fact or holding a value dear, no single conversation will compel them to change their minds. The only consequential thing that a single conversation can do is destroy the chance for future conversations.

So if we want to wield influence, we have to plan for the long term. We have to think about strengthening our relationships with our counterparts and building our reputations as reasonable, trustworthy, well-intentioned people whose views others will willingly seek out. In other words, influence means being the kind of person people want to talk to about their views, not the kind of person who has to beat counterparts into submission to be heard. In the long run, you are much more likely to get your way by strengthening your receptiveness muscle than by honing your persuasion skills.

The Science of Disagreement

As of this writing, I have spent over twenty years of my life experimentally studying disagreement and conflict: first at Stanford, then at the University of Pennsylvania, and now at Harvard. I chose this career because I knew that behind the pop psychology books and self-help blogs, there was an emerging experimental science slowly uncovering why people argue about topics ranging from the trivial to the profound and what can be done to make these encounters go more smoothly. I wanted to be part of this conversation. I wrote this book to share the science far and wide so everyone with a credit card or a library card could benefit.

Roughly seventy years ago, the field of medicine shifted away from basing its recommendations on the experience of practitioners to basing them on the results of clinical trials. In medicine, it is no longer enough to claim that a process in the body works in a particular way because a doctor had observed a patient (or a hundred patients) and reached a conclusion. The new standard of evidence requires that claims be based on randomized experiments vetted by the scientific community, i.e., empirical, peer-reviewed research. A similar shift is happening in our understanding of human strife. Although evidence-free advice continues to be common, a mounting body of research published in peer-reviewed journals is starting to shift our understanding about why disagreement leads to conflict and what to do about it. Many experiments in this space test simple interventions that improve outcomes by redesigning the process by which the disagreement unfolds or asking participants to change specific behaviors during the interaction. In other words, rather than requiring all those who seek self-improvement to undergo years of therapy, the goal of modern research is to improve outcomes through simple, clearly defined behavioral adjustments that regular people can implement. The promise of this research is that all of us can disagree better: We can express our genuine opinions and engage in thoughtful debate while preserving and even strengthening our relationships. As a result, we can make better decisions while achieving our other long-term goals.

Many of my personal experiences have inspired specific studies that are now part of this peer-reviewed scientific record. At the same time, I am constantly applying the takeaways from the science to my own daily behavior and leveraging it to advise my kids, my students, and my consulting clients—I think of this as “road testing” the research and putting it to work for the world. When the science meets the messy reality of humans in the wild, surprising observations often lead to new studies—and so the cycle of knowledge creation continues.

Some of these ideas are going to feel quite intuitive to many readers. After all, every human in the world is already a highly trained psychologist. All of us have spent decades navigating a world full of other humans, interpreting their behavior and moods, and seeking out mates and collaborators while avoiding making enemies or being ostracized by peers. When the doctor tells you that sleep and hydration are important, you are unlikely to be surprised—your body has been telling you that for decades.

However, some of the ideas in this book will feel quite counterintuitive—or at least they were counterintuitive to me when I first saw the data. An important part of my job is testing popular approaches to conflict, only to find that some don’t work at all because the problems they are intended to fix are stubbornly robust or because the way that a solution is implemented often destroys its effectiveness. It’s similar to medical doctors finding out through experiments that dieting doesn’t work for weight loss, or that being out in the cold does not cause colds—ideas that people believed to be true until they were proven false. By contrast, some ideas long promoted by therapists, mediators, and wise grandmothers wield surprising power and should be used more consistently by all of us.

The first thing we will do is take a closer look at how disagreement becomes conflict. We will then quickly move on to practical tools for managing disagreement more effectively. The focus of our efforts will be on developing our interpersonal skills, intentionally changing how we behave when approaching discussions on thorny topics. In addition to addressing the ways that we can improve as individuals, we will consider the tools that leaders can use to foster cultures of constructive disagreement in organizations and communities. Throughout, I will offer concrete tips and exercises to put the ideas to work in your life.

Because I am a nerd, the discussion will be heavily grounded in the nuances of peer-reviewed research. You will learn about experiments conducted in corporations, on college campuses, with American political opponents, and with participants in the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. These experiments offer clear insights about the tendencies that lead us astray, as well as tested techniques that might give us hope. In addition to the research, I will also share many examples from my personal and professional life. I am hoping that reading about my successes and failures, as well as what I have gleaned from talking to diplomats, mediators, parents, managers, and teenage girls, will make this book more useful to you.

Throughout, the focus will be on helping all of us waste less time and energy on approaches that don’t work in order to invest more effort into ones that do. There is no magic solution to navigating every single disagreement, but I am confident that with thoughtful, evidence-based practice we can all get better and reach consistently stronger outcomes in every facet of our lives.



1

Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You

Here is a poorly kept and perpetually embarrassing secret about my academic career—my passion for the science of disagreement did not come from observing the harm that violent conflict sows in the world or studying the academic literature and identifying theoretical gaps that needed filling. My passion for disagreement was primarily fueled by my years as a competitive ballroom dancer, training with, competing with, and regularly fighting with my partner and later husband, Ryan.

I began ballroom dancing as a little girl in Russia. This might seem strange to many American readers, but in Eastern Europe in the eighties, taking ballroom dancing lessons was as common as taking ballet or tap lessons is in the United States. All the little girls wanted to do it, and all the little boys were forced into dancing with their sisters. By the time I had met my husband, I had thousands of hours of training and years of competitive experience under my belt. Ryan, who had never danced a step in his life, wanted to learn to dance because he had grand plans to flirt with a woman he expected to see again at a friend’s wedding. I was his teacher.

My husband has an infuriating quality. He is just good at things—not necessarily amazing, but notably above average at almost everything, especially things that require physical coordination and musicality. When it came to dancing, he improved quickly because of his talent and interest—and also because his teacher (soon his girlfriend) had endless time and energy for teaching him. We practiced during every available hour and on every patch of hardwood we could find. I quickly came to realize that I had more fun dancing with this complete beginner than with my competition partner. As weeks turned into months, I decided that I would rather break up the competitive partnership I was involved in and dance with Ryan, even if that meant going back to the basics.

There are several unique aspects to ballroom dancing that make it the perfect microcosm for the study of conflict. First of all, the two partners are in perpetual intimate physical contact. The front of your body is literally plastered to your partner’s, meaning that you can feel their most minute movements, down to their breath and their heart rate. Good physical contact improves your ability to lead and follow—to coordinate your movements wordlessly and instantaneously. Indeed, after dancing together for years, I could move my body in response to Ryan’s much more quickly than it took my conscious brain to understand what was happening. And when everything worked, when we moved in complete harmony, when we felt in sync with the music and with each other—it was like telepathy. To this day, few experiences I have had compare to this feeling of “oneness.”

But of course, it didn’t always work. One of us would lose our balance, move too slowly, stretch too far or not far enough, and the other person would get annoyed. And the finely honed sense that allowed us to feel each other’s every movement also allowed us to feel each other’s every mood. I’d get upset with his tightened grip on my back, he’d get upset that I was upset, and the magic would dissolve in an instant. Left in its place was another couple glaring at each other across several feet of empty dance floor.

Like every dance partnership, when things went badly, we tried to diagnose the cause. Predictably, the cause was the other person. His claim that I had moved too slowly was met with my claim that he had not provided enough momentum. When I said he miscounted the rhythm, he said I was the one who started counting from the wrong measure. When he said I was leaning too far back, I said that he was not counterbalancing enough with his own weight. In fact, every practice, two hours a day, seven days a week, featured a dozen instances where we were both absolutely sure that the other person caused the problem and was simply failing to acknowledge it.

This state of nearly perpetual conflict on the dance floor was especially baffling since we knew each other and the choreography as well as any two people possibly could. We were in love and rarely fought about anything outside of dancing. We had world-class coaches to help us solve our problems, and we were both



Psychological Causes of Conflict

















How Understanding Naïve Realism Changes Our Understanding of Conflict









Does Naïve Realism Always Lead to Conflict?









What Can We Do About All of This?





Chapter Summary


	Most people believe that their views of the world around them are accurate and objective. They rarely stop to consider how their environment or their history distorts their perceptions or conclusions. This is called “naïve realism.”

	Because of naïve realism, people often explain disagreement by assuming that there is something wrong with those who disagree with them. They thus conveniently attribute disagreement to the other side’s lack of information or lack of intelligence. When “informing” the counterpart fails, they often come to believe that the disagreement is caused by bias or bad intentions on the side of their counterpart.

	This analysis suggests that trying to persuade people that they are wrong is a losing battle because they will simply conclude that “you don’t get it.” Instead, consider what information you might be missing and why a smart, reasonable, kind person might see the world differently.
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