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			Why the little things can make the biggest difference

			In The Tipping Point, the bestselling book by Malcolm Gladwell, the author analyses the initiation and propagation of a series of social phenomena, as well as offering a personal explanation for them. This reverses our perception of how people behave and how trends are formed. The examples used also allow him to present a reflection that focuses on complementary factors, rather than a single element.

			This is what makes the book original: each individual element does not seem sufficient to explain, by itself, the phenomenon of a “social epidemic”. However, when they are put together, often in an accidental or haphazard way, they generate a specific momentum for the birth of a major phenomenon.

			The second major selling point of this book lies in the number of examples: it not only deals with experiments in social psychology, but also analyses other things, such as the success of a book, a fad, a method of original information on STD prevention, etc.

			Finally, the ‘tipping point’ refers to the time, not necessarily calculated or controlled, where a situation or piece of information gains momentum and moves from the stage of diffusion to becoming a ‘phenomenon’, or even making a more dynamic and spontaneous movement towards becoming a ‘social phenomenon’.
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							Reference book: Gladwell, M. (2002) The Tipping Point. London: Abacus.

							Author: Malcolm Gladwell (British journalist and writer, born in Fareham, UK in 1963).

							Background: An author of successful books (The Tipping Point, The Strength of Intuition, David and Goliath), he owes a (considerable) part of his success to the original explanations that he brings, making unexpected use of social sciences such as sociology and psychology and illustrating points with examples from various events or social facts.

							Keywords:

					

				

			

			
					Butterfly effect: A term created by US meteorologist Edward Norton Lorenz (1917-2008) to describe how a small disturbance – like the beating of butterfly wings – in a system can have significant and unpredictable consequences.

					Multidisciplinary approach: The author refers to several academic disciplines, which he uses to explain social phenomena. Among his favourite areas are psychology, social psychology, statistics and sociology.

					Originality: Gladwell uses the term “rare bird” to describe people who, sometimes despite themselves, will trigger a phenomenon. Conversely, the “tipping point”, i.e. when a critical mass is reached, can only happen through the following of certain actors with a gregarious attitude (propensity to adopt the same behaviour).

					Social epidemic: Based on the medical concept of an “epidemic”, meaning the rapid spread of a contagious disease through a population, the author assumes the term “social epidemic” to convey the idea of the rapid spread of behaviour, choices, etc.

			

		


		
			Context

			The author

			Malcolm Gladwell was born on 3 September 1963 in Fareham (United Kingdom). His mother, of Jamaican origin, was a psychoanalyst and his father was a maths teacher. When he was 6 years old, the family left England for Canada, where his father continued to work as a teacher. Noticing his son’s original way of thinking, he allowed him to accompany him to his office at the University of Waterloo. It was here that Malcolm could feed his love for reading.

			During his schooling, Malcolm Gladwell was distinguished by his performance in middle distance races (over a distance of between 800 and 3000 meters), with a top speed of four minutes and five seconds in the 1500-metre race in 1978. He later graduated with a degree in history from Trinity College in Toronto.

			He then became a journalist for the monthly publication The American Spectator. He also wrote for the conservative publication Insight on the News, and in 1987, he covered topics in the fields of business and science for the Washington Post, where he continued working until 1996. He then joined the staff of the New Yorker, with the intention of probing recent academic work, looking for new approaches from which he could draw inspiration. Soon after, he was asked to write an article on fashion. Instead of writing about high fashion, he decided to put together a portrait of a t-shirt designer, arguing that the production of a quality t-shirt for only $8 represents a much greater challenge than that of a dress for $100,000, given the budget constraints. Several papers written for the New Yorker served as the basis for his first book, The Tipping Point.

			In 2002, he published an article about himself. Entitled The Talent Myth, Gladwell presents a reflection on what he considers to be a common mistake with executives and business leaders, namely the evaluation and rapid bonuses of staff. According to Gladwell, these assessments are often hasty and not based on sufficiently objective criteria. Thus, experienced staff are valued less than others, despite having more experience and sometimes being more deserving. He also states that the following occurs through this practice: the valuation of a narcissistic temperament, with personalities that are highlighted if successful, but are less willing to assume the responsibilities of failure. According to Malcolm Gladwell, narcissistic personalities make the worst managers. As for the evaluation system, the author criticises the fast bonuses and postulates that, over the long term, successful companies are those that recognise an important set of evaluation factors and where promotions take place on larger periodicities.

			Gladwell has since published several books, often based on articles previously written for the New Yorker.

			Background and current work

			With regards to his writing, Gladwell says that he likes to compare two things of interest: first, to collect interesting stories, and secondly to collect interesting theories. His research into situations is where the two come together.

			Reading The Tipping Point, it actually reflects this journalistic (or advertising) manner of capturing attention. On the other hand, examples, anecdotes and new items are used to clarify the points made by the author. He also seems to use concrete cases to develop his theory.

			Gladwell does not attempt to refute the arguments of researchers in sociology or social psychology, for example. Instead, he takes the arguments that he agrees with and merges them. Although he is inclined to agree with what research shows, none of it, in his view, is sufficient to explain the phenomena observed. 

		


		
			Summary of The Tipping Point

			The most original part of Malcolm Gladwell’s approach is its premise, that important phenomena are the work of minor elements. This is almost like saying that “for the same price, nothing would have happened”. Conversely, when analysing campaigns in health care, he also demonstrates that it may be possible to obtain conclusive results with few resources, provided there are targeted transmitters (“rare birds”) and depending on how the message is communicated (the “grip”). Thus, starting from concrete examples, Gladwell develops a theory about the importance of things or isolated individuals in the trigger of what he calls “social epidemics”. The changes he analyses are based on three pillars, as described below.

			Rare birds

			Connectors, mavens and salesmen

			Rare birds are people who will serve (perhaps without intending to) to trigger. He identifies three categories:

			
					“Connectors”, who rely on a large and diverse communications network – they convey the message;

					Experts, to whom he designates the word “maven”, of Hebrew origin (meaning “one who understands”). They are, in effect, holders of valuable information rather than established experts – they provide the message;

					“Salesmen”, who are charismatic people who convince and inspire confidence – they persuade the sceptics.

			

			Although they can be combined in one single person, these three profiles are usually necessary for a social epidemic to be triggered, so that the message is known, widespread and convincing.

			
				
					Did you know?

					It is entertaining to note that these people with strong temperament, who people are inclined to follow, do not necessarily need to do anything to be followed, even in their emotions. Here too, Gladwell puts forward an example from a social psychology experiment, where the impact of non-verbal behaviour was observed.

					Imagine a person who is clearly in a bad mood, but does not express this directly in words. What influence will they have on those around them? The results showed that the bad mood of some people was contagious. Conversely, a good mood is also contagious. However, the mood of other participants in the experiment was not communicative, whether they were in a good or bad mood.

					This test demonstrates that a strong temperament will influence a ‘weak’ temperament or a follower, while the reverse is not true. Identifying these different temperaments can obviously be valuable. Thus, a communication based only on ‘leaders’ will require less effort and be more effective that communication conducted in all directions.

				

			

			When reading the work, it is clear to see that Malcolm Gladwell can be regarded as a maven himself, or as a super-informed character on one or more specific topics and one who distils his information in a more or less disinterested manner. In fact, through his interests, he holds an important place in the fields of sociology and social psychology. On the other hand, due to him being a journalist, he is knowledgeable by definition. Therefore, it is quite natural that he uses a variety of facts and societal facts to explain his theoretical postulates.

			Network theory

			Although it is not explicitly put forward in the book, Gladwell refers to this indirectly when he highlights the actors that will serve as triggers to a social epidemic. He illustrates this with the real experiment of a ‘small world’ conducted by American psychologist Stanley Milgram (1933-1984) in the sixties.

			
				
					Small world

					In 1967, Milgram tried an experiment with the aim of estimating the number of relays between two people who don’t know one another. To do this, the psychologist took a sample of randomly selected people in Nebraska on one side, and a stockbroker living in Massachusetts on another side. Between these two points lies a little over 2300 kilometres of distance. The participants were asked to send a letter to the broker as soon as possible, either directly, if they knew him personally, by using a friend or knowledgeable person likely to know him personally, or to get the letter to the final recipient through their own network.

					The surprise result was, firstly, that the number of relays was relatively low, with an average of five to six connections being sufficient to reach the recipient. Then, in half of these cases, it was found that only three people came before the final recipient. These three are considered to be rare birds.

				

			

			Gladwell reproduced an exercise similar to Milgram’s experiment with his circle of friends. Each person was asked to remember who introduced them to him. Again, the response involved only a handful of people. 

			Finally, when applied to cinema, this theory highlights the fact that some actors may also be described as rare birds. Surprisingly, they are not very famous actors, but actors who have starred in a large number of different film categories. The book presents the results for American cinema. Here, we have also played the game with French cinema. For example, how many steps lie between Franck Dubosc and Eric Rohmer? The answer is 3. Franck Dubosc, among others, acted in Camping (2006) with Gérard Lanvin. Lanvin has acted in Tout ça…pour ça! (1993) alongside Fabrice Luchini, who acted in L’Arbre, le Maire et la Médiathèque (1993), alongside Eric Rohmer.

			It is also surprising that the quality of the link is less important than its size, i.e. the possible number of connections it contains, with regards to the distribution (or not) of the change. From the perspective of a social epidemic, a tenuous and diffused link thus proves more effective than a strong relationship. In a sample of the book, it is generally not the ‘best friends’ who help a loved one to find another job, but rather knowledge waves that transmit information on the case.

			The principle of adherence

			A message takes hold if it manages to attract or retain attention. This is obviously the golden rule of advertising. Sending a message that sticks is part of the objective. By extension, anyone who wishes to widely disseminate a message must ensure that it ‘sticks’ in the memory of the receiver. Gladwell refers to this principle as the “stickiness factor”. This adhesion can be passive: Somebody can be the recipient of a message with which they disagree, but they will still carry it because they remember it, it made them laugh, it is memorable or it refers to a reality that they know well. The author is referring to copycats and the gregarious spirit of the majority of actors.

			He also distinguishes between adhesion and contagion: the first relates to the form of the transmitted message, while the second is based on the personality of the messenger. Contagion is, in a way, the first stage of the epidemic. It leaves a person “strong”, i.e. influential in the community. This person, as a leader, will adopt a behaviour, wear a certain garment, practice sports, etc. In short, they do something that distinguishes them from others. Given their personality, this behaviour is more or less diffused. The fact of whether the contagion will continue or not no longer depends on the messenger; instead, it is the grip. Other factors are also involved, such as enjoyment, financial gain or time, ease, etc. Thus, it can be easier to learn something (e.g. a language) in a fun way. A teacher’s charisma can create contagion (e.g. by influencing the choice of language); adherence contrasts with the method adopted.

			Gladwell supports his points with examples from advertising, or the success of two TV shows aimed at younger audiences, explaining how the filmmakers have managed to capture the attention of children. Another example is of famous quotes from movies. Who doesn’t know some slogans from movies they haven’t even seen or whose story they have forgotten? Slogans, “bites”, or political cartoons also play this role. It is the image conveyed by the message that allows it to remain etched in someone’s memory.

			
				
					Films you remember

					Consider the French films of Étienne Chatiliez (born in 1952), a French advertising director before going

				

			

			The importance of context

			
			
					Firstly, at the trigger. A person therefore reacts differently to an act of bullying at school if they have already experienced a similar situation themselves, or know a relative who has.

					Secondly, at its distribution. For example, parents and education professionals, but also the victims or perpetrators of harassment, react differently when a case has been publicised.

			

			
			Broken window theory

			
			
			
					The reduction of crime in the New York subway in the early nineties (after reaching a peak in the eighties). According to Gladwell, the explanation for this lies in the appointment of two executives, who, each in turn, altered the perception of the metro by its users:	Firstly, David Gunn (born in 1937), who was responsible for the implementation of a major renovation program, started his work by focusing on the cleanliness of trains and removing tags and other graffiti. Specifically, while the trains were being cleaned, those with graffiti were removed from circulation.

	Shortly after, Bill Bratton (born in 1947), also a supporter of the broken window theory, was appointed head of the metro police. Under his authority, even minor incivilities (free-riding, public drunkenness, etc.) were systematically and severely punished. These systematic arrests produced unintended effects, such as the seizure of weapons and the arrest of wanted criminals. The message spread. The subway became both more enjoyable and much safer. Later appointed head of the NYPD, he used the same practices (systematic punishment of minor incivilities) with a comparable result (rapid decrease in crime).




					The “Stanford Experiment”, conducted by US psychologist Philip Zimbardo (born in 1933). During this experiment, students were put in a situation of immersion in a mock prison in which they embodied either prisoners or prison guards. The result was shocking: in many cases, the “guards” turned into torturers and the “detainees” quickly showed signs of mental illness. For Zimbardo, the conclusion was clear: circumstances can quickly make us villains or heroes. In this case, the violence against students through the false imprisonment had a direct impact on each of them, depending on the role they played, strengthened by their strengths or weaknesses. During the talks that followed the experiments, students felt that outside of this context, they never would have acted or reacted in this way.

			

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			Theory of cognitive dissonance

			
			
			The tipping point
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