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Author’s Note

Twenty-five years ago, I published my first book. It was entitled The Tipping Point: How Little Things Make a Big Difference.

Back then I had a little apartment in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan, and I would sit at my desk, with a glimpse of the Hudson River off in the distance, and write in the mornings before I headed to work. Because I had never written a book, I had no clear idea how to do it. I wrote with that mix of self-doubt and euphoria common to every first-time author.

“The Tipping Point is the biography of an idea,” I began, “and the idea is very simple.”

It is that the best way to understand the emergence of fashion trends, the ebb and flow of crime waves, or, for that matter, the transformation of unknown books into bestsellers, or the rise of teenage smoking, or the phenomena of word of mouth, or any number of the other mysterious changes that mark everyday life is to think of them as epidemics. Ideas and products and messages and behaviors spread just like viruses do.

The book was published in the spring of 2000, and the first stop on my book tour was a reading at a small independent bookstore in Los Angeles. Two people came, a stranger and the mother of a friend of mine — but not my friend. (I have forgiven her.) I said to myself, Well, I guess that’s it. But it wasn’t! The Tipping Point grew like the epidemics it described — at first gradually, then all in a rush. By the time the paperback came out, it had entered the zeitgeist. The book spent several years on the New York Times bestseller lists. Bill Clinton referred to it as “that book everyone has been talking about.” The phrase tipping point became part of the vernacular. I used to joke that those words would be written on my tombstone.

Do I know why The Tipping Point touched such a chord? Not really. But if I had to guess, I would say that it was because it was a hopeful book that matched the mood of a hopeful time. The new millennium had arrived. Crime and social problems were in freefall. The Cold War was over. I offered in my book a recipe for how to promote positive change — as the subtitle suggested, to find a way for little things to make a big difference.

Twenty-five years is a long time. Think about how different you are today than you were a quarter-century ago. Our opinions change. Our tastes change. We care more about some things and less about others. Over the years, I would sometimes look back on what I had written in The Tipping Point and wonder how I ever came to write the things I did. An entire chapter on the children’s television shows Sesame Street and Blue’s Clues? Where did that come from? I didn’t even have children back then.

I moved on to write Blink, Outliers, David and Goliath, Talking to Strangers, and The Bomber Mafia. I started the podcast Revisionist History. I settled down with the woman I love. I had two children and buried my father and took up running again and cut my hair. I sold the Chelsea apartment. I moved out of the city. A friend and I started an audio company called Pushkin Industries. I got a cat and named him Biggie Smalls.

You know the feeling of looking at a picture of yourself from long ago? When I do that, I have difficulty recognizing the person in the photograph. And so I thought it might be interesting to revisit The Tipping Point, on the occasion of its twenty-fifth birthday, to reexamine what I wrote so long ago through a very different set of eyes: In The Tipping Point 2.0, a writer would return to the scene of his first, youthful success.

But then, as I immersed myself once again in the world of social epidemics, I realized that I didn’t want to return to the same ground I had covered in The Tipping Point. The world seemed too different to my eyes. In The Tipping Point, I introduced a series of principles to help us make sense of the kinds of sudden shifts in behavior and belief that make up our world. I still consider those ideas useful. But now I have different questions. And I find that I still do not understand many things about social epidemics.

When I reread The Tipping Point, in preparation for this project, I found myself stopping every few pages to ask, What about this? How could I have left out that? In some far corner of my mind, I discovered, I had never stopped arguing with myself about how best to explain and understand tipping points and their many mysteries.

And so I began again, with a fresh sheet of paper. And Revenge of the Tipping Point is the result: a new set of theories, stories, and arguments about the strange pathways that ideas and behavior follow through our world.
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INTRODUCTION

The Passive Voice

“HAS ALSO BEEN ASSOCIATED . . .”

1.

Chairwoman: I’d like to ask you one final question, and I’d like to begin with you, Dr. _____. Will you apologize to the American people . . . ?

A group of politicians has called a hearing to discuss an epidemic. Three witnesses have been subpoenaed. It’s the height of the pandemic. The meeting is virtual. Everyone is at home, in front of bookcases and kitchen cabinets. We’re an hour into the proceedings. I’m leaving out all the identifying details for the moment because I want to focus exclusively on what was said: the words that were used, and the intentions behind them.

Witness #1: I would be happy to apologize to the American people for all of the pain they have suffered and for the tragedies that they’ve experienced in their families and — and I thought I did that earlier in my opening comments. That was my intention.

Witness #1 is in her seventies. Short, white hair. Dressed in black. At the beginning, she seemed to struggle with how to work the Mute button. She still seems flustered. She isn’t used to this. She comes from a world of privilege. Being confronted over her own behavior is clearly not something that has happened in her life with any frequency. Her fashionable glasses look like they might slide off the end of her nose.

Witness #1: I also am very angry. I’m angry that some people working at _____ broke the law. I’m angry about it from 2007, and I’m angry about it now again in 2020. It’s — it’s — I think that —

Chairwoman: I know you’re angry. And I’m sorry, but that’s not the apology we were looking for. You’ve apologized for the pain people have suffered, but you’ve never apologized for the role that you played in the _____ crisis.

So, I’ll ask you again, will you apologize for the role you played in the _____ crisis?

Witness #1: I have struggled with that question. I have asked myself over many years. I have tried to figure out, was — is there anything that I could have done differently, knowing what I knew then, not what I know now. And I have to say, I can’t — there’s nothing that I can find that I would have done differently, based on what I believed and understood then and what I learned from management in the reports to the board and what I learned from my colleagues on the board. And it is extremely distressing. And it’s —

The chairwoman turns to Witness #2. He’s the cousin of the woman in black: a young man, well-manicured, in a suit and tie.

Chairwoman: Mr. _____, will you apologize for the role that you played . . . ?

Witness #2: I echo much of what my cousin said.

Does anyone expect the witnesses to admit that they started an epidemic? Probably not. A squadron of lawyers has clearly coached them beforehand in the art of self-preservation. The righteousness with which they deny responsibility, however, suggests another possibility: that they have not yet accepted their own culpability, or that they started something that spiraled out of control in a way they could not understand.

An hour later comes the crucial moment. Another member of the investigating committee — let’s call him the politician — turns to Witness #3:

Politician: Dr. _____, has any executive in the _____ company ever spent a day in jail for the actions of the corporation?

Witness #3: I believe not.

None of the witnesses hold themselves responsible. But apparently no one else does either.

Politician: Madam Chair, it’s easy to feel outrage about the misdeeds of this corporation, but what about our government that gives license to this kind of corporate irresponsibility and criminality and impunity?

The politician turns to Witness #2, the young man. His family’s company has just reached an agreement with the government to settle a series of criminal charges. He had once sat on the board of directors and is the heir apparent to the empire.

Politician #1: Mr. _____, as part of the DOJ settlement, did you have to admit any wrongdoing or liability or responsibility for causing America’s crisis of _____?

Witness #2: No, we did not.

Politician #1: Were you interviewed by the Department of Justice, as part of this investigation, about your role in these events?

Witness #2: No.

Politician #1: Do you take any responsibility for causing America’s nightmarish experience with the _____ crisis?

Witness #2: Well, though I believe the full record, which has not been publicly released yet, will show that the family and the board acted legally and ethically, I take a deep moral responsibility for it, because I believe our product, _____, despite our best intentions and best efforts, has been associated with abuse and addiction, and —

Has been associated.

Politician #2: You’re using the passive voice there when you say it’s “been associated with abuse,” which implies somehow you and your family were not aware of exactly what was taking place . . .

If you listen to all 3 hours and 39 minutes of the hearing, that single phrase stays in your head: “the passive voice.”

2.

Twenty-five years ago, in The Tipping Point, I was fascinated by the idea that in social epidemics little things could make a big difference. I came up with rules to describe the internal workings of social contagions: the Law of the Few, the Power of Context, the Stickiness Factor. The laws of epidemics, I argued, could be used to promote positive change: lower crime rates, teach kids how to read, curb cigarette smoking.

“Look at the world around you,” I wrote. “It may seem like an immovable, implacable place. It is not. With the slightest push — in just the right place — it can be tipped.”

In Revenge of the Tipping Point, I want to look at the underside of the possibilities I explored so long ago. If the world can be moved by just the slightest push, then the person who knows where and when to push has real power. So who are those people? What are their intentions? What techniques are they using? In the world of law enforcement, the word forensic refers to an investigation of the origins and scope of a criminal act: “reasons, culprits, and consequences.” Revenge of the Tipping Point is an attempt to do a forensic investigation of social epidemics.

In the pages that follow, I’m going to take you to a mysterious office building in Miami with a very strange group of tenants, to a Marriott Hotel in Boston for an executive retreat that went badly awry, to a seemingly perfect town called Poplar Grove, to a cul-de-sac in Palo Alto, and on from there to places you’ve heard of and places you haven’t. We’re going to investigate what’s weird about Waldorf schools, meet a long-overlooked drug warrior named Paul E. Madden, learn about a 1970s television miniseries that changed the world, and raise an eyebrow at Harvard University’s women’s rugby team. All of these are cases where people — either deliberately or inadvertently, virtuously or maliciously — made choices that altered the course and shape of a contagious phenomenon. And in every case those interventions raised questions we have to answer and problems we have to solve. That’s the revenge of the Tipping Point: The very same tools we use to build a better world can also be used against us.

And at the end of the book I want to use the lessons gleaned from all of these examples to tell the real story of Witness #1, Witness #2, and Witness #3.

Politician #1: We have a letter from a mother in North Carolina . . . who lost her child, twenty years old, and hasn’t recovered yet. She said, “The pain is too intense. It’s more than I can bear. I have trouble finding the will to live and carrying on every single day. . . .”

Mr. _____, I wanted to lay out these stories we’ve been receiving, and I’d like your personal response to these stories.

Witness #2 starts to talk. But there’s no sound.

Politician #1: I can’t hear. He’s muted.

The witness fumbles with his computer.

Witness #2: I’m sorry . . .

His first true apology of the day, for not unmuting his microphone. He goes on:

I feel tremendous empathy, sorrow, and remorse that a product like _____ that was produced to help people and, I believe, has helped millions of people has also been associated with stories like you’re telling. I feel incredibly sorry for that. And I know our entire family does as well.

Has also been associated.

It’s time for a hard conversation about epidemics. We need to acknowledge our own role in creating them. We need to be honest about all the subtle and sometimes hidden ways we try to manipulate them. We need a guide to the fevers and contagions that surround us.




Part One

Three Puzzles




CHAPTER ONE

Casper and C-Dog

“IT WAS JUST LIKE WILDFIRE. EVERYONE WAS JUMPING INTO THE GAME.”

1.

In the early afternoon of November 29, 1983, the Los Angeles field office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation received a call from a Bank of America branch in the Melrose District. The call was taken by an FBI agent named Linda Webster. She was the person in the office who fielded what were known as 2-11s: reports of bank robberies. There had just been a holdup, she was told. The suspect was a young white male wearing a New York Yankees baseball cap. Slender. Polite. Southern accent. Well dressed. He said please and thank you.

Webster turned to her colleague, William Rehder, who ran the FBI’s local bank-robbery division.

“Bill, it’s the Yankee.”

The Yankee Bandit had been active in Los Angeles since July of that year. He had hit one bank after another, slipping away each time with thousands of dollars in a leather suitcase. Rehder was growing frustrated. Who was this man? All the Bureau had to go on was that telltale baseball cap. Hence the nickname: the Yankee Bandit.

Half an hour passed. Webster got another 2-11. This one was from a City National Bank sixteen blocks west, in the Fairfax District. They had been taken for $2,349. The caller gave Webster the details. She looked at Rehder.

“Bill, it’s the Yankee again.”

Forty-five minutes after that, the Yankee hit a Security Pacific National Bank in Century City, then immediately walked one block down the street and held up a First Interstate Bank for $2,505.

“Bill, it’s the Yankee. Twice. Back to back.”

Less than an hour passed. The phone rang again. The Yankee had just hit an Imperial Bank on Wilshire Boulevard. If you drive from Century City to the Imperial Bank on Wilshire, you pass right by the FBI’s office.

“He probably waved at us,” Rehder told Webster.

They were now on notice. History was being made. They waited. Could the Yankee possibly strike yet again? At 5:30, the phone rang. An unknown white male — slender, Southern accent, Yankee cap — had just robbed the First Interstate Bank in Encino, fifteen minutes north on the 405 freeway, for $2,413.

“Bill, it’s the Yankee.”

One man. Four hours. Six banks.

“It was a new world’s record,” Rehder would write later in his memoirs, “still unbroken.”

2.

No criminal has ever held as exalted a position in American culture as the bank robber. In the years after the Civil War, the country was riveted by the exploits of bands such as the James-Younger gang, who terrorized the Wild West with bank holdups and train robberies. In the Depression, bank robbers became celebrities: Bonnie and Clyde, John Dillinger, “Pretty Boy” Floyd. But in the years after the Second World War, the crime seemed to be fading.

In 1965, a total of 847 banks were robbed across the entire United States — a modest number, given the size of the country. There was speculation that bank robberies were headed toward extinction. Few major crimes had higher arrest-and-conviction rates. Banks felt that they had learned how to protect themselves. A definitive 1968 study of bank robbery was entitled “Nothing to Lose,” meaning the act seemed so irrational that its perpetrators must have run out of other options. It seemed like the twentieth-century equivalent of cattle rustling. Who does that anymore?

But then came an epidemic. In a single year, from 1969 to 1970, the number of bank robberies nearly doubled, then rose again in 1971 and once more in 1972. In 1974, 3,517 banks were robbed. In 1976 the number was 4,565. By the beginning of the 1980s, there were five times more bank robberies than there had been at the end of the 1960s. It was a crime wave without precedent. And it was just getting started. In 1991, the FBI fielded a 2-11 call from a bank somewhere in the United States 9,388 times.

And the center of this astonishing surge was the city of Los Angeles.

A quarter of all bank robberies in the United States in those years happened in Los Angeles. There were years when the local FBI office handled as many as 2,600 bank robberies — so many robbers, robbing so many banks, that Rehder and the Bureau were forced to give them nicknames to keep them straight: The man who disguised himself with surgical gauze became the Mummy Bandit. The man who wore a single glove became (naturally) the Michael Jackson Bandit. A two-man team who wore fake mustaches were the Marx Brothers. A short, obese robber was Miss Piggy. A beautiful robber was the Miss America Bandit. A guy who waved a knife was the Benihana Bandit. On and on it went: There were robbers named after Johnny Cash and Robert DeNiro. One group robbed in threes — one dressed as a biker, another as a cop, and the third as a construction worker. Do you need to ask what they were called? This was the 1980s. They were known as the Village People.

“It was just like wildfire,” remembers Peter Houlahan, one of the unofficial historians of the L.A. bank-robbery surge. “Everybody was jumping into the game.”

Ten years into the surge, incredibly, things got much worse. The trigger was the emergence of a two-man group called the West Hills Bandits. The first generation of L.A. robbers were like the Yankee Bandit: They walked up to a teller, said they had a gun, scooped up whatever cash was on hand, and fled. People called them, a bit dismissively, note-passers. But the West Hills gang went back to the grand tradition of Jesse James and Bonnie and Clyde. They came in hot, in wigs and masks, waving assault weapons. They would force their way into the teller’s cage and clean out the entire bank — empty the vault if they could — before executing a meticulously planned escape. The bandits had a bunker in the San Fernando Valley filled with military-grade weapons and 27,000 rounds of ammunition, to prepare for what their leader believed was an imminent Armageddon. Even by the standards of 1990s Los Angeles, the West Hills gang was a little crazy.

On their fifth robbery, the West Hills crew broke into the vault of a Wells Fargo Bank in Tarzana and made off with $437,000 — more than $1 million in today’s dollars. And then Wells Fargo made a crucial mistake: The bank told the press exactly how much the West Hills gang had stolen. It was like putting a match to kindling. $437,000? Are you kidding me?

One of the first to take notice was an enterprising twenty-three-year-old named Robert Sheldon Brown. His street name was Casper. Casper did the math. “I’ve robbed, I’ve done burglaries, I’ve done a little bit of everything,” he would explain later. “But the money couldn’t compare to the banks. You could go into a bank and in two minutes get what on the streets would take you six or seven weeks to get.”

John Wiley, one of the prosecutors who eventually brought Casper to justice, remembers him as a “standout.” “Casper was really ripped and he was really smart.” Wiley said:

He figured out the problem with robbing banks is going into the bank. So he got somebody else to do that. You would think, How could you possibly get someone to rob a bank for you? And that was his particular talent . . . recruiting people to rob banks for him. And he recruited an unbelievable number of folks. . . . He was kind of a producer, in Hollywood terms.

Casper had a partner in crime, Donzell Thompson, also known as C-Dog. They would pick a bank they thought was ripe for a hit. Then they’d find a getaway car — known, in gang-speak, as the G-ride. In the early 1990s, Los Angeles experienced an astonishing surge in carjackings — which were treated in the press as another separate indication of the random mayhem sweeping the streets. But a good chunk of it was actually Casper and C-Dog. They had a guy they paid to acquire their G-rides. If you were doing as many bank robberies as Casper was, you needed a lot of cars. Then he would pick the crew. Prosecutor Wiley again:

A lot of his robbers were just kids. I think he probably paid some of them nothing. He just coerced them into robbing. He’s a big, threatening guy. And, you know, he was a member of the Rolling Sixties, which was a very notorious Crips gang.

Wiley recalled a particular recruit who was “very young” — as young as thirteen or fourteen:

I remember he took the kid out of school and said, “When can you rob this bank for me?” And the guy said, “During a nutrition break.” So during nutrition break, they picked him up, and Brown and [C-Dog] explained how to do it. You go in, scare everybody to death, get the money, get out.

Casper taught his recruits a technique he called “goin’ kamikaze.” His kids would come busting in, waving their machine pistols and assault rifles, firing rounds at the ceiling and screaming obscenities: “On the floor, mother—er!” They would stuff all the cash they could find into pillowcases, grab wallets, and rip rings off women’s fingers if they wanted a little extra treasure for the road.

On at least two jobs, Casper “borrowed” a school bus to ferry his young charges to safety; another time, he borrowed a postal service truck. Casper had imagination. He would exercise managerial oversight of his operations from a position of safety, parked in a car somewhere far down the block, then follow his handpicked team as they raced through the streets.

“These guys knew if they tried to get away with all the money, then they would have these two Crips after them,” Wiley said, “and that would not improve their life.”

The G-ride would be abandoned. The whole crew would retreat to Casper’s hideout, usually in a motel, where he would pay them a pittance and let them go. They were kids — chances are they would get caught. But Casper didn’t care. His attitude, Wiley said, was:

I mean, okay, so that wasn’t great. My guys got caught. Now we have to get new guys. But we do that all the time.

In just four years, Casper “produced” 175 robberies, which remains the lifetime bank-robbery world record, crushing the Yankee Bandit’s previous mark of 72. Casper and C-Dog even came close to the Yankee Bandit’s one-day mark of six heists. On a single day in August of 1991, they produced five: a First Interstate Bank on La Cienega Boulevard, then banks in Eagle Rock, Pasadena, Monterey Park, and Montebello. And remember, the Yankee Bandit was a one-man show. Casper was doing something infinitely more difficult: organizing and supervising teams of robbers.

Once Casper showed the world how easy it was to take over a bank, other gangs jumped in. The Eight Trey Gangster Crips started putting together crews. A duo called the Nasty Boys did almost thirty takeovers in under a year — just the two of them. The Nasty Boys were . . . nasty: They liked to herd everyone into the bank vault, talk loudly about executions, and fire their guns next to people’s ears just for the fun of it.

“In retrospect, 1992 turned out to be the peak year for bank robberies. 2,641 robberies in one year,” Wiley said.

So that averages one bank robbery every forty-five minutes for each banking day. And the worst day was twenty-eight bank robberies in one day. This drove the FBI completely crazy. I mean, they were completely exhausted.

Robbing a bank takes minutes. Investigating a bank robbery takes hours. As the robberies piled up, the FBI would fall further and further behind.

If you’re having twenty-seven robberies a day, if one team is committing five robberies in one day, I mean, just think physically how you investigate that. These guys are driving all over town as fast as they can, robbing. So just keeping up with them in L.A. traffic is a problem. You get to the bank and how many people have witnessed the robbery? Well, how many people were in the bank? You know, twenty people. So you need to get witness statements from twenty witnesses. This is a big project.

Then, just as you start, what happens?

You’re on the scene for five or ten minutes and there’s another bank-robbery emergency somewhere across town. The FBI was being run ragged.

The city of Los Angeles was the bank-robbery capital of the world. “There was no reason to think it would crest,” Wiley went on. He held up a chart of bank robberies in Los Angeles from the 1970s through the 1990s. “If you look at the trend line it just seems like it’s heading for the moon.”

The FBI put fifty agents on the case. Over the course of many months, they gathered what they could from Casper and C-Dog’s terrified recruits, sorted through the layers of deception the two used to hide their assets, and tracked them from one address to another across South Los Angeles. It took forever to get a grand jury to indict Caspar and C-Dog, because what had they done? Nothing. They didn’t rob any banks. They were just sitting in a car down the street. All the FBI had was the testimony of terrified teenagers who skipped school between lunch and recess.

Finally, prosecutors thought they had enough evidence. They found C-Dog at his grandmother’s house in Carson and arrested Casper as he stepped out of a cab. With the two of them behind bars, the bank-robbery fever that had seized Los Angeles finally broke: Within roughly a year the number of robberies in the city dropped 30 percent, then drifted even lower. Bank robberies didn’t head for the moon. The fever passed.

When Casper and C-Dog got out of federal prison in the summer of 2023, they shopped their story around Hollywood and took meetings with film producers. Movie executives who heard their story were incredulous: That happened here?

Yes, it did.

3.

I want to begin Revenge of the Tipping Point with a series of puzzles — three interconnected stories that seem, at first glance, to defy explanation. The third involves a little town called Poplar Grove. The second involves the story of a man named Philip Esformes. And this first chapter involves the exploits of the Yankee Bandit and Casper and C-Dog.

The Los Angeles bank-robbery crisis of the early 1990s was an epidemic. It fit all the rules. This was not an outbreak generated inside each robber, like a toothache. It was contagious. A low-grade fever surfaced across the United States at the end of the 1960s. In the 1980s, the Yankee Bandit caught that bug in Los Angeles. The West Hills Bandits later picked up the virus, and in their hands it mutated into something darker and more violent. They passed the new strain on to Casper and C-Dog, who reinvented the process, outsourcing the labor and scaling up dramatically, like the late-twentieth-century capitalists they were. And from there the infection went clear across the city — to the Eight Trey Gangsters and the Nasty Boys and on and on, sweeping up hundreds of young men, until by the time the bank-takeover boom peaked in Los Angeles, the small-time note-passing of the Yankee Bandit era seemed like a dim memory.

Social epidemics are propelled by the efforts of an exceptional few — people who play outsize social roles — and that was exactly how the L.A. outbreak unfolded. This was never a mass-participation event, like one of those big-city marathons where tens of thousands of people sign up. It was a reign of mayhem driven by a small number of people who robbed over and over and over again. The Yankee Bandit robbed sixty-four banks in nine months before the FBI finally grabbed him. He went to prison for ten years, got out, then robbed eight more banks. The Nasty Boys did twenty-seven banks. Casper and C-Dog masterminded 175. If you focused only on the Yankee Bandit, Casper, and the Nasty Boys, you would have a pretty complete picture of what happened in Los Angeles in the 1980s and early 1990s: a contagious phenomenon that rose and tipped, fueled by the extraordinary actions of a few. “Casper,” Wiley said, “is the superspreader, if you want to talk about epidemics.”

Was the context in the 1980s and early 1990s ripe for a bank-robbery explosion? Yes, it was. Between the 1970s and the end of the 1990s, the number of bank branches in the United States tripled. Casper and C-Dog were shooting fish in a barrel.

The fever that swept Los Angeles in the late 1980s and early 1990s makes perfect sense — except for one thing.

There’s a puzzle.

4.

In the early morning of March 9, 1950, Willie Sutton rose and applied a heavy coat of makeup to his face. The previous evening he had dyed his hair several shades lighter, so that he was almost blond, and now he wanted to pair that with an olive complexion. He applied mascara to his eyebrows to give them some substance. He stuffed bits of cork inside his nostrils to broaden his nose. Then he put on a gray suit, tailored and padded in such a way as to alter his silhouette. Satisfied that he no longer looked like Willie Sutton, Willie Sutton left his house in Staten Island for Sunnyside, Queens, heading to a Manufacturers Trust Company branch at 44th Street and Queens Boulevard in New York City.

Sutton had spent the previous three weeks standing across the street every morning, learning the routines of the bank’s employees. He liked what he saw. There was an elevated subway stop across the street, a bus stop, and a taxi stand. The street was busy, and Sutton liked crowds. The bank’s guard, a slow-moving man named Weston who lived nearby, arrived every morning at 8:30, engrossed in his newspaper. Between 8:30 and 9:00, he would let in the bank’s other employees, culminating with the bank’s manager, Mr. Hoffman, who arrived, like clockwork, at 9:01. The Manufacturers Trust opened to the public at 10:00 — much later than most bank branches. This too made Sutton happy: He regarded the time between the arrival of the first employee and the arrival of the first customer as “his time,” and “his time” in this case would be an hour and a half.

At 8:20, Sutton mingled with the crowd waiting at the bus stop. A few minutes later, the custodian Weston turned the corner, lost in his newspaper. As Weston took out his keys to open the door, Sutton slipped in behind him. Weston turned in shock. Sutton looked him in the eye and said, quietly, “Come inside. I want to talk to you.”

Sutton wasn’t a fan of guns. Guns for him were props. His real weapon was a quiet authority that compelled the attention of others. He explained to the guard what would happen next. First they would let in one of his accomplices. Then the remaining employees would be admitted exactly as they were each morning. As each one entered, Sutton’s accomplice would emerge and lead them by the elbow to a row of chairs he set up in preparation.

“Once you’ve taken control of the bank,” Sutton would write years later in his memoirs — Sutton was sufficiently famous by that point that he wrote not one but two sets of memoirs, like a statesman who feels the need to respond to the turns of history —

It doesn’t really matter who comes to the door. A trio of painters once arrived unexpectedly while I was taking a bank in Pennsylvania, and I simply told them to spread out their drop cloths and go to work. “The pay you guys get, the bank can’t afford to have you hanging around doing nothing. They’re insured against bank robbers but nobody would insure them against you robbers.” All during the robbery I was able to keep up a line of chatter about how I could have retired by now if we bank robbers had as strong a union as they did. Everybody had a good time, and by the time we walked out the door with the money they had one of the walls completely painted.

Sutton was terrifyingly charming. Did the employees of the Manufacturers Trust Company realize that the famous Willie Sutton was robbing them that morning? Undoubtedly. They filed into the conference room, one by one. “Don’t worry, folks,” he told them. “It’s only money. And it isn’t your money.” At 9:05, four minutes late, Mr. Hoffman, the manager, arrived. Sutton sat him down.

“If you give me any trouble, I want you to know that some of these here employees of yours will be shot. I don’t want you to have any false illusions about that. Now perhaps you don’t care about your own safety, but the health of these here employees of yours are your responsibility. If anything happens to them, the blame will be yours, not mine.”

It was a bluff, of course, but it worked every time. He scooped up the money from the vault, ambled out the door to a waiting getaway car, and vanished into the New York City traffic.

Willie Sutton was the New York version of Casper — although that doesn’t quite do Willie Sutton justice. Nobody knew much about Casper at the time he was orchestrating his bank-robbery spree. Even his trial barely made a dent in the news. Not so Willie Sutton. Sutton was famous. He dated starlets. He was a master of disguise. He made not one but two daring escapes from prison. He was once asked: “Why do you rob banks?” And he replied: “Because that’s where the money is.” Later he would deny having said that, but it didn’t matter. To this day his quip is known as “Sutton’s Law,” and it is used to instruct medical students on the importance of considering the likeliest diagnosis first. Hollywood made a movie about his life. A writer turned his story into a biographical novel. In today’s dollars he claimed to have stolen more than $20 million over the course of his career. Casper wasn’t even in the same tax bracket as Willie Sutton (assuming, of course, that they paid taxes, which neither of them did).

The point is that if anyone were to start a bank-robbery epidemic, you’d think it would be Willie Sutton. You would think that the impressionable criminal classes of New York City would look at “Slick Willie” effortlessly slipping into bank branches without firing a shot and making off with a king’s ransom, and say to themselves, I can do that. In epidemiology there is a term called the “index case,” which refers to the person who kicks off an epidemic. (We’re going to talk about one of the most fascinating index cases in recent history later in this book.) Willie Sutton should have been the index case, right? He turned the grubby job of holding up a bank into a work of art.

But Willie Sutton did not start a bank-robbery epidemic in New York City — not in the 1940s and ’50s, in his heyday, nor in the years afterward, as he wrote one memoir after another. After talking his way out of prison in 1969, claiming ill health (he would live another eleven years), Sutton re-created himself as an expert on prison reform, giving lectures across the country. He consulted with banks on how to prevent bank robberies. He even did a TV commercial for a credit-card company, pioneering a card with a photo on it: “They call it the face card. Now when I say I’m Willie Sutton, people believe me.” Did that make the world want to be Willie Sutton? Apparently not. In the days of Casper, New York City suffered only a fraction of the bank robberies that Los Angeles did.

An epidemic, by definition, is a contagious phenomenon that does not respect borders. When COVID first emerged in China in late 2019, epidemiologists worried that it would spread everywhere. And they were absolutely right. Yet in the bank case, the fever engulfed Los Angeles but skipped other cities altogether. Why?

This is the first of the three puzzles. And the answer involves a famous observation made by a physician named John Wennberg.

5.

In 1967, fresh out of his medical training, Wennberg got a job in Vermont as part of an operation called the Regional Medical Program (RMP). These were the years of the Great Society, when the US government was making a concerted effort to expand the American social safety net, and the RMP was a federally funded effort to improve medical care around the country. Wennberg’s job was to map the quality of care across the state, to make sure everyone was getting access to the same standard of medicine.

He was young and idealistic. He had studied under some of the best minds in medicine at Johns Hopkins University. Wennberg arrived in Vermont, he said later, still believing “in the general paradigm that science was advancing and that it was being translated rationally into effective care.”

Vermont had 251 towns. Wennberg began by dividing up those communities according to where the local residents got their medical care. That left him with thirteen “hospital districts” across the state. He then calculated the amount of money that was spent on medical care in each of those districts.

Wennberg assumed that what he would see was that in some faraway corner of Vermont where there wasn’t much money, spending would be low. And by the same logic, in wealthier communities such as Burlington — the biggest city in the state, home to the University of Vermont and Champlain College, where the hospitals were the newest and most sophisticated, and the doctors more likely to have trained at prestigious medical schools — spending would be a bit higher.

He was completely wrong. Yes, there were differences in spending from one hospital district to the next. But the differences weren’t small. They were enormous. And they didn’t follow any apparent logic. They were, as Wennberg put it, without “rhyme or reason.” Surgery for removing hemorrhoids, for example, was five times more common in some districts than in others. Your chances of getting an enlarged prostate surgically removed, or your uterus removed in a hysterectomy, or your appendix removed after an attack of appendicitis were three times higher in some districts than in others.

“Variation, as it turned out, was everywhere,” Wennberg said. “For instance, we lived between Stowe and Waterbury. My kids went to the Waterbury school system ten miles down the road. But if we had lived about a hundred yards north, they would have gone to the Stowe school system. In Stowe 70 percent of the kids had their tonsils out by the time they were fifteen years old, as opposed to only 20 percent in Waterbury.”

It made no sense. Stowe and Waterbury were both idyllic small towns full of weathered nineteenth-century buildings. Nobody seriously thought that one was more worldly or was in the grip of a different medical ideology than the other. It wasn’t that Stowe attracted one kind of person and Waterbury attracted another, very different kind of person. The people were basically the same — except, that is, that the children of Waterbury tended to keep their tonsils and the children of Stowe did not.

Wennberg was now deeply confused. Had he stumbled upon some strange quirk of the small towns of Vermont? He decided to expand his analysis to other parts of New England. Here is a comparison he did of Middlebury, Vermont, versus Randolph, New Hampshire. Take a look at the first ten rows: These two cities are twins. Now look at the last three rows of data. Oh, my. In Randolph, the doctors conducted themselves in a kind of over-caffeinated frenzy: spending freely, hospitalizing and operating on everyone in sight. But Middlebury? Middlebury was a different world.



	 

	Middlebury, Vermont

	Randolph, New Hampshire




	Socioeconomic characteristics




	White

	98%

	97%




	Born in Vermont or New Hampshire

	59

	61




	Lived in area 20 or more years

	47

	47




	Income level below poverty

	20

	23




	Have health insurance

	84

	84




	Regular place of physician care

	97

	99




	Chronic illness level




	Prevalence

	23%

	23%




	Restricted activity last 2 weeks

	5

	4




	More than 2 weeks in bed last year

	4

	5




	Access to physician




	Contact with physician within year

	73%

	73%




	Post-access utilization of health care




	Hospital discharges per 1,000

	132

	220




	Surgery discharges per 1,000

	49

	80




	Medicare Part B spending per Enrollee

	92

	142





Wennberg called what he had discovered “small-area variation,” and he found evidence of it across the entire United States. And what started as an idiosyncratic observation about the small towns of Vermont has turned into an iron law that — half a century after Wennberg made his startling discovery — shows no signs of going away: How your doctor treats you, in many cases, has less to do with where your doctor was trained, or how well he or she did in medical school, or what kind of personality your doctor has, than with where your doctor lives.

Why does place matter so much? The easiest explanation for small-area variation is that doctors are simply doing what patients want. So, for example, let’s pick a relatively simple medical event: How many times a doctor visits a patient in the last two years of their life. The national average in 2019 is around fifty-four visits. In Minneapolis, by contrast, the average is much lower: thirty-six. But do you know what it is in Los Angeles? It’s 105! You get three times more doctor visits in your dying days in L.A. than you do in Minneapolis.

That’s a huge difference. Is it because dying Minnesotans behave like stoic Scandinavians, whereas the very old of Los Angeles are needy and demanding? The answer seems to be no. Wennberg and other researchers have found that small-area variation does not result from what patients want their doctors to do. It stems from what doctors want to do to their patients.

So, why do doctors behave so differently from place to place? Is this just about money? Maybe more people in Los Angeles have the kind of insurance that rewards doctors for treating their patients aggressively. No, that doesn’t seem to explain it either.1

What if this is just random? After all, doctors are people. And people are all over the map in what they believe. Maybe Los Angeles is a place where, by chance, many aggressive doctors happen to practice, while Minneapolis is a place where, by chance, there are very few.

No!

Random would mean that aggressive doctors would be scattered across the country, in patterns that ebb and flow with each passing year. Random would mean that every hospital would have a different combination of physicians, representing a sampling of ideas about how to practice medicine. There would be a Dr. Smith, who always took out tonsils; and a Dr. Jones, who never did; and then a Dr. McDonald, who was somewhere in between. But that’s not what Wennberg identified years ago. What he found instead were medical clusters, where the doctors in one hospital district took on a common identity, as if they had all been infected by the same contagious idea.

“It’s a birds-of-a-feather-flock-together puzzle,” said Jonathan Skinner, an economist at Dartmouth University who is one of the heirs to Wennberg’s work. “Like
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