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Praise for The Power of Us:

‘The Power of Us is a fascinating journey into the science of identity. If you’ve ever struggled to understand why people join cults or mindlessly conform—or wondered how to build great teams and influence better choices—this is the book you need. It is a practical, entertaining, and, above all, vital guide to human behavior.’

Charles Duhigg, author of Smarter Faster Better and The Power of Habit

‘Better than I have ever seen, The Power of Us assesses the influence of tribalism on our actions and specifies ways to turn the force from destructive to constructive. A truly important book.’

Robert Cialdini, author of Influence and Pre-Suasion

‘The Power of Us is a must-read for understanding the deep impact our social nature has on our decision-making. Van Bavel and Packer take the reader on a fascinating journey through the science of identity, showing how our shared affiliations can both make us susceptible to groupthink and be a force to improve our decisions . . . if we know how to harness them.’

Annie Duke, author of How to Decide and Thinking in Bets

‘As American politics shifts from fights over ideology and policies to conflicts over basic identities, we increasingly need help from social psychologists to understand what is going on. The Power of Us is an excellent resource in filling this urgent need.’

Francis Fukuyama, author of Identity

‘The Power of Us is brilliant, entertaining, and necessary. Jay Van Bavel and Dominic Packer explore humanity’s complex relationship with identity through research that examines how an individual’s self is derived from their social groups – challenging our understanding of power and influence all while offering relevant ways for using their findings to our advantage.’

Arianna Huffington, founder and CEO, Thrive Global

‘In the twenty-first century, politics and social life have shifted to become ever more about identity. Those who read this book will understand the deep psychology of identity and will therefore be less bewildered and more successful – not just in politics but in leadership of any kind, and even in the whirling identity pool of social media.’

Jonathan Haidt, author of The Righteous Mind and co-author of The Coddling of the American Mind

‘The Power of Us is an endlessly entertaining and critically important book, written by two masters of their field. Delivered with lucidity and pace, it reveals the enormous power social identity has over our individual behaviour, and how it shapes the world of politics, business, social justice – and pretty much everything else.’

Will Storr, author of The Science of Storytelling




About the Book

THE POWER OF US

by Jan Van Bavel and Dominic J. Packer

A revolutionary new understanding of identity, showing how the groups we belong to have a powerful influence on our feelings, beliefs, and behaviour – and how these shared identities can inspire both personal change and social movements.

Your identity is constantly changing – often outside your conscious awareness and sometimes even against your wishes – to reflect the interests of the groups you belong to. In The Power of Us, psychologists Jay Van Bavel and Dominic Packer integrate their own cutting edge research in psychology and neuroscience to explain how identity really works and how to harness its dynamic nature to:

• Boost cooperation and productivity • Overcome bias • Escape from echo chambers • Break political gridlock • Foster dissent and mobilise for change • Lead effectively • Galvanise action to address persistent global problems

They explore such seemingly unrelated phenomena as why a small town in Germany spent decades divided by shoes, why beliefs persist after they are disproven, how working together synchronises our brains, and why effective leaders say ‘we’ a lot.

The Power of Us will change the way you understand yourself – and the people around you – forever.
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We are all a sort of chameleons, that still take a tincture from things near us.

—John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education

Identity as area of interest, as the form in which you’ve chosen to expend your love—and your commitment.

—Zadie Smith, Intimations






INTRODUCTION

The room was abuzz with serious academic conversation. In the middle of it all stood the two of us trying to blend in by making small talk with a group of fellow graduate students. As new office mates, we hardly knew each other. Jay was a small-town kid from rural Alberta and Dominic a sophisticate born in England who’d relocated to Toronto from Montreal. Our relationship had encountered a rocky start a few weeks earlier when Jay adopted the spare old wooden desk in Dominic’s office. Finding his tiny city apartment a bit cramped, Jay decided to bring his colossal and pungent bag of hockey equipment to store in our poorly ventilated sub-basement space.

The hockey bag had chilled our potential friendship, and at that point, we would have preferred to spend our time apart. But the opportunity for cheap wine and free food proved irresistible on our tight graduate-student budgets. For a few moments, we put aside our differences and debated the merits of using neuroscience techniques to study group dynamics. We were both genuinely excited about the possibility of using these new tools to look into people’s minds as they interacted with others, formed teams, and struggled to confront their prejudices.

In a roomful of eminent scholars and hotshot young professors, we were at the bottom of the pecking order. But we didn’t mind. Every month, the University of Toronto’s Department of Psychology hosted brilliant speakers from other universities, and we had the chance to take them out for lunch, grill them with questions at their talk, and join the entire department afterward for a catered gathering in the faculty lounge. To us, these were the most exciting events at the university, and for a few hours each month, we were invited to take part in these rituals.

But on this occasion, something went terribly, terribly wrong.

As we debated ideas, Jay popped a couple of pieces of cheddar into his mouth. The cheese had been cut into cubes roughly the size of dice. Someone made a witty remark. Jay, who was in mid-chew, laughed and then tried to swallow. Unsuccessfully, for at this moment, the cheese lodged firmly in his throat.

The conversation carried on. Nobody noticed Jay’s sudden distress, the reddening of his face, the sheen of sweat forming on his brow. Not wanting to embarrass himself in a roomful of professors, he tried to wash the cheese down with a swig of beer. But instead of removing the obstacle, this made things worse, blocking any air from reaching his lungs.

Most people have experienced one or two terrifying life-and-death moments. Confronted with immediate danger, our brains set in motion a series of psychological and physiological responses that are designed to confront the threat. Our hearts start racing, our pupils dilate, and a rush of hormones are released to prepare for fight or flight. In those moments, the world seems to shrink as we focus on how to save our lives.

As if in slow motion, Jay saw Dominic and the other students turn to him with inquiring looks. Unable to speak, he clutched his throat in a choking motion. But it didn’t register with the others. They looked on with confusion. A dozen jovial conversations continued in the background as if nothing were amiss.

Time was running out.

Jay scanned the room. He desperately wanted to impress the faculty, and in the face of mortal peril, he felt caught between the need to save himself and an irrational desire to avoid public humiliation.

Suddenly an ancient memory from an old safety video came to mind, a lesson from one of the many safety courses he had taken while working in the oil fields of Alberta: people who are choking are more likely to die if they retreat to a private space like a restroom. If you stay in public and request help, usually someone will know how to administer the Heimlich maneuver to save your life.

Jay spotted the bartender a few feet away. One of the only nonacademics in the room, this man might have the training and presence of mind to save a student from choking on hors d’oeuvres. Jay stumbled behind the bar and, unable to speak, made another choking gesture. The bartender understood this universal sign of distress. He stood behind Jay, grabbed him around the midsection, and administered a few thrusts to the torso.

By now, professors and graduate students had noticed that something unusual was happening behind the bar. Conversations ebbed as people turned to stare at the two men wrapped in an awkward embrace.

The cheese was partially dislodged, and Jay felt a trace of air return to his lungs. Eager to avoid further embarrassment, he grabbed Dominic by the arm and pulled him through the crowd and out of the reception. There was a men’s room across the hall and Jay, still struggling to breathe, needed more help.

It was then that Dominic fully understood the situation. It had been years since he’d learned the Heimlich maneuver at summer camp and he wasn’t sure that he remembered what to do. But realizing that he was all that stood between Jay’s future as a psychologist and his imminent demise in the restroom, Dominic wrapped his arms around his new office mate.

After a few hesitant pumps, Dom got the hang of it, and with one final push of his fists into Jay’s midriff, the cheese popped out and rolled across the floor!

Jay took a long, deep, thankful breath of relief.

We stared at each other.

Our immediate reactions to this near-death experience could hardly have been more different. As professors came in and out of the men’s room giving us strange looks, Jay laughed uproariously at the absurdity of the situation. The thought of dying at a wine-and-cheese seemed too surreal to be taken seriously. He wanted to head back to the reception for another round of drinks and some more cheese before the platter was bare.

Dominic, however, was aghast, shaken by the gravity of what had just occurred. The last thing he wanted to do was watch Jay attempt to eat more cheese.

But the stress of the situation was mutual and had a deeper effect. It was this upsetting—and somewhat humiliating—event that started the two of us on a path toward becoming a scientific team. We were no longer just two individuals tolerating each other in our small sub-basement office but a pair of resilient young scientists bound together by a shared brush with death at a colloquium event.

In the weeks that followed, we began turning to each other more and more often to talk about research. The odorous bag of hockey gear no longer stood between us (though Dom was quietly relieved when Jay eventually moved to a bigger apartment and took it away). Before long, we were developing shared ideas, designing experiments, and analyzing data together. Our other office mates surely found our endless banter tiresome, but we were happy in our windowless existence.

Our harrowing choking incident was the beginning of a bond that would strengthen throughout graduate school and persist as we both became postdocs at The Ohio State University and later became professors ourselves at universities on the East Coast of the United States. Together, we joined the community of social psychologists and, more generally, of scientists. Later, within a few weeks of each other, we joined the wonderful and exhausting world of parenting. And now, together, we have become authors. All of these things are central parts of our identities.

As social psychologists, we study how the groups that people belong to become part of their sense of self—and how those identities fundamentally shape how they understand the world, what they feel and believe, and how they make decisions. That’s what this book is about.

Together with you, we will explore the dynamics of shared identities. What causes people to develop a social identity? What happens to people when they define themselves in terms of group memberships? And how can shared identities improve performance, increase cooperation, and promote social harmony—as they did in our own office?

In this book, we will explore the power embedded in this feeling of “us.” We will explain how the dynamics of identity are key to understanding a great deal of human life. The philosopher Aristotle famously said that “knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.” But we will argue that truly knowing yourself is not about trying to pin down an essence, a stable and immutable command of who you are. Instead, knowing yourself is about understanding how your identity is shaped and reshaped by the social world that you are inextricably embedded in—as well as how you shape the identities of people around you.

Understanding how identity works provides a special type of wisdom: the ability to see, make sense of, and (sometimes) resist the social forces that influence you. It also gives you the tools to influence the groups you belong to. Among other things, you can learn how to provide effective leadership, avoid groupthink, promote cooperation, and fight discrimination.

We aim to provide a deeper understanding of identity, an understanding that allows people to move beyond inquiring “Who am I?” to asking “Who do I want to be?”
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