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1

DISAGREEMENT, CONFLICT,  
AND WHAT’S WRONG WITH 

EVERYONE AROUND YOU

Here is a poorly kept and perpetually embarrassing se‑
cret 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 danc‑
ing with their sisters. By the time I had met my husband, I had 
thousands of hours of training and years of competitive experi‑
ence 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.
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2      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

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 coordi‑
nation 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 im‑
proves your ability to lead and follow—​to coordinate your move‑
ments 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 under‑
stand 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 felt 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 
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     3

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 would say 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 choreogra‑
phy 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 
highly intelligent and analytical people. So how could he be so 
sure I was to blame and I be so sure that he was? And why did our 
different perspectives have to lead to so many ugly spats?

My only consolation was that we weren’t the only ones with 
this problem. Observing other dancing couples, ranging from rel‑
ative beginners to nationally ranked professionals, I saw the same 
strange phenomenon: Highly trained people who deeply cared 
about improving their performance were similarly unable to agree 
on the basic physical facts of which one of them missed the beat 
or rotated too far.*

In my early twenties, I decided to get a PhD in social psychol‑
ogy, not because I had ambitions to bring peace to the Middle 

*	 I later learned that a similar dynamic plays out between bridge partners, tennis part‑
ners, and, of course, parents.
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4      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

East or to restore democracy but because I wanted to figure out 
how to stop fighting with my dance partner.

PSYCHOLOGICAL CAUSES OF CONFLICT

I applied to graduate school and was fortunate enough to be ad‑
mitted to Stanford. There, I studied under the legendary psychol‑
ogist Lee Ross, who at that time was scientifically proving a truth 
that seems obvious in retrospect: Most conflict stems from the 
simple fact that everyone thinks they are right. In his work, Lee 
argued that most people go around the world believing that their 
perceptions, experiences, and interpretations of events reflect an 
objective, knowable external reality. Lee called this phenomenon 
“naïve realism”—​a term borrowed from philosophy and intended 
to highlight that people “naïvely” believe that their perceptions 
and judgments are “realistic” in some deep, fundamental sense.

Through many clever experiments, Lee and his students dem‑
onstrated how this stance then led to conflict across a broad vari‑
ety of contexts and topics. Because of naïve realism, any time a 
person had an opinion (which is basically always) and encoun‑
tered another person (often), they both entered the conversation 
with a firm conviction that they “got it.” Because both people 
believed themselves to be fundamentally reasonable and objec‑
tive, to the extent that their opinions diverged, the seeds of con‑
flict had been sown. As soon as I encountered Lee’s work, I 
realized that I had found my intellectual home. From that time 
forward, naïve realism and its logical extensions formed the basis 
of my research program.

In retrospect, it is likely that Lee, who had spent decades 
working on the conflicts in Northern Ireland and the Middle 
East, found my desire to apply his theories to squabbles between 
ballroom dance partners silly. But as an immensely curious per‑
son, who found almost all human behavior fascinating, he also 
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     5

recognized what was unique about this particular context: If peo‑
ple who were this close and as aligned as Ryan and I were couldn’t 
get past the differences in our perceptions, what hope was there 
for the rest of the world? Was there some fundamental psycholog‑
ical commonality in conflicts between lovers, colleagues, and 
nation-​states? Indeed, over the years it turned out that competi‑
tive ballroom dancing was an excellent laboratory in which to 
study conflict—​a context wherein two parties often saw things 
fundamentally differently but deeply cared about the outcome 
and had to reach consensus in order to move forward (or back‑
ward, or sideways). I quickly realized that naïve realism was ex‑
actly what was causing the issues between Ryan and me.

A unique feature of ballroom dancing is that the partners 
spend the vast majority of the time facing each other. This means 
that when Ryan and I passed by a mirror on the wall of the dance 
studio, I would see my front and his back, but he wouldn’t see us 
at all, because at that moment he would be facing in the opposite 
direction. As we would move and rotate, our perspectives would 
shift, but there would literally never be a time when we would 
both be seeing the world (and ourselves) from the same vantage 
point. In other words, we would see the same performance, but 
never at the same time or from the same angle. It turns out that 
this curious physical arrangement was the perfect metaphor for 
naïve realism—​both partners could grow increasingly certain in 
their convictions about the quality of their dancing or the source 
of their mistakes without considering the fact that those convic‑
tions might be entirely different if they only saw the world from 
their partner’s point of view.

An important thing to keep in mind is that naïve realism ac‑
tually serves people quite well, especially in navigating their phys‑
ical world—​a world that even under the simplest circumstances 
requires humans to make hundreds of tiny judgments every hour. 
Thanks to this mindset, we quickly assume that when our feet 
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6      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

encounter resistance, they must be on solid ground; when a pred‑
ator seems very small, it must be very far away; and when green 
strawberries turn red, they’re ready to eat. We thus form the habit 
of treating our perceptions as accurate reflections of the physical 
world around us, completely ignoring all the distortion and pro‑
cessing that happens in the split second between sensory contact 
and the interpretation that our conscious mind imposes on the 
incoming signal. We do not stop to consider that in a different 
light, in a different gravity, or with a different set of sensory or‑
gans, we would have a completely different experience. Who’s got 
that kind of time? Assuming your views to be basically correct is 
a pretty effective approach to life—​right up until two naïve real‑
ists realize that they see the world differently.

Like other cognitive shortcuts—​which psychologists often call 
“cognitive biases”—​naïve realism likely persists because it is effi‑
cient. Trusting our judgment allows us to make decisions quickly, 
and the mistakes we make are outweighed by the benefits of this 
efficiency. The problem is that naïve realism operates largely out‑
side of our awareness and thus shapes our beliefs even in those 
cases where it might be wise to stop and reconsider. Importantly, 
just as we don’t question our conclusions when it comes to basic 
sensory experiences, we similarly don’t question our conclusions 
concerning complex and highly disputed social phenomena. In 
the same way that we mostly forget about the way our sensory 
organs shape our physical perceptions, we similarly forget about 
the ways in which our upbringing, our cultural background, our 
self-​interest, our shortsightedness, or our bad mood shape our 
social judgments. We walk around the world convinced that we 
are reasonable, objective, sensible people who basically see the 
world as it is, largely oblivious to the fact that others might see it 
differently because their views are also being shaped by their 
backgrounds, personalities, incentives, or moods.

One might argue that all in all, this is not particularly prob‑
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     7

lematic. Everyone has a unique perspective on the world, and we 
should all live and let live. “You do you”—​as my teenage daugh‑
ters might say. But one other important feature of human psy‑
chology gets in the way of us being able to peacefully coexist. 
Namely, when encountering disagreements, people quickly and 
automatically make a set of judgments about the reason for the 
divergence in their views. Psychologists call this process “making 
an attribution”—​we are attributing the behavior to some cause or 
set of causes that gave rise to it. And like most human judgments, 
the attribution process is far from perfect.

People make attributions for all sorts of social phenomena, 
not just disagreement. A fundamental task of living in a highly 
complex society is understanding why other members of the 
species do whatever they do so that each person can predict the 
others’ behavior with some accuracy. Most of the time, these at‑
tributional judgments too are fast and automatic, occurring in 
the back of our minds without ever being questioned.

For example, when I see a person waving at another as they 
walk toward each other, I might attribute that behavior to the fact 
that they probably know each other and have a friendly relation‑
ship. This inference allows me to predict that when they meet, they 
will probably stop and chat and are unlikely to get into a fistfight. 
When I see a person hand a cashier money, I attribute the behav‑
ior to the fact that the person has taken a product from the store 
shelf. I can then predict that the cashier is likely to give the cus‑
tomer a receipt and unlikely to break into song. The stories we 
effortlessly generate about why a particular behavior is taking 
place allow us to make sense of the world and predict the next act 
in the play that is unfolding all around us.

However, most attributions we make are extrapolations based 
on prior patterns we have observed, not deductions based on our 
observation of the situation at hand. In the end, attributing some‑
body’s behavior to a particular cause is an educated guess that is 
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8      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

influenced by the contents of our life experience, our processing 
capacity, and a variety of cognitive biases. For example, if I see a 
person angrily kicking their car, I might attribute that behavior to 
the person’s bad temper. What I might not know is that this per‑
son is having a very bad day because their dog just died, their 
partner broke up with them, and they are about to miss a job in‑
terview thanks to the broken-​down car. In this case (as in many 
others), I am making a guess based on my previous experience 
with car-​kickers, without knowing all the facts related to this par‑
ticular instance.

When we encounter disagreement, we follow a similar pro‑
cess. We draw on what we know from our life experience and 
make an educated guess about why we might be disagreeing. And 
this is where naïve realism comes into play. If what I have learned 
from my life experience is that I am a reasonable person who ba‑
sically “gets it,” the most obvious explanation for why we disagree 
is that something is wrong with them.

As it happens, we rarely struggle to generate hypotheses about 
the shortcomings that lead other people to disagree with us. An 
obvious possibility that often springs to mind first is that they are 
simply not aware of all the relevant information. For example, if 
your colleague is complaining about unusually high expenses, 
you might say: “No, the expenses for July are not higher than 
usual. The conference costs are just making them look higher 
than they really are.” In fact, many disagreements start with the 
assumption that the other person simply made a mistake and 
once you correct them, they will not only get back to being on the 
right track but will probably thank you for the valuable informa‑
tion you provided.

But often it does not work out that way. Your counterpart 
does not think they made a mistake. They know all about the 
conference expenses and again repeat that you need to rein in de‑
partment spending. Given that correcting them with accurate in‑
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     9

formation failed to resolve the disagreement, you decide to think 
a bit harder about why there seems to be a difference of interpre‑
tation. Unfortunately, however, you conclude that they simply 
didn’t understand the information. Perhaps this individual is not 
as financially savvy as we had been assuming, or maybe they don’t 
understand the life cycle of a growing business as well as you 
thought they did. Clearly, you need to explain it again, at greater 
length and now with data to support your argument.

When this too fails to change your counterpart’s mind, you 
arrive at the final stop in the attribution process. You have pro‑
vided your partner with all of the relevant information and ex‑
plained it to them in the simplest terms possible. You are confident 
that anyone with half a brain ought to see it your way by now. 
So the fact that they persist in their wrongheaded claims suggests 
that there is some deeper psychological barrier, some bias, that 
prevents them from agreeing with you. Maybe they are too risk 
averse? Maybe they are just stubborn and hate changing their 
mind? Maybe they are a little sexist and don’t like a woman tell‑
ing them they are wrong? Maybe they are an elitist who looks 
down on anyone without an MBA? Maybe they wanted your job 
and are still sore that they didn’t get it?

Attributions of bias and self-​interest can range from merely 
condescending (“He is just shortsighted”) to bordering on para‑
noid (“He is saying that because he’s always hated my guts”). 
However, in all cases they leave us comfortably continuing to 
believe our own interpretation of the situation, having neatly dis‑
posed with our counterpart’s objections as being either irrational 
or driven by some character flaw.

Of course, people don’t like being told that their perspective 
is stemming from lack of information, lack of intelligence, or 
bias. When the other person then counters with their version of 
what is wrong with our thinking and ultimately what is wrong 
with us, a disagreement about the department budget becomes a 
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10      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

conflict about the nature of our relationship, our business acu‑
men, and our level of integrity. This attributional process and its 
natural consequences are the most fundamental and frequent 
cause of interpersonal conflict.

HOW UNDERSTANDING NAÏVE REALISM CHANGES OUR 
UNDERSTANDING OF CONFLICT

The naïve realism perspective offers several simple but often un‑
derappreciated insights. First, this view contradicts the common 
view that people fail to seriously engage with opposing perspec‑
tives because they are “threatened” by the potential truths con‑
tained therein and what those truths might reveal about the flaws 
in their own belief systems. Rather than portraying people as in‑
secure and easily threatened, research on naïve realism argues 
that people are doggedly attached to their convictions because 
they simply can’t see the world any other way. People don’t start 
shouting at each other because they are afraid of being proven 
wrong; they start shouting because they are frustrated with the 
others’ failure to recognize that they are right. The problem isn’t 
that people need to work on their self-​esteem and be less threat‑
ened by conflict. The real problem is the opposite: What people 
need to be working on is a bit of intellectual humility.

Another common myth is that intransigence in conflict 
comes from a person’s psychological need to feel a certain way. 
“She always needs to be right” is a common lament of frustrated 
spouses, annoyed friends, and overshadowed younger sisters. The 
underlying claim is that the “she” in question knows on some 
level that she might be wrong but is motivated by a powerful psy‑
chological need to pretend otherwise. That need might be the 
above-​mentioned insecurity, or a malicious refusal to let someone 
else “win,” or a concern with being seen as weak for backing 
down.
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     11

However, the naïve realism perspective suggests that the per‑
son stubbornly failing to change their mind is not secretly ques‑
tioning her beliefs and faking confidence but is simply interpreting 
the evidence before her and reaching the only seemingly reason‑
able conclusion. She is convinced of her correctness and does not 
understand why another reasonable person would not share her 
beliefs. Gently telling her that she should not be so defensive is 
more likely to get your head bitten off than result in persuasion.

A few years ago, I conducted a simple study with Charlie 
Dorison, a professor at Georgetown University. We asked roughly 
four hundred research participants about their views on several 
highly controversial social issues and offered them the opportu‑
nity to read arguments for the opposing perspective. Importantly, 
we told them that they could read arguments that other online 
participants had found to be “strong arguments based on good 
evidence” or “weak arguments containing little evidence.”

If people are insecure and fail to change their mind because 
they are afraid of having their fundamental views undermined, 
they should choose to read the weak arguments. After all, why 
put yourself through the emotional turmoil of possibly learning 
that one of your fundamental beliefs is wrong? However, if people 
are naïve realists who truly believe their views and are constantly 
confused and annoyed by others’ failure to be “reasonable,” they 
might instead choose to read the strong arguments. Reading a 
high-​quality articulation of why the other side believes what they 
do might go some distance toward restoring your faith in the in‑
telligence of other humans and soothe some of your irritation 
with those who disagree with you.

And that is exactly what we found. Eighty percent of our 
participants preferred to read the strong arguments over the weak 
ones. This pattern remained consistent across the multiple topics 
we tested and irrespective of how important the participant said 
the topic was to them. People didn’t want to read bad information 
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12      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

that would make it easier for them to continue believing whatever 
they do because they normally don’t have any trouble coming up 
with arguments for their view in the first place. Instead, they were 
hoping to read something that would inform them. This pattern 
of results is inconsistent with the idea that people avoid argu‑
ments for opposing views because they are afraid to be challenged. 
Instead, it aligns with the logic of naïve realism and the idea that 
people avoid arguments for opposing views because they rarely 
find them compelling but would be open to deeper consideration 
if something interesting came their way.

The research on naïve realism also sheds new light on the 
emotions people are likely to feel when confronted with disagree‑
ment. If consideration of opposing perspectives leads people to 
question their convictions, and if they avoid doing so to protect 
their egos, they ought to report emotions related to fear and anx‑
iety when forced to consider the other side. By contrast, the the‑
ory of naïve realism suggests that rather than feeling fear and 
anxiety, people are more likely to feel anger and irritation. After 
all, if you know you are right, and the other side is failing to 
budge, who wouldn’t eventually get annoyed? Charlie and I de‑
cided to find out which of these sets of emotions is more com‑
mon.

In a series of experiments, we asked people to consider the 
emotions they and their opposing counterparts feel when consid‑
ering arguments for the opposing view. As you might expect by 
this point in the chapter, participants reported far more anger 
and irritation than threat and anxiety when considering their 
own emotions. Interestingly, however, when considering their dis‑
agreeing counterparts, participants expected those other people to 
feel threatened and anxious. Whereas our participants did not 
expect their views to shift at all as a result of considering opposing 
perspectives, they expected their counterparts to experience feel‑
ings of threat, anxiety, and uncertainty as they came to question 
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     13

their beliefs. In other words, while we see ourselves are in posses‑
sion of the truth, we seem to think that other people simply can’t 
handle it.

DOES NAÏVE REALISM ALWAYS LEAD TO CONFLICT?

Naïve realism is hard to get around. First, as the saying goes, the 
fish doesn’t know it’s in water. The vast majority of the time we 
don’t notice the influence of our culture, upbringing, gender, re‑
ligion, social position, life history, and recent alcohol intake on 
our interpretation of the disagreements we are in. Indeed, when 
people in studies are instructed to carefully consider the biases 
that influence their own thinking and the thinking of disagree‑
ing others, they consistently conclude that the other person is 
more subject to bias than they themselves are. This phenomenon 
is called “the bias blind spot” and has been extensively docu‑
mented across a variety of disagreements and populations by 
Princeton professor Emily Pronin and her colleagues. So even 
when explicitly confronted with opposing perspectives and a list 
of biases that might lead to distorted reasoning, people point the 
finger at their counterpart and gamely continue to assert that 
they themselves are being objective.

Consider a belief you hold and one on which you disagree 
with somebody in your life. Take a minute to review your reasons 
for holding that belief. Then take a minute to review your coun‑
terpart’s reasons. Odds are, no matter how hard you introspect, 
you are not going to find that you hold your belief because you 
are too insecure, too biased, or too underinformed to change your 
mind. However, when you consider your counterpart’s view, that 
is exactly the attribution you are likely to make. It is difficult to 
unsee the evidence of your senses and life experience. After all, if 
you thought your belief was incorrect, you would have changed 
your mind by now!
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14      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

Adding to the challenge is the fact that people are “cognitive 
misers.” In other words, people consistently pick the path of least 
resistance when it comes to exerting mental effort. The late Nobel 
Prize winner Daniel Kahneman wrote extensively about our ten‑
dency to use “fast and frugal” mental strategies for most judgment 
and decision-​making tasks. Assuming that we are fundamentally 
accurate in our perceptions and that therefore there must be 
something wrong with those who disagree is faster and takes less 
work than pausing to question our convictions and deeply inter‑
rogate all the evidence.

While naïve realism is almost ever present, people’s need to 
act on it by asserting the superiority of their beliefs varies with the 
situation. Remember that situations where disagreeing parties 
struggle to live and let live usually feature two factors: 1) the out‑
comes of the disagreement are important, and 2) the people who 
disagree are in some way interdependent so that their beliefs and 
decisions impact those of the other person.

Let’s unpack these ideas. First, not surprisingly, trivial topics 
have a lesser chance of turning into conflict than consequential 
topics (although some people manage). For example, where we 
will go to dinner is less important than which house we will buy. 
While I am willing to occasionally indulge your terrible culinary 
taste and your resultant desire to eat slimy mollusks, I am not 
willing to indulge your desire to purchase a house in a flood zone 
(lovely river views notwithstanding).

Secondly, when people feel that another person’s decisions 
and attitudes will impact their own lives, they are less likely to go 
along with what they consider wrongheadedness. If a person on 
another continent thinks women shouldn’t be allowed to make 
management decisions, I would disagree, but I’d be far less moti‑
vated to try to change their mind than if this person were a coun‑
trymate who could vote on policies that affect me and other 
women I care about. I would be even less tolerant if this person 
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Disagreement, Conflict, and What’s Wrong with Everyone Around You     15

worked with me and tried to stop me from making decisions in 
my own workplace. And I would be absolutely furious if they 
were part of my family where their beliefs would both reflect 
on me and impact my own life decisions. Ironically, this logic 
implies that we extend the most tolerance to faraway people we 
don’t know, while reserving our greatest indignation for neighbors, 
colleagues, and family members.

In sum, the disagreements most likely to lead to conflict involve 
two people who think they are right (i.e., most of us!) engaged in 
important decisions on which we feel interdependent. Situations 
where none of these factors are present (trivial arguments where 
each person is free to make their own decisions, and everyone 
realizes that there is no “right way”) are the least likely to fuel 
drama. Situations where naïve realism converges with an impor‑
tant topic and an interdependent relationship often escalate into 
some of the hardest-​fought battles that tear apart families, busi‑
nesses, and countries.

In retrospect, when Ryan and I were dancing, we were expe‑
riencing the perfect storm of the factors that are most likely to 
lead disagreeing counterparts into trouble. Dancing was ex‑
tremely important to us—​we spent every waking minute and 
every spare dollar taking lessons, practicing, seeking out spon‑
sors, and looking for ways to get better than the other couples 
around us. In performing all of these activities we were 100 per‑
cent interdependent. Every decision, from which competition to 
enter to whether a particular step was getting us off beat, had to 
be made jointly. And being human, we could only see ourselves, 
our dancing, and each other from our own vantage point. And 
although ballroom dancing is an unusual hobby, it turns out that 
a similar analysis can be applied to most parenting fights, profes‑
sional disagreements, and policy battles. Decisions that literally 
deal with life and death (abortion, gun rights, environmental pol‑
icy, vaccine mandates) that affect everyone in the population, and 
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16      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

where both sides believe they have the winning argument because 
either science or a fundamental moral consideration is on their 
side, regularly leave people frustrated, angry, and baffled at the 
folly of their fellow humans.

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT ALL OF THIS?

Although naïve realism is impossible to eliminate (how would 
you get through life if you stopped believing your own judg‑
ment?), there are ways to minimize its negative impact.

The first step is trying to cultivate some minimal awareness of 
the bias. I am not advocating questioning all of your beliefs all 
the time—​that would leave you paralyzed with indecision. In‑
deed, most decisions most people make in their daily life are ac‑
tually just fine and enjoy broad support from fellow humans. 
However, questioning the evidence behind your own beliefs when 
you encounter disagreement is a much more manageable task. 
Think of it as a conditioned response: When somebody disagrees 
with you and you think they are being ridiculous, it may be time 
to stop and think. The awareness of disagreement and your own 
(often automatic) judgment about the other person’s flaws of logic 
or character should be like a warning bell in your head to make 
you consider why their point might have some merit. Could there 
be information you are overlooking? Do they have different pri‑
orities or preferences? Notice that I am not suggesting that you 
strive to be “more objective”: Most of us feel pretty objective al‑
ready. Instead, I am suggesting that you consider why a smart, 
reasonable, kind person would hold the opinion your counterpart 
is advocating for.

The second clear piece of advice that arises from the naïve re‑
alism analysis is to stop trying to persuade people that you are 
right and they are wrong. This is a hard habit to break since the 
arguments we make in our own heads sound so incredibly com‑
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pelling. People who disagree on topics that matter to them are 
usually ready to meet any argument you make with an argument 
of their own. And unlike in a televised courtroom drama, you are 
unlikely to get all the way to the end of the speech that sounded 
great in your mind before you get interrupted. It turns out that 
thanks to naïve realism, everyone feels that their argument is the 
one that will clinch the win for their team. Because of this dy‑
namic, most people who attempt to change others’ minds end up 
frustrated and disappointed.

Experiences like these, at home, at work, and in our civic 
spaces, make many people avoid disagreement altogether, con‑
vinced that discussing opposing perspective will never lead to 
anything good and will often end in bitter conflict. But of course, 
we pay a cost for retreating to the sidelines and staying out of the 
fray. Just because you don’t voice your disagreement with the 
nonsense advocated by your family members or your colleagues 
does not mean that the disagreement is not living rent-​free in 
your mind. And no matter how much you might tell yourself that 
“it doesn’t matter” and “she’s just being ridiculous,” your un‑
voiced opposition continues to cause you hours of frustration, an‑
noyance, and disappointment. However, twenty years into my 
research career, I am convinced that there is a better way to dis‑
agree. In the next chapter, we will discuss people who are natu‑
rally better at engaging with opposing views and what makes 
them different. We will then shift to examining the behaviors 
that all of us can enact to help us function in a world full of naïve 
realists without compromising our values or losing our minds.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

•	 Most people believe that their views of the world around 
them are accurate and objective. They rarely stop to con‑
sider how their environment or their history distorts 

HowTo_9780593855003_all_1p_r1.indd  16� 9/12/25  4:19 PM HowTo_9780593855003_all_1p_r1.indd  17� 9/12/25  4:19 PM

01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31

S32
N33



18      HOW TO DISAGREE BETTER

their perceptions or conclusions. This is called “naïve 
realism.”

•	 Because of naïve realism, people often explain disagree‑
ment 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 infor‑
mation or lack of intelligence. When “informing” the 
counterpart fails, they often come to believe that the dis‑
agreement 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, con‑
sider what information you might be missing and why 
a smart, reasonable, kind person might see the world 
differently.
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