THE WISDOM OF CROWDS: WHY THE MANY ARE SMARTER THAN THE FEW

By James Surowiecki (Little, Brown. £16.99) 
Surowiecki, a staff writer and columnist at the New Yorker, has produced a book that boldly challenges conventional assumptions of how decisions should be made. Instead of turning to experts or leaders to make key decisions, societies should turn to the wisdom of crowds, who, given ‘the right conditions and the right problems’, produce more accurate, more reliable and qualitatively better results than any individual – regardless of how well qualified or intelligent he/she is. 

‘The value of expertise is, in many contexts, overrated,’ Surowiecki announces in his introduction. This is a statement with which most people would disagree – after all, the natural instinct of most people when they have a problem is to ‘ask the expert.’ Students of the free market and fans of political decentralization would perhaps be more sympathetic to Surowiecki’s central premise, as they have been professing the benefits of decentralized decision making for a long time. They have indeed found an exceptionally useful ally in Surowiecki, whose novel approach to the idea is quite rousing.

Surowiecki’s ingenuity lies in identifying the conditions under which group decisions will be more accurate. His conclusion is that crowds will almost invariably be ‘wiser’ than individuals if a) a group is diverse, b) the people in the group act independently c) the group is decentralized, and d) if some mechanism exists for turning private judgements into a collective decision. 
The key to understanding Surowiecki’s argument is in the caveats that he elucidates. Thus, Surowiecki’s warning that ‘groups work well under certain circumstances, and less well under others’ should be highlighted. Groups only make wise decisions when they satisfy the above conditions. Another caveat worth mentioning is that groups are better at deciding between possible solutions to a problem than they are at coming up with the problem. If these caveats are taken into consideration, Surowiecki’s argument is not as sweeping as the title of the book would first suggest – although this does not detract from the weight of the argument. 
If one overlooks the irony of Surowiecki using expert studies to prove the point that often experts are wrong, the case he makes is quite compelling. Using examples that are surprising and original – ranging from Google technology to junk TV – Surowiecki demonstrates how accurate group decisions can be under the right conditions and makes startling conclusions about human society, free markets, scientific research and the environment.
The implications for corporations are made clear in the book – corporations should utilize the power of group decision making rather than relying on a small pool of very intelligent, but often too narrow minded professionals. The implications for democratic processes is perhaps less clear, and Surowiecki fails to provide a comprehensive analysis of what his argument would mean for democratic institutions and processes, despite dedicating the final chapter to the subject.
From a public policy perspective, Surowiecki’s analysis raises some very interesting questions. Would it be possible to reform public sector organisations to respond more to group decisions? Can we utilize ‘decision markets’ like the Iowa Electronic Market for prioritising public policy goals? Or indeed to help decide how to make public services work better? 
‘The Wisdom of Crowds’ will appeal to the businessman, economist, politician and philosopher alike. It’s punchy style and original examples make it an easy read, while its subject matter is both profound and fascinating. The main weakness of the book lies in Surowiecki’s unwillingness to carry his analysis further and comment on the implications of his argument for politics – perhaps that remains for a future book. One is also perhaps disappointed that the many are smarter than the few only in certain strict circumstances – although one is soothed by the notion that pretentious leaders who claim to have a monopoly on wisdom are often outperformed by unassuming crowds.
