
In earlier mindset-focused advice directed to the aspiring leader, we suggested that she not blindly trust what she 
thinks. In this section, we suggest that she apply the same thoughtful skepticism to what she hears, reads and views. 

Artists have long argued that at times, it feels like everyone is a critic. Now - even from the perspective of a non-artist - 
it feels like everyone is a critic, a pundit and an expert. Informed by opinions, journalistic reporting, facts and alternative 
facts that coexist on the same digital platforms that deliver content designed to entertain, titillate, manipulate and 
frighten, it’s now possible to know it all and understand nothing all at once. But the responsibility to properly filter, 
synthesize and understand the daily flash flood of information swirling around the globe does not sit with government 
regulators, content editors, industry CEOs or non-partisan watchdogs. If you want to lead, these responsibilities lie with 
you. 

Cultivating a thoughtful skepticism extends beyond strengthening your media literacy and goes well beyond consistently 
occupying the role of the devil’s advocate. While thoughtful skepticism supports strong media literacy, it also 
strengthens your critical thinking across all forms of content intake. The twin pillars of thoughtful skepticism are 
discipline and courage.  

When it feels like everyone around you is rushing to form an opinion on a subject that’s captured the public’s 
imagination, it takes discipline to resist the temptation to join the crowd before you’ve developed an understanding of 
the material or the issue. Sam Biddle at the Intercept exhibited this discipline following the presidential election of 
Donald Trump. While many journalists and amateur theorists rushed to argue either side of the potential Russian 
meddling in our election via cyber hacking, he cautioned against rushing to judgment. A less consequential - and more 
frequent example - of this lack of discipline can be found hours after the release of any work of art of cultural relevance.   

Hours after JAY-Z releases 4:44, it’s obvious that he’s still the greatest rapper of all time. Hours after Netflix releases 
Dave Chappelle’s comedy specials, it’s obvious that he's not the comedian he used to be. Hours after Wonder Woman 
premiers, it’s obvious that female leads can carry a superhero franchise. 

Just because the public demands a verdict, there’s no rule in the leadership handbook stating that you must give the 
people what they want. Strong leaders must practice resisting the temptation of rushing to deliver judgment, especially 
when the crowd is pressuring you for one. 

Leaders must cultivate a similar resistance to the pressure to conform. This resistance requires bravery. When you’re 
surrounded by strangers, peers, experts and friends who have all coalesced around one narrative that’s delivered in tune 
+ in unison, it takes courage to confidently strike a lonely minor chord. In 2012, the author and journalist Ta-Nehisi 
Coates exhibited such courage in his perceived lack of leadership from President Obama on racial matters - especially on 
matters of importance to African Americans. At a time when many black Americans thought that they should be 
satisfied with the election of the country’s first African American president, Coates had the courage of conviction to 
frame a more critical narrative. 

It might be helpful for leaders to remember that at one point in time, it was obvious to everyone that the world was flat, 
that a reality-television star couldn't be elected President of the United States and that the NFL will be doomed by its 
violent nature. Just because it’s popular, does’t mean it’s right.

Thoughtful Skepticism
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NTwwxs3Lqhc
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/media-literacy-can-help-students-discern-fake-news/
https://strategylab.ca/want-to-really-annoy-people-play-the-devils-advocate/
https://theintercept.com/staff/sambiddle/
https://theintercept.com/2016/12/14/heres-the-public-evidence-russia-hacked-the-dnc-its-not-enough/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gYNUOkqzcVA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gYNUOkqzcVA
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/09/fear-of-a-black-president/309064/
http://www.gq.com/story/chuck-klosterman-excerpt-will-violence-save-football

