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It might help to explain why you 
wrap up a meeting only to discover 
half the people around the table 

have come to completely different 
conclusions about what they are 
supposed to be doing. It’s because, 
in a world now awash with chatter 
and communication, we tend only 
to listen to the messages we want to 
hear and fi lter out the rest.

In research that might help to 
explain why a particular member of 
your team constantly underperforms 
or why your boss only seems to take 
on board half of what you say, the 
team of psychologists from the uni-
versities of Illinois and Florida have 
concluded that, while we now live 
and work in an environment fi lled 
with information, we fi lter out most 
of what we see and hear.

People, they argued, tend to avoid 
information that contradicts what 
they already think or believe.

At the same time, there can be 
certain factors that can cause people 
to seek out, or at least consider, other 
points of view, it suggested.

The research, published in this 
month’s Psychological Bulletin, the 

journal of the American Psychologi-
cal Association, analysed data from 
91 studies involving nearly 8,000 
participants.

It was focused on trying to reach 
a definitive answer to what has 
been a longstanding debate among 
psychologists over whether people 
actively avoid information that con-
tradicts what they believe or whether 
they are simply exposed more often 
to ideas that conform to their own 
because they tend to be surrounded 
by like-minded people.

“We wanted to see exactly across 
the board to what extent people are 
willing to seek out the truth versus 
just stay comfortable with what they 
know,” said University of Illinois 
psychology professor Dolores Albar-
racín, who led the study.

The research found that people 
were in general twice as likely to se-
lect information that supported their 
own point of view as to consider an 
opposing idea, with two-thirds going 
for supportive views as opposed to 
a third going the other way.

Some people, particularly those 
with more close-minded person-

alities, were even more reluctant 
to expose themselves to differing 
perspectives.

They tended to opt for informa-
tion that corresponded to their views 
nearly three-quarters of the time, 
said Albarracín.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, people 
were more resistant to new points 
of view when their own ideas were 
associated with political, religious 
or ethical values.

“If you are really committed to 
your own attitude — for example, if 
you are a very committed Democrat 
— you are more likely to seek congen-
ial information, that is, information 
that corresponds with your views,” 
Albarracín said.

“If the issues concern moral 
values or politics, about 70% of 
the time you will choose congenial 
information, versus about 60% of 
the time if the issues are not related 
to values,” she added.

Unsurprisingly, people who have 
little confi dence in their own beliefs 
were less likely to expose themselves 
to contrary views than people who 
were very confi dent in their own 

ideas. Certain factors could also 
induce people to seek out opposing 
points of view. 

Those who had  defended their 
ideas publicly, such as politicians, 
for example, tended to be more 
motivated to learn about the views 
of those who opposed them. In the 
process they sometimes found their 
own ideas evolving.

And, again possibly unsurpris-
ingly, people were more likely to 
expose themselves to opposing ideas 
when they were useful to them in 
some way.

For the most part, people tended 
to stay with their own beliefs and 
attitudes because changing them 
might prevent them from living the 
lives they were living, Albarracín 
concluded.

Getting your management message 
across is not impossible then but, if it 
is going against the tide, it’s important 
to recognise it may need to be said 
more than once. “But it’s good news 
that one out of three times, or close 
to that, they are willing to seek out 
the other side,” added Albarracín. 
— Management Issues

Fear factor for entrepreneurs

Why we only listen to what we want to hear

management | BY NIC PATON |

Starting my own business is exhilarating 
but also riddled with fears. According 
to my stack of business books, this is a 
natural feeling and to be expected. So 
I decided to pen down methods I have 

found useful in overcoming these fears that if 
left unmanaged, can be an obstacle to setting 
up a successful business and lead to your big-
gest nightmare. 

1Fear of failure 
This must be the biggest fear as we ask 
and re-ask the question “Should I or 
should I not?” Self-defeating thoughts 

are common and as these unconscious thoughts 
build upon each other, they make you feel 
increasingly scared and pessimistic. What if I 
fail? What if it doesn’t work? 

Fearbuster: There’s only one way to fi nd 
out and that is to go for it. Of course, the way 
to be sure is to research your business well, get 
your facts and fi gures to support your business 
plan and test it objectively. Question yourself, 
but don’t doubt yourself. When I have moments 
of doubt, I read inspiring autobiographies of 
people who risked it all and made something 
of themselves. Most moguls have had at least 
one business failure in their life (Peter Jones 
and Donald Trump, to name a few). Eschewing 
the concept of “saving face” that’s prevalent in 
Asia, many of these people feel it is better to 
have failed than not to have tried at all. After 
all, wouldn’t you kick yourself if someone took 
your idea and had a runaway success?

2Fear of economic uncertainty
Today, we live in constant fear of 
economic uncertainty. Job losses, 
salary cuts and unemployment do 

not give rise to optimism. Many anticipate 
the downturn to stretch until at least 2010 and 
most expect the economic climate to negatively 
impact their business prospects in the second 

half of the year. So isn’t this the time to hang 
on to our precious 9-to-5 desk jobs where we 
are assured of security, health benefi ts and 
regular income? Is this really the market for 
entrepreneurs to test their luck? 

Fearbuster: Many small businesses started 
and even innovated during a recession, for 
example, Hewlett-Packard during the Great 
Depression and Orbitz.com during the dotcom 
bust. If your idea is as good as you believe, and 
you have the right pricing, positioning, place-
ment and product for your consumers — you 
should have faith of success. Now is also the 
time for entrepreneurs to fi nd cheaper offi ce 
space, promotional deals on offi ce equipment, 
and maybe government stimulus packages that 
could be aimed at your industry. The marketplace 
may be a red ocean brimming with competition, 
but there is still a possibility to create your blue 
ocean (read Blue Ocean Strategy). Entrepreneurs 
are known for going against the grain so a reces-
sion can still provide opportunity.

3Fear of being all alone
There’s no boss to tell you what to 
do and when he wants it done. It’s 
you alone setting deadlines and goals, 

wondering where and how to start. Working for 
yourself can be the best and worst thing about 
being an entrepreneur as days pass with no 
one to give you a framework. This instability 
can be uncomfortable if you are used to order 
and structure. 

Fearbuster: Set your short, mid- and long-
term goals. Fix benchmarks that you want 
to achieve with estimated timelines. Make 
daily “To Do” lists and feel the pleasure in 
crossing each task (no matter how small) off 
the list. It’s always easier to complete smaller 
tasks rather than large abstract objectives. So 
whether it’s daily or monthly, these measur-
able specifi c goals help you to feel good about 
your achievements.

4Fear of rejection
Whatever business you are in, you 
need to sell your products and serv-
ices, whether it’s to corporations or 

individuals. A predominant fear is the fear of 
rejection, that people will tell you that they’re 
not interested or the idea will never work. If 
you’re making cold calls, the chances are you’ll 

get rejected. Howard Schultz, CEO of Starbucks, 
made over 250 calls to prospective investors, 
and 217 responses were rejections from people 
who thought specialty coffee in the US would 
not work. Peter Jones’ TV programme was 
rejected in the UK before he made it on a major 
US network with American Inventor. Isadore 
Sharp of Four Seasons Hotels was laughed at 

when he sought venture capital for his concept 
as they told him he knew nothing about the 
hotel business. 

Fearbuster: Tycoons often face rejection, 
yet continue to struggle until they hit the 
jackpot. It’s important to not take rejection 
personally but see it as a lesson for the next 
round. How can I improve my approach? How 
can I assuage their uncertainties? Rejection 
doesn’t mean that your idea is terrible, it 
means that the person doesn’t share the 
same vision as you. But if your idea is good 
enough, someone will buy into it. 

5Fear of losing free time 
Entrepreneurs have no spare time 
as we have to work 24/7 if we want 
to see the business kick off. We no 

longer have time for holidays or family and 
are too tired for even our own enjoyment. 
How do I manage and prioritise without being 
consumed by the new business?

Fearbuster: You’re probably laying on a 
lot of guilt thinking that if you take a break, 
then your business will suffer. But if you’re 
doing something that you have a passion for, 
time management shouldn’t be a problem. 
There’s time for play and time for work 
— without a balance between the two, your 
business will suffer because your mind needs 
to recharge. When you’re active outside the 
business, you’ll quickly fi nd that you have 
the motivation to focus on your work. 

Life is short, so set aside those fears.

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the Sultan of 
Selangor, was international corporate com-
munications manager at L’Oréal in Paris 
from 2005 to end-2008. She is in the process 
of launching a venture in Malaysia together 
with her husband, Aubry Rahim Mennesson 
(http://frogandprincess.wordpress.com).

| BY TENGKU ZATASHAH |

“To lead in 
diffi cult times, 
you’ve got to face 
reality. You have 
to look at your 
situation and see 
it for what it is; 
not what it was 
or what we wish 
it could be.” 
— Leadership guru John Maxwell 
at the ‘Leadership Resilience’ 
seminar on July 6 in Petaling Jaya 
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