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The story of David and Goliath - where a simple shepherd boy manages to 
defeat a gigantic well-armed soldier - is a favorite in Western culture. In it, little 
shepherd David kills the warrior Goliath by hitting his unprotected forehead 
with a stone. This story has long served as a metaphor for the weak winning an 
“improbable victory” over the strong. 

According to Malcolm Gladwell, this interpretation is wrong. David was actually 
an expert stone slinger, who used a leather pouch and rope to sling stones with 
great accuracy and speed. Goliath who was burdened with heavy armor and size, 
likely suffered from acromegaly, a growth disorder that would have also affected 
his vision.

So what at first glance seems like a story about an underdog winning an 
improbable victory is in reality something quite different: it’s a tale about a stone-
slinging expert who sees past his opponent’s size and armament and brings him 
down by zeroing in on his weaknesses.

Malcolm Gladwell has been a staff writer at the New Yorker since 1996, and is 
the author of four previous best sellers, The Tipping Point, Blink, Outliers and 
What the Dog Saw. In his articles, books and talks, he challenges accepted ideas 
about how our society functions, and offers new ways to understand the world 
and our place within it.

He’s organized David and Goliath into three sections: 

1. The Advantages of Disadvantages (and the Disadvantages of 
Advantages)   

2. The Theory of Desirable Difficulty

3. The Limits of Power

In each section, he profiles several individuals, institutions and trends that 
illustrate the section’s premise. We’ll highlight a few examples per section, to 
give you the full flavor of Gladwell’s ideas.   

David and Goliath 
Underdogs, Misfits and the Art of Battling Giants 

By Malcolm Gladwell 
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1. The Advantages of Disadvantages (and the 
Disadvantages of Advantages)

There are many parallels between war and sports. We assume that the bigger 
or stronger side will always win. But this isn’t always the case. Political scientist 
Ivan Arreguín-Toft reviewed all of the wars that occurred over the past 200 years 
between very small and very large countries. What he found is surprising: the 
bigger countries won only 71.5% of the time. 

He decided to dig deeper. So he looked at those instances of war where 
the weaker country opted to fight using guerilla tactics, instead of traditional 
techniques. In those instances, the win score of the weaker combatants rose 
from 28.5% to 63.6%. 

We tend to assume that the weak person, or the weak country, is at a 
disadvantage. But a disadvantage can be turned into an advantage. Gladwell 
shares the example of Lawrence of Arabia, who fought with the Arabs against the 
Turks near the end of WW1. 

The band of Bedouin led by T.E. Lawrence was small, numbering only several 
hundred men, but they were incredibly resilient and mobile. The Turks, on the 
other side, had equipment and numbers. But they were outfoxed by Lawrence’s 
agility and audacity. In a battle at Aqaba, Lawrence attacked from the desert, 
surprising the Turks and captured 1,200 men. Lawrence’s audacious attack via 
the desert was deemed so unlikely that the Turks didn’t defend against it and that 
cost them the battle.

Look Beyond Convention 
Gladwell says that seeing a disadvantage as an advantage is a difficult concept 
to grasp. We tend to accept the conventional order as a given. But the ability to 
see beyond convention can lead to unexpected success. 

Vivek Ranadivé is a software developer from Silicon Valley, who volunteered to 
coach his 12-year-old daughter’s basketball team. Coming at the sport from the 
point-of-view of a total novice, he determined that most teams played in a way 
that left 70 feet of the 94-foot basketball court undefended. Defending the entire 
court is called a full-court press, and most teams reserved that strategy for key 
times in the game. 

Ranadivé knew that his team of novices wouldn’t be able to muster the skill 
and didn’t have the height required to dominate games played in the traditional 
way. So he trained his girls to play a full-court press at all times. He also asked 
a couple of experts to help him. Pro athlete Roger Craig and his daughter, 
Rometra, signed on to coach Ranadivé’s girls. 

They identified the points in the game where traditional strategy exposed 
vulnerability. For example, the opposing team has five seconds to throw an 
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inbounds pass. Ranadivé’s defense players made sure that their opponents were 
blocked at this point in the game, so they couldn’t catch the pass if it were made. 
And as long as they focused on their defense, they didn’t need to have good 
outside shooters, or height. 

This strategy took the team all the way to the nationals . Ranadivé was surprised 
that other “weak” teams didn’t adopt the same strategy. 

In his analysis of wars, Arreguín-Toft found the same thing. Of the 202 conflicts 
he reviewed, where one party was significantly bigger than the other, 152 of the 
weaker opponents chose to fight using conventional methods - and lost in 119 of 
the battles. 

Why don’t more weaker combatants choose the unconventional path? Gladwell 
answers: “Underdog strategies are hard.” They also don’t appeal to all players, 
or fighters. “To play by David’s rules you have to be desperate. You have to be so 
bad that you have no choice,” says Gladwell.   

For Lawrence, and for Ranadivé, being outsiders enabled a winning perspective. 
Lawrence had no experience with the hierarchy and tradition of the British 
Army. And Ranadivé had never played basketball, so he wasn’t restricted by 
conventional wisdom.

The Benefits of Being a Big Fish in a Little Pond 
“We spend a lot of time thinking about the ways that prestige and resources and 
belonging to elite institutions make us better off,” says Gladwell. “We don’t spend 
enough time thinking about the ways in which those kinds of material advantages 
limit our options.” 

Sometimes, says Gladwell, “ ... it is better to be a Big Fish in a Little Pond than a 
Little Fish in a Big Pond.”

Caroline Sacks (her name has been changed) chose to study science at Brown 
University, an Ivy League school. Her second choice was the University of 
Maryland. When she started to find the coursework at Brown challenging, she 
compared herself to her classmates, who were a highly-competitive group of 
superior students. As a result, she became demoralized, lost confidence, and 
ended up switching out of science. 

Had she enrolled at the University of Maryland instead, she believes she 
would have stayed in the science program. University students - and others - 
experience “relative deprivation,” when they find themselves lacking compared to 
their peer group. 

But it may be that they have chosen the wrong group with whom to compare. If 
Sacks had compared herself to science students at universities beyond Brown, 
she’d have seen that she was still doing better than most.
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When it comes to successfully completing a science degree, Gladwell looked 
at students at Harvard, and students at a small New York state college called 
Hartwick. It turns out that Hartwick and Harvard give out the same distribution 
of science degrees. Yet going to a prestigious institution like Harvard can be 
demoralizing, where an institution like Hartwick can be welcoming and inclusive. 

Research shows that the chances of someone completing a STEM (Science, 
Technology and Math) degree rises by 2% for every 10-point decrease in a 
university’s average SAT score. So while a degree from Hartwick may not offer 
the same benefits to students in terms of prestige, it still provides a significant 
career boost in the fields of science and engineering. No matter what institution 
they graduate from, says Gladwell, “students with STEM degrees are almost 
assured of good careers.” 

So it may be that the best school - depending on the student - isn’t a prestigious 
Ivy League college, but rather a smaller, lesser-known institution. “... the very 
thing that makes elite schools such wonderful places for those at the top makes 
them very difficult places for everyone else,” says Gladwell. 

2. The Theory of Desirable Difficulty
The concept of “desirable difficulties” - disadvantages that you think are negative, 
but that might actually engender positive results - comes from the work of 
Elizabeth Bjork and Robert Bjork, psychologists at UCLA. According to Gladwell, 
“it is a beautiful and haunting way of understanding how underdogs come to 
excel.” 

He uses the example of dyslexia, a brain impairment that causes significant 
struggles with reading. Kids with dyslexia often have psychological issues as a 
result, including low self esteem, depression, and problems with acting up that 
may even send them to the juvenile justice system. 

So it would be a real problem to suffer from dyslexia. Or would it? Sometimes 
when something is more difficult, people expend more effort in response. The 
Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT), developed by Yale professor Shane Frederick, 
“measures your ability to understand when something is more complex than it 
appears - to move past impulsive answers to deeper, analytic judgments.” 

The test, which consists of only three questions, is challenging. Here’s the first 
question: 

A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball. How 
much does the ball cost?* (Can you figure it out? The answer is at the end of this 
summary, just in case you’re still puzzled.)

Interestingly, when psychologists Adam Alter and Daniel Oppenheimer made the 
CRT even harder, by printing the test in a small grey font so it was harder to read, 
they found that students actually performed better. 
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By forcing the students who were taking the test to be more focused, and think 
more carefully, they achieved higher results. Says Alter, “If [people] have to 
overcome a hurdle, they’ll overcome it better when you force them to think a little 
harder.” 

Could there be a link between dyslexia and success? “An extraordinarily high 
number of successful entrepreneurs are dyslexic,” says Gladwell. Some high-
profile examples: Paul Orfalea, founder of Kinko’s; Charles Schwab, founder of 
the Schwab discount brokerage; Craig McCaw, cell phone innovator; and Richard 
Branson, of the Virgin Group.

Gladwell says, “[perhaps] they succeeded, in part, because of their disorder 
- that they learned something in their struggle that proved to be of enormous 
advantage.”  

David Boies is one of the world’s top trial lawyers. Reading was - and is - hard 
for him. As a child, he would memorize the stories his mother read to him, since 
he couldn’t follow along on the page. As a university student, he took courses 
that didn’t require much reading, or he looked for summaries of the texts he was 
required to read. Even in law school, he found ways to learn without reading. 

His memory proved to be his most valuable tool. In classes, where other students 
paid varying levels of attention to the lectures, he applied a laser focus and 
committed everything to memory. When it came time to specialize, he avoided 
corporate law - where there are copious amounts of documentation and reading - 
and instead decided to become a litigator. 

Here, his razor-sharp memory serves him extraordinarily well. Since he can 
remember testimony from weeks or months before, he misses nothing. He does 
have to memorize what he needs to say, and when he has to read something 
aloud, he can stumble (for example, he said “lojin” instead of “login,” when he led 
the prosecution team charging Microsoft with antitrust violations in the 1990s). 

“If I could read a lot faster, it would make a lot of things that I do easier. There’s 
no doubt about that,” says Boies. “But on the other hand, not being able to read 
a lot and learning by listening and asking questions means that I need to simplify 
issues to their basics. And that is very powerful, because in trial cases, judges 
and jurors - neither of them have the time or the ability to become an expert in 
the subject. One of my strengths is presenting a case that they can understand.”  

Learning Styles That Build On Our Strengths
Gladwell says that most of us gravitate to things that we’re good at. If we enjoy 
reading as children, we might end up in communications or publishing. This is 
called “capitalization learning,” where we develop and refine the strengths that 
we already possess. 

But people like Boies must undertake “compensation learning,” which is much 
harder. Dyslexics who can learn this way, “ ... are better off than they would have 
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been otherwise, because what is learned out of necessity is inevitably more 
powerful than the learning that comes easily,” says Gladwell. 

And he finds that this method of learning is common among dyslexics who have 
achieved success. To explore for other similarities, Gladwell cites the Five Factor 
Model that’s used to measure personality. It analyzes personality across five 
different components: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, conscientiousness, 
and agreeableness. 

Innovators tend to have a very specific combination of these traits - three of them 
in particular. They need to be open - to ideas and concepts. They need to be 
conscientious - to have the discipline to execute on their ideas. And they need 
to be disagreeable - to be able to push beyond the established order to find new 
ways and approaches. 

Being an outsider can contribute to success in life too. Many dyslexics feel 
like outsiders starting from childhood, when difficulties at school mark them as 
different. Can this outsider perspective actually give someone an advantage?

Gladwell cites Ingvar Kamprad, founder of IKEA, as an example of how an 
outsider built a business empire on “disagreeableness.” When Swedish furniture 
manufacturers, angered at IKEA’s low prices, started a boycott and refused to 
fill Kamprad’s orders, he moved IKEA’s manufacturing to Poland. At that time, 
Poland was a Communist country, with little of the necessary infrastructure or 
legal framework. But it did have cheap labor and wood. So in 1961, at the height 
of the cold war, Kamprad looked outside the flat-packed box and found a winning 
solution for his company.

“As human beings we are hardwired to seek the approval of those around us,” 
says Gladwell. “Yet a radical and transformative thought goes nowhere without 
the willingness to challenge convention.” For Kamprad - who is dyslexic - being 
“disagreeable” paved the way to global success. 

“Dyslexia - in the best of cases - forces you to develop skills that might otherwise 
have lain dormant,” says Gladwell.  

Martin Luther King Turns Challenge Into Civil Rights Success 
Another “desirable difficulty” can be the freedom of having nothing to lose. This 
was the case for American civil rights icon Martin Luther King in the 1960s.

While segregation of public schools had been deemed unconstitutional back in 
1954, laws weren’t being enforced and new gains weren’t being made.

King meant to change all of that in Birmingham.

He had his perfect foil in Eugene “Bull” Connor, Birmingham’s regressive 
public safety commissioner. King and his team knew that drawing Connor 
out, and showing the world his “ugly” side would advance their cause. Wyatt 
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Walker, a Baptist minister and a key member of King’s team, devised a plan for 
Birmingham, called Project C (for Confrontation.)

One part of the plan involved inviting children to participate in street 
demonstrations and marches. The Birmingham Police Department responded by 
using high-pressure water jets and attack dogs on the children and bystanders. 
Many people criticized King and Walker for using children in the fight. But they 
knew that images of children being brutalized in the struggle for equality would 
be very powerful. 

The depictions of police brutality against protesters were memorialized by 
Associated Press photographer Bill Hudson, most famously in a widely published 
photograph taken on May 3, 1963 where a teenaged African-American boy, 
Walter Gladsden, is being attacked by a police dog. 

The photo appeared on the front pages of newspapers across America, creating 
a tipping point in public opinion. The move was morally ambiguous but brilliant, 
and a classic example of how creative thinking can empower the underdog.

3. The Limits of Power
In 1969, when “the Troubles” began in Northern Ireland, the British Army 
intervened to help keep the peace between the Catholics and the Protestants. 
The leader of the British forces in Ireland was Ian Freeland, and his mandate, on 
order of the prime minister, was to deal aggressively with any uprising. 

So his forces suppressed the Northern Irish Catholics with violence and curfews. 
Instead of calming the populace, it escalated the uprising. In 1969, there were 13 
deaths attributable to the Troubles. In 1970, there were 25. As the British Army 
cracked down, it got worse. In 1971, there were 184 deaths, and in 1972, the 
number rose to 497. 

So what went wrong? The British Army “ ... had resources and weapons and 
soldiers and experience that dwarfed those of the insurgent elements they were 
trying to contain,” says Gladwell. Their mistake? They believed that because they 
had all this power, they didn’t need to consider how the population of Northern 
Ireland perceived them. 

Seán MacStiofáin was the provisional IRA’s first chief of staff. He says: “It has 
been said that most revolutions are not caused by revolutionaries in the first 
place, but by the stupidity and brutality of governments.”

What the Irish Catholics saw was a military force wreaking havoc on homes and 
neighborhoods, and brutalizing family and friends. Army leaders didn’t see a 
need to reach out, or achieve any understanding with the people. What seemed 
to the British Army at first to be an easily-suppressed local disturbance, instead 
lasted for 30 bloody years.

Says Gladwell: “ ... power has an important limitation. It has to be seen as 
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legitimate, or else its use has the opposite of its intended effect.” 

Legitimizing Authority in New York City 
In Brownsville, a New York City neighborhood, police took the opposite approach. 
Police Officer Joanne Jaffe assumed responsibility for this area in 2003. She and 
her team did extensive research into the local troublemakers, and then reached 
out to them and their families. They organized holiday turkey and Christmas toy 
giveaways, played sports with them, drove them to medical appointments and 
took them out to dinner. 

Up until then, the police had been seen strictly as the enemy. By building strong 
community connections, Jaffe legitimized the authority of the police. Crime rates 
in Brownsville, which had been quite high, steadily decreased. 

Gladwell says that at a certain point, an excess of law and order starts to have 
a reverse effect on crime. When Mike Reynold’s 18-year-old daughter, Kimber, 
was murdered, he responded by drafting California’s Three Strikes Law, where 
second offenders would serve double the current sentence, and third-time 
offenders would be locked up for 25 years or for life. It was signed into law in 
1994.

At first, the Three Strikes Law seemed to be responsible for a significant drop in 
crime in California. But it turned out that during the same period of time, crime 
dropped in other parts of the country, so ascribing these decreases in crime 
to the Three Strikes Law proved to be tricky. And critics identified negative 
effects of this law. Many criminals, who were the primary breadwinners for their 
families, were now imprisoned for longer stretches of time. And on their release, 
many had been away from the working world for so long that they had become 
unemployable. So the negative effects reached across families and communities. 

“... there comes a point where the best-intentioned application of power and 
authority begins to backfire,” says Gladwell. “ ... those in positions of authority 
[must] accept that what they thought of as their greatest advantage ... has real 
constraints.” 

Changing Perspectives 
For Malcolm Gladwell, things are often not what they seem. What looks, at 
first glance, like an obstruction or impediment can in fact turn out to bestow 
advantage or opportunity. There are many ways that weakness can be turned 
into strength. In Gladwell’s new telling of the age-old story of David and Goliath, 
he offers a new, optimistic perspective on the ongoing struggles of life. 

* The answer to the test question is five cents. 


