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Our Culture: Does it Maximize

Our Chances for Success?

By Dr. John J. Furedy
John J. Furedy is an associate pro​fessor of psychology at the University of Toronto. Born in Hungary in 1940, he escaped with his parents to Australia in 1949. Educated in that country, he received his PhD from the University of Sydney in 1965. The following two years he spent teaching at Indiana Uni​versity. In 1967 he came to Canada to study and lecture at the University of Toronto as an assistant professor of psychology. In 1969 he was promoted to the position of associate professor. He has to date published over SO articles in such emminent academic journals as: The Journal of Experimental Psycho​logy; The Canadian Journal of Psy​chology; The Australian Journal of Psy​chology; The Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery, and Psychiatry; and Psychophysiology.
In his article for SUCCESS MAGA​ZINE, Professor-Furedy suggests that while North American culture, talks a great deal about Success and Winning, it does in fact minimize an individuals chances for success by creating condi​tions which actually inhibit the realiza​tion of winning.

I know of no man who would not, if asked, say that he wanted to be a success. But with few exceptions, most people have never fully understood the nature of success. They may have symbols of it clearly in mind — bigger and better cars, life-style, income, tide - but have barely considered the broad spectrum meaning of the word, or the social climate which conditions us and our concepts of, and chances of achieving, success.
In the midst of our frequent and often frenetic strivings for that metaphorical pot of gold at the end of the rainbow which goes by the name of success, it should be first asked, whether everyone means the same thing when they use the word. And the truth is they don't.

Take, for example, the chairmanship of a department in a university. To outsiders it might seem that becoming chairman is the pinnacle of success in a given field, yet many men offered the job frequently re​fuse it. They do so because they know that with the power of the job goes not only the responsibility, but also (and to many this is a greater drawback) a potential loss of academic success in teaching and research. An academic or a scientist is often more concerned with finding things out, with contributing to the total of human knowledge, than with power. To such people, the reputations they earn from so doing is a symbol of success.  If the man who is finally appointed to the chairmanship honestly admits he wanted the job, then he must be considered successful.  But it's hardly accurate to con​sider the staff he administers to be fail​ures, since probably several of them could have had the job ahead of him.
But this way of measuring success runs into at least two problems.
First, people are not always entirely honest when asked about their ambitions; witness the many non-candidates for the U.S. presidency. Secondly, and more seri​ously, the man himself often doesn't re​ally know. Many a university department chairman considered a great success at his job is still asking himself whether he really should have taken it on. Similarly, in many situations in the business world, promotion in terms of salary and power cannot be clearly defined as "success". The engineer whose main fulfilment comes from practicing his craft is not necessarily "successful" when he ascends the company ladder and becomes a much more powerful and highly paid executive, for now he is just a glorified salesman rather than a "real" engineer.
But perhaps the most important thing to consider is the social climate from which comes our definitions of success, and our chances of being one. And here the world of sport is the best illustration, particularly since the sports we play or watch and our attitudes toward them and degree of participatory involvement may be a revealing measure of our national character; any national character.
Under the rubric of "sport", I would include all games which have formal rules both for playing and for winning. Thus chess would qualify as a sport, although1 we may not view this pastime as requiring great physical prowess, just as much as boxing or hockey. In any sport, success and failure are easy to define. Consequently, we stand a better chance of dis​covering what conditions contribute to success in that aspect of life. Arguments about those conditions may well be ap​plied to other, non-sporting aspects of life where success, if harder to define, is, just as much sought after.
In the organization of sports, we can identify two types of systems. Both are competitive in the sense that people are exposed to winning and losing experi​ences. But one system is “elitist”, while the other is “democratic”. There are in the real world probably no actual in​stances of either a purely elitist-competitive or democratic-competitive system. But it is useful for our argument to think of these two hypothetical extremes, because, as we shall see, it is possible to think of actual cultures which do clearly vary along the elitist-democratic dimension.
In what I have called an elitist-competitive system of sports, only the best com​pete. In general, the North American sports scene is clearly more elitist than democratic in this sense. Both in Canada and in the United States an individual plays competitive football only if he is extremely good at it. Otherwise, a casual, non-competitive game of touch football is the closest he would ever get to participa​tion in this sport. And notice that in most such casual couch-football games, winners and losers are typically not clearly identi​fied. We all know how few Canadians from ages 18 to 25 compete in the na​tional sport of hockey?  To get more per​sonal, I belong to a tennis club in Toronto which is probably quite typical of Cana​dian clubs. We have more than 400 mem​bers, of whom there are approximately 100 active players who would certainly be capable of playing competitive inter-club tennis. The opportunity to compete for these 100 people is provided by a single team containing eight players, and that team plays about ten matches during the entire six-month season.
If our main concern is to distinguish spectating from participation, we can say all 100 active players are participating rather than just watching. Similarly, there is no question that the people who play casual non-competitive hockey are more involved than the many others who watch games either live or in front of the tele​vision. But competitive participation, in an elitist system, is relatively rare: only the best actually compete.
So far I have merely described a state of affairs in an elitist-competitive system. I am going to speculate a bit and suggest that the underlying reason why only the best actually compete is that each person is acting according to the following princi​ple: I shall compete only if I am likely to win. Many in an elitist-competitive sports system would probably give other reasons for competing only in sports at which they excel. They may very well say things like": "I shall compete only if I can do justice to the sport in question." However, I suggest that this son of laudable formulation is no more than rationalization, and that it is the “win principle” that fuels this elitist-competitive system. This, in fact, is what people are talking about when they em​phasise the importance of "the will to win" in attaining success.
The will to win is also important in the other extreme. - the democratic-competi​tive system, but there appear to be other principles involved as well. Because I have had some personal experience with a specific system of this sort, I shall use the Australian sports scene as an example, and I concede a degree of subjectivity in describing this system.
Of course there are exceptions, but in general, and when compared with the North American sports scene, competitive participation in Australia is not restricted to the "cream". Indeed, there are cases where the inept are not only encouraged, but are almost forced, to compete against people of similar competence at the sport in question.
As a fundamentally inept football player, I had to play competitive football in my early teens at school. Naturally I never got even close to being able to play well enough to make the school team, but all who did not make that team were organized into “house” teams which competed against each other every week. Of course this compulsory aspect of competi​tive participation by the inept disap​peared after school, but the opportunity for such participation remained. As a mediocre tennis player, I “played for” my university - on team number 12! There were 16 teams in which the standard ranged from Junior Davis Cup level down to the totally inept.  But all teams did compete - against teams of similar abilities. Finally, as an expert chess player, I was a member of the University A team, but here again, there were usu​ally 5 teams at various levels of competi​tion, and the players in the D team who could only be described as "wood push​ers" also competed: They pushed wood against other wood-pushing teams in reg​ular competition.
Now what has all this got to do with success? Because of cultural and climactic differences between countries it is hard to make precise comparisons between the democratic and elitist type of systems as regards success in a given sport. Clearly it makes little sense to compare Canada and Australia in terms of hockey or tennis. However, the Olympic and Common​wealth games provide a crude index of relative success if one simply counts the total number of medals won by each country. And I suggest that the difference in these, terms so clearly favours Australia (even ignoring the fact that it has less than half of Canada's population) that more precise indices of success are unnec​essary to reach the conclusion that the democratic-competitive system of Austra​lia produces greater success than the elit​ist-competitive one of Canada and the U.S.
The relatively poor showing of both the U.S. and Canada in the recent winter Olympics helps prove the point.  This lack of success occurred even in those areas which are highly popular in North Amer​ica such as, skiing. Lack of facilities or unsuitable climate are clearly no reason for these failures, and some commenta​tors have been suggesting that the reason is the "softness" of the North-American life.
I submit that a more important reason is the relative lack of competitive oppor​tunities for a wide class of skiers in Can​ada. We do have, such competitive events as the Molstar slalom races, but, these races are held relatively infrequently and, more importantly, the competition is not against one's peers, but against champi​onship standards. This might seem like an unimportant difference, but remember my tennis example from the democratic-com​petitive system. I did not compete against top-class players, but against my peers. The skiing equivalent of the actual tennis arrangement would be if most down-hill slopes had regular slalom races for skiers of all levels graded according to continu​ously reassessed ability, together with regular competitions between different ski slopes or dubs. This type of arrangement, to my knowledge, does not exist in the North-American, elitist-competitive ski scene.
The democratic-competitive system is not "democratic" in the sense that every​one is treated as equal. Indeed, the wider opportunities for competition ensures that only very idiotic people get “uppity” about their “rights” to play against the best. It would never have occurred to me to play tennis with top-ranked players, even though we all “played for” the same university. What was relatively equal, however, was opportunity: Had I been good enough, I could have played with them. Another point to note is the demo​cratic-competitive system is certainly more “competitive” than its elitist coun​terpart in the sense that the average per​son is more frequently engaged in compe​tition of one son or another. Conse​quently, the individual is exposed more often to the experience of losing. Con​versely, however, provided these losses can be accepted, the system also provides broader opportunities for winning. That is, one can “succeed” along many and varied sports dimensions, especially since one is competing against peers in each sport. Finally, I suggest that in a demo​cratic-competitive system, one becomes better at realistically assessing the chances of success in each sport simply because one has had many losing and winning experiences through competitive part​icipation.
Without such participation - and this is the other side of the “uppitiness” coin - one can only daydream about being a champion in a given sport if one “really wanted to try hard enough”. This is the Horatio Alger complex, which provides one with the excuse that, one could have succeeded in anything provided one had tried hard enough. In sports, this belief is patently false, and potentially dangerous for the individual. This type of myth is readily exploded once a person has op​portunities to compete in a sport where his natural abilities do not allow him to ever become better than mediocre.
Why then, does the democratic-com​petitive system produce more successes than the elitist-competitive system?
The work of Abram Amsel and other experimental psychologists studying frustration and persistence in animals seems to suggest an answer to human behaviour as well. These researchers have found that exposure to repeated frustrating experiences (no reward in situations which have previously produced rewards) actually increased persistence, where persistence was defined as the ability to perform in the absence of reward. In terms of our sports example, then, we would expect that those exposed to losing experiences would be better able to carry on and compete in the face of adversity. In these people, frustration tolerance has apparently been built up. It is not that such people don't want to win, but that they are willing to lose and try again.

I suspect that the same would hold true in other, more complicated aspects of life such as the world of business. There has been a lot of harsh things said about the deleterious effects of the "rat race", and some people have tried to reduce the frequency of occasions in which an individual's "success" in the rat race must be evaluated. However, if one admits that some assessments are necessary and that some choices have to be made, it may be that cutting down on the number of these evaluations actually increases the general strain. In terms of our sports examples, it is like permitting each individual only a very few chances to compete, as in the elitist-competitive system.
Under these conditions, very little loss, or frustration tolerance is built up, and in addition the number of wins is also small. No wonder that success is not obtained, and any single loss is perceived as a major catastrophe. With more frequent evalua​tions more “losses” are experienced - but the opportunity for scoring wins is also increased, and the individual becomes both more hardened to losing and more realistic in the evaluation of his own ability in each specific sphere of business. Certainly, in such a situation, the will to win is not lost. But this desire to win is tempered by the willingness to lose, so that losing does not lead to giving up, or to the often destructive emotional agonies of the elitist-competitive rat race as it is now run.
What's more, it means a man is more readily able to determine the criteria which he should use when asking the question. “Am I a success?” And that means he is more likely to actually be able to consider himself a success. And that we all want to do.
