
expounding their pet ideas. Think
outside the box, the boss says. No
idea is too wild. Be bold. You can
predict the outcome of the
session: nothing.

Now, three management spe-
cialists have finally seen the light.
Think inside the box, say Kevin P.
Coyne, Patricia Gorman Clifford,
and Renée Dye, all veterans of
McKinsey and Company. The
trick is constructing the box.

Most professionals are quite
capable of thinking effectively
within constraints. They are used
to it, and automatically explore
alternatives. Most people are not
very good at unstructured,
abstract brainstorming. The key
to productive corporate sessions
lies in posing smart, concrete
questions.

Modern psychologists have
learned a lot about how people
work best in groups, according to
Coyne, who left McKinsey to form
a partnership in his own name.
Most people won’t volunteer a
word in gatherings larger than 10,
but in groups of four everyone
feels obliged to participate. Pushy
people can be bundled into the
same groups so they cancel each
other out. Cheap parlor games
work: “We once had the top six
executives of a $100 billion com-
pany working full tilt because
each had bet $20 that his team

their money.
Americans produce 375

million tons of municipal solid
waste every year, about 1.3 tons
for every man, woman, and child.
Between 25 and 30 percent of it
is recycled, and municipal
programs to collect bottles and
cans at the curb now cover about
half of the U.S. population,
according to Timothy K. M.
Beatty of the University of British
Columbia, Peter Berck of the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley,
and Jay P. Shimshack of Tufts
University.

Most of the research on curb-
side recycling has merely toted up
the amount collected by the
trucks plying the neighborhoods.
The authors examined all recy-
cling (not including newspapers)
in 44 California counties over six
years, comparing costs and bene-
fits. They found that expanding
curbside programs had a positive
effect on recycling overall, but it
was very small. Recycling of alu-
minum and glass containers
remained about the same, but
residents recycled more plastic
containers under the curbside
programs. What apparently hap-
pened was that some of the same
faithful recyclers who had taken
their beverage containers to the
neighborhood centers and
received rebates now rolled them
out to the curb, but few new
recruits joined them.

Beatty and colleagues did find
that the richer the neighborhood,
the more likely the residents were
to forgo the redemption pay-
ments, especially for glass, and
put items out on the curb. But,
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The False Promise
of Recycling 

The threatened cataclysm

of global warming has eclipsed
the environmental battles over
bottle deposits and recycling that
once engaged city and state gov-
ernments. But three economists
who have studied the effects of
curbside recycling in California
have found surprising results:
Cities that launch expensive pro-
grams to pick up bottles and cans
at the curb—rather than ask resi-
dents to drop them off at recy-
cling centers—get little extra for
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Management strate-
gists now suggest it
may be better to think
inside the box.

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Curbside Recycling in the
Presence of Alternatives” by Timothy K. M.
Beatty, Peter Berck, and Jay P. Shimshack, in
Economic Inquiry, Oct. 2007.

could come up with the best idea,”
the authors write.

Good questions—the territory
inside the proverbial box—estab-
lish boundaries for ideas: Is the
company looking for risky big
ideas or more modest sure things?
How much money can be spent?
What staffing is available? Then
management can narrow down
the resulting ideas and follow up
immediately.

The think-inside-the-box
approach may take time to bear
fruit, the authors write. But when
those who have suffered silently
through outside-the-box sessions
open up, a company will get the
benefit of more intellectual
expertise than in the past, and,
just possibly, more thoughtful
firepower too.
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inum cans and bottles at recycling
centers than ever. They specu-
lated that curbside access had
increased scavenging, with poorer

people finding it easier to scoop
up large numbers of cans from
the curbs and take them to recy-
cling centers for cash.

oddly, as curbside programs
expanded across the state, the
authors found, even high-income
areas turned in more light alum-
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More than 30 years after the

U.S. military pulled out of Saigon,
last year’s popular movie American
Gangster used heroin smuggling
during the Vietnam War as a
universally recognizable backdrop
for a thriller about drug dealing. But
Jeremy Kuzmarov, a visiting histo-
rian at Bucknell University, says that
the ’Nam junkie is largely a myth
fostered by the news media and sen-
sationalized by Hollywood.

Drug use among U.S. troops in
Vietnam, he writes, was “far from
omnipresent, confined largely to the

that the first thing soldiers did after
killing a North Vietnamese fighter
was to search him for his “stash,”
although Kuzmarov writes that
Vietnamese who used drugs rarely
smoked marijuana, preferring to
chew betel nuts or smoke opium.
CBS News broadcast a report that
American soldiers were getting high
from opium-laced marijuana
inhaled through the barrels of their
guns, failing to note that the
incident in question was staged as
an antiwar stunt. The New York
Times said, without citing evidence,
that the North Vietnamese were
peddling “brain dulling marijuana”
to American GIs.

Pentagon research showed that
about half of American soldiers who
smoked marijuana had done so
fewer than 10 times, and less than
10 percent of soldiers used drugs
more than two or three times.
About six percent of departing sol-

rear,” and did not cause “combat
breakdown or the military’s col-
lapse.” Drugs were less prevalent
than alcohol and less socially de-
structive. A 1970 study showed that
28.9 percent of GIs surveyed had
experimented with marijuana dur-
ing their tour of duty, a figure com-
parable to rates in the United States
for men 18 to 21. But newspapers
and magazines inflated the results of
a study showing that a majority of
U.S. personnel jailed at the Army’s
stockade in Long Binh had used
marijuana to suggest that 60 to 90
percent of American solders in Viet-
nam were on drugs, according to
Kuzmarov.

The Washington Post reported
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E XC E R P T

One Expensive War
Totting up exorbitant expenses became a matter

for competition among journalists [during the

Falklands War]. One Californian woman planned to buy

a cottage in Ireland with the proceeds of her war;

somebody else was going on a special holiday; another

was determined to put in a new kitchen at home in

north London, when the conflict was over. The record

for expenses (upward of £20,000 in three months)

was held by a man called Ross Benson, from the

London Daily Express. North American journalists

complained that United States employers demanded

expense accounts submitted in local currency. This

had to be abandoned as inflation grew. The millions of

pesos in which business was transacted overflowed

the screen on pocket calculators.

—ANDREW GRAHAM-YOOLL, editor of the

Buenos Aires Herald, in Antioch Review (Fall 2007)
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Not So High in Vietnam
T H E  S O U R C E :  “The Myth of the ‘Addicted
Army’: Drug Use in Vietnam in Historical
Perspective” by Jeremy Kuzmarov, in War
and Society, Oct. 2007.


