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Do you ever think you’re the only one making any sense? 
Or have you tried to persuade someone of something, with no 
success? Surrounded by Idiots offers a simple yet creative way 
for assessing and dealing with the personalities of people we 
communicate with — both in and out of the office.

Penguin Readers is a series of popular classics, exciting contemporary f iction, and 
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The Four Types of Human Behavior

(or, How to Understand Those

Who Cannot Be Understood)
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Before-reading questions

1 Who do you think the idiots in the title of  the book 
Surrounded by Idiots could be? Do you ever feel that Surrounded by Idiots could be? Do you ever feel that Surrounded by Idiots
you are surrounded by idiots?

2 Look at this list of  people’s characteristics and how they 
behave. Put them in the correct columns for you.

amusing        calm        careful        able to concentrate
conf ident        creative        direct        dislike details

disorganized        don’t like arguments
don’t listen to others        don’t mind arguments

don’t worry        friendly        hard-working        indirect
interested in others        interested in themselves        

kind        lazy        like details        like talking
listen to others        organized        prefer to be alone        

prefer to be with others        quick        reserved 
see things negatively        see things positively        

self ish        serious        slow        shy
unable to concentrate        worry a lot

 *Def initions of words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 136–143.

Do you ever think you’re the only one making any sense*? 
Or have you tried to persuade someone of  something, with 
no success? Do people who don’t get to the point drive you 
mad? Or does the way your boss talks to you annoy you?

You’re not alone. After a terrible meeting with a 
successful businessman, who really thought that he was 
“surrounded by idiots”, communication expert and 
author Thomas Erikson started a career studying how 
people behave and why we f ind it dif f icult to deal with 
some types of  people.

Originally published in Swedish in 2014 as Omgiv en av 
Idioter, Surrounded by Idiots is an international success, selling  Surrounded by Idiots is an international success, selling  Surrounded by Idiots
over 5 million copies in close to 60 languages. 

It of fers a simple yet creative way for assessing the 
personalities of  people we communicate with—in and 
out of  the of f ice—based on four personality types (Red, 
Yellow, Green, and Blue). It also provides an understanding 
of  how we can change the way we speak and share 
information.

Note about the book

Things you like 
about yourself

Things you don’t 
like about yourself

Things you 
like in others

Things you don’t 
like in others

VIC
ENS V

IV
ES



98

INTRODUCTION

The man who was 
surrounded by idiots

I was in high school when I f irst noticed that I had a better 

relationship with certain people than others. With some friends, 

we always found the right words, there were never any conf licts, 

and we liked one another. With others, however, everything 

went wrong, and I couldn’t understand why.

I began to test people. I tried to say the same things in similar 

situations just to see what reaction I got. Sometimes we had 

interesting discussions. On other occasions, nothing happened 

at all. People just stared at me as if I were from another planet.

I just thought that there was something wrong with the people 

who didn’t understand me. As I was the same all the time, what 

other reason could there be? I began to avoid these strange, 

dif f icult people because I didn’t understand them. 

Life went on with work, family, and career, and I continued to 

put people into two groups—good and sensible people, and all 

the rest.

When I was 25 years old, I was given the task of interviewing 

a man in his sixties called Sture. He had started his own business 

and built it up for many years. One of the f irst things he said to 

me was that he was surrounded by idiots in his company. He 

wasn’t joking and he went on to explain why they were all idiots.

The more I listened to him, the more I realized that there was 

3 How do you talk to people who behave dif ferently from 
you when you are working or studying?

4 Do you behave dif ferently when you are with your friends 
and family from the way you behave at work or study? If  
so, how and why?

5 Do you think it’s a good thing to have dif ferent types of  
people working together? If  so, why?
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THE MAN WHO WAS SURROUNDED BY IDIOTS

something very odd about this story. He had no problem in 

calling anyone an idiot in front of the whole company. This 

meant that his employees avoided him. 

When you’re young, you’re full of great ideas, so I asked, 

“Who hired all these idiots?” Sture understood that I was 

actually asking, “Who’s the real idiot here?” and threw me out.

It got me thinking. Here was a good businessman, who didn’t 

understand the most important and complex part of an 

organization—the employees. Anyone he couldn’t understand 

was an idiot. Since I was from outside of the company, I saw his 

thinking was wrong. Sture always compared people to himself. 

So anyone who wasn’t like him was simply an idiot. 

Although I never called people idiots, I didn’t want to go 

through life thinking that I was surrounded by people who were 

impossible to work with. I didn’t want to be like Sture. After a 

terrible meeting with him and some of his unfortunate 

colleagues, all of whom were angry, I decided to learn probably 

the most important lesson of all—how people function. 

I began to study how to understand the people who seem so 

dif f icult at f irst. Why are some people silent? Why do others 

never stop talking? Why do some always tell the truth, while 

others never do? Why do some of my colleagues always arrive 

on time, while others rarely manage to? Why do I like some 

people more than others? Along the way, I’ve learned some 

incredible things that have changed me as a person, a friend, a 

colleague, a son, a husband, and the father of my children.

This book is about perhaps the world’s most widely used 

method to describe the differences in human communication, 

which is called the DISC — the Dominance, Inducement, 

Submission, and Compliance Ability—system. These 

words are the main behavior types, which describe how people behavior types, which describe how people behavior

see themselves in relationship to their environment. Each of these 

behaviors is linked to a color—Red, Yellow, Green, and Blue. 

I have used different forms of this tool for over twenty years 

with excellent results.

There are, of course, different ways to become good at dealing 

with different types of people. The most common method is by 

researching and learning the theory, but this won’t make you a 

world-class communicator.

It’s only when you begin using this knowledge that you can 

develop real and functioning abilities. I no longer judge people 

just because they’re not like me. I’m more patient, and I generally 

avoid conf licts and don’t lie.

I have to thank Sture for making me interested in this subject. 

Without him, this book would probably never have been written.

One thing to note: To make this book easier to read, I have 

chosen to use “him” and “he” to talk about people in general. 

I know that you have enough imagination to read “her” or “she” 

where you need to.

Communication depends on the listener
All of us need to develop a f lexible way of communicating, 

by adapting to people who are different from us. It doesn’t 

matter what kind of behavior you have, or the method you VIC
ENS V
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Write the correct words in your notebook.

Exercises

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER FIVE

1

3

Who says or thinks this? Write R (Red), Y (Yellow), 
G (Green), or B (Blue) in your notebook.
1 “Can I win something? In that case, I’m in.”   R   

2 “Excuse me, but that’s not quite accurate.”
3 “I know exactly what you mean.”
4 “I know lots of  people. All of  them, in fact.”
5 “If  the path is dif ferent to the map, there’s something wrong 

with the path.”
6 “‘Quick’ is the same as ‘good’.”
7 “That sounds fun! Let me do it!”
8 “We don’t want any unpleasant surprises.”

Write the correct word in your notebook.
1 So who decides what kind of  behave /  behavior  is right  is right 

and wrong?
2 Remember that communicate / communication usually 

depends on the listener.
3 Blues’ critic / critical thinking can turn to not trusting and 

questioning those around them.
4 Reds are perceived / perception as tough, impatient, 

aggressive, and controlling.
5 They’re unable to change, which others perceive as being 

afraid, stubborn / stubbornness , and cold.
6 The result? Even more passive / passivity.

slow        involve        connection        organize        alone
calm        direct        control        future        past

conf  lict        present        quick        caution        
change        routine

COMPLIANT (Blue)

•    Slow    reaction

•  Most ef fort to 

•  Least interest in relationships

•  Focus on the 

•  Acts with •  Acts with •  

•  Tries to avoid involvement

STABLE (Green)

•  reaction

•  Most ef fort for 

•  Least interest in 

•  Focus on the present

•  Acts to support other people•  Acts to support other people•  

•  Tries to reject 

DOMINANT (Red)

•  reaction

•  Most ef fort to 

•  Least interest for caution in 

relationships

•  Focus on the 

•   action

•  Tries to avoid involvement

INSPIRING (Yellow)

• Very quick reaction

•  Most ef fort to 

•  Least interest in 

•  Focus on the 

•  Takes action quickly

•  Tries to avoid being 

2

CHAPTERS ONE TO FOUR
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