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Introduction
The Statue That Didn’t Look Right

In September of 1983, an art dealer by the name of Gianfranco Becchina approached the J. Paul Getty Museum
in California. He had in his possession, he said, a marble statue dating from the sixth century BC. It was what is
known as a kouros—a sculpture of a nude male youth standing with his left leg forward and his arms at his
sides. There are only about two hundred kouroi in existence, and most have been recovered badly damaged or in
fragments from grave sites or archeological digs. But this one was almost perfectly preserved. It stood close to
seven feet tall. It had a kind of light-colored glow that set it apart from other ancient works. It was an
extraordinary find. Becchina’s asking price was just under $10 million.

The Getty moved cautiously. It took the kouros on loan and began a thorough investigation. Was the statue
consistent with other known kouroi? The answer appeared to be yes. The style of the sculpture seemed
reminiscent of the Anavyssos kouros in the National Archaeological Museum of Athens, meaning that it
seemed to fit with a particular time and place. Where and when had the statue been found? No one knew
precisely, but Becchina gave the Getty’s legal department a sheaf of documents relating to its more recent
history. The kouros, the records stated, had been in the private collection of a Swiss physician named
Lauffenberger since the 1930s, and he in turn had acquired it from a well-known Greek art dealer named
Roussos.

A geologist from the University of California named Stanley Margolis came to the museum and spent two
days examining the surface of the statue with a high-resolution stereomicroscope. He then removed a core
sample measuring one centimeter in diameter and two centimeters in length from just below the right knee and
analyzed it using an electron microscope, electron microprobe, mass spectrometry, X-ray diffraction, and X-ray
fluorescence. The statue was made of dolomite marble from the ancient Cape Vathy quarry on the island of
Thasos, Margolis concluded, and the surface of the statue was covered in a thin layer of calcite—which was
significant, Margolis told the Getty, because dolomite can turn into calcite only over the course of hundreds, if
not thousands, of years. In other words, the statue was old. It wasn’t some contemporary fake.

The Getty was satisfied. Fourteen months after their investigation of the kouros began, they agreed to buy
the statue. In the fall of 1986, it went on display for the first time. The New York Times marked the occasion
with a front-page story. A few months later, the Getty’s curator of antiquities, Marion True, wrote a long,
glowing account of the museum’s acquisition for the art journal The Burlington Magazine. “Now standing erect
without external support, his closed hands fixed firmly to his thighs, the kouros expresses the confident vitality
that is characteristic of the best of his brothers.” True concluded triumphantly, “God or man, he embodies all
the radiant energy of the adolescence of western art.”

The kouros, however, had a problem. It didn’t look right. The first to point this out was an Italian art
historian named Federico Zeri, who served on the Getty’s board of trustees. When Zeri was taken down to the
museum’s restoration studio to see the kouros in December of 1983, he found himself staring at the sculpture’s
fingernails. In a way he couldn’t immediately articulate, they seemed wrong to him. Evelyn Harrison was next.
She was one of the world’s foremost experts on Greek sculpture, and she was in Los Angeles visiting the Getty
just before the museum finalized the deal with Becchina. “Arthur Houghton, who was then the curator, took us
down to see it,” Harrison remembers. “He just swished a cloth off the top of it and said, ‘Well, it isn’t ours yet,
but it will be in a couple of weeks.” And I said, ‘I’m sorry to hear that.”” What did Harrison see? She didn’t
know. In that very first moment, when Houghton swished off the cloth, all Harrison had was a hunch, an
instinctive sense that something was amiss. A few months later, Houghton took Thomas Hoving, the former
director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, down to the Getty’s conservation studio to see the



statue as well. Hoving always makes a note of the first word that goes through his head when he sees
something new, and he’ll never forget what that word was when he first saw the kouros. “It was ‘fresh’—
‘fresh,”” Hoving recalls. And “fresh” was not the right reaction to have to a two-thousand-year-old statue. Later,
thinking back on that moment, Hoving realized why that thought had popped into his mind: “I had dug in Sicily,
where we found bits and pieces of these things. They just don’t come out looking like that. The kouros looked
like it had been dipped in the very best caffe latte from Starbucks.”

Hoving turned to Houghton. “Have you paid for this?”

Houghton, Hoving remembers, looked stunned.

“If you have, try to get your money back,” Hoving said. “If you haven’t, don’t.”

The Getty was getting worried, so they convened a special symposium on the kouros in Greece. They
wrapped the statue up, shipped it to Athens, and invited the country’s most senior sculpture experts. This time
the chorus of dismay was even louder.

Harrison, at one point, was standing next to a man named George Despinis, the head of the Acropolis
Museum in Athens. He took one look at the kouros and blanched. “Anyone who has ever seen a sculpture
coming out of the ground,” he said to her, “could tell that that thing has never been in the ground.” Georgios
Dontas, head of the Archeological Society in Athens, saw the statue and immediately felt cold. “When I saw the
kouros for the first time,” he said, “I felt as though there was a glass between me and the work.” Dontas was
followed in the symposium by Angelos Delivorrias, director of the Benaki Museum in Athens. He spoke at
length on the contradiction between the style of the sculpture and the fact that the marble from which it was
carved came from Thasos. Then he got to the point. Why did he think it was a fake? Because when he first laid
eyes on it, he said, he felt a wave of “intuitive repulsion.” By the time the symposium was over, the consensus
among many of the attendees appeared to be that the kouros was not at all what it was supposed to be. The
Getty, with its lawyers and scientists and months of painstaking investigation, had come to one conclusion, and
some of the world’s foremost experts in Greek sculpture—just by looking at the statue and sensing their own
“intuitive repulsion”—had come to another. Who was right?

For a time it wasn’t clear. The kouros was the kind of thing that art experts argued about at conferences. But
then, bit by bit, the Getty’s case began to fall apart. The letters the Getty’s lawyers used to carefully trace the
kouros back to the Swiss physician Lauffenberger, for instance, turned out to be fakes. One of the letters dated
1952 had a postal code on it that didn’t exist until twenty years later. Another letter dated 1955 referred to a
bank account that wasn’t opened until 1963. Originally the conclusion of long months of research was that the
Getty kouros was in the style of the Anavyssos kouros. But that, too, fell into doubt: the closer experts in Greek
sculpture looked at it, the more they began to see it as a puzzling pastiche of several different styles from
several different places and time periods. The young man’s slender proportions looked a lot like those of the
Tenea kouros, which is in a museum in Munich, and his stylized, beaded hair was a lot like that of the kouros in
the Metropolitan Museum in New York. His feet, meanwhile, were, if anything, modern. The kouros it most
resembled, it turned out, was a smaller, fragmentary statue that was found by a British art historian in
Switzerland in 1990. The two statues were cut from similar marble and sculpted in quite similar ways. But the
Swiss kouros didn’t come from ancient Greece. It came from a forger’s workshop in Rome in the early 1980s.
And what of the scientific analysis that said that the surface of the Getty kouros could only have aged over
many hundreds or thousands of years? Well, it turns out things weren’t that cut and dried. Upon further
analysis, another geologist concluded that it might be possible to “age” the surface of a dolomite marble statue
in a couple of months using potato mold. In the Getty’s catalogue, there is a picture of the kouros, with the
notation “About 530 BC, or modern forgery.”

When Federico Zeri and Evelyn Harrison and Thomas Hoving and Georgios Dontas—and all the others—
looked at the kouros and felt an “intuitive repulsion,” they were absolutely right. In the first two seconds of
looking—in a single glance—they were able to understand more about the essence of the statue than the team at
the Getty was able to understand after fourteen months.

Blink is a book about those first two seconds.

1. Fast and Frugal



Imagine that I were to ask you to play a very simple gambling game. In front of you are four decks of cards—
two of them red and the other two blue. Each card in those four decks either wins you a sum of money or costs
you some money, and your job is to turn over cards from any of the decks, one at a time, in such a way that
maximizes your winnings. What you don’t know at the beginning, however, is that the red decks are a
minefield. The rewards are high, but when you lose on the red cards, you lose a lot. Actually, you can win only
by taking cards from the blue decks, which offer a nice steady diet of $50 payouts and modest penalties. The
question is how long will it take you to figure this out?

A group of scientists at the University of lowa did this experiment a few years ago, and what they found is
that after we’ve turned over about fifty cards, most of us start to develop a hunch about what’s going on. We
don’t know why we prefer the blue decks, but we’re pretty sure at that point that they are a better bet. After
turning over about eighty cards, most of us have figured out the game and can explain exactly why the first two
decks are such a bad idea. That much is straightforward. We have some experiences. We think them through.
We develop a theory. And then finally we put two and two together. That’s the way learning works.

But the Iowa scientists did something else, and this is where the strange part of the experiment begins. They
hooked each gambler up to a machine that measured the activity of the sweat glands below the skin in the palms
of their hands. Like most of our sweat glands, those in our palms respond to stress as well as temperature—
which is why we get clammy hands when we are nervous. What the Iowa scientists found is that gamblers
started generating stress responses to the red decks by the tenth card, forty cards before they were able to say
that they had a hunch about what was wrong with those two decks. More important, right around the time their
palms started sweating, their behavior began to change as well. They started favoring the blue cards and taking
fewer and fewer cards from the red decks. In other words, the gamblers figured the game out before they
realized they had figured the game out: they began making the necessary adjustments long before they were
consciously aware of what adjustments they were supposed to be making.

The Towa experiment is just that, of course, a simple card game involving a handful of subjects and a stress
detector. But it’s a very powerful illustration of the way our minds work. Here is a situation where the stakes
were high, where things were moving quickly, and where the participants had to make sense of a lot of new and
confusing information in a very short time. What does the lowa experiment tell us? That in those moments, our
brain uses two very different strategies to make sense of the situation. The first is the one we’re most familiar
with. It’s the conscious strategy. We think about what we’ve learned, and eventually we come up with an
answer. This strategy is logical and definitive. But it takes us eighty cards to get there. It’s slow, and it needs a
lot of information. There’s a second strategy, though. It operates a lot more quickly. It starts to kick in after ten
cards, and it’s really smart, because it picks up the problem with the red decks almost immediately. It has the
drawback, however, that it operates—at least at first—entirely below the surface of consciousness. It sends its
messages through weirdly indirect channels, such as the sweat glands in the palms of our hands. It’s a system in
which our brain reaches conclusions without immediately telling us that it’s reaching conclusions.

The second strategy was the path taken by Evelyn Harrison and Thomas Hoving and the Greek scholars.
They didn’t weigh every conceivable strand of evidence. They considered only what could be gathered in a
glance. Their thinking was what the cognitive psychologist Gerd Gigerenzer likes to call “fast and frugal.” They
simply took a look at that statue and some part of their brain did a series of instant calculations, and before any
kind of conscious thought took place, they felt something, just like the sudden prickling of sweat on the palms
of the gamblers. For Thomas Hoving, it was the completely inappropriate word “fresh” that suddenly popped
into his head. In the case of Angelos Delivorrias, it was a wave of “intuitive repulsion.” For Georgios Dontas, it
was the feeling that there was a glass between him and the work. Did they know why they knew? Not at all. But
they knew.

2. The Internal Computer

The part of our brain that leaps to conclusions like this is called the adaptive unconscious, and the study of this
kind of decision making is one of the most important new fields in psychology. The adaptive unconscious is not
to be confused with the unconscious described by Sigmund Freud, which was a dark and murky place filled
with desires and memories and fantasies that were too disturbing for us to think about consciously. This new



notion of the adaptive unconscious is thought of, instead, as a kind of giant computer that quickly and quietly
processes a lot of the data we need in order to keep functioning as human beings. When you walk out into the
street and suddenly realize that a truck is bearing down on you, do you have time to think through all your
options? Of course not. The only way that human beings could ever have survived as a species for as long as we
have is that we’ve developed another kind of decision-making apparatus that’s capable of making very quick
judgments based on very little information. As the psychologist Timothy D. Wilson writes in his book
Strangers to Ourselves: “The mind operates most efficiently by relegating a good deal of high-level,
sophisticated thinking to the unconscious, just as a modern jetliner is able to fly on automatic pilot with little or
no input from the human, ‘conscious’ pilot. The adaptive unconscious does an excellent job of sizing up the
world, warning people of danger, setting goals, and initiating action in a sophisticated and efficient manner.”

Wilson says that we toggle back and forth between our conscious and unconscious modes of thinking,
depending on the situation. A decision to invite a co-worker over for dinner is conscious. You think it over. You
decide it will be fun. You ask him or her. The spontaneous decision to argue with that same co-worker is made
unconsciously—by a different part of the brain and motivated by a different part of your personality.

Whenever we meet someone for the first time, whenever we interview someone for a job, whenever we
react to a new idea, whenever we’re faced with making a decision quickly and under stress, we use that second
part of our brain. How long, for example, did it take you, when you were in college, to decide how good a
teacher your professor was? A class? Two classes? A semester? The psychologist Nalini Ambady once gave
students three ten-second videotapes of a teacher—with the sound turned off—and found they had no difficulty
at all coming up with a rating of the teacher’s effectiveness. Then Ambady cut the clips back to five seconds,
and the ratings were the same. They were remarkably consistent even when she showed the students just two
seconds of videotape. Then Ambady compared those snap judgments of teacher effectiveness with evaluations
of those same professors made by their students after a full semester of classes, and she found that they were
also essentially the same. A person watching a silent two-second video clip of a teacher he or she has never met
will reach conclusions about how good that teacher is that are very similar to those of a student who has sat in
the teacher’s class for an entire semester. That’s the power of our adaptive unconscious.

You may have done the same thing, whether you realized it or not, when you first picked up this book. How
long did you first hold it in your hands? Two seconds? And yet in that short space of time, the design of the
cover, whatever associations you may have with my name, and the first few sentences about the kouros all
generated an impression—a flurry of thoughts and images and preconceptions—that has fundamentally shaped
the way you have read this introduction so far. Aren’t you curious about what happened in those two seconds?

I think we are innately suspicious of this kind of rapid cognition. We live in a world that assumes that the
quality of a decision is directly related to the time and effort that went into making it. When doctors are faced
with a difficult diagnosis, they order more tests, and when we are uncertain about what we hear, we ask for a
second opinion. And what do we tell our children? Haste makes waste. Look before you leap. Stop and think.
Don’t judge a book by its cover. We believe that we are always better off gathering as much information as
possible and spending as much time as possible in deliberation. We really only trust conscious decision making.
But there are moments, particularly in times of stress, when haste does not make waste, when our snap
judgments and first impressions can offer a much better means of making sense of the world. The first task of
Blink is to convince you of a simple fact: decisions made very quickly can be every bit as good as decisions
made cautiously and deliberately.

Blink is not just a celebration of the power of the glance, however. I'm also interested in those moments
when our instincts betray us. Why, for instance, if the Getty’s kouros was so obviously fake—or, at least,
problematic—did the museum buy it in the first place? Why didn’t the experts at the Getty also have a feeling
of intuitive repulsion during the fourteen months they were studying the piece? That’s the great puzzle of what
happened at the Getty, and the answer is that those feelings, for one reason or another, were thwarted. That is
partly because the scientific data seemed so compelling. (The geologist Stanley Margolis was so convinced by
his own analysis that he published a long account of his method in Scientific American.) But mostly it’s because
the Getty desperately wanted the statue to be real. It was a young museum, eager to build a world-class
collection, and the kouros was such an extraordinary find that its experts were blinded to their instincts. The art
historian George Ortiz was once asked by Ernst Langlotz, one of the world’s foremost experts on archaic
sculpture, whether he wanted to purchase a bronze statuette. Ortiz went to see the piece and was taken aback; it
was, to his mind, clearly a fake, full of contradictory and slipshod elements. So why was Langlotz, who knew as
much as anyone in the world about Greek statues, fooled? Ortiz’s explanation is that Langlotz had bought the



sculpture as a very young man, before he acquired much of his formidable expertise. “I suppose,” Ortiz said,
“that Langlotz fell in love with this piece; when you are a young man, you do fall in love with your first
purchase, and perhaps this was his first love. Notwithstanding his unbelievable knowledge, he was obviously
unable to question his first assessment.”

That is not a fanciful explanation. It gets at something fundamental about the way we think. Our
unconscious is a powerful force. But it’s fallible. It’s not the case that our internal computer always shines
through, instantly decoding the “truth” of a situation. It can be thrown off, distracted, and disabled. Our
instinctive reactions often have to compete with all kinds of other interests and emotions and sentiments. So,
when should we trust our instincts, and when should we be wary of them? Answering that question is the
second task of Blink. When our powers of rapid cognition go awry, they go awry for a very specific and
consistent set of reasons, and those reasons can be identified and understood. It is possible to learn when to
listen to that powerful onboard computer and when to be wary of it.

The third and most important task of this book is to convince you that our snap judgments and first
impressions can be educated and controlled. I know that’s hard to believe. Harrison and Hoving and the other
art experts who looked at the Getty kouros had powerful and sophisticated reactions to the statue, but didn’t
they bubble up unbidden from their unconscious? Can that kind of mysterious reaction be controlled? The truth
is that it can. Just as we can teach ourselves to think logically and deliberately, we can also teach ourselves to
make better snap judgments. In Blink you’ll meet doctors and generals and coaches and furniture designers and
musicians and actors and car salesmen and countless others, all of whom are very good at what they do and all
of whom owe their success, at least in part, to the steps they have taken to shape and manage and educate their
unconscious reactions. The power of knowing, in that first two seconds, is not a gift given magically to a
fortunate few. It is an ability that we can all cultivate for ourselves.

3. A Different and Better World

There are lots of books that tackle broad themes, that analyze the world from great remove. This is not one of
them. Blink is concerned with the very smallest components of our everyday lives—the content and origin of
those instantaneous impressions and conclusions that spontaneously arise whenever we meet a new person or
confront a complex situation or have to make a decision under conditions of stress. When it comes to the task of
understanding ourselves and our world, I think we pay too much attention to those grand themes and too little to
the particulars of those fleeting moments. But what would happen if we took our instincts seriously? What if we
stopped scanning the horizon with our binoculars and began instead examining our own decision making and
behavior through the most powerful of microscopes? I think that would change the way wars are fought, the
kinds of products we see on the shelves, the kinds of movies that get made, the way police officers are trained,
the way couples are counseled, the way job interviews are conducted, and on and on. And if we were to
combine all of those little changes, we would end up with a different and better world. I believe—and I hope
that by the end of this book you will believe it as well—that the task of making sense of ourselves and our
behavior requires that we acknowledge there can be as much value in the blink of an eye as in months of
rational analysis. “I always considered scientific opinion more objective than esthetic judgments,” the Getty’s
curator of antiquities Marion True said when the truth about the kouros finally emerged. “Now I realize I was
wrong.”



The Theory of Thin Slices: How a Little Bit of
Knowledge Goes a Long Way

Some years ago, a young couple came to the University of Washington to visit the laboratory of a psychologist
named John Gottman. They were in their twenties, blond and blue-eyed with stylishly tousled haircuts and
funky glasses. Later, some of the people who worked in the lab would say they were the kind of couple that is
easy to like—intelligent and attractive and funny in a droll, ironic kind of way—and that much is immediately
obvious from the videotape Gottman made of their visit. The husband, whom I'll call Bill, had an endearingly
playful manner. His wife, Susan, had a sharp, deadpan wit.

They were led into a small room on the second floor of the nondescript two-story building that housed
Gottman’s operations, and they sat down about five feet apart on two office chairs mounted on raised platforms.
They both had electrodes and sensors clipped to their fingers and ears, which measured things like their heart
rate, how much they were sweating, and the temperature of their skin. Under their chairs, a “jiggle-o-meter” on
the platform measured how much each of them moved around. Two video cameras, one aimed at each person,
recorded everything they said and did. For fifteen minutes, they were left alone with the cameras rolling, with
instructions to discuss any topic from their marriage that had become a point of contention. For Bill and Sue it
was their dog. They lived in a small apartment and had just gotten a very large puppy. Bill didn’t like the dog;
Sue did. For fifteen minutes, they discussed what they ought to do about it.

The videotape of Bill and Sue’s discussion seems, at least at first, to be a random sample of a very ordinary
kind of conversation that couples have all the time. No one gets angry. There are no scenes, no breakdowns, no
epiphanies. “I’m just not a dog person” is how Bill starts things off, in a perfectly reasonable tone of voice. He
complains a little bit—but about the dog, not about Susan. She complains, too, but there are also moments when
they simply forget that they are supposed to be arguing. When the subject of whether the dog smells comes up,
for example, Bill and Sue banter back and forth happily, both with a half smile on their lips.

Sue: Sweetie! She’s not smelly . . .

Bill: Did you smell her today?

Sue: I smelled her. She smelled good. I petted her, and my hands didn’t stink or feel oily. Your hands have
never smelled oily.

Bill: Yes, sir.

Sue: I’ve never let my dog get oily.

Bill: Yes, sir. She’s a dog.

Sue: My dog has never gotten oily. You’d better be careful.

Bill: No, you’d better be careful.

Sue: No, you’d better be careful. . . . Don’t call my dog oily, boy.



1. The Love Lab

How much do you think can be learned about Sue and Bill’s marriage by watching that fifteen-minute
videotape? Can we tell if their relationship is healthy or unhealthy? I suspect that most of us would say that Bill
and Sue’s dog talk doesn’t tell us much. It’s much too short. Marriages are buffeted by more important things,
like money and sex and children and jobs and in-laws, in constantly changing combinations. Sometimes couples
are very happy together. Some days they fight. Sometimes they feel as though they could almost kill each other,
but then they go on vacation and come back sounding like newlyweds. In order to “know” a couple, we feel as
though we have to observe them over many weeks and months and see them in every state—happy, tired, angry,
irritated, delighted, having a nervous breakdown, and so on—and not just in the relaxed and chatty mode that
Bill and Sue seemed to be in. To make an accurate prediction about something as serious as the future of a
marriage—indeed, to make a prediction of any sort—it seems that we would have to gather a lot of information
and in as many different contexts as possible.

But John Gottman has proven that we don’t have to do that at all. Since the 1980s, Gottman has brought
more than three thousand married couples—just like Bill and Sue—into that small room in his “love lab” near
the University of Washington campus. Each couple has been videotaped, and the results have been analyzed
according to something Gottman dubbed SPAFF (for specific affect), a coding system that has twenty separate
categories corresponding to every conceivable emotion that a married couple might express during a
conversation. Disgust, for example, is 1, contempt is 2, anger is 7, defensiveness is 10, whining is 11, sadness is
12, stonewalling is 13, neutral is 14, and so on. Gottman has taught his staff how to read every emotional
nuance in people’s facial expressions and how to interpret seemingly ambiguous bits of dialogue. When they
watch a marriage videotape, they assign a SPAFF code to every second of the couple’s interaction, so that a
fifteen-minute conflict discussion ends up being translated into a row of eighteen hundred numbers—nine
hundred for the husband and nine hundred for the wife. The notation “7, 7, 14, 10, 11, 11,” for instance, means
that in one six-second stretch, one member of the couple was briefly angry, then neutral, had a moment of
defensiveness, and then began whining. Then the data from the electrodes and sensors is factored in, so that the
coders know, for example, when the husband’s or the wife’s heart was pounding or when his or her temperature
was rising or when either of them was jiggling in his or her seat, and all of that information is fed into a
complex equation.

On the basis of those calculations, Gottman has proven something remarkable. If he analyzes an hour of a
husband and wife talking, he can predict with 95 percent accuracy whether that couple will still be married
fifteen years later. If he watches a couple for fifteen minutes, his success rate is around 90 percent. Recently, a
professor who works with Gottman named Sybil Carrere, who was playing around with some of the videotapes,
trying to design a new study, discovered that if they looked at only three minutes of a couple talking, they could
still predict with fairly impressive accuracy who was going to get divorced and who was going to make it. The
truth of a marriage can be understood in a much shorter time than anyone ever imagined.

John Gottman is a middle-aged man with owl-like eyes, silvery hair, and a neatly trimmed beard. He is short
and very charming, and when he talks about something that excites him—which is nearly all the time—his eyes
light up and open even wider. During the Vietnam War, he was a conscientious objector, and there is still
something of the *60s hippie about him, like the Mao cap he sometimes wears over his braided yarmulke. He is
a psychologist by training, but he also studied mathematics at MIT, and the rigor and precision of mathematics
clearly moves him as much as anything else. When I met Gottman, he had just published his most ambitious
book, a dense five-hundred-page treatise called The Mathematics of Divorce, and he attempted to give me a
sense of his argument, scribbling equations and impromptu graphs on a paper napkin until my head began to
swim.

Gottman may seem to be an odd example in a book about the thoughts and decisions that bubble up from
our unconscious. There’s nothing instinctive about his approach. He’s not making snap judgments. He’s sitting
down with his computer and painstakingly analyzing videotapes, second by second. His work is a classic
example of conscious and deliberate thinking. But Gottman, it turns out, can teach us a great deal about a
critical part of rapid cognition known as thin-slicing. “Thin-slicing” refers to the ability of our unconscious to



find patterns in situations and behavior based on very narrow slices of experience. When Evelyn Harrison
looked at the kouros and blurted out, “I’m sorry to hear that,” she was thin-slicing; so were the lowa gamblers
when they had a stress reaction to the red decks after just ten cards.

Thin-slicing is part of what makes the unconscious so dazzling. But it’s also what we find most problematic
about rapid cognition. How is it possible to gather the necessary information for a sophisticated judgment in
such a short time? The answer is that when our unconscious engages in thin-slicing, what we are doing is an
automated, accelerated unconscious version of what Gottman does with his videotapes and equations. Can a
marriage really be understood in one sitting? Yes it can, and so can lots of other seemingly complex situations.
What Gottman has done is to show us how.

2. Marriage and Morse Code

I watched the videotape of Bill and Sue with Amber Tabares, a graduate student in Gottman’s lab who is a
trained SPAFF coder. We sat in the same room that Bill and Sue used, watching their interaction on a monitor.
The conversation began with Bill. He liked their old dog, he said. He just didn’t like their new dog. He didn’t
speak angrily or with any hostility. It seemed like he genuinely just wanted to explain his feelings.

If we listened closely, Tabares pointed out, it was clear that Bill was being very defensive. In the language
of SPAFF, he was cross-complaining and engaging in “yes-but” tactics—appearing to agree but then taking it
back. Bill was coded as defensive, as it turned out, for forty of the first sixty-six seconds of their conversation.
As for Sue, while Bill was talking, on more than one occasion she rolled her eyes very quickly, which is a
classic sign of contempt. Bill then began to talk about his objection to the pen where the dog lives. Sue replied
by closing her eyes and then assuming a patronizing lecturing voice. Bill went on to say that he didn’t want a
fence in the living room. Sue said, “I don’t want to argue about that,” and rolled her eyes—another indication of
contempt. “Look at that,” Tabares said. “More contempt. We’ve barely started and we’ve seen him be defensive
for almost the whole time, and she has rolled her eyes several times.”

At no time as the conversation continued did either of them show any overt signs of hostility. Only subtle
things popped up for a second or two, prompting Tabares to stop the tape and point them out. Some couples,
when they fight, fight. But these two were a lot less obvious. Bill complained that the dog cut into their social
life, since they always had to come home early for fear of what the dog might do to their apartment. Sue
responded that that wasn’t true, arguing, “If she’s going to chew anything, she’s going to do it in the first fifteen
minutes that we’re gone.” Bill seemed to agree with that. He nodded lightly and said, “Yeah, I know,” and then
added, “I’m not saying it’s rational. I just don’t want to have a dog.”

Tabares pointed at the videotape. “He started out with ‘Yeah, I know.” But it’s a yes-but. Even though he
started to validate her, he went on to say that he didn’t like the dog. He’s really being defensive. I kept thinking,
He’s so nice. He’s doing all this validation. But then I realized he was doing the yes-but. It’s easy to be fooled
by them.”

Bill went on: “I’'m getting way better. You’ve got to admit it. I'm better this week than last week, and the
week before and the week before.”

Tabares jumped in again. “In one study, we were watching newlyweds, and what often happened with the
couples who ended up in divorce is that when one partner would ask for credit, the other spouse wouldn’t give
it. And with the happier couples, the spouse would hear it and say, ‘You’re right.” That stood out. When you
nod and say ‘uh-huh’ or ‘yeah,” you are doing that as a sign of support, and here she never does it, not once in
the entire session, which none of us had realized until we did the coding.

“It’s weird,” she went on. “You don’t get the sense that they are an unhappy couple when they come in. And
when they were finished, they were instructed to watch their own discussion, and they thought the whole thing
was hilarious. They seem fine, in a way. But I don’t know. They haven’t been married that long. They’re still in
the glowy phase. But the fact is that she’s completely inflexible. They are arguing about dogs, but it’s really
about how whenever they have a disagreement, she’s completely inflexible. It’s one of those things that could
cause a lot of long-term harm. I wonder if they’ll hit the seven-year wall. Is there enough positive emotion
there? Because what seems positive isn’t actually positive at all.”

What was Tabares looking for in the couple? On a technical level, she was measuring the amount of positive



and negative emotion, because one of Gottman’s findings is that for a marriage to survive, the ratio of
positive to negative emotion in a given encounter has to be at least five to one. On a simpler level, though, what
Tabares was looking for in that short discussion was a pattern in Bill and Sue’s marriage, because a central
argument in Gottman’s work is that all marriages have a distinctive pattern, a kind of marital DNA, that
surfaces in any kind of meaningful interaction. This is why Gottman asks couples to tell the story of how they
met, because he has found that when a husband and wife recount the most important episode in their
relationship, that pattern shows up right away.

“It’s so easy to tell,” Gottman says. “I just looked at this tape yesterday. The woman says, ‘We met at a ski
weekend, and he was there with a bunch of his friends, and I kind of liked him and we made a date to be
together. But then he drank too much, and he went home and went to sleep, and I was waiting for him for three
hours. I woke him up, and I said I don’t appreciate being treated this way. You’'re really not a nice person. And
he said, yeah, hey, I really had a lot to drink.”” There was a troubling pattern in their first interaction, and the
sad truth was that that pattern persisted throughout their relationship. “It’s not that hard,” Gottman went on.
“When I first started doing these interviews, I thought maybe we were getting these people on a crappy day. But
the prediction levels are just so high, and if you do it again, you get the same pattern over and over again.”

One way to understand what Gottman is saying about marriages is to use the analogy of what people in the
world of Morse code call a fist. Morse code is made up of dots and dashes, each of which has its own prescribed
length. But no one ever replicates those prescribed lengths perfectly. When operators send a message—
particularly using the old manual machines known as the straight key or the bug—they vary the spacing or
stretch out the dots and dashes or combine dots and dashes and spaces in a particular rhythm. Morse code is like
speech. Everyone has a different voice.

In the Second World War, the British assembled thousands of so-called interceptors—mostly women—
whose job it was to tune in every day and night to the radio broadcasts of the various divisions of the German
military. The Germans were, of course, broadcasting in code, so—at least in the early part of the war—the
British couldn’t understand what was being said. But that didn’t necessarily matter, because before long, just by
listening to the cadence of the transmission, the interceptors began to pick up on the individual fists of the
German operators, and by doing so, they knew something nearly as important, which was who was doing the
sending. “If you listened to the same call signs over a certain period, you would begin to recognize that there
were, say, three or four different operators in that unit, working on a shift system, each with his own
characteristics,” says Nigel West, a British military historian. “And invariably, quite apart from the text, there
would be the preambles, and the illicit exchanges. How are you today? How’s the girlfriend? What’s the
weather like in Munich? So you fill out a little card, on which you write down all that kind of information, and
pretty soon you have a kind of relationship with that person.”

The interceptors came up with descriptions of the fists and styles of the operators they were following. They
assigned them names and assembled elaborate profiles of their personalities. After they identified the person
who was sending the message, the interceptors would then locate their signal. So now they knew something
more. They knew who was where. West goes on: “The interceptors had such a good handle on the transmitting
characteristics of the German radio operators that they could literally follow them around Europe—wherever
they were. That was extraordinarily valuable in constructing an order of battle, which is a diagram of what the
individual military units in the field are doing and what their location is. If a particular radio operator was with a
particular unit and transmitting from Florence, and then three weeks later you recognized that same operator,
only this time he was in Linz, then you could assume that that particular unit had moved from northern Italy to
the eastern front. Or you would know that a particular operator was with a tank repair unit and he always came
up on the air every day at twelve o’clock. But now, after a big battle, he’s coming up at twelve, four in the
afternoon, and seven in the evening, so you can assume that unit has a lot of work going on. And in a moment
of crisis, when someone very high up asks, ‘Can you really be absolutely certain that this particular Luftwafte
Fliegerkorps [German air force squadron] is outside of Tobruk and not in Italy?’ you can answer, ‘Yes, that was
Oscar, we are absolutely sure.’”

The key thing about fists is that they emerge naturally. Radio operators don’t deliberately try to sound
distinctive. They simply end up sounding distinctive, because some part of their personality appears to express
itself automatically and unconsciously in the way they work the Morse code keys. The other thing about a fist is
that it reveals itself in even the smallest sample of Morse code. We have to listen to only a few characters to
pick out an individual’s pattern. It doesn’t change or disappear for stretches or show up only in certain words or
phrases. That’s why the British interceptors could listen to just a few bursts and say, with absolute certainty,



“It’s Oscar, which means that yes, his unit is now definitely outside of Tobruk.” An operator’s fist is stable.

What Gottman is saying is that a relationship between two people has a fist as well: a distinctive signature
that arises naturally and automatically. That is why a marriage can be read and decoded so easily, because some
key part of human activity—whether it is something as simple as pounding out a Morse code message or as
complex as being married to someone—has an identifiable and stable pattern. Predicting divorce, like tracking
Morse Code operators, is pattern recognition.

“People are in one of two states in a relationship,” Gottman went on. “The first is what I call positive
sentiment override, where positive emotion overrides irritability. It’s like a buffer. Their spouse will do
something bad, and they’ll say, ‘Oh, he’s just in a crummy mood.” Or they can be in negative sentiment
override, so that even a relatively neutral thing that a partner says gets perceived as negative. In the negative
sentiment override state, people draw lasting conclusions about each other. If their spouse does something
positive, it’s a selfish person doing a positive thing. It’s really hard to change those states, and those states
determine whether when one party tries to repair things, the other party sees that as repair or hostile
manipulation. For example, I'm talking with my wife, and she says, ‘Will you shut up and let me finish?’ In
positive sentiment override, I say, ‘Sorry, go ahead.” I'm not very happy, but I recognize the repair. In negative
sentiment override, I say, ‘To hell with you, I’'m not getting a chance to finish either. You’re such a bitch, you
remind me of your mother.””

As he was talking, Gottman drew a graph on a piece of paper that looked a lot like a chart of the ups and
downs of the stock market over the course of a typical day. What he does, he explains, is track the ups and
downs of a couple’s level of positive and negative emotion, and he’s found that it doesn’t take very long to
figure out which way the line on the graph is going. “Some go up, some go down,” he says. “But once they start
going down, toward negative emotion, ninety-four percent will continue going down. They start on a bad course
and they can’t correct it. I don’t think of this as just a slice in time. It’s an indication of how they view their
whole relationship.”

3. The Importance of Contempt

Let’s dig a little deeper into the secret of Gottman’s success rate. Gottman has discovered that marriages have
distinctive signatures, and we can find that signature by collecting very detailed emotional information from the
interaction of a couple. But there’s something else that is very interesting about Gottman’s system, and that is
the way in which he manages to simplify the task of prediction. I hadn’t realized how much of an issue this was
until I tried thin-slicing couples myself. I got one of Gottman’s tapes, which had on it ten three-minute clips of
different couples talking. Half the couples, I was told, split up at some point in the fifteen years after their
discussion was filmed. Half were still together. Could I guess which was which? I was pretty confident I could.
But I was wrong. I was terrible at it. I answered five correctly, which is to say that I would have done just as
well by flipping a coin.

My difficulty arose from the fact that the clips were utterly overwhelming. The husband would say
something guarded. The wife would respond quietly. Some fleeting emotion would flash across her face. He
would start to say something and then stop. She would scowl. He would laugh. Someone would mutter
something. Someone would frown. I would rewind the tape and look at it again, and I would get still more
information. I’d see a little trace of a smile, or I'd pick up on a slight change in tone. It was all too much. In my
head, I was frantically trying to determine the ratios of positive emotion to negative emotion. But what counted
as positive, and what counted as negative? I knew from Susan and Bill that a lot of what looked positive was
actually negative. And I also knew that there were no fewer than twenty separate emotional states on the SPAFF
chart. Have you ever tried to keep track of twenty different emotions simultaneously? Now, granted, I’'m not a
marriage counselor. But that same tape has been given to almost two hundred marital therapists, marital
researchers, pastoral counselors, and graduate students in clinical psychology, as well as newlyweds, people
who were recently divorced, and people who have been happily married for a long time—in other words, almost
two hundred people who know a good deal more about marriage than I do—and none of them was any better
than I was. The group as a whole guessed right 53.8 percent of the time, which is just above chance. The fact
that there was a pattern didn’t much matter. There were so many other things going on so quickly in those three



minutes that we couldn’t find the pattern.

Gottman, however, doesn’t have this problem. He’s gotten so good at thin-slicing marriages that he says he
can be in a restaurant and eavesdrop on the couple one table over and get a pretty good sense of whether they
need to start thinking about hiring lawyers and dividing up custody of the children. How does he do it? He has
figured out that he doesn’t need to pay attention to everything that happens. I was overwhelmed by the task of
counting negativity, because everywhere I looked, I saw negative emotions. Gottman is far more selective. He
has found that he can find out much of what he needs to know just by focusing on what he calls the Four
Horsemen: defensiveness, stonewalling, criticism, and contempt. Even within the Four Horsemen, in fact, there
is one emotion that he considers the most important of all: contempt. If Gottman observes one or both partners
in a marriage showing contempt toward the other, he considers it the single most important sign that the
marriage is in trouble.

“You would think that criticism would be the worst,” Gottman says, “because criticism is a global
condemnation of a person’s character. Yet contempt is qualitatively different from criticism. With criticism I
might say to my wife, “You never listen, you are really selfish and insensitive.” Well, she’s going to respond
defensively to that. That’s not very good for our problem solving and interaction. But if I speak from a superior
plane, that’s far more damaging, and contempt is any statement made from a higher level. A lot of the time it’s
an insult: ‘You are a bitch. You’re scum.’ It’s trying to put that person on a lower plane than you. It’s
hierarchical.”

Gottman has found, in fact, that the presence of contempt in a marriage can even predict such things as how
many colds a husband or a wife gets; in other words, having someone you love express contempt toward you is
so stressful that it begins to affect the functioning of your immune system. “Contempt is closely related to
disgust, and what disgust and contempt are about is completely rejecting and excluding someone from the
community. The big gender difference with negative emotions is that women are more critical, and men are
more likely to stonewall. We find that women start talking about a problem, the men get irritated and turn away,
and the women get more critical, and it becomes a circle. But there isn’t any gender difference when it comes to
contempt. Not at all.” Contempt is special. If you can measure contempt, then all of a sudden you don’t need to
know every detail of the couple’s relationship.

I think that this is the way that our unconscious works. When we leap to a decision or have a hunch, our
unconscious is doing what John Gottman does. It’s sifting through the situation in front of us, throwing out all
that is irrelevant while we zero in on what really matters. And the truth is that our unconscious is really good at
this, to the point where thin-slicing often delivers a better answer than more deliberate and exhaustive ways of
thinking.

4. The Secrets of the Bedroom

Imagine that you are considering me for a job. You’ve seen my résumé and think I have the necessary
credentials. But you want to know whether I am the right fit for your organization. Am I a hard worker? Am I
honest? Am I open to new ideas? In order to answer those questions about my personality, your boss gives you
two options. The first is to meet with me twice a week for a year—to have lunch or dinner or go to a movie with
me—to the point where you become one of my closest friends. (Your boss is quite demanding.) The second
option is to drop by my house when I’m not there and spend half an hour or so looking around. Which would
you choose?

The seemingly obvious answer is that you should take the first option: the thick slice. The more time you
spend with me and the more information you gather, the better off you are. Right? I hope by now that you are at
least a little bit skeptical of that approach. Sure enough, as the psychologist Samuel Gosling has shown, judging
people’s personalities is a really good example of how surprisingly effective thin-slicing can be.

Gosling began his experiment by doing a personality workup on eighty college students. For this, he used
what is called the Big Five Inventory, a highly respected, multi-item questionnaire that measures people across
five dimensions:

1. Extraversion. Are you sociable or retiring? Fun-loving or reserved?



2. Agreeableness. Are you trusting or suspicious? Helpful or uncooperative?

3. Conscientiousness. Are you organized or disorganized? Self-disciplined or weak willed?

4. Emotional stability. Are you worried or calm? Insecure or secure?

5. Openness to new experiences. Are you imaginative or down-to-earth? Independent or conforming?

Then Gosling had close friends of those eighty students fill out the same questionnaire.

When our friends rank us on the Big Five, Gosling wanted to know, how closely do they come to the truth?
The answer is, not surprisingly, that our friends can describe us fairly accurately. They have a thick slice of
experience with us, and that translates to a real sense of who we are. Then Gosling repeated the process, but this
time he didn’t call on close friends. He used total strangers who had never even met the students they were
judging. All they saw were their dorm rooms. He gave his raters clipboards and told them they had fifteen
minutes to look around and answer a series of very basic questions about the occupant of the room: On a scale
of 1 to 5, does the inhabitant of this room seem to be the kind of person who is talkative? Tends to find fault
with others? Does a thorough job? Is original? Is reserved? Is helpful and unselfish with others? And so on. “I
was trying to study everyday impressions,” Gosling says. “So I was quite careful not to tell my subjects what to
do. I just said, ‘Here is your questionnaire. Go into the room and drink itin.” I was just trying to look at intuitive
judgment processes.”

How did they do? The dorm room observers weren’t nearly as good as friends in measuring extraversion. If
you want to know how animated and talkative and outgoing someone is, clearly, you have to meet him or her in
person. The friends also did slightly better than the dorm room visitors at accurately estimating agreeableness—
how helpful and trusting someone is. I think that also makes sense. But on the remaining three traits of the Big
Five, the strangers with the clipboards came out on top. They were more accurate at measuring
conscientiousness, and they were much more accurate at predicting both the students’ emotional stability and
their openness to new experiences. On balance, then, the strangers ended up doing a much better job. What this
suggests is that it is quite possible for people who have never met us and who have spent only twenty minutes
thinking about us to come to a better understanding of who we are than people who have known us for years.
Forget the endless “getting to know” meetings and lunches, then. If you want to get a good idea of whether I’d
make a good employee, drop by my house one day and take a look around.

If you are like most people, I imagine that you find Gosling’s conclusions quite incredible. But the truth is
that they shouldn’t be, not after the lessons of John Gottman. This is just another example of thin-slicing. The
observers were looking at the students’ most personal belongings, and our personal belongings contain a wealth
of very telling information. Gosling says, for example, that a person’s bedroom gives three kinds of clues to his
or her personality. There are, first of all, identity claims, which are deliberate expressions about how we would
like to be seen by the world: a framed copy of a magna cum laude degree from Harvard, for example. Then
there is behavioral residue, which is defined as the inadvertent clues we leave behind: dirty laundry on the floor,
for instance, or an alphabetized CD collection. Finally, there are thoughts and feelings regulators, which are
changes we make to our most personal spaces to affect the way we feel when we inhabit them: a scented candle
in the corner, for example, or a pile of artfully placed decorative pillows on the bed. If you see alphabetized
CDs, a Harvard diploma on the wall, incense on a side table, and laundry neatly stacked in a hamper, you know
certain aspects about that individual’s personality instantly, in a way that you may not be able to grasp if all you
ever do is spend time with him or her directly. Anyone who has ever scanned the bookshelves of a new
girlfriend or boyfriend—or peeked inside his or her medicine cabinet—understands this implicitly: you can
learn as much—or more—from one glance at a private space as you can from hours of exposure to a public
face.

Just as important, though, is the information you don’t have when you look through someone’s belongings.
What you avoid when you don’t meet someone face-to-face are all the confusing and complicated and
ultimately irrelevant pieces of information that can serve to screw up your judgment. Most of us have difficulty
believing that a 275-pound football lineman could have a lively and discerning intellect. We just can’t get past
the stereotype of the dumb jock. But if all we saw of that person was his bookshelf or the art on his walls, we
wouldn’t have that same problem.

What people say about themselves can also be very confusing, for the simple reason that most of us aren’t
very objective about ourselves. That’s why, when we measure personality, we don’t just ask people point-blank
what they think they are like. We give them a questionnaire, like the Big Five Inventory, carefully designed to
elicit telling responses. That’s also why Gottman doesn’t waste any time asking husbands and wives point-



blank questions about the state of their marriage. They might lie or feel awkward or, more important, they
might not know the truth. They may be so deeply mired—or so happily ensconced—in their relationship that
they have no perspective on how it works. “Couples simply aren’t aware of how they sound,” says Sybil
Carrere. “They have this discussion, which we videotape and then play back to them. In one of the studies we
did recently, we interviewed couples about what they learned from the study, and a remarkable number of
them—I would say a majority of them—said they were surprised to find either what they looked like during the
conflict discussion or what they communicated during the conflict discussion. We had one woman whom we
thought of as extremely emotional, but she said that she had no idea that she was so emotional. She said that she
thought she was stoic and gave nothing away. A lot of people are like that. They think they are more
forthcoming than they actually are, or more negative than they actually are. It was only when they were
watching the tape that they realized they were wrong about what they were communicating.”

If couples aren’t aware of how they sound, how much value can there be in asking them direct questions?
Not much, and this is why Gottman has couples talk about something involving their marriage—Ilike their
pets—without being about their marriage. He looks closely at indirect measures of how the couple is doing: the
telling traces of emotion that flit across one person’s face; the hint of stress picked up in the sweat glands of the
palm; a sudden surge in heart rate; a subtle tone that creeps into an exchange. Gottman comes at the issue
sideways, which, he has found, can be a lot quicker and a more efficient path to the truth than coming at it head-
on.

What those observers of dorm rooms were doing was simply a layperson’s version of John Gottman’s
analysis. They were looking for the “fist” of those college students. They gave themselves fifteen minutes to
drink things in and get a hunch about the person. They came at the question sideways, using the indirect
evidence of the students’ dorm rooms, and their decision-making process was simplified: they weren’t
distracted at all by the kind of confusing, irrelevant information that comes from a face-to-face encounter. They
thin-sliced. And what happened? The same thing that happened with Gottman: those people with the clipboards
were really good at making predictions.

5. Listening to Doctors

Let’s take the concept of thin-slicing one step further. Imagine you work for an insurance company that sells
doctors medical malpractice protection. Your boss asks you to figure out for accounting reasons who, among all
the physicians covered by the company, is most likely to be sued. Once again, you are given two choices. The
first is to examine the physicians’ training and credentials and then analyze their records to see how many errors
they’ve made over the past few years. The other option is to listen in on very brief snippets of conversation
between each doctor and his or her patients.

By now you are expecting me to say the second option is the best one. You’re right, and here’s why. Believe
it or not, the risk of being sued for malpractice has very little to do with how many mistakes a doctor makes.
Analyses of malpractice lawsuits show that there are highly skilled doctors who get sued a lot and doctors who
make lots of mistakes and never get sued. At the same time, the overwhelming number of people who suffer an
injury due to the negligence of a doctor never file a malpractice suit at all. In other words, patients don’t file
lawsuits because they’ve been harmed by shoddy medical care. Patients file lawsuits because they’ve been
harmed by shoddy medical care and something else happens to them.

What is that something else? It’s how they were treated, on a personal level, by their doctor. What comes up
again and again in malpractice cases is that patients say they were rushed or ignored or treated poorly. “People
just don’t sue doctors they like,” is how Alice Burkin, a leading medical malpractice lawyer, puts it. “In all the
years I’ve been in this business, I’ve never had a potential client walk in and say, ‘I really like this doctor, and I
feel terrible about doing it, but I want to sue him.” We’ve had people come in saying they want to sue some
specialist, and we’ll say, “We don’t think that doctor was negligent. We think it’s your primary care doctor who
was at fault.” And the client will say, ‘I don’t care what she did. I love her, and I’m not suing her.””

Burkin once had a client who had a breast tumor that wasn’t spotted until it had metastasized, and she
wanted to sue her internist for the delayed diagnosis. In fact, it was her radiologist who was potentially at fault.
But the client was adamant. She wanted to sue the internist. “In our first meeting, she told me she hated this



doctor because she never took the time to talk to her and never asked about her other symptoms,” Burkin
said. “‘She never looked at me as a whole person,’ the patient told us. . . . When a patient has a bad medical
result, the doctor has to take the time to explain what happened, and to answer the patient’s questions—to treat
him like a human being. The doctors who don’t are the ones who get sued.” It isn’t necessary, then, to know
much about how a surgeon operates in order to know his likelihood of being sued. What you need to understand
is the relationship between that doctor and his patients.

Recently the medical researcher Wendy Levinson recorded hundreds of conversations between a group of
physicians and their patients. Roughly half of the doctors had never been sued. The other half had been sued at
least twice, and Levinson found that just on the basis of those conversations, she could find clear differences
between the two groups. The surgeons who had never been sued spent more than three minutes longer with each
patient than those who had been sued did (18.3 minutes versus 15 minutes). They were more likely to make
“orienting” comments, such as “First I’ll examine you, and then we will talk the problem over” or “I will leave
time for your questions”—which help patients get a sense of what the visit is supposed to accomplish and when
they ought to ask questions. They were more likely to engage in active listening, saying such things as “Go on,
tell me more about that,” and they were far more likely to laugh and be funny during the visit. Interestingly,
there was no difference in the amount or quality of information they gave their patients; they didn’t provide
more details about medication or the patient’s condition. The difference was entirely in how they talked to their
patients.

It’s possible, in fact, to take this analysis even further. The psychologist Nalini Ambady listened to
Levinson’s tapes, zeroing in on the conversations that had been recorded between just surgeons and their
patients. For each surgeon, she picked two patient conversations. Then, from each conversation, she selected
two ten-second clips of the doctor talking, so her slice was a total of forty seconds. Finally, she “content-
filtered” the slices, which means she removed the high-frequency sounds from speech that enable us to
recognize individual words. What’s left after content-filtering is a kind of garble that preserves intonation, pitch,
and rhythm but erases content. Using that slice—and that slice alone—Ambady did a Gottman-style analysis.
She had judges rate the slices of garble for such qualities as warmth, hostility, dominance, and anxiousness, and
she found that by using only those ratings, she could predict which surgeons got sued and which ones didn’t.

Ambady says that she and her colleagues were ‘“totally stunned by the results,” and it’s not hard to
understand why. The judges knew nothing about the skill level of the surgeons. They didn’t know how
experienced they were, what kind of training they had, or what kind of procedures they tended to do. They
didn’t even know what the doctors were saying to their patients. All they were using for their prediction was
their analysis of the surgeon’s tone of voice. In fact, it was even more basic than that: if the surgeon’s voice was
judged to sound dominant, the surgeon tended to be in the sued group. If the voice sounded less dominant and
more concerned, the surgeon tended to be in the non-sued group. Could there be a thinner slice? Malpractice
sounds like one of those infinitely complicated and multidimensional problems. But in the end it comes down to
a matter of respect, and the simplest way that respect is communicated is through tone of voice, and the most
corrosive tone of voice that a doctor can assume is a dominant tone. Did Ambady need to sample the entire
history of a patient and doctor to pick up on that tone? No, because a medical consultation is a lot like one of
Gottman’s conflict discussions or a student’s dorm room. It’s one of those situations where the signature comes
through loud and clear.

Next time you meet a doctor, and you sit down in his office and he starts to talk, if you have the sense that
he isn’t listening to you, that he’s talking down to you, and that he isn’t treating you with respect, listen to that
feeling. You have thin-sliced him and found him wanting.

6. The Power of the Glance

Thin-slicing is not an exotic gift. It is a central part of what it means to be human. We thin-slice whenever we
meet a new person or have to make sense of something quickly or encounter a novel situation. We thin-slice
because we have to, and we come to rely on that ability because there are lots of hidden fists out there, lots of
situations where careful attention to the details of a very thin slice, even for no more than a second or two, can
tell us an awful lot.



It is striking, for instance, how many different professions and disciplines have a word to describe the
particular gift of reading deeply into the narrowest slivers of experience. In basketball, the player who can take
in and comprehend all that is happening around him or her is said to have “court sense.” In the military, brilliant
generals are said to possess “coup d’oeil”—which, translated from the French, means “power of the glance”: the
ability to immediately see and make sense of the battlefield. Napoleon had coup d’oeil. So did Patton. The
omithologist David Sibley says that in Cape May, New Jersey, he once spotted a bird in flight from two
hundred yards away and knew, instantly, that it was a ruff, a rare sandpiper. He had never seen a ruff in flight
before; nor was the moment long enough for him to make a careful identification. But he was able to capture
what bird-watchers call the bird’s “giss”—its essence—and that was enough.

“Most of bird identification is based on a sort of subjective impression—the way a bird moves and little
instantaneous appearances at different angles and sequences of different appearances, and as it turns its head
and as it flies and as it turns around, you see sequences of different shapes and angles,” Sibley says. “All that
combines to create a unique impression of a bird that can’t really be taken apart and described in words. When
it comes down to being in the field and looking at a bird, you don’t take the time to analyze it and say it shows
this, this, and this; therefore it must be this species. It’s more natural and instinctive. After a lot of practice, you
look at the bird, and it triggers little switches in your brain. It looks right. You know what it is at a glance.”

The Hollywood producer Brian Grazer, who has produced many of the biggest hit movies of the past twenty
years, uses almost exactly the same language to describe the first time he met the actor Tom Hanks. It was in
1983. Hanks was then a virtual unknown. All he had done was the now (justly) forgotten TV show called
Bosom Buddies. “He came in and read for the movie Splash, and right there, in the moment, I can tell you just
what I saw,” Grazer says. In that first instant, he knew Hanks was special. “We read hundreds of people for that
part, and other people were funnier than him. But they weren’t as likable as him. I felt like I could live inside of
him. I felt like his problems were problems I could relate to. You know, in order to make somebody laugh, you
have to be interesting, and in order to be interesting, you have to do things that are mean. Comedy comes out of
anger, and interesting comes out of angry; otherwise there is no conflict. But he was able to be mean and you
forgave him, and you have to be able to forgive somebody, because at the end of the day, you still have to be
with him, even after he’s dumped the girl or made some choices that you don’t agree with. All of this wasn’t
thought out in words at the time. It was an intuitive conclusion that only later I could deconstruct.”

My guess is that many of you have the same impression of Tom Hanks. If I asked you what he was like, you
would say that he is decent and trustworthy and down-to-earth and funny. But you don’t know him. You’re not
friends with him. You’ve only seen him in the movies, playing a wide range of different characters.
Nonetheless, you’ve managed to extract something very meaningful about him from those thin slices of
experience, and that impression has a powerful effect on how you experience Tom Hanks’s movies.
“Everybody said that they couldn’t see Tom Hanks as an astronaut,” Grazer says of his decision to cast Hanks
in the hit movie Apollo 13. “Well, 1 didn’t know whether Tom Hanks was an astronaut. But I saw this as a
movie about a spacecraft in jeopardy. And who does the world want to get back the most? Who does America
want to save? Tom Hanks. We don’t want to see him die. We like him too much.”

If we couldn’t thin-slice—if you really had to know someone for months and months to get at their true
selves—then Apollo 13 would be robbed of its drama and Splash would not be funny. And if we could not make
sense of complicated situations in a flash, basketball would be chaotic, and bird-watchers would be helpless.
Not long ago, a group of psychologists reworked the divorce prediction test that I found so overwhelming. They
took a number of Gottman’s couples videos and showed them to nonexperts—only this time, they provided the
raters with a little help. They gave them a list of emotions to look for. They broke the tapes into thirty-second
segments and allowed everyone to look at each segment twice, once to focus on the man and once to focus on
the woman. And what happened? This time around, the observers’ ratings predicted with better than 80 percent
accuracy which marriages were going to make it. That’s not quite as good as Gottman. But it’s pretty
impressive—and that shouldn’t come as a surprise. We’re old hands at thin-slicing.



The Locked Door: The Secret Life of Snap Decisions

Not long ago, one of the world’s top tennis coaches, a man named Vic Braden, began to notice something
strange whenever he watched a tennis match. In tennis, players are given two chances to successfully hit a
serve, and if they miss on their second chance, they are said to double-fault, and what Braden realized was that
he always knew when a player was about to double-fault. A player would toss the ball up in the air and draw his
racket back, and just as he was about to make contact, Braden would blurt out, “Oh, no, double fault,” and sure
enough, the ball would go wide or long or it would hit the net. It didn’t seem to matter who was playing, man or
woman, whether he was watching the match live or on television, or how well he knew the person serving. “I
was calling double faults on girls from Russia I’d never seen before in my life,” Braden says. Nor was Braden
simply lucky. Lucky is when you call a coin toss correctly. But double-faulting is rare. In an entire match, a
professional tennis player might hit hundreds of serves and double-fault no more than three or four times. One
year, at the big professional tennis tournament at Indian Wells, near Braden’s house in Southern California, he
decided to keep track and found he correctly predicted sixteen out of seventeen double faults in the matches he
watched. “For a while it got so bad that I got scared,” Braden says. “It literally scared me. I was getting twenty
out of twenty right, and we’re talking about guys who almost never double-fault.”

Braden is now in his seventies. When he was young, he was a world-class tennis player, and over the past
fifty years, he has coached and counseled and known many of the greatest tennis players in the history of the
game. He is a small and irrepressible man with the energy of someone half his age, and if you were to talk to
people in the tennis world, they’d tell you that Vic Braden knows as much about the nuances and subtleties of
the game as any man alive. It isn’t surprising, then, that Vic Braden should be really good at reading a serve in
the blink of an eye. It really isn’t any different from the ability of an art expert to look at the Getty kouros and
know, instantly, that it’s a fake. Something in the way the tennis players hold themselves, or the way they toss
the ball, or the fluidity of their motion triggers something in his unconscious. He instinctively picks up the
“giss” of a double fault. He thin-slices some part of the service motion and—blink/—he just knows. But here’s
the catch: much to Braden’s frustration, he simply cannot figure out how he knows.

“What did I see?” he says. “I would lie in bed, thinking, How did I do this? I don’t know. It drove me crazy.
It tortured me. I’d go back and I’d go over the serve in my mind and I’d try to figure it out. Did they stumble?
Did they take another step? Did they add a bounce to the ball—something that changed their motor program?”
The evidence he used to draw his conclusions seemed to be buried somewhere in his unconscious, and he could
not dredge it up.

This is the second critical fact about the thoughts and decisions that bubble up from our unconscious. Snap
judgments are, first of all, enormously quick: they rely on the thinnest slices of experience. But they are also
unconscious. In the Iowa gambling experiment, the gamblers started avoiding the dangerous red decks long
before they were actually aware that they were avoiding them. It took another seventy cards for the conscious
brain to finally figure out what was going on. When Harrison and Hoving and the Greek experts first confronted
the kouros, they experienced waves of repulsion and words popping into their heads, and Harrison blurted out,
“I’'m sorry to hear that.” But at that moment of first doubt, they were a long way from being able to enumerate
precisely why they felt the way they did. Hoving has talked to many art experts whom he calls fakebusters, and



they all describe the act of getting at the truth of a work of art as an extraordinarily imprecise process.
Hoving says they feel “a kind of mental rush, a flurry of visual facts flooding their minds when looking at a
work of art. One fakebuster described the experience as if his eyes and senses were a flock of hummingbirds
popping in and out of dozens of way stations. Within minutes, sometimes seconds, this fakebuster registered
hosts of things that seemed to call out to him, ‘Watch out!’”

Here is Hoving on the art historian Bernard Berenson. “[He] sometimes distressed his colleagues with his
inability to articulate how he could see so clearly the tiny defects and inconsistencies in a particular work that
branded it either an unintelligent reworking or a fake. In one court case, in fact, Berenson was able to say only
that his stomach felt wrong. He had a curious ringing in his ears. He was struck by a momentary depression. Or
he felt woozy and off balance. Hardly scientific descriptions of how he knew he was in the presence of
something cooked up or faked. But that’s as far as he was able to go.”

Snap judgments and rapid cognition take place behind a locked door. Vic Braden tried to look inside that
room. He stayed up at night, trying to figure out what it is in the delivery of a tennis serve that primes his
judgment. But he couldn’t.

I don’t think we are very good at dealing with the fact of that locked door. It’s one thing to acknowledge the
enormous power of snap judgments and thin slices but quite another to place our trust in something so
seemingly mysterious. “My father will sit down and give you theories to explain why he does this or that,” the
son of the billionaire investor George Soros has said. “But I remember seeing it as a kid and thinking, At least
half of this is bull. I mean, you know the reason he changes his position on the market or whatever is because
his back starts killing him. He literally goes into a spasm, and it’s this early warning sign.”

Clearly this is part of the reason why George Soros is so good at what he does: he is someone who is aware
of the value of the products of his unconscious reasoning. But if you or I were to invest our money with Soros,
we’d feel nervous if the only reason he could give for a decision was that his back hurt. A highly successful
CEO like Jack Welch may entitle his memoir Jack: Straight from the Gut, but he then makes it clear that what
set him apart wasn’t just his gut but carefully worked-out theories of management, systems, and principles as
well. Our world requires that decisions be sourced and footnoted, and if we say how we feel, we must also be
prepared to elaborate on why we feel that way. This is why it was so hard for the Getty, at least in the beginning,
to accept the opinion of people like Hoving and Harrison and Zeri: it was a lot easier to listen to the scientists
and the lawyers, because the scientists and the lawyers could provide pages and pages of documentation
supporting their conclusions. I think that approach is a mistake, and if we are to learn to improve the quality of
the decisions we make, we need to accept the mysterious nature of our snap judgments. We need to respect the
fact that it is possible to know without knowing why we know and accept that—sometimes—we’re better off
that way.

1. Primed for Action

Imagine that I'm a professor, and I’ve asked you to come and see me in my office. You walk down a long
corridor, come through the doorway, and sit down at a table. In front of you is a sheet of paper with a list of
five-word sets. I want you to make a grammatical four-word sentence as quickly as possible out of each set. It’s
called a scrambled-sentence test. Ready?

01 him was worried she always

02 from are Florida oranges temperature

03 ball the throw toss silently

04 shoes give replace old the

05 he observes occasionally people watches
06 be will sweat lonely they

07 sky the seamless gray is

08 should now withdraw forgetful we

09 us bingo sing play let

10 sunlight makes temperature wrinkle raisins



That seemed straightforward, right? Actually it wasn’t. After you finished that test—believe it or not—you
would have walked out of my office and back down the hall more slowly than you walked in. With that test, |
affected the way you behaved. How? Well, look back at the list. Scattered throughout it are certain words, such
as “worried,” “Florida,” “old,” “lonely,” “gray,” “bingo,” and “wrinkle.” You thought that I was just making
you take a language test. But, in fact, what I was also doing was making the big computer in your brain—your
adaptive unconscious—think about the state of being old. It didn’t inform the rest of your brain about its sudden
obsession. But it took all this talk of old age so seriously that by the time you finished and walked down the
corridor, you acted old. You walked slowly.

This test was devised by a very clever psychologist named John Bargh. It’s an example of what is called a
priming experiment, and Bargh and others have done numerous even more fascinating variations of it, all of
which show just how much goes on behind that locked door of our unconscious. For example, on one occasion
Bargh and two colleagues at New York University, Mark Chen and Lara Burrows, staged an experiment in the
hallway just down from Bargh’s office. They used a group of undergraduates as subjects and gave everyone in
the group one of two scrambled-sentence tests. The first was sprinkled with words like “aggressively,” “bold,”
“rude,” “bother,” “disturb,” “intrude,” and “infringe.” The second was sprinkled with words like “respect,”
“considerate,” “appreciate,” “patiently,” “yield,” “polite,” and “courteous.” In neither case were there so many
similar words that the students picked up on what was going on. (Once you become conscious of being primed,
of course, the priming doesn’t work.) After doing the test—which takes only about five minutes—the students
were instructed to walk down the hall and talk to the person running the experiment in order to get their next
assignment.

Whenever a student arrived at the office, however, Bargh made sure that the experimenter was busy, locked
in conversation with someone else—a confederate who was standing in the hallway, blocking the doorway to
the experimenter’s office. Bargh wanted to learn whether the people who were primed with the polite words
would take longer to interrupt the conversation between the experimenter and the confederate than those primed
with the rude words. He knew enough about the strange power of unconscious influence to feel that it would
make a difference, but he thought the effect would be slight. Earlier, when Bargh had gone to the committee at
NYU that approves human experiments, they had made him promise that he would cut off the conversation in
the hall at ten minutes. “We looked at them when they said that and thought, You’ve got to be kidding,” Bargh
remembered. “The joke was that we would be measuring the difference in milliseconds. I mean, these are New
Yorkers. They aren’t going to just stand there. We thought maybe a few seconds, or a minute at most.”

But Bargh and his colleagues were wrong. The people primed to be rude eventually interrupted—on average
after about five minutes. But of the people primed to be polite, the overwhelming majority—S82 percent—never
interrupted at all. If the experiment hadn’t ended after ten minutes, who knows how long they would have
stood in the hallway, a polite and patient smile on their faces?

“The experiment was right down the hall from my office,” Bargh remembers. “I had to listen to the same
conversation over and over again. Every hour, whenever there was a new subject. It was boring, boring. The
people would come down the hallway, and they would see the confederate whom the experimenter was talking
to through the doorway. And the confederate would be going on and on about how she didn’t understand what
she was supposed to do. She kept asking and asking, for ten minutes, ‘Where do I mark this? I don’t get it.””
Bargh winced at the memory and the strangeness of it all. “For a whole semester this was going on. And the
people who had done the polite test just stood there.”

Priming is not, it should be said, like brainwashing. I can’t make you reveal deeply personal details about
your childhood by priming you with words like “nap” and “bottle” and “teddy bear.” Nor can I program you to
rob a bank for me. On the other hand, the effects of priming aren’t trivial. Two Dutch researchers did a study in
which they had groups of students answer forty-two fairly demanding questions from the board game Trivial
Pursuit. Half were asked to take five minutes beforehand to think about what it would mean to be a professor
and write down everything that came to mind. Those students got 55.6 percent of the questions right. The other
half of the students were asked to first sit and think about soccer hooligans. They ended up getting 42.6 percent
of the Trivial Pursuit questions right. The “professor” group didn’t know more than the “soccer hooligan”
group. They weren’t smarter or more focused or more serious. They were simply in a “smart” frame of mind,
and, clearly, associating themselves with the idea of something smart, like a professor, made it a lot easier—in
that stressful instant after a trivia question was asked—to blurt out the right answer. The difference between
55.6 and 42.6 percent, it should be pointed out, is enormous. That can be the difference between passing and



failing.

The psychologists Claude Steele and Joshua Aronson created an even more extreme version of this test,
using black college students and twenty questions taken from the Graduate Record Examination, the
standardized test used for entry into graduate school. When the students were asked to identify their race on a
pretest questionnaire, that simple act was sufficient to prime them with all the negative stereotypes associated
with African Americans and academic achievement—and the number of items they got right was cut in half. As
a society, we place enormous faith in tests because we think that they are a reliable indicator of the test taker’s
ability and knowledge. But are they really? If a white student from a prestigious private high school gets a
higher SAT score than a black student from an inner-city school, is it because she’s truly a better student, or is it
because to be white and to attend a prestigious high school is to be constantly primed with the idea of “smart”?

Even more impressive, however, is how mysterious these priming effects are. When you took that sentence-
completion test, you didn’t know that you were being primed to think “old.” Why would you? The clues were
pretty subtle. What is striking, though, is that even after people walked slowly out of the room and down the
hall, they still weren’t aware of how their behavior had been affected. Bargh once had people play board games
in which the only way the participants could win was if they learned how to cooperate with one another. So he
primed the players with thoughts of cooperativeness, and sure enough, they were far more cooperative, and the
game went far more smoothly. “Afterward,” Bargh says, “we ask them questions like How strongly did you
cooperate? How much did you want to cooperate? And then we correlate that with their actual behavior—and
the correlation is zero. This is a game that goes on for fifteen minutes, and at the end, people don’t know what
they have done. They just don’t know it. Their explanations are just random, noise. That surprised me. I thought
that people could at least have consulted their memories. But they couldn’t.”

Aronson and Steele found the same thing with the black students who did so poorly after they were
reminded of their race. “I talked to the black students afterward, and I asked them, ‘Did anything lower your
performance?’” Aronson said. “I would ask, ‘Did it bug you that I asked you to indicate your race?’ Because it
clearly had a huge effect on their performance. And they would always say no and something like ‘You know, I
just don’t think I’m smart enough to be here.””

The results from these experiments are, obviously, quite disturbing. They suggest that what we think of as
free will is largely an illusion: much of the time, we are simply operating on automatic pilot, and the way we
think and act—and how well we think and act on the spur of the moment—are a lot more susceptible to outside
influences than we realize. But there is also, I think, a significant advantage to how secretly the unconscious
does its work. In the example of the sentence-completion task I gave you with all the words about old age, how
long did it take you to make sentences out of those words? My guess is that it took you no more than a few
seconds per sentence. That’s fast, and you were able to perform that experiment quickly because you were able
to concentrate on the task and block out distractions. If you had been on the lookout for possible patterns in the
lists of words, there is no way you would have completed the task that quickly. You would have been
distracted. Yes, the references to old people changed the speed at which you walked out of the room, but was
that bad? Your unconscious was simply telling your body: I’ve picked up some clues that we’re in an
environment that is really concerned about old age—and let’s behave accordingly. Your unconscious, in this
sense, was acting as a kind of mental valet. It was taking care of all the minor mental details in your life. It was
keeping tabs on everything going on around you and making sure you were acting appropriately, while leaving
you free to concentrate on the main problem at hand.

The team that created the lowa gambling experiments was headed by the neurologist Antonio Damasio, and
Damasio’s group has done some fascinating research on just what happens when too much of our thinking takes
place outside the locked door. Damasio studied patients with damage to a small but critical part of the brain
called the ventromedial prefrontal cortex, which lies behind the nose. The ventromedial area plays a critical role
in decision making. It works out contingencies and relationships and sorts through the mountain of information
we get from the outside world, prioritizing it and putting flags on things that demand our immediate attention.
People with damage to their ventromedial area are perfectly rational. They can be highly intelligent and
functional, but they lack judgment. More precisely, they don’t have that mental valet in their unconscious that
frees them up to concentrate on what really matters. In his book Descartes’ Error, Damasio describes trying to
set up an appointment with a patient with this kind of brain damage:

I suggested two alternative dates, both in the coming month and just a few days apart from each other.
The patient pulled out his appointment book and began consulting the calendar. The behavior that



ensued, which was witnessed by several investigators, was remarkable. For the better part of a half hour,
the patient enumerated reasons for and against each of the two dates: previous engagements, proximity
to other engagements, possible meteorological conditions, virtually anything that one could think about
concerning a simple date. [He was] walking us through a tiresome cost-benefit analysis, an endless
outlining and fruitless comparison of options and possible consequences. It took enormous discipline to
listen to all of this without pounding on the table and telling him to stop.

Damasio and his team also gave the gambler’s test to their ventromedial patients. Most of the patients, just
like the rest of us, eventually figured out that the red decks were a problem. But at no time did the ventromedial
patients ever get a prickling of sweat on their palms; at no time did they get a hunch that the blue decks were
preferable to the red cards, and at no time—not even after they had figured the game out—did the patients
adjust their strategy to stay away from the problem cards. They knew intellectually what was right, but that
knowledge wasn’t enough to change the way they played the game. “It’s like drug addiction,” says Antoine
Bechara, one of the researchers on the Iowa team. “Addicts can articulate very well the consequences of their
behavior. But they fail to act accordingly. That’s because of a brain problem. That’s what we were putting our
finger on. Damage in the ventromedial area causes a disconnect between what you know and what you do.”
What the patients lacked was the valet silently pushing them in the right direction, adding that little emotional
extra—the prickling of the palms—to make sure they did the right thing. In high-stakes, fast-moving situations,
we don’t want to be as dispassionate and purely rational as the Iowa ventromedial patients. We don’t want to
stand there endlessly talking through our options. Sometimes we’re better off if the mind behind the locked
door makes our decisions for us.

2. The Storytelling Problem

On a brisk spring evening not long ago, two dozen men and women gathered in the back room of a Manhattan
bar to engage in a peculiar ritual known as speed-dating. They were all young professionals in their twenties, a
smattering of Wall Street types and medical students and schoolteachers, as well as four women who came in a
group from the nearby headquarters of Anne Klein Jewelry. The women were all in red or black sweaters, and
jeans or dark-colored pants. The men, with one or two exceptions, were all wearing the Manhattan work
uniform of a dark blue shirt and black slacks. At the beginning they mingled awkwardly, clutching their drinks,
and then the coordinator of the evening, a tall, striking woman named Kailynn, called the group to order.

Each man would have, she said, six minutes of conversation with each woman. The women would sit for the
duration of the evening against the wall on the long, low couches that ringed the room, and the men would
rotate from woman to woman, moving to the next woman whenever Kailynn rang a bell, signaling that the six
minutes were over. The daters were all given a badge, a number, and a short form to complete, with the
instruction that if they liked someone after six minutes, they should check the box next to his or her number. If
the person whose box they checked also checked their box, both daters would be notified of the other’s e-mail
address within twenty-four hours. There was a murmur of anticipation. Several people made a last-minute dash
to the bathroom. Kailynn rang her bell.

The men and women took their places, and immediately a surge of conversation filled the room. The men’s
chairs were far enough away from the women’s couches that the two parties had to lean forward, their elbows
on their knees. One or two of the women were actually bouncing up and down on the sofa cushions. The man
talking to the woman at table number three spilled his beer on her lap. At table one, a brunette named Melissa,
desperate to get her date to talk, asked him in quick succession, “If you had three wishes, what would they be?
Do you have siblings? Do you live alone?”” At another table, a very young and blond man named David asked
his date why she signed up for the evening. “I’'m twenty-six,” she replied. “A lot of my friends have boyfriends
that they have known since high school, and they are engaged or already married, and I'm still single and I'm
like—ahhhh.”

Kailynn stood to the side, by the bar that ran across one wall of the room. “If you are enjoying the
connection, time goes quickly. If you aren’t, it’s the longest six minutes of your life,” she said as she watched
the couples nervously chatter. “Sometimes strange things happen. I’ll never forget, back in November, there



was a guy from Queens who showed up with a dozen red roses, and he gave one to every girl he spoke to.
He had a suit on.” She gave a half smile. “He was ready to go.”

Speed-dating has become enormously popular around the world over the last few years, and it’s not hard to
understand why. It’s the distillation of dating to a simple snap judgment. Everyone who sat down at one of
those tables was trying to answer a very simple question: Do I want to see this person again? And to answer
that, we don’t need an entire evening. We really need only a few minutes. Velma, for instance, one of the four
Anne Klein women, said that she picked none of the men and that she made up her mind about each of them
right away. “They lost me at hello,” she said, rolling her eyes. Ron, who worked as a financial analyst at an
investment bank, picked two of the women, one of whom he settled on after about a minute and a half of
conversation and one of whom, Lillian at table two, he decided on the instant he sat down across from her. “Her
tongue was pierced,” he said, admiringly. “You come to a place like this and you expect a bunch of lawyers.
But she was a whole different story.” Lillian liked Ron, too. “You know why?” she asked. “He’s from
Louisiana. I loved the accent. And I dropped my pen, just to see what he would do, and he picked it up right
away.” As it turned out, lots of the women there liked Ron the instant they met him, and lots of the men liked
Lillian the instant they met her. Both of them had a kind of contagious, winning spark. “You know, girls are
really smart,” Jon, a medical student in a blue suit, said at the end of the evening. “They know in the first
minute, Do I like this guy, can I take him home to my parents, or is he just a wham-bam kind of jerk?” Jon is
quite right, except it isn’t just girls who are smart. When it comes to thin-slicing potential dates, pretty much
everyone is smart.

But suppose 1 were to alter the rules of speed-dating just slightly. What if I tried to look behind the locked
door and made everyone explain their choices? We know, of course, that that can’t be done: the machinery of
our unconscious thinking is forever hidden. But what if I threw caution to the winds and forced people to
explain their first impressions and snap judgments anyway? That is what two professors from Columbia
University, Sheena Iyengar and Raymond Fisman, have done, and they have discovered that if you make people
explain themselves, something very strange and troubling happens. What once seemed like the most transparent
and pure of thin-slicing exercises turns into something quite confusing.

Iyengar and Fisman make something of an odd couple: Iyengar is of Indian descent. Fisman is Jewish.
Iyengar is a psychologist. Fisman is an economist. The only reason they got involved in speed-dating is that
they once had an argument at a party about the relative merits of arranged marriages and love marriages.
“We’ve supposedly spawned one long-term romance,” Fisman told me. He is a slender man who looks like a
teenager, and he has a wry sense of humor. “It makes me proud. Apparently all you need is three to get into
Jewish heaven, so I’'m well on my way.” The two professors run their speed-dating nights at the back of the
West End Bar on Broadway, across the street from the Columbia campus. They are identical to standard New
York speed-dating evenings, with one exception. Their participants don’t just date and then check the yes or no
box. On four occasions—before the speed-dating starts, after the evening ends, a month later, and then six
months after the speed-dating evening—they have to fill out a short questionnaire that asks them to rate what
they are looking for in a potential partner on a scale of 1 to 10. The categories are attractiveness, shared
interests, funny/ sense of humor, sincerity, intelligence, and ambition. In addition, at the end of every “date,”
they rate the person they’ve just met, based on the same categories. By the end of one of their evenings, then,
Fisman and Iyengar have an incredibly detailed picture of exactly what everyone says they were feeling during
the dating process. And it’s when you look at that picture that the strangeness starts.

For example, at the Columbia session, I paid particular attention to a young woman with pale skin and
blond, curly hair and a tall, energetic man with green eyes and long brown hair. I don’t know their names, but
let’s call them Mary and John. I watched them for the duration of their date, and it was immediately clear that
Mary really liked John and John really liked Mary. John sat down at Mary’s table. Their eyes locked. She
looked down shyly. She seemed a little nervous. She leaned forward in her chair. It seemed, from the outside,
like a perfectly straightforward case of instant attraction. But let’s dig below the surface and ask a few simple
questions. First of all, did Mary’s assessment of John’s personality match the personality that she said she
wanted in a man before the evening started? In other words, how good is Mary at predicting what she likes in a
man? Fisman and Iyengar can answer that question really easily, and what they find when they compare what
speed-daters say they want with what they are actually attracted to in the moment is that those two things don’t
match. For example, if Mary said at the start of the evening that she wanted someone intelligent and sincere,
that in no way means she’ll be attracted only to intelligent and sincere men. It’s just as likely that John, whom
she likes more than anyone else, could turn out to be attractive and funny but not particularly sincere or smart at



all. Second, if all the men Mary ends up liking during the speed-dating are more attractive and funny than
they are smart and sincere, on the next day, when she’s asked to describe her perfect man, Mary will say that
she likes attractive and funny men. But that’s just the next day. If you ask her again a month later, she’ll be back
to saying that she wants intelligent and sincere.

You can be forgiven if you found the previous paragraph confusing. It is confusing: Mary says that she
wants a certain kind of person. But then she is given a roomful of choices and she meets someone whom she
really likes, and in that instant she completely changes her mind about what kind of person she wants. But then
a month passes, and she goes back to what she originally said she wanted. So what does Mary really want in a
man?

“I don’t know,” lIyengar said when I asked her that question. “Is the real me the one that I described
beforehand?”

She paused, and Fisman spoke up: “No, the real me is the me revealed by my actions. That’s what an
economist would say.”

Iyengar looked puzzled. “I don’t know that’s what a psychologist would say.”

They couldn’t agree. But then, that’s because there isn’t a right answer. Mary has an idea about what she
wants in a man, and that idea isn’t wrong. It’s just incomplete. The description that she starts with is her
conscious ideal: what she believes she wants when she sits down and thinks about it. But what she cannot be as
certain about are the criteria she uses to form her preferences in that first instant of meeting someone face-to-
face. That information is behind the locked door.

Braden has had a similar experience in his work with professional athletes. Over the years, he has made a
point of talking to as many of the world’s top tennis players as possible, asking them questions about why and
how they play the way they do, and invariably he comes away disappointed. “Out of all the research that we’ve
done with top players, we haven’t found a single player who is consistent in knowing and explaining exactly
what he does,” Braden says. “They give different answers at different times, or they have answers that simply
are not meaningful.” One of the things he does, for instance, is videotape top tennis players and then digitize
their movements, breaking them down frame by frame on a computer so that he knows, say, precisely how
many degrees Pete Sampras rotates his shoulder on a cross-court backhand.

One of Braden’s digitized videotapes is of the tennis great Andre Agassi hitting a forehand. The image has
been stripped down. Agassi has been reduced to a skeleton, so that as he moves to hit the ball, the movement of
every joint in his body is clearly visible and measurable. The Agassi tape is a perfect illustration of our inability
to describe how we behave in the moment. “Almost every pro in the world says that he uses his wrist to roll the
racket over the ball when he hits a forehand,” Braden says. “Why? What are they seeing? Look”—and here
Braden points to the screen—*‘“see when he hits the ball? We can tell with digitized imaging whether a wrist
turns an eighth of a degree. But players almost never move their wrist at all. Look how fixed it is. He doesn’t
move his wrist until long after the ball is hit. He thinks he’s moving it at impact, but he’s actually not moving it
until long after impact. How can so many people be fooled? People are going to coaches and paying hundreds
of dollars to be taught how to roll their wrist over the ball, and all that’s happening is that the number of injuries
to the arm is exploding.”

Braden found the same problem with the baseball player Ted Williams. Williams was perhaps the greatest
hitter of all time, a man revered for his knowledge and insight into the art of hitting. One thing he always said
was that he could look the ball onto the bat, that he could track it right to the point where he made contact. But
Braden knew from his work in tennis that that is impossible. In the final five feet of a tennis ball’s flight toward
a player, the ball is far too close and moving much too fast to be seen. The player, at that moment, is effectively
blind. The same is true with baseball. No one can look a ball onto the bat. “I met with Ted Williams once,”
Braden says. “We both worked for Sears and were both appearing at the same event. I said, ‘Gee, Ted. We just
did a study that showed that human beings can’t track the ball onto the bat. It’s a three-millisecond event.” And
he was honest. He said, ‘Well, I guess it just seemed like I could do that.””

Ted Williams could hit a baseball as well as anyone in history, and he could explain with utter confidence
how to do it. But his explanation did not match his actions, just as Mary’s explanation for what she wanted in a
man did not necessarily match who she was attracted to in the moment. We have, as human beings, a
storytelling problem. We’re a bit too quick to come up with explanations for things we don’t really have an
explanation for.

Many years ago, the psychologist Norman R. F. Maier hung two long ropes from the ceiling of a room that
was filled with all kinds of different tools, objects, and furniture. The ropes were far enough apart that if you



held the end of one rope, you couldn’t get close enough to grab hold of the other rope. Everyone who came
into the room was asked the same question: How many different ways can you come up with for tying the ends
of those two ropes together? There are four possible solutions to this problem. One is to stretch one rope as far
as possible toward the other, anchor it to an object, such as a chair, and then go and get the second rope.
Another is to take a third length, such as an extension cord, and tie it to the end of one of the ropes so that it will
be long enough to reach the other rope. A third strategy is to grab one rope in one hand and use an implement,
such as a long pole, to pull the other rope toward you. What Maier found is that most people figured out those
three solutions pretty easily. But the fourth solution—to swing one rope back and forth like a pendulum and
then grab hold of the other rope—occurred to only a few people. The rest were stumped. Maier let them sit and
stew for ten minutes and then, without saying anything, he walked across the room toward the window and
casually brushed one of the ropes, setting it in motion back and forth. Sure enough, after he did that, most
people suddenly said aha! and came up with the pendulum solution. But when Maier asked all those people to
describe how they figured it out, only one of them gave the right reason. As Maier wrote: “They made such
statements as: ‘It just dawned on me’; ‘It was the only thing left’; ‘I just realized the cord would swing if I
fastened a weight to it’; ‘Perhaps a course in physics suggested it to me’; ‘I tried to think of a way to get the
cord over here, and the only way was to make it swing over.” A professor of Psychology reported as follows:
‘Having exhausted everything else, the next thing was to swing it. I thought of the situation of swinging across a
river. | had imagery of monkeys swinging from trees. This imagery appeared simultaneously with the solution.
The idea appeared complete.’”

Were these people lying? Were they ashamed to admit that they could solve the problem only after getting a
hint? Not at all. It’s just that Maier’s hint was so subtle that it was picked up on only on an unconscious level. It
was processed behind the locked door, so, when pressed for an explanation, all Maier’s subjects could do was
make up what seemed to them the most plausible one.

This is the price we pay for the many benefits of the locked door. When we ask people to explain their
thinking—particularly thinking that comes from the unconscious—we need to be careful in how we interpret
their answers. When it comes to romance, of course, we understand that. We know we cannot rationally
describe the kind of person we will fall in love with: that’s why we go on dates—to test our theories about who
attracts us. And everyone knows that it’s better to have an expert show you—and not just tell you—how to play
tennis or golf or a musical instrument. We learn by example and by direct experience because there are real
limits to the adequacy of verbal instruction. But in other aspects of our lives, I’'m not sure we always respect the
mysteries of the locked door and the dangers of the storytelling problem. There are times when we demand an
explanation when an explanation really isn’t possible, and, as we’ll explore in the upcoming chapters of this
book, doing so can have serious consequences. “After the O.J. Simpson verdict, one of the jurors appeared on
TV and said with absolute conviction, ‘Race had absolutely nothing to do with my decision,”” psychologist
Joshua Aronson says. “But how on earth could she know that? What my research with priming race and test
performance, and Bargh’s research with the interrupters, and Maier’s experiment with the ropes show is that
people are ignorant of the things that affect their actions, yet they rarely feel ignorant. We need to accept our
ignorance and say ‘I don’t know’ more often.”

Of course, there is a second, equally valuable, lesson in the Maier experiment. His subjects were stumped.
They were frustrated. They were sitting there for ten minutes, and no doubt many of them felt that they were
failing an important test, that they had been exposed as stupid. But they weren’t stupid. Why not? Because
everyone in that room had not one mind but two, and all the while their conscious mind was blocked, their
unconscious was scanning the room, sifting through possibilities, processing every conceivable clue. And the
instant it found the answer, it guided them —silently and surely—to the solution.



THREE

The Warren Harding Error: Why We Fall For Tall,
Dark, and Handsome Men

Early one morning in 1899, in the back garden of the Globe Hotel in Richwood, Ohio, two men met while
having their shoes shined. One was a lawyer and lobbyist from the state capital of Columbus. His name was
Harry Daugherty. He was a thick-set, red-faced man with straight black hair, and he was brilliant. He was the
Machiavelli of Ohio politics, the classic behind-the-scenes fixer, a shrewd and insightful judge of character or,
at least, political opportunity. The second man was a newspaper editor from the small town of Marion, Ohio,
who was at that moment a week away from winning election to the Ohio state senate. His name was Warren
Harding. Daugherty looked over at Harding and was instantly overwhelmed by what he saw. As the journalist
Mark Sullivan wrote, of that moment in the garden:

Harding was worth looking at. He was at the time about 35 years old. His head, features, shoulders and
torso had a size that attracted attention; their proportions to each other made an effect which in any male
at any place would justify more than the term handsome—in later years, when he came to be known
beyond his local world, the word “Roman” was occasionally used in descriptions of him. As he stepped
down from the stand, his legs bore out the striking and agreeable proportions of his body; and his
lightness on his feet, his erectness, his easy bearing, added to the impression of physical grace and
virility. His suppleness, combined with his bigness of frame, and his large, wide-set rather glowing eyes,
heavy black hair, and markedly bronze complexion gave him some of the handsomeness of an Indian.
His courtesy as he surrendered his seat to the other customer suggested genuine friendliness toward all
mankind. His voice was noticeably resonant, masculine, warm. His pleasure in the attentions of the
bootblack’s whisk reflected a consciousness about clothes unusual in a small-town man. His manner as
he bestowed a tip suggested generous good-nature, a wish to give pleasure, based on physical well-being
and sincere kindliness of heart.

In that instant, as Daugherty sized up Harding, an idea came to him that would alter American history:
Wouldn’t that man make a great President?

Warren Harding was not a particularly intelligent man. He liked to play poker and golf and to drink and,
most of all, to chase women; in fact, his sexual appetites were the stuff of legend. As he rose from one political
office to another, he never once distinguished himself. He was vague and ambivalent on matters of policy. His
speeches were once described as “an army of pompous phrases moving over the landscape in search of an idea.”
After being elected to the U.S. Senate in 1914, he was absent for the debates on women’s suffrage and
Prohibition—two of the biggest political issues of his time. He advanced steadily from local Ohio politics only
because he was pushed by his wife, Florence, and stage-managed by the scheming Harry Daugherty and
because, as he grew older, he grew more and more irresistibly distinguished-looking. Once, at a banquet, a
supporter cried out, “Why, the son of a bitch looks like a senator,” and so he did. By early middle age,
Harding’s biographer Francis Russell writes, his “lusty black eyebrows contrasted with his steel-gray hair to



give the effect of force, his massive shoulders and bronzed complexion gave the effect of health.” Harding,
according to Russell, could have put on a toga and stepped onstage in a production of Julius Caesar. Daugherty
arranged for Harding to address the 1916 Republican presidential convention because he knew that people only
had to see Harding and hear that magnificent rumbling voice to be convinced of his worthiness for higher
office. In 1920, Daugherty convinced Harding, against Harding’s better judgment, to run for the White House.
Daugherty wasn’t being facetious. He was serious.

“Daugherty, ever since the two had met, had carried in the back of his mind the idea that Harding would
make a ‘great President,”” Sullivan writes. “Sometimes, unconsciously, Daugherty expressed it, with more
fidelity to exactness, ‘a great-looking President.”” Harding entered the Republican convention that summer sixth
among a field of six. Daugherty was unconcerned. The convention was deadlocked between the two leading
candidates, so, Daugherty predicted, the delegates would be forced to look for an alternative. To whom else
would they turn, in that desperate moment, if not to the man who radiated common sense and dignity and all
that was presidential? In the early morning hours, as they gathered in the smoke-filled back rooms of the
Blackstone Hotel in Chicago, the Republican Party bosses threw up their hands and asked, wasn’t there a
candidate they could all agree on? And one name came immediately to mind: Harding! Didn’t he look just like a
presidential candidate? So Senator Harding became candidate Harding, and later that fall, after a campaign
conducted from his front porch in Marion, Ohio, candidate Harding became President Harding. Harding served
two years before dying unexpectedly of a stroke. He was, most historians agree, one of the worst presidents in
American history.

1. The Dark Side of Thin-Slicing

So far in Blink, 1 have talked about how extraordinarily powerful thin-slicing can be, and what makes thin-
slicing possible is our ability to very quickly get below the surface of a situation. Thomas Hoving and Evelyn
Harrison and the art experts were instantly able to see behind the forger’s artifice. Susan and Bill seemed, at
first, to be the embodiment of a happy, loving couple. But when we listened closely to their interaction and
measured the ratio of positive to negative emotions, we got a different story. Nalini Ambady’s research showed
how much we can learn about a surgeon’s likelihood of being sued if we get beyond the diplomas on the wall
and the white coat and focus on his or her tone of voice. But what happens if that rapid chain of thinking gets
interrupted somehow? What if we reach a snap judgment without ever getting below the surface?

In the previous chapter, I wrote about the experiments conducted by John Bargh in which he showed that we
have such powerful associations with certain words (for example, “Florida,” “gray,” “wrinkles,” and “bingo”)
that just being exposed to them can cause a change in our behavior. I think that there are facts about people’s
appearance—their size or shape or color or sex—that can trigger a very similar set of powerful associations.
Many people who looked at Warren Harding saw how extraordinarily handsome and distinguished-looking he
was and jumped to the immediate—and entirely unwarranted—conclusion that he was a man of courage and
intelligence and integrity. They didn’t dig below the surface. The way he looked carried so many powerful
connotations that it stopped the normal process of thinking dead in its tracks.

The Warren Harding error is the dark side of rapid cognition. It is at the root of a good deal of prejudice and
discrimination. It’s why picking the right candidate for a job is so difficult and why, on more occasions than we
may care to admit, utter mediocrities sometimes end up in positions of enormous responsibility. Part of what it
means to take thin-slicing and first impressions seriously is accepting the fact that sometimes we can know
more about someone or something in the blink of an eye than we can after months of study. But we also have to
acknowledge and understand those circumstances when rapid cognition leads us astray.

2. Blink in Black and White

Over the past few years, a number of psychologists have begun to look more closely at the role these kinds of
unconscious—or, as they like to call them, implicit—associations play in our beliefs and behavior, and much of



their work has focused on a very fascinating tool called the Implicit Association Test (IAT). The IAT was
devised by Anthony G. Greenwald, Mahzarin Banaji, and Brian Nosek, and it is based on a seemingly
obvious—but nonetheless quite profound—observation. We make connections much more quickly between
pairs of ideas that are already related in our minds than we do between pairs of ideas that are unfamiliar to us.
What does that mean? Let me give you an example. Below is a list of words. Take a pencil or pen and assign
each name to the category to which it belongs by putting a check mark either to the left or to the right of the
word. You can also do it by tapping your finger in the appropriate column. Do it as quickly as you can. Don’t
skip over words. And don’t worry if you make any mistakes.
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That was easy, right? And the reason that was easy is that when we read or hear the name “John” or “Bob”
or “Holly,” we don’t even have to think about whether it’s a masculine or a feminine name. We all have a
strong prior association between a first name like John and the male gender, or a name like Lisa and things
female.

That was a warm-up. Now let’s complete an actual IAT. It works like the warm-up, except that now I'm
going to mix two entirely separate categories together. Once again, put a check mark to either the right or the
left of each word, in the category to which it belongs.
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My guess is that most of you found that a little harder, but that you were still pretty fast at putting the words
into the right categories. Now try this:
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Did you notice the difference? This test was quite a bit harder than the one before it, wasn’t it? If you are
like most people, it took you a little longer to put the word “Entrepreneur” into the “Career” category when
“Career” was paired with “Female” than when “Career” was paired with “Male.” That’s because most of us
have much stronger mental associations between maleness and career-oriented concepts than we do between
femaleness and ideas related to careers. “Male” and “Capitalist” go together in our minds a lot like “John” and
“Male” did. But when the category is “Male or Family,” we have to stop and think—even if it’s only for a few
hundred milliseconds—before we decide what to do with a word like “Merchant.”

When psychologists administer the IAT, they usually don’t use paper and pencil tests like the ones I’ve just
given you. Most of the time, they do it on a computer. The words are flashed on the screen one at a time, and if
a given word belongs in the left-hand column, you hit the letter ¢, and if the word belongs in the right-hand
column, you hit the letter i. The advantage of doing the IAT on a computer is that the responses are measurable
down to the millisecond, and those measurements are used in assigning the test taker’s score. So, for example, if
it took you a little bit longer to complete part two of the Work/Family IAT than it did part one, we would say
that you have a moderate association between men and the workforce. If it took you a lot longer to complete
part two, we’d say that when it comes to the workforce, you have a strong automatic male association.

One of the reasons that the IAT has become so popular in recent years as a research tool is that the effects it
is measuring are not subtle; as those of you who felt yourself slowing down on the second half of the
Work/Family IAT above can attest, the IAT is the kind of tool that hits you over the head with its conclusions.
“When there’s a strong prior association, people answer in between four hundred and six hundred
milliseconds,” says Greenwald. “When there isn’t, they might take two hundred to three hundred milliseconds
longer than that—which in the realm of these kinds of effects is huge. One of my cognitive psychologist
colleagues described this as an effect you can measure with a sundial.”

If you’d like to try a computerized IAT, you can go to www.implicit.harvard.edu. There you’ll find several
tests, including the most famous of all the IATs, the Race IAT. I’ve taken the Race IAT on many occasions, and
the result always leaves me feeling a bit creepy. At the beginning of the test, you are asked what your attitudes
toward blacks and whites are. I answered, as I am sure most of you would, that I think of the races as equal.
Then comes the test. You’re encouraged to complete it quickly. First comes the warm-up. A series of pictures of
faces flash on the screen. When you see a black face, you press e and put it in the left-hand category. When you
see a white face, you press i and put it in the right-hand category. It’s blink, blink, blink: 1 didn’t have to think at
all. Then comes part one.
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And so on. Immediately, something strange happened to me. The task of putting the words and faces in the right
categories suddenly became more difficult. I found myself slowing down. I had to think. Sometimes I assigned
something to one category when I really meant to assign it to the other category. I was trying as hard as I could,
and in the back of my mind was a growing sense of mortification. Why was I having such trouble when I had to
put a word like “Glorious” or “Wonderful” into the “Good” category when “Good” was paired with “African
American” or when I had to put the word “Evil” into the “Bad” category when “Bad” was paired with
“European American”? Then came part two. This time the categories were reversed.
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And so on. Now my mortification grew still further. Now I was having no trouble at all.

Evil? African American or Bad.

Hurt? African American or Bad.

Wonderful? European American or Good.

I took the test a second time, and then a third time, and then a fourth time, hoping that the awful feeling of
bias would go away. It made no difference. It turns out that more than 80 percent of all those who have ever



taken the test end up having pro-white associations, meaning that it takes them measurably longer to
complete answers when they are required to put good words into the “Black™ category than when they are
required to link bad things with black people. I didn’t do quite so badly. On the Race IAT, I was rated as having
a “moderate automatic preference for whites.” But then again, I’'m half black. (My mother is Jamaican.)

So what does this mean? Does this mean I’'m a racist, a self-hating black person? Not exactly. What it
means is that our attitudes toward things like race or gender operate on two levels. First of all, we have our
conscious attitudes. This is what we choose to believe. These are our stated values, which we use to direct our
behavior deliberately. The apartheid policies of South Africa or the laws in the American South that made it
difficult for African Americans to vote are manifestations of conscious discrimination, and when we talk about
racism or the fight for civil rights, this is the kind of discrimination that we usually refer to. But the IAT
measures something else. It measures our second level of attitude, our racial attitude on an unconscious level—
the immediate, automatic associations that tumble out before we’ve even had time to think. We don’t
deliberately choose our unconscious attitudes. And as I wrote about in the first chapter, we may not even be
aware of them. The giant computer that is our unconscious silently crunches all the data it can from the
experiences we’ve had, the people we’ve met, the lessons we’ve learned, the books we’ve read, the movies
we’ve seen, and so on, and it forms an opinion. That’s what is coming out in the IAT.

The disturbing thing about the test is that it shows that our unconscious attitudes may be utterly
incompatible with our stated conscious values. As it turns out, for example, of the fifty thousand African
Americans who have taken the Race IAT so far, about half of them, like me, have stronger associations with
whites than with blacks. How could we not? We live in North America, where we are surrounded every day by
cultural messages linking white with good. ““You don’t choose to make positive associations with the dominant
group,” says Mahzarin Banaji, who teaches psychology at Harvard University and is one of the leaders in IAT
research. “But you are required to. All around you, that group is being paired with good things. You open the
newspaper and you turn on the television, and you can’t escape it.”

The IAT is more than just an abstract measure of attitudes. It’s also a powerful predictor of how we act in
certain kinds of spontaneous situations. If you have a strongly pro-white pattern of associations, for example,
there is evidence that that will affect the way you behave in the presence of a black person. It’s not going to
affect what you’ll choose to say or feel or do. In all likelihood, you won’t be aware that you’re behaving any
differently than you would around a white person. But chances are you’ll lean forward a little less, turn away
slightly from him or her, close your body a bit, be a bit less expressive, maintain less eye contact, stand a little
farther away, smile a lot less, hesitate and stumble over your words a bit more, laugh at jokes a bit less. Does
that matter? Of course it does. Suppose the conversation is a job interview. And suppose the applicant is a black
man. He’s going to pick up on that uncertainty and distance, and that may well make him a little less certain of
himself, a little less confident, and a little less friendly. And what will you think then? You may well get a gut
feeling that the applicant doesn’t really have what it takes, or maybe that he is a bit standoffish, or maybe that
he doesn’t really want the job. What this unconscious first impression will do, in other words, is throw the
interview hopelessly off course.

Or what if the person you are interviewing is tall? I’'m sure that on a conscious level we don’t think that we
treat tall people any differently from how we treat short people. But there’s plenty of evidence to suggest that
height—particularly in men—does trigger a certain set of very positive unconscious associations. I polled about
half of the companies on the Fortune 500 list—the list of the largest corporations in the United States—asking
each company questions about its CEO. Overwhelmingly, the heads of big companies are, as I’m sure comes as
no surprise to anyone, white men, which undoubtedly reflects some kind of implicit bias. But they are also
almost all tall: in my sample, I found that on average, male CEOs were just a shade under six feet tall. Given
that the average American male is five foot nine, that means that CEOs as a group have about three inches on
the rest of their sex. But this statistic actually understates the matter. In the U.S. population, about 14.5 percent
of all men are six feet or taller. Among CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, that number is 58 percent. Even more
striking, in the general American population, 3.9 percent of adult men are six foot two or taller. Among my
CEO sample, almost a third were six foot two or taller.

The lack of women or minorities among the top executive ranks at least has a plausible explanation. For
years, for a number of reasons having to do with discrimination and cultural patterns, there simply weren’t a lot
of women and minorities entering the management ranks of American corporations. So, today, when boards of
directors look for people with the necessary experience to be candidates for top positions, they can argue
somewhat plausibly that there aren’t a lot of women and minorities in the executive pipeline. But this is not true



of short people. It is possible to staff a large company entirely with white males, but it is not possible to staff
a large company without short people. There simply aren’t enough tall people to go around. Yet few of those
short people ever make it into the executive suite. Of the tens of millions of American men below five foot six,
a grand total of ten in my sample have reached the level of CEO, which says that being short is probably as
much of a handicap to corporate success as being a woman or an African American. (The grand exception to all
of these trends is American Express CEO Kenneth Chenault, who is both on the short side—five foot nine—and
black. He must be a remarkable man to have overcome two Warren Harding errors.)

Is this a deliberate prejudice? Of course not. No one ever says dismissively of a potential CEO candidate
that he’s too short. This is quite clearly the kind of unconscious bias that the IAT picks up on. Most of us, in
ways that we are not entirely aware of, automatically associate leadership ability with imposing physical stature.
We have a sense of what a leader is supposed to look like, and that stereotype is so powerful that when someone
fits it, we simply become blind to other considerations. And this isn’t confined to the executive suite. Not long
ago, researchers who analyzed the data from four large research studies that had followed thousands of people
from birth to adulthood calculated that when corrected for such variables as age and gender and weight, an inch
of height is worth $789 a year in salary. That means that a person who is six feet tall but otherwise identical to
someone who is five foot five will make on average $5,525 more per year. As Timothy Judge, one of the
authors of the height-salary study, points out: “If you take this over the course of a 30-year career and
compound it, we’re talking about a tall person enjoying literally hundreds of thousands of dollars of earnings
advantage.” Have you ever wondered why so many mediocre people find their way into positions of authority
in companies and organizations? It’s because when it comes to even the most important positions, our selection
decisions are a good deal less rational than we think. We see a tall person and we swoon.

3. Taking Care of the Customer

The sales director of the Flemington Nissan dealership in the central New Jersey town of Flemington is a man
named Bob Golomb. Golomb is in his fifties, with short, thinning black hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He wears
dark, conservative suits, so that he looks like a bank manager or a stockbroker. Since starting in the car business
more than a decade ago, Golomb has sold, on average, about twenty cars a month, which is more than double
what the average car salesman sells. On his desk Golomb has a row of five gold stars, given to him by his
dealership in honor of his performance. In the world of car salesmen, Golomb is a virtuoso.

Being a successful salesman like Golomb is a task that places extraordinary demands on the ability to thin-
slice. Someone you’ve never met walks into your dealership, perhaps about to make what may be one of the
most expensive purchases of his or her life. Some people are insecure. Some are nervous. Some know exactly
what they want. Some have no idea. Some know a great deal about cars and will be offended by a salesman who
adopts a patronizing tone. Some are desperate for someone to take them by the hand and make sense of what
seems to them like an overwhelming process. A salesman, if he or she is to be successful, has to gather all of
that information—figuring out, say, the dynamic that exists between a husband and a wife, or a father and a
daughter—process it, and adjust his or her own behavior accordingly, and do all of that within the first few
moments of the encounter.

Bob Golomb is clearly the kind of person who seems to do that kind of thin-slicing effortlessly. He’s the
Evelyn Harrison of car selling. He has a quiet, watchful intelligence and a courtly charm. He is thoughtful and
attentive. He’s a wonderful listener. He has, he says, three simple rules that guide his every action: “Take care
of the customer. Take care of the customer. Take care of the customer.” If you buy a car from Bob Golomb, he
will be on the phone to you the next day, making sure everything is all right. If you come to the dealership but
don’t end up buying anything, he’ll call you the next day, thanking you for stopping by. “You always put on
your best face, even if you are having a bad day. You leave that behind,” he says. “Even if things are
horrendous at home, you give the customer your best.”

When [ met Golomb, he took out a thick three-ring binder filled with the mountain of letters he had received
over the years from satisfied customers. “Each one of these has a story to tell,” he said. He seemed to remember
every one. As he flipped through the book, he pointed randomly at a short typewritten letter. “Saturday
afternoon, late November 1992. A couple. They came in with this glazed look on their faces. I said, ‘Folks, have



you been shopping for cars all day?’ They said yes. No one had taken them seriously. I ended up selling
them a car, and we had to get it from, I want to say, Rhode Island. We sent a driver four hundred miles. They
were so happy.” He pointed at another letter. “This gentleman here. We’ve delivered six cars to him already
since 1993, and every time we deliver another car, he writes another letter. There’s a lot like that. Here’s a guy
who lives way down by Keyport, New Jersey, forty miles away. He brought me up a platter of scallops.”

There is another even more important reason for Golomb’s success, however. He follows, he says, another
very simple rule. He may make a million snap judgments about a customer’s needs and state of mind, but he
tries never to judge anyone on the basis of his or her appearance. He assumes that everyone who walks in the
door has the exact same chance of buying a car.

“You cannot prejudge people in this business,” he said over and over when we met, and each time he used
that phrase, his face took on a look of utter conviction. “Prejudging is the kiss of death. You have to give
everyone your best shot. A green salesperson looks at a customer and says, ‘This person looks like he can’t
afford a car,” which is the worst thing you can do, because sometimes the most unlikely person is flush,”
Golomb says. “I have a farmer I deal with, who I’ve sold all kinds of cars over the years. We seal our deal with
a handshake, and he hands me a hundred-dollar bill and says, ‘Bring it out to my farm.” We don’t even have to
write the order up. Now, if you saw this man, with his coveralls and his cow dung, you’d figure he was not a
worthy customer. But in fact, as we say in the trade, he’s all cashed up. Or sometimes people see a teenager and
they blow him off. Well, then later that night, the teenager comes back with Mom and Dad, and they pick up a
car, and it’s the other salesperson that writes them up.”

What Golomb is saying is that most salespeople are prone to a classic Warren Harding error. They see
someone, and somehow they let the first impression they have about that person’s appearance drown out every
other piece of information they manage to gather in that first instant. Golumb, by contrast, tries to be more
selective. He has his antennae out to pick up on whether someone is confident or insecure, knowledgeable or
naive, trusting or suspicious—but from that thin-slicing flurry he tries to edit out those impressions based solely
on physical appearance. The secret of Golomb’s success is that he has decided to fight the War