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    BLINK


    THE POWER OF THINKING WITHOUT THINKING


    Blink is an international bestseller and the second title by acclaimed popular psychology author Malcolm Gladwell.


    In Blink, Gladwell seeks to improve our understanding of the workings of our minds in the first two seconds of an interaction, when our first impressions are formed and our gut reactions felt.


    Through accessible descriptions of a series of psychological studies, he considers the value of snap decisions, asks when we should trust our instincts and concludes that our judgements can be educated and controlled.


    Some of the key topics discussed are thin-slicing (“an automated, accelerated way of gathering information to make sophisticated decisions”, p.24), and rapid cognition (unconscious snap judgements).


    
      KEY INFORMATION


      
        	Reference edition: Gladwell, M. (2005) Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking. London: Penguin.


        	1st edition: 2005


        	Author: Malcolm Gladwell (journalist, born in 1963)


        	Fields: popular psychology; popular science


        	
          Key words:

          
            	Adaptive Unconscious: The mental system that “quickly and quietly processes a lot of the data we need in order to keep functioning as human beings” (p.11).


            	Thin-slicing: “an automated, accelerated way of gathering information to make sophisticated decisions” (p.24).


            	Rapid cognition: Rapid cognition refers to the making of unconscious snap judgements.


            	Implicit-Association Test (IAT): The IAT measures the strength of associations between concepts (e.g. black people, gay people) and evaluations (e.g. good, bad) or stereotypes (e.g. athletic, clumsy).

          

        

      

    


    THE AUTHOR: MALCOLM GLADWELL


    Writer and journalist Malcolm Gladwell was born in Hampshire, England on 3September 1963 to a British father and a Jamaican mother. His father was a mathematics professor, while his mother was a psychotherapist. He moved to Canada with his family when he was six where his father taught at the University of Waterloo. Gladwell graduated from the University of Toronto in 1984 with a degree in history. After graduating he decided to become a journalist when he could not find a job in advertising.


    Early in his journalistic career he worked at a conservative magazine called The American Spectator, before joining The Washington Post in 1987 as a business and science reporter and later serving as its New York City bureau chief until 1996.


    Since 1996, Gladwell has been a staff writer at The New Yorker magazine. His book What the Dog Saw and Other Adventures (2009) is a collection of his pieces for The New Yorker, and in 2001 he won a National Magazine Award for a piece called Pitchman on Ron Popeil (American inventor, born in 1935).


    In 2005, Time Magazine included Gladwell in its list of 100 most influential people, describing him as “the U.S.'s leading pop sociologist”.


    He is best known for his bestselling popular psychology books which explore concepts like success (Outliers, 2008), the power of thinking without thinking (Blink, 2005), the likelihood of improbable outcomes (David and Goliath, 2013) and the power of seemingly arbitrary details (his first book, Tipping Point, 2000).


    He was appointed to the Order of Canada in 2011.


    CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND


    When Blink hit the market in 2005, its author was already a well-regarded popular psychology author following his debut title The Tipping Point. Along with Nudge (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008) and Freakonomics (Dubner and Levitt, 2005), Blink is part of a surge in popularity of popular science literature which took place at the beginning of the 21stcentury.


    Popular psychology in particular has been the subject of much discourse as businesses and individuals seek to get to grips with the workings of the mind. Writers like Gladwell, a journalist by trade, have sought to bring scientific experiments to the masses through their accessible writing style and use of illustrative examples.

  


  
    SUMMARY OF BLINK


    OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK


    Blink sets itself three tasks:


    
      	Show that decisions made quickly can be as good as those made slowly and methodically;


      	Ask when we should trust our instincts;


      	Show that our snap judgements and first impressions can be educated and controlled.

    


    Gladwell explores these ideas by drawing on the research conducted by psychologists. The key concept of the book is ‘thin-slicing’, which is defined as “an automated, accelerated way of gathering information to make sophisticated decisions” (p.24). This is what Gladwell says we are doing in the initial two seconds of an interaction when we form our first impression of a person or situation. The book seeks to deliver a better understanding of this process.


    INTRODUCTION – THE STATUE THAT DIDN’T LOOK RIGHT


    The introduction to Blink looks at a Californian museum contemplating the purchase of a statue alleged to be thousands of years old. Following 14months of research, the sale falls through when a number of experts have a bad first reaction to seeing the statue and the museum grows more sceptical. The statue ultimately turns out to be a fake, proving the experts’ hunches correct.


    Discussing a card game experiment undertaken at the University of Iowa, Gladwell states that it took people 80 card selections to work out the right strategy and explain it (the blue cards were better than the red cards), but by their fiftieth card pick they had developed a hunch and, remarkably, by their tenth pick the players were generating stress responses to the red cards.


    This is the adaptive unconscious at work: a “giant computer that quickly and quietly processes a lot of the data we need in order to keep functioning as human beings” (p.11).


    CHAPTER 1 – THE THEORY OF THIN SLICES: HOW A LITTLE BIT OF KNOWLEDGE GOES A LONG WAY


    Chapter 1 focuses on John Gottman’s 1980s ‘Love lab’ study on the likely success of relationships based on coding their demeanour during a single interaction between the couple. Gladwell states that based on the study of a one-hour interaction, Gottman’s method has predicted marital success at a rate of 95%accuracy, which drops to 90%success when the conversation is shortened to 15minutes.


    This prediction is based on ‘thin slicing’ – “an automated, accelerated way of gathering information to make sophisticated decisions” (p.24).


    During the Second World War, while the Germans were communicating cryptically via Morse code, the British interceptors found they were able to identify different German communicators based on their style or fist, which allowed them to piece together a picture of where these individuals were moving across Europe and which communication centres were busier.


    To reinforce the value of ‘thin-slicing’ over ‘thick-slicing’ in certain situations, Gladwell describes an experiment by Samuel Gosling, which found that a stranger who has had the chance to look around our dorm room will then be able to describe certain dimensions of our personality as effectively as a close friend. Strangers outdid friends in relation to conscientiousness, emotional stability and openness to new experiences, while friends knew each other’s extraversion and agreeableness better.


    Finally, thin-slicing is also applied to identify physicians more likely to be sued for medical malpractice than their peers. One study found that how doctors engaged with their patients had a significant impact on their likelihood of being sued and found that the positivity of this engagement could be gleaned and an accurate prediction made from a short video of an interaction where only the intonation, pitch and rhythm of the conversation is identifiable and not the content.


    CHAPTER 2 – THE LOCKED DOOR: THE SECRET LIFE OF SNAP DECISIONS


    Gladwell looks at the fact that snap judgements and rapid cognition take place behind a ‘locked door’ in our minds. This chapter looks at four experiments.


    The first involves a simple word test priming the subject to feel a particular way depending on the words used in the test. In some cases, the priming made participants act more or less politely afterwards, while in one test participants were primed into a smarter state of mind by engaging in thinking about being a professor beforehand, as opposed to another group charged with thinking about soccer hooliganism.


    The second recreates the previously discussed card game experiment at the University of Iowa. This version of the experiment involved individuals with damage to the ventromedial area of their brains who as a result struggle with making judgments. The experiment found that while these people ultimately worked out how the game worked, they did not exhibit the same early stress responses of their peers.


    The third study looks at speed-dating, as an excellent application of thin-slicing. Sheena Iyengar and Raymond Fisman at the University of Columbia found that when people are asked what they want in a partner they may give one set of important characteristics, but when faced with someone that they instantly like the following day they may answer the same question completely differently, favouring the characteristics of the person, before reverting to their original thinking a month later. The point of the study is that snap judgments of people that we instantly like we may change what we believe we want. Gladwell states that this does not mean we were initially wrong about what we wanted, it was just an incomplete view.


    The fourth experiment, by Norman R.F. Maier, seeks to show how hidden from us our unconscious thinking can be. Two ropes are hung in a room with four ways of tying them together. Most people identify the first three ways quickly, but struggle on the fourth (swinging one of the ropes so that you can catch it when holding the other). In his experiment Maier brushed off the rope, subtly hinting at its pendulum quality, and immediately the participants identified the final method. The point however is that they all thought that they had come up with the solution themselves, without a trigger. This shows that even while we are consciously stumped, our unconscious is sifting through information for clues as to how to proceed.


    CHAPTER 3 – THE WARREN HARDING ERROR: WHY WE FALL FOR TALL, DARK, AND HANDSOME MEN


    The book now turns to the dark side of rapid cognition and the dangers that can arise from not looking below the surface.


    The chapter opens with an encounter between two men in 1899. The first, Harry Daughtrey, was “the Machiavelli of Ohio politics” (p.82), while the second man, Warren Harding, was a newspaper editor from a small town. At first glance, Daughtrey thought Harding looked like a president and he set about making him so. Harding died two years into his presidential term and Gladwell says that most historians agree he was one of America’s worst presidents.


    The Implicit Association Test (IAT) measures a second level of our attitude towards a subject. It is based on the fact that we make connections more quickly between pairs of ideas that are already related in our minds. This allows tests to determine whether we have unconscious biases in areas like race and has found that about 80% of people have a pro-white bias. What is uncomfortable about this is that our unconscious biases may be completely at odds with our stated, conscious views.


    Using another illustrative anecdote, Gladwell visits a successful car salesman named Bob Golomb who puts his success down to actively avoiding falling victim to the temptation in car sales to keep an eye out for a sucker. This is in contrast to a study by Ian Ayres where 38people of different genders and races were sent to car dealerships with the same backstory and script to buy a car. The findings were that the salesmen tended to offer higher prices to and bargain harder with women and black people because they instinctively identified them as more naïve purchasers. Golomb’s strategy, he said, was to treat everyone as equally likely to purchase and offer them all the same price.


    The chapter closes with the story of a student who decided to take the Race IAT every day until one day it returned a positive association with black people. This eventually occurred on a day when he had watched the Olympics before taking the test. Gladwell concludes that our first impressions are generated by our experiences and our environment, meaning we can change our impressions by changing these factors, for example by actively exposing oneself to minorities and the best elements of their cultures so that when faced with making a first impression we are not betrayed by hesitation and unease.


    CHAPTER 4 – PAUL VAN RIPER’S BIG VICTORY: CREATING STRUCTURE FOR SPONTANEITY


    The principal character of this chapter is Paul Van Riper, a naval commander who was a firm believer in the value of rapid cognition in the battlefield. Once retired, he was recruited by the Pentagon to play the part of a rogue commander in a highly sophisticated and expensive war game called the Millennium Challenge. The challenge pitted the systematic Blue team (representing the US) against the (ultimately successful) rogue Red team, which used Van Riper’s techniques.


    Gladwell then turns to comedy improvisation to show what is required to allow rapid cognition to flourish. He states that during improvisation the actors are actually following a set of rules, the cardinal rule being to accept everything that happens and go with it. Once the actors follow this rule, the scene will tend to look prearranged as everyone is constantly on board and acting freely, knowing their own actions will be accepted. Similarly, Van Riper’s approach in the Millennium Challenge allowed his team to operate without having to constantly explain themselves, enabling rapid cognition, as the rule of agreement does in improvisation.


    The chapter then moves to look at research undertaken in the health sphere that highlights the balance to be struck between deliberate and instinctive decision-making. To illustrate this, Gladwell looks at Cook County Hospital in Chicago (the inspiration for the TV show ER [1994-2009]), and tells the story of the hospital’s overhaul in terms of its prioritisation of coronary patients. The Head of Cook’s medical department saw that the hospital was spending far too many resources monitoring patients who were wrongly identified as in danger of having a heart attack, as the process was quite subjective and doctors tended to err on the side of caution. Reilly, the department head, implemented a system devised by a physician called Goldman whose research showed that an algorithm based on a small amount of data was 70% better at identifying heart attacks. Gladwell’s point therefore is that deliberative research is of particular value when adequate time is available (for example, Goldman’s research involved the compilation of swathes of data to develop his algorithm), whereas extraneous data becomes a hindrance which should be sifted out in situations where decisions need to be made quickly.


    Another experiment which underlines the fact that additional information can prove distracting showed that when six types of jam were for sale at a counter, the retailer sold to 30% of prospective customers, while this dropped to 3% when there were 24types of jam on offer.


    CHAPTER 5 – KENNA’S DILEMMA: THE RIGHT – AND WRONG – WAY TO ASK PEOPLE WHAT THEY WANT


    Chapter 5 focuses on the career of an Ethiopian-American musician called Kenna who was widely appreciated by the music experts he encountered on his path to producing an album but flopped when his material was trialled in market research. Gladwell says that, because the material did not poll well, it appears that the experts’ gut feelings were wrong about Kenna. Referring back to earlier experiments that show that we are not always able to explain our reactions, Gladwell asks how much we should trust people’s responses to market researchers.


    In the 1980s, Pepsi’s share of the cola market was increasing and the Pepsi Challenge was showing that based on a blind sip test (a Central Location Test) dedicated Coke drinkers preferred Pepsi. The challenge prompted Coca-Cola to conduct its own research, which found that 57% of those who took the sip test preferred Pepsi. Coca-Cola changed its recipe and released New Coke, a product more like Pepsi, but the product was a disaster. The problem with the sip test as a tester of how a product will fare is that it is narrow and lacks context. In a sip test Pepsi is sweeter and has more of a burst of flavour, but over the course of a full portion the impact of these factors changes. In contrast, in an at-home test, the subject is “sitting in front of the TV, and the way they feel in that situation is the most reflective of how they will behave


    

    

    

    

    

    CHAPTER 6 – SEVEN SECONDS IN THE BRONX: THE DELICATE ART OF MIND READING


    

    

    

    
      	Our facial expressions have an impact on our autonomous nervous system, i.e. they can conjure up the feelings which the expressions represent.


      	Our micro-expressions can betray us when we are lying, such as showing a glimmer of despair or a smile of “duping delight” (p.244) at our self-satisfaction over tricking someone.


      	Certain muscles are more difficult to engage deliberately, but difficult to supress when genuine; for example, when we smile in genuine pleasure the muscles around our eyes naturally tighten.

    


    

    

    

    CONCLUSION – LISTENING WITH YOUR EYES: LESSONS OF BLINK
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