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    For anyone who has ever
told the truth and not been believed,
and for the rarer ones who learned
to be believed anyway.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Trust is the glue of life. It's the most essential ingredient in effective communication. It's the foundational principle that holds all relationships."
— Stephen R. Covey
 
"Whoever is careless with the truth in small matters cannot be trusted with important matters."
— Albert Einstein

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Quiet Arithmetic of Belief
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A friend of mine, a cardiologist who has spent three decades telling strangers the worst news of their lives, once said something that has stayed with me for years. We were sitting on his porch in late summer, watching the last of the light work its way through the maples. He had just finished a long day, and he looked tired in the way that only doctors and parents can look tired. I asked him what he had learned, after so many thousands of hard conversations, about getting people to believe him.

He thought about it for a long time. Then he said, very quietly, “I don’t try to get them to believe me anymore. I try to be the kind of person who can be believed. It’s completely different work.”

I wrote this book because I think he is right, and because I think most of us have been taught the wrong thing.

We have been taught that trust is magic, or charisma, or something you are born with or without. We have been taught that confidence is the main currency, that the loudest person in the room will be believed, that a firm handshake and a steady gaze are enough. None of this is true. Trust, it turns out, is one of the most rigorously studied phenomena in human behavior, and what the research reveals is this, ‘Trust is not a feeling. It is a calculation.’ Very fast, mostly unconscious, but a calculation nonetheless.

Every time a human being meets another human being, a small tribunal convenes inside the skull. Variables get weighed. Evidence gets assessed. A verdict is returned in less time than it takes to finish a sentence. And that verdict, once rendered, is remarkably hard to reverse. This is the tribunal I want to introduce you to. It is the tribunal that decides whether your boss gives you the promotion, whether the stranger at the bar laughs at your joke, whether the investor signs the check, whether your teenager tells you the truth. It is the tribunal that, at scale, sorts the politicians from the prophets and the frauds from the founders.

This book is an attempt to take you inside that tribunal. To show you the variables it weighs. To help you understand, with the clarity of evidence rather than the vagueness of advice, why some people walk into a room and are immediately believed, while others, often more honest, often more qualified, walk in and are not.

Becoming believable is not a performance you put on. It is a practice you take up. It will ask more of you than you expect, and it will give more back than you can imagine. By the end of this book, I hope you will understand not just how to be trusted, but why being trustworthy is perhaps the most valuable thing any of us can ever become.

My cardiologist friend was right. The work is completely different. Let us begin.
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The Three-Second Verdict
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We see the world, not as it is, but as we are.

— Anaïs Nin

––––––––
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In 2006, two psychologists at Princeton, Janine Willis and Alexander Todorov, did something small and subversive that changed how scientists think about first impressions. They took photographs of unfamiliar faces and flashed them, one at a time, in front of college students. The students were asked to rate each face on five traits, attractiveness, likeability, competence, trustworthiness, and aggressiveness.

The twist was in the time. Some students got to look at each face for a full second. Others got half a second. Others got a tenth of a second, roughly the duration of a blink.

Here is what Willis and Todorov found, and here is why it matters. The judgments made in a tenth of a second were almost identical to the judgments made with unlimited time. Giving the students more time to think did not change their minds. It only made them more confident in the minds they had already made up.

A tenth of a second. That is how long it takes a stranger to decide whether you can be trusted.

I want you to sit with that for a moment, because it has a way of rearranging what you thought you knew about the world. Every interview you have ever walked into, every stage you have ever walked onto, every first date and first meeting and first pitch of your life, the verdict was in before you opened your mouth. Your words were not writing the judgment. They were defending it, or confirming it, or fighting uphill against it.

* * *
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THIS FINDING SOUNDS cruel, and in a way it is. But it is also a clue. If we can decide something so consequential so quickly, then the deciding is not really conscious. Something older is at work. Something the brain was running long before any of us learned to speak.

Consider the situation of your ancestors on the African savanna two hundred thousand years ago. A figure appears on the horizon. You have perhaps a few seconds to decide, friend or threat, kin or stranger, stay or run. The ancestors who were excellent at making this judgment quickly lived long enough to have children. The ancestors who deliberated died. Every human alive today is descended from the snap-judgment winners.

We are, in other words, the great-great-great-grandchildren of paranoid optimists. We inherited brains that are very good at deciding very fast whether a stranger means us well, and those brains are still running in the background every time you walk into a conference room in Manhattan or a café in Mumbai. The software has not been updated. The threats have changed. The judgment mechanism has not.

Todorov went further in the years after his first study. He and his colleagues showed that from faces alone, subjects could predict the outcomes of real elections with eerie accuracy, not by looking at the smart candidate or the experienced one, but by looking at the one whose face registered as competent in a split second. They showed that judges gave harsher sentences to defendants whose faces looked less trustworthy. They showed that CEOs with certain facial features earned more, all else being equal, than CEOs without them. The face, it turned out, was doing heavy lifting no one had asked it to do, and no one had bothered to measure.

* * *
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I KNOW WHAT YOU ARE thinking, because I thought it too when I first encountered this research. This is horrifying. We are deciding entire futures on the basis of skull shape and eyebrow angle. How is any of this fair?

It is not fair. And yet the question of fairness is separate from the question of fact. The research is not prescribing how things should be. It is describing how things are. And once you see how things are, you can begin to do something about it.

Here is what the three-second verdict does not mean. It does not mean that beautiful people always win. It does not mean that unattractive people are doomed. It does not mean that you are stuck with the hand your face was dealt. The research is much more interesting than that, and much more generous.

What the research shows is that the first impression is about signal, not beauty. The brain is not looking for symmetry. It is looking for cues, tiny, fast, largely unconscious cues, that add up to a single question, ‘Is this person safe to be near?’ Everything else
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