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Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking  
By Malcolm Gladwell 

Chapter Summaries by AMPLIFY Learning Ltd. 
 

I first became a massive Malcolm Gladwell fan after reading his acclaimed ‘Outliers’ followed by ‘David 

and Goliath’. His books are always insightful, well-researched and eye-opening, expanding upon 

important ideas for growing in excellence and expertise, particularly when it introduces you to ideas 

such as the 10,000 hour rule, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s miraculous flow state and, in ‘Blink’, the power 

of the unconscious mind in decision-making.  

For those reasons, I am shocked that it has taken me so long to discover this book. I put it down to my 

youth; I would not have been interested in Malcolm Gladwell’s works maybe ten or fifteen years ago. 

That’s probably why I have not read ‘Blink’ until now, and have yet to read ‘The Tipping Point’, an even 

earlier work. 

Blink – The information contained within ‘Blink’ – when read, discussed and applied appropriately – 

will benefit every reader, particularly those in leadership positions in business, law enforcement and 

education. Read ‘Blink’ to:  

• help you to communicate more effectively with others; 

• build positive relationships and positive emotional connections; 

• decrease prejudice that negatively affects others whether gender, race-based or otherwise; 

• learn more about some key socio-political topics in American and European modern history, 

the armed forces and military tactics, music, art and human psychology that dictate the way 

we shop, eat and work.  

How to read this summary 

I am going to take you through each chapter individually. Hopefully I will provide you with a short page 

(give or take) summary on each chapter so you can gain as much insight – from my personal 

perspectives – as possible without having to read all 250+ pages. Of course, I would suggest you read 

the book when you can make the time, but for those with limited time to do so or for those wanting 

to get a taster of the key nuggets (those that resonated with me, anyway), read on.  

In each chapter summary, I provide a very miniscule insight into some of the stories shared and the 

key principle(s) I believe was being taught within that chapter, supported by short quotes or extracts 

from the text where appropriate. There are many more stories within the book and many more 

principles you may indeed find. Hopefully this will provide you with a brief, but impactful overview to 

help you understand and effectively (and positively) harness the power of your unconscious mind.  

Proviso/Apology  

At some points you may think, why so vague, Abs? Why so flitty? So I’ll begin with this proviso/apology 

from the outset: Sorry! I am being vague deliberately so as not to give so much away you don’t read 

it and also to be time-efficient. If you want to learn more…purchase the book! If you read this summary 

and disagree with any of it, please call me out and tell me why! This is certainly a book I’ll need to re-

read in the future to digest properly and upon doing that, I will most certainly make changes to these 

summaries and perhaps develop each one a little more. But for now, I hope you enjoy what’s here!  
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Introduction: The Statue that didn’t look right  

Key Principle: trust your gut, particularly when you are an expert in your field.  

A statue supposedly dating from the sixth century BC known as kouros was purchased by the J Paul 

Getty Museum in California. They paid $10 million for it. But they were duped. It was a fake. A statue 

that they believed to be thousands of years old turned out to be less than fifty years, if that. It was no 

artefact.  

The question is this: how can this museum have been duped after conducting six months of testing 

before completing the transaction? 

The answer was this: when you want something to be right that bad, you disregard your usual gut 

instinct in favour of logic and reason. But, the thing is, when it comes to what we know, we need to 

begin to trust that first instinct. Sometimes logic and reason won’t give you the right answer.  

When other experts saw the faux statue, their reactions were unanimous. It’s a fake. How did they 

know. ‘It doesn’t look right’… ‘it looks new’. They couldn’t fully articulate in words why they knew it 

was a fake, but they just knew.  

This is the introduction because as we go through the book, Gladwell begins to defragment all the 

questions you may have that you didn’t realise you ought to have had.  

Why, when we have a gut reaction to something, can we not fully articulate the reasoning behind it? 

When do we trust the gut over logic and reason, and vice versa? 

What did the museum do with the super-expensive yet worthless statue? 

Discuss  

To get the most out of these chapter summaries, discussion points and questions will be listed after 

each to give you time to reflect on your own or in groups. Discuss the following –  

1. Do you trust your gut? Do others trust your gut instincts? 

2. What is your area of expertise? 

3. How can you develop your knowledge and understanding in this area so that your gut reaction 

is one that can be trusted? 

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

Key Principle: What is thin-slicing? Thin-slicing is trusting our gut. Thin-slicing refers to the ability of 

our unconscious to find patterns in situations and behaviour based on very narrow slices of 

experience.  

This is why, particularly in our area of expertise,  we can ‘sense’ a truism without understanding how 

or why we have that feeling.  

For example, John Gottman – a featured relationship expert – is so good at predicting the outcome of 

a couple’s future relationship prospects that, even in a restaurant setting without knowing a couple, 

he can pretty much ‘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’ or whether 

they’ll stay together forever. How does he do this? 
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Another field expert has discovered a significant cause of hospital malpractice cases in the USA. It 

seems there is a direct correlation in the amount of time a surgeon spends with his or her patient and 

whether or not they are sued for malpractice. The more time spent with the patient, the less likely, in 

the event of an error, the patient sues the surgeon. Why? The patient thin-slices their short interaction 

with their surgeon during their pre-surgical consultation to determines whether they like or dislike 

him or her.  

‘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 one study, 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).  

So, it is our ability, therefore to thin-slice that dictates our response to situations – whether correct or 

not.  

The reason for thin-slicing is important. Thin-slicing is the beginning of prejudice that dictates how we 

hire, begin and build relationships, and react in any given situation. It’s important to note that thin-

slicing creeps into every decision we make unless we take the steps expounded upon in the book to 

recognise and disarm that prejudice…  

Discuss 

1. In what areas, situations or people have you ‘thin-sliced’ this week? 

2. Think back to your first interactions with your colleagues, employees or team leaders. What 

was your initial perception of them? Was it positive or negative? How has that perception 

changed, if at all? And what has caused the change? 

3. How are you perceived? If ‘thin-sliced’ in six minutes, what three words would be used to 

describe you? If you can, test this with client or customer surveys and/or anonymous 

colleague surveys.  

 

Chapter Two: The Locked Door: The Secret Life of Snap Decisions  

Key Principle: Behind the metaphorical locked door is our unconscious mind. Firstly, we can ‘trick’ our 

brains, or at least others’, to make us feel or act in a certain way through priming techniques that can 

have both a negative or a positive effect through verbal cues and certain brain games. Secondly, once 

our unconscious has made a decision, our ability to articulate the why behind the what (the decision) 

is not only seemingly impossible; it is also, at times, dangerous.  

Priming – I really enjoyed being reminded of the benefits of priming, particularly as a tool for positive 

reinforcement of learning and developing skills in sports and academia. Another book that articulates 

the benefits of priming is ‘Sporting Excellence’ by Ted Garratt.  

Gladwell’s story in this chapter focused on a tennis-whizz – both a world class tennis player and coach 

– Vic Braden who could identify whether or not a player would double-fault with a ridiculously-high 

level of accuracy. The crux was this – he could identify what would happen, but he couldn’t explain 

why or how he knew this would happen. In fact, when he attempted to explain how he knew this 

would happen, his explanation did not match what was truly taking place. Why is this important? 
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Because we judge people negatively when people respond with ‘I don’t know’ or ‘it’s just a feeling’ for 

the decisions they make. (I know I sometimes do!) We want to analyse and understand the explanation 

behind it before we can trust a decision, don’t we? Again, I’m the same. In fact, reading this made me 

feel a twang of guilt for every time I reprimanded a student for not showing their working out. It’s this 

awkward balancing act between getting people to understand the steps to making calculations and 

being a quick-thinker without having to explain everything in great detail. After all, does the path to 

rightness really matter if you come to the right answer anyway? 

Finally, our unconscious mind is extremely visual. Although this isn’t articulated at this juncture in this 

book, I know from past research and reading that there is a part of our brain that thinks only in shapes 

and pictures. It doesn’t ‘get’ words. So when we attempt to extract information from this part of the 

brain verbally, it actually interferes with the memory there or the previous thought-pattern and 

distorts it so that it is no longer true nor trustworthy.  

In speed dating, we can apparently size someone up within a rapid, six-minute ‘dating’ experience. 

Yet, if asked to express what one looks for in an ideal partner, what one says and who one chooses 

often do not correlate. Again, this has to do with our unconscious mental pattern. And again, my 

explanation is ridiculously sparse, but please refer back to my apology above. But the key point is this 

– sometimes we know what we know even if we don’t know why we know it. And that’s okay. You’ll 

learn more about this as you read on.  

The dangers – Later in the book, Gladwell also uses this reasoning of the verbally-inarticulate, visual 

unconscious to explain why victims or witnesses to a crime who point-out somebody from a line-up 

without first having described what the purported criminal looked like in words is much more likely to 

be accurate than those who firstly attempt to provide a verbal description for something like a drawing 

of the criminal. This therefore leads to convictions based upon information that is not wholly reliable.  

 ‘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… There are times when we demand an 

explanation when an explanation really isn’t possible and… doing so can have serious consequences’.  

Discuss 

1. Our unconscious mind has many hidden powers. After researching ‘priming’, what ways can 

you ‘prime’ to function most effectively in your job? How can you ‘prime’ those around you – 

colleagues, students, staff – to work at a higher level? 

2. What do you know without fully knowing how you know it? (This is a useful tool for discovering 

the potential experts in a particular field within your team!) 

3. Has your unconscious mind ever led you to make decisions with dangerous consequences? 

Are you sure? If it had, how would you know?  

4. What can you do to stop your words hijacking your visual unconscious? 

 

Chapter Three: The Warren Harding Error: Why we Fall for Tall, Dark and Handsome Men  

Key Principle: We fall for good looks. We fear bad looks. Yet what is ‘good’ and what is ‘bad’ is often 

only subjectively one or the other based on implicit biases drummed into us through sociocultural 

norms that improve or mar  our judgment of that person’s moral goodness and his or her place in 

society. We do this, not just as individuals, but also collectively, in particular when electing people into 

positions of power politically and in business. That’s a universal prejudice that may lead to the wrong 

people being in the top positions in business, politics and other leadership roles (and the right people 
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missing out) particularly as we err on the side of ‘tall, dark and handsome’ in favour of clever and 

effective and white male as always good and right, because we sometimes unconsciously equate these 

as one and the same.  

‘The Warren Harding Error’ is the title Gladwell gives to the error of falling for the physical qualities of 

‘tall, dark and handsome’ – a prejudice that can have devastating consequences. (Although that may 

have predominantly been the case in 2005 when this book was first published, I wonder whether the 

author would like to reconsider his postulations in the light of who the US electorate invited into the 

White House in 2016.) Anyway, despite being ‘not a particularly intelligent man’ Warren Harding ‘rose 

from one political office to another’ having ‘never once distinguished himself’.  

It seems that Harding, upon being elected President almost a century ago, died after two years in 

office and remains to this day – at time of writing (2005), anyway – ‘one of the worst presidents in 

American history’. How did the American electorate elect such a supposedly awful candidate to the 

highest public office? 

Implicit Association Test (IAT) – Race and Gender  

Gladwell talks about how we almost lapse into prejudice unawares, easily associating ‘black’ and ‘evil’ 

or ‘white’ and ‘wonderful’; whereas words like ‘male’ and ‘family’ are as dubious a fit as ‘female’ and 

‘career’. This bias is even difficult to conquer when we are aware of it! There is, however, a way to 

conquer the bias, which is to watch a film or read a book or an article that positively depicts a woman 

in a high-flying career role, a black male in a heroic role or single, working-class parent determinedly 

rising up to the upper echelons of society into a role stereotypically only available to middle or upper 

class families – as a successful doctor, lawyer or writer.  

‘The disturbing thing about the test is that it shows that our unconscious attitudes may be utterly 

incompatible with out 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 American, 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.’’ 

That was a long extract, but I believe it to be a worthy one. Particularly being ‘Black-British’ myself, 

these words resonated and compel me to start to be counter-culture; to eagerly seek out positive 

associations of black and minority ethnic groups rather than subjecting myself to the easily-accessible 

negative diatribe slewed across the web, papers and in conversation.  

But first, I want to discover my own personal bias! Am I, too, skewed in favour of the ‘evil black’ 

associations? Do you want to know your own unconscious attitudes?  

To try the computerised IAT, you can go to www.implicit.harvard.edu .  

Bob Golomb – 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.  

Basically, we naturally thin-slice and make presuppositions when we meet somebody, particularly in 

sales roles. We think, ‘that person looks too poor to buy this car’ or ‘that lady looks like she will be a 

http://www.implicit.harvard.edu/
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big-spender today!’ That’s the typical conversation sales people have with themselves upon 

approaching customers. Bob defies this norm. He goes in with no such judgment.  

‘You cannot prejudge people in this business. Prejudging is the kiss of death.’  

His method clearly works. He assumes that everyone who walks in the door has the exact same chance 

of buying a car.  

Discuss 

1. How is ‘The Warren Harding Error’ expressed in your business or team, if at all? How can you 

use an understanding of this to improve recruitment and promotion practices? 

2. Identify the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ type of customers in your line of work? 

3. How do you treat the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ customers? Is there a difference? Is this difference 

subtle or extreme, known or unknown?  

4. How can applying the ‘Bob Golomb’ method to not prejudge boost revenues in your business? 

Finally, answer this riddle: A man and his son are in a serious car accident. The father is killed, and the 

son is rushed to the emergency room. Upon arrival, the attending doctor looks at the child and gasps, 

‘This child is my son!’ Who is the doctor? 

(If you’re still struggling for the answer, email me: abi@amplify-learning.co.uk !)  

Chapter Four: Paul Van Riper’s Big Victory: Creating Structure for Spontaneity  

Key Principle: Less is more. Too much information is hazardous to effective decision-making, 

particularly in situations where speed is crucial and in team environments. Yet, a balance is needed 

‘between deliberate and instinctive thinking.’ 

Mother – Manhattan’s West Side Improv Group – This acting group basically stand in front of an 

audience, ask any member of the audience to give them a word or phrase to base their performance 

on, and deliver a full improvised set filled with humour and flavour without skipping a beat. The 

question is, how? One’s initial thought may be that the ability to achieve something so spontaneous 

is reserved for the gifted, natural improvisers, but that’s not true. They practice and rehearse various 

improv situations for hours daily, most importantly using the ‘rule of agreement’ (i.e. accepting all 

offers made). That’s why the flow seems so natural. (As noted, read ‘Blink’ for more depth of 

explanation.) The basic idea here is that they have, in essence, created a structure for spontaneity. As 

oxymoronic as it sounds, spontaneity still requires pre-defined rules, practice and repetition! 

Side note – this mirrors one of the ideas I teach within ‘Bounce – Overcoming Adversity and Building 

Resilience’ for individuals and teams in business. Sometimes we are faced with a challenge of a tough 

job or a downturn and the only way to find ‘creative’ solutions is to do it within a framework that 

allows creativity to flow more naturally and spontaneously. It doesn’t make sense, because one would 

assume ‘creativity’ is a spontaneous, uncontrolled thing that strikes at random times, but that isn’t 

the case. You can create the correct conditions for creativity right now! Email or call me to learn how. 

Cook County Hospital, 2001 & the Goldman algorithm for chest pain – This hospital was one of the 

worst in Chicago. It was overrun, understaffed and underfunded. Yet, in 1996 one doctor, Brendan 

Reilly turned it all around with his confidence to eventually defy the standard protocol for checking 

for chest pain, increasing efficiency in decision-making for chest assessments and creating a gold-

standard assessment method for all to follow. Essentially, the prevailing methodology for assessing 

whether chest pain required urgent attention, to be watched overnight or sent home was long, 

complicated and inaccurate a significant proportion of the time. Doctors wouldn’t trust themselves 

mailto:abi@amplify-learning.co.uk
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nor the machines for fear of sending somebody home to die. Hence, the overrun, understaffed and 

underfunded hospital ward! This revolutionary ‘heart-attack decision tree’ Goldman algorithm 

method had been suggested in medical literature but instantly dismissed because it was all theory, no 

application and altogether too simple to be effective. It didn’t make sense. How could a few questions 

correctly diagnose a patient’s symptoms with such accuracy? Well, it did. And still does. It was, in fact 

‘a whopping 70% better than the old method at recognising the patients who weren’t actually having 

a heart attack. At the same time, it was safer.’ 

(Side note – In reference to thin-slicing, you’ll see that trusting your gut reaction about this simple 

method being too simple to be effective just did not work well here. But this is not always the case.)  

How does this story challenge you in your work or home life to look at the systems you currently have 

in place? 

For me, ‘less is more’ sometimes shows itself in my writing. As you can probably tell, I am verbose. But 

sometimes, I challenge myself to post blogs no longer than 500 words. I don’t always follow that goal 

but I believe in the principle and it often proves most effective. Just because it’s short and easy, 

doesn’t mean it’s wrong!  

Discuss  

1. How do you currently work as a team? Can you finish each other’s lines like the improv group, 

Mother or are you out of sync?  

2. How can you apply the ‘rule of agreement’ to function more effectively together? 

3. What structures or systems can you put in place to enhance creativity in your work and home? 

4. What simple, time-saving systems can you put in place to ensure efficient decision-making? 

Chapter Five: Kenna’s Dilemma: The Right – and Wrong – Way to Ask People What They Want  

Key Principle: Only experts can thin-slice effectively. If you’re not an expert, you need a little more 

information and time to settle into new and revolutionary ideas – whether that be in music, 

technology, design and comfort.  

Who will this benefit? Those in positions of power to make decisions that affect the direction of 

progress in their business or field of work. Give yourself more time. Don’t judge a book by its cover. 

And, if you do, read the first chapter…and the second…and keep going. Pass it on to somebody else to 

check it over.  

Kenna – a musician popular amongst his own fans, yet dismissed by those in the industry who had the 

power to bring his music onto the popular, commercial music scene. His music was great to any music 

fan who took the time to sit and listen to a full song or album, but the way that music is pushed through 

in the industry is through sample tapes and partial snippets of songs. Without having a full taste of 

Kenna’s music, you aren’t able to see its true worth and fall in love with it like his many fans did, 

including the manager of U2, Paul MGuinness. Kenna’s music was ‘new and different and it is the new 

and different that is always more vulnerable to market research.’ 

Coca-Cola vs Pepsi – Basically, in taste tests, Pepsi trounced Coca-Cola time and again to the extent 

that Coca-Cola changed their secret recipe making it a little sweeter and making other adjustments to 

replicate the Pepsi brand. Did this work? No! Coca-Cola drinkers were horrified and these new cans 

were shelved (excuse the awful pun)! The overarching conclusion here is this: taste tests are very 

distinct from sitting in the comfort of your own home on your sofa watching a bit of television sipping 

through an entire can of pop. Apparently, the taste test only gave tasters a snippet of what they 
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thought they liked and in that ‘blink’ they believed Pepsi to be the hands-down winner every single 

time. But, the real tasting happens at home or in the park or in the garden with friends or alone 

through an entire, or at least half a can of pop. And in this real-world scenario, Coca-Cola came out on 

top. Application? Don’t always trust the logic of ‘sample’ assessments. You need a fuller picture, at 

times, to decide whether something, or in Kenna’s case, somebody wins or loses.  

Food-Tasters – Finally, we are introduced to two women who run a company in New Jersey called 

Sensory Spectrum. Their names are Gail Vance Civille and Judy Heylmun and they taste food for a 

living. They have been trained to know exactly what is ‘good’ food and what is not. They use all sorts 

of scales and words to describe what we think we know about food, wine or other delicacy but are in 

fact, useless at describing. (It’s all a little bit more complex than that, but…read the book!) For 

example, remember the key principle in chapter two of knowing what we know but not knowing why 

we know it because we can’t fully articulate words to match the sense or feeling? Well, where most 

of us cannot, these two women can. Why? They are trained in this art.  

We are introduced to Gail and Judy because they basically synthesise the final message of the two 

stories above. These taste-experts are the only ones able to trust gut and intuition to come to a 

decision based on thin-sliced, piece-meal selections of something. In this same way, only music 

experts would have been able to judge Kenna’s music on the short samples and snippets a commercial 

audience were hearing. In effect, the general population aren’t trained to be able to judge on limited 

information; whereas experts are, can and should. It is unfair, therefore, in a lot of instances to think 

that samples are an effective way to test products or people – I mean music!  

All-Time Movies – After reading this book, I had a personal experience of the expert thin-slicing 

dichotomy. A friend and I were discussing our top films of all time and when trying to compare it 

against all-time lists featured on IMDB and other sources, we saw films that we wouldn’t have 

originally considered. Experts see what you cannot see. That is their job. That is their area of 

expertise. Sometimes our gut isn’t right because we don’t have enough past information to form a 

proper picture. That’s okay. That’s why hiring experts to do what you cannot do is both a wise and 

judicious use of your time, energy and money.    

Discuss  

1. What have you said ‘no’ to based on a hunch or short ‘sample’? Would you reconsider your 

response in light of this new information? 

2. How can you improve your ‘sample’ or testing system for new product or service launches? 

3. Can you tell the difference between a glass of Coca Cola and Pepsi? How about if you add a 

third glass to the equation? Why is it more difficult to tell the difference between 3 glasses 

than 2? Why might this be important when thinking about your products and services? 

Chapter Six: Seven Seconds in the Bronx: The Delicate Art of Mind Reading  

Key Principle: Autism is literally mind-blindness, according to British psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen. 

Autism, or rather mental blindness, can be an acute affliction causing one to lose control of all good 

sense, training and judgment. To defeat this dangerous physiological response to extreme, high-stress 

situations, pause and reflect. Create an environment where your thinking can be slowed to allow you 

to regain mental clarity, make less mistakes, and ultimately save precious lives.  

Okay. This was a tough read in the penultimate chapter of this book. So much so that it upsets me to 

even type the words on the page.  
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February 3rd, 1999 – Amadou Diallo – Police officers shoot and kill a black American immigrant FORTY-

ONE TIMES because they thought he had a gun. The story is certainly more in depth than this one 

sentence, but in contemporary society I feel this is the story I’m continually subjected to hearing and 

reading about so I don’t want to add to the conjecture (nor negative biases – see chapter three 

summary!). The story provides a lot of detail as to how and why these errors in judgment happen. 

There are apparent physiological reasons, including the idea of acute autism that happens in high-

stress situations.  

This is what essentially happens to some police officers before they lose their rag, shoot and kill 

unarmed [black] men – 

‘After 145 [BPM – heart rate] bad things begin to happen. Complex motor skills start to break down…At 

175 we begin to see an absolute breakdown of cognitive processing…The forebrain shuts down, and 

the midbrain – the part of your brain that is the same as your dog’s – reaches up and hijacks the 

forebrain. Have you ever tried to have a discussion with an angry or frightened human being? You 

can’t do it…You might as well try to argue with your dog.’- Dave Grossman, a former army lieutenant 

colonel and author of On Killing. 

I understand this concept far too well. Having failed to perform under pressure on many occasions in 

my sports career, gaining an understanding of this concept allowed me to find and apply tools to 

restore normal (or as close to normal under the circumstances) physiological patterns to perform well 

and get control of or better manage my ‘hijacked’ brain to restore somewhat-normal cognitive 

processing. Thankfully though, my high-pressure sports situations never led to life or death outcomes.  

The message behind this heart-breaking, repetitive American drama is this: yes, sometimes our 

physiology leaves us mentally-blind and ‘autistic’. I will not dispute this fact, having fallen victim to it 

on countless occasions. But we can put boundaries in place to offset this hijacking. For example, police 

procedures include encouraging officers to patrol without a partner because a partner adds to an 

individual’s bravado and can make them feel invincible or superior when facing a potential criminal. 

They are more likely to shoot and engage in a hostile situation while mind-blind than when alone. 

When alone, an officer is more likely to pause to call for and wait for back-up, thus providing time – 

fostering the right environment – for the brain fog to lift and for some sense of mental acuity to return.  

Finally, this quote is taken from the concluding chapter, but it is relevant to this lesson so I’ll quote it 

now in closing: 

‘Too often we are resigned to what happens in the blink of an eye. It doesn’t seem like we have much 

control over whatever bubbles to the surface from our unconscious. But we do, and if we can control 

the environment in which rapid cognition takes place, then we can control rapid cognition. We can 

prevent the people fighting wars or staffing emergency rooms or policing the streets from making 

mistakes.’ 

Discuss  

1. Have you ever been in a state of acute mental-blindness, or temporary autism? How did this 

affect your judgment and behaviour? 

2. How can you ‘control the environment’ – i.e. like the police men patrolling alone and waiting 

for backup – at work and in your team to avoid the potentially harmful affects of brain fog? 
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Conclusion: Listening with Your Eyes: The Lessons of Blink  

Key Principle: We all thin-slice. We all have our prejudices. Therefore, particularly if we are in a 

position of power, we need to create an environment where ‘blink’ decision-making is able to act with 

all prejudice aside, hidden or removed. Disempower prejudice by creating an environment where 

prejudice is no longer an option.  

Abbie Conant & The Philharmonic Orchestra, Munich 

Blind auditions are key because they avoid the bias of panels favouring the male orchestral players 

because of aforementioned stereotypes and prejudices – whether conscious or unconscious. This is 

particularly relevant for orchestral instruments that are perceived as ‘male’ instruments because they 

require power and strength. Abbie Conant played the trombone, a traditionally male instrument. In a 

blind audition for the Philharmonic Munich orchestra, the music director, Sergiu Celibidache upon 

hearing her cried out ‘That’s who we want!’ Yet, upon the curtain being drawn and discovering who 

he wanted was a woman, he continually relegated and rejected her, sullying her reputation by calling 

her ‘unreliable’ and ‘unprofessional’ despite scores of evidence against these libellous claims. 

‘It was a lie. After eight years, she was reinstated as first trombone.’  

But then another round of battles began – that would last another five years – because the orchestra 

refused to pay her on par with her male colleagues. She won, again.’  

And how did this happen? 

‘Abbie Conant was saved by the screen.’  

Behind the screen she was neither man nor woman. She was not sullied by the prejudice of the eyes. 

And upon declaring ‘that’s who we want!’ Sergiu had clearly signalled her prowess and suitability.  

To reiterate the lesson in the preceding chapter summary, we are not resigned to what happens in 

the blink of an eye, nor are we resigned to our biases. By simply changing our environment, we can 

change our decision-making process so that it is more efficient and as free from prejudice as possible. 

Prejudice is no longer an option.  

Discuss 

1. What ‘screen’ or curtain needs to be used in your recruitment and hiring process to ensure 

‘blink’ (unconscious bias) decision-making is able to act with all prejudice aside? 

2. Do you negatively thin-slice those you currently work with? How can you avoid negatively 

thin-slicing those you currently work with? 

My Concluding Thoughts – NOT in the Book  

My Favourite Quotes (Not already mentioned in the chapter summaries) 

Page 119 – Van Riper, army commander – ‘…he had to put a lot of trust in his subordinates. It was, by 

his own admission, a ‘messy’ way to make decisions. But it had one overwhelming advantage: allowing 

people to operate without having to explain themselves constantly turns out to be like the rule of 

agreement in improv. It enables rapid cognition.’ 

Page 125 – ‘They [Blue Team] were so focused on the mechanics and the process that they never 

looked at the problem holistically. In the act of tearing something apart, you lose its meaning.’ 

Page 176 – ‘In the most important decisions, there can be no certainty.’ 
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Page 179 – ‘The first impressions of experts are different. When we become expert in something, our 

tastes grow more esoteric and complex. What I mean is that it is really only experts who are able to 

reliably account for their reactions.’ 

Page 181 – ‘Introspection destroyed people’s ability to solve insight problems. By making people think 

about jam, Wilson and Schooler turned them into jam idiots.’ 

Page 183 – ‘Out unconscious reactions come out of a locked room and we can’t look inside that room. 

But with experience we become expert at using our behaviour and our training to interpret – and 

decode – what lies behind our snap judgments and first impressions.’ 

Page 208 – ‘Emotion can also start on the face. The face is not a secondary billboard for our internal 

feelings. It is an equal partner in the emotional process.’ – In other words, the feeling of joy can be 

produced by first ‘faking’ a smile. You don’t have to feel it first; fake it ‘til you make it, right? 

Page 225 – ‘Dave Gossman…argues that the optimal state of ‘arousal’ – the range in which stress 

improves performance – is when our heart rate is between 115 and 145 BPM…very few people play 

in the optimal range. Most of us, under pressure, get too aroused, and past a certain point, our bodies 

begin shutting down so many sources of information that we start to become useless.’ 

Page 251 – ‘I’ve been in auditions without screens, and I can assure you that I was prejudiced. I began 

to listen with my eyes, and there is no way that your eyes don’t affect your judgment. The only true 

way to listen is with your eyes and your heart.’ – Julie Landsman (French horn for Metropolitan Opera, 

New York)  

Gut, Logic or Reason? – My frustration: the choice of whether to use thin-slicing or not is a never-

ending decision-making process. There is no right or wrong way, but I do believe being mindful of and 

applying the principle in chapter four about the balance between deliberative and instinctive thinking 

is key to successful decision-making overall. Essentially, trust your gut. But not always. Sometimes 

logic and reason prevail. Most times, gut, logic and reason are the perfect trifecta.  

Removing Prejudice 

Here are just three ideas that I have seen enacted in schools, workplaces and in life: 

- Use candidate numbers rather than names to avoid ethnic, racial or gender biased decision-

making in hiring candidates in the workplace or marking tests in school or otherwise  

- Create judging panels that are reflective of our eclectic society! 

- Pause when you feel emotions hijacking common sense. Count to ten. Walk away. Be aware 

of your breathing.  

What systems do you have in place to remove prejudice and restore balance in your work/school/life? 

Share them with me – abi@amplify-learning.co.uk  

Thanks!  

More Reading Information 

‘Blink’ was originally published in January 2005.  

Other Gladwell works I have read are: ‘Outliers: The Story of Success (2008)’, ‘David & Goliath: 

Underdogs, Misfits and the Art of Battling Giants (2013)’ 

My next Gladwell read will be: ‘The Tipping Point (2000)’  
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