
Action Steps: Blink 

 Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking by Malcolm Gladwell is a groundbreaking 
exploration of rapid cognition—the subconscious ability to make split-second decisions 
or judgments (what Gladwell calls "thin-slicing"). 

The main idea of Blink by Malcolm Gladwell is that our unconscious mind is capable of 
making quick, effective decisions based on limited information—a process called 
"thin-slicing." Gladwell argues that these snap judgments can be just as accurate, if not 
more so, than decisions made through extensive analysis. 

However, the book also explores the limitations and dangers of rapid cognition, such as 
biases, prejudices, and misjudgments that arise when our instincts are influenced by 
flawed experiences or external pressures. Through real-world examples—like art 
authentication, military strategy, speed dating, and police shootings—Gladwell 
demonstrates both the power and pitfalls of intuitive thinking. 

Ultimately, Blink suggests that we can train our instincts to be more reliable by 
understanding when to trust our gut feelings and when to step back and analyze further. 

In this Action Steps Handbook, we will provide practical steps grounded in the insights 
from the book to help you train ourselves to make better snap decisions. 
 

Step 1: Understand How Thin-Slicing Works (Master the Science of First 
Impressions) 

Before we can improve our snap decisions, we must understand what happens in our 
minds during those first few seconds of judgment. 

📌 What is thin-slicing? 
Thin-slicing is the brain’s ability to make quick judgments based on small pieces of 
information rather than long analysis. It allows us to recognize patterns without 
consciously processing every detail. 

📌 Example from Blink: 

● John Gottman’s research on marriages: Gottman can predict with 90% accuracy 
whether a couple will stay together or divorce, just by watching a few minutes of 
their conversation. He does this by picking up on thin slicesof their 
behavior—subtle expressions, tone shifts, and micro-expressions that reveal deep 
emotional patterns. 
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✅ How to apply this: 

● Train yourself to observe small details in everyday interactions—body language, 
tone of voice, eye contact. 

● Start noticing patterns in people’s behavior—do certain expressions or speech 
habits predict someone’s mood or honesty? 

 

Step 2: Remove Distractions and Overload (The Paradox of Too Much 
Information) 

One surprising lesson from Blink is that having too much information can weaken our 
decision-making. We often assume that the more data we have, the better our choices, 
but in reality, excess information can lead to analysis paralysis. 

📌 Example from Blink: 

● Emergency room doctors in Chicago were struggling to diagnose heart attacks 
because they were reviewing too many details. A new system simplified the 
process, reducing the number of variables to just three key factors—and 
suddenly, their accuracy dramatically improved. Less information led to better 
snap decisions. 

✅ How to apply this: 

● When making a decision, focus on the most critical factors rather than drowning 
in details. 

● If you feel overwhelmed, eliminate unnecessary information and focus on what 
truly matters. 

● Ask yourself: Am I overanalyzing? Do I really need more data, or am I just 
hesitant to decide? 

 

Step 3: Recognize and Reduce Bias (Avoid the Warren Harding Error) 

Not all snap judgments are accurate—some are distorted by unconscious biases. One 
of the biggest dangers of rapid decision-making is making judgments based on 
stereotypes, appearance, or personal prejudice. 
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📌 Example from Blink: 

● The "Warren Harding Error": Harding was elected U.S. President not because he 
was competent, but because he “looked” like a leader—tall, handsome, and 
charismatic. People’s first impression misled them into assuming he was a great 
candidate, but history proved otherwise. 

✅ How to apply this: 

● Be aware of how appearances influence your decisions. If someone looks 
competent or trustworthy, ask yourself: Am I judging them based on their 
abilities or just their appearance? 

● Challenge stereotypes. Our subconscious mind often relies on past experiences, 
which may contain biases. The more we expose ourselves to different cultures, 
backgrounds, and perspectives, the less likely we are to make biased snap 
judgments. 

 

Step 4: Practice Making Quick Decisions in Safe Environments (Develop Instinct 
Through Repetition) 

Like any skill, better intuition comes with practice. People who train themselves in fast 
decision-making—like firefighters, pilots, and military leaders—become better at 
trusting their gut. 

📌 Example from Blink: 

● Paul Van Riper’s military war game: The U.S. military used a data-driven strategy 
in a war simulation, while Van Riper, a retired Marine, relied on instinct and 
experience. He won by acting quickly and decisively, while the military’s slow, 
overanalyzed decisions failed. 

✅ How to apply this: 

● Use time-limited decision-making exercises. Give yourself 30 seconds to make 
choices (e.g., choosing a meal, deciding on an action plan). 

● Role-play high-pressure scenarios. In business or sports, practice responding to 
tough situations without overthinking. 
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Step 5: Train Yourself to Listen Beyond Words (Decode the Hidden Messages in 
Communication) 

People communicate not just with words, but with tone, facial expressions, and body 
language. In Blink, Gladwell shows that we can often tell more about a person from how 
they say something than from what they say. 

📌 Example from Blink: 

● Doctors and malpractice lawsuits: Studies showed that doctors with warm, 
caring tones were less likely to be sued, even if they made medical mistakes. It 
wasn’t their skill level that mattered—it was how they spoke to patients. 

✅ How to apply this: 

● Pay attention to tone and body language in conversations. 
● Before reacting to someone’s words, ask yourself: What emotions are they 

conveying beyond the words? 

 

Step 6: Learn When to Trust Instinct and When to Pause (Balancing Blink and 
Think) 

The key message in Blink is not to blindly trust our gut, but to know when to rely on it 
and when to step back. 

📌 Examples from Blink: 

● Experts in art and antiques can spot forgeries instantly—but they do this because 
of years of exposure to real artwork. 

● Police officers in the Amadou Diallo case made a tragic mistake because they 
didn’t pause to question their fear-based snap judgment. 

✅ How to apply this: 

● Trust instinct in areas where you have expertise. If you’ve been in a field for 
years, your gut reaction is likely accurate. 

● Pause and analyze if emotions (fear, bias) are involved. If you feel uncertain, 
take a moment to check your instincts before acting. 
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Template: Training Yourself to Make Better Snap Decisions 

Step 1: Understand How Thin-Slicing Works (Master the Science of 
First Impressions) 

🔹 What is a situation where you’ve made a snap judgment before knowing all the 
details? 
➤ Example: Meeting someone and instantly liking or disliking them, sensing danger in an 
unfamiliar place, quickly recognizing a good opportunity. 

🔹 What patterns did you pick up on? 
➤ Example: Body language, facial expressions, tone of voice, energy level. 

🔹 Did your first impression turn out to be accurate? If not, why? 
➤ Example: Maybe you misjudged someone because of a bias, or maybe your instinct was 
right because of experience. 

 

Step 2: Remove Distractions and Overload (The Paradox of Too Much 
Information) 

🔹 Think of a time when having too much information made your decision harder. 
What happened? 
➤ Example: Choosing a restaurant with too many reviews, deciding on a big purchase with 
endless options, getting stuck analyzing a work project instead of acting. 

🔹 What were the key factors that truly mattered in that decision? 
➤ Example: Was there a small piece of information that actually helped more than the 
rest? 

🔹 How can you train yourself to focus only on what matters in future decisions? 
➤ Example: Creating a checklist of essentials, setting a time limit for research, trusting a 
key data point instead of everything. 
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Step 3: Recognize and Reduce Bias (Avoid the Warren Harding Error) 

🔹 Have you ever judged someone’s ability based on how they looked, sounded, or 
presented themselves? 
➤ Example: Assuming someone was skilled because they spoke confidently, or 
underestimating someone who didn’t “look the part.” 

🔹 Did that judgment turn out to be correct or incorrect? Why? 
➤ Example: Did they actually have the skills they seemed to have, or was it just an 
illusion? 

🔹 How can you train yourself to look beyond surface impressions in the future? 
➤ Example: Asking more questions before forming an opinion, focusing on behavior 
rather than appearance, challenging first impressions. 

 

Step 4: Practice Making Quick Decisions in Safe Environments 
(Develop Instinct Through Repetition) 

🔹 Think of an area in your life where you need to make fast decisions. What is it? 
➤ Example: Business, sports, conversations, negotiations, time-sensitive work tasks. 

🔹 How can you practice making quick decisions without fear of failure? 
➤ Example: Set a 30-second timer for small choices, role-play scenarios, challenge 
yourself to act without overthinking. 

🔹 What lessons have you learned from past experiences where you had to decide 
quickly? 
➤ Example: Did hesitation ever cost you an opportunity? Did a quick decision ever pay off? 

 

Step 5: Train Yourself to Listen Beyond Words (Decode the Hidden 
Messages in Communication) 

🔹 Think of a recent conversation where the tone or body language mattered more 
than the words. What happened? 
➤ Example: Someone saying “I’m fine” but clearly looking upset, a confident-sounding 
speaker who didn’t actually say much of value. 
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🔹 What non-verbal cues helped you understand the real meaning? 
➤ Example: Did you notice hesitation, avoidance, a change in voice pitch, body posture? 

🔹 How can you improve your ability to read tone and body language in the future? 
➤ Example: Pay attention to patterns, observe people in different moods, listen to 
recordings of voices without words. 

 

Step 6: Learn When to Trust Instinct and When to Pause (Balancing 
Blink and Think) 

🔹 Have you ever trusted your instinct in a situation where it turned out to be the right 
choice? What happened? 
➤ Example: Sensing that someone was lying, making a quick decision in an emergency, 
trusting a gut feeling about an opportunity. 

🔹 Have you ever been wrong because you trusted instinct too quickly? What went 
wrong? 
➤ Example: Making a snap judgment that was influenced by fear, assumptions, or 
misinformation. 

🔹 How can you tell when it’s safe to trust your gut and when to pause for deeper 
thinking? 
➤ Example: If the decision is based on experience, it’s usually trustworthy. If it’s based on 
emotions, take a moment to analyze it first. 
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