
*	 	Group	Captain	K.	Rakesh	Kumar	is	an	Administration	Branch	Officer	with	10	years	
of	experience	as	an	air	traffic	controller	and	about	20	years	as	an	administrator.	

ISSN 0976-1004 (print); 2583-7567 (online)
© 2024 Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses
Journal of Defence Studies, Vol. 18, No. 2, April–June 2024, pp. 180–185

Blink:  The Power of Thinking Without Thinking
by Malcolm Timothy Gladwell, Little Brown and 
Co, New York, USA, 2005, Rs 1374, pp. 277

K. Rakesh Kumar*

The	ability	to	grasp	fundamental	characteristics	within	the	first	two	seconds	
of	 observation,	 which	 may	 elude	 comprehension	 even	 with	 extended	
elaborate	studies,	forms	the	central	theme	of	exploring	rapid	understanding.	
This	 capability,	 akin	 to	 an	 instantaneous	 grasp	 of	 critical	 information,	
holds	 profound	 relevance	 in	 the	 realm	 of	military	 personnel	 performance	
and	warfare.	In	military	life,	where	split-second	decisions	are	often	pivotal,	
honing	 such	 rapid	understanding	becomes	 indispensable.	Whether	 on	 the	
battlefield	or	in	strategic	planning,	the	ability	to	swiftly	grasp	essential	details	
can	significantly	enhance	the	effectiveness	of	military	operations,	offering	a	
strategic	advantage	in	dynamic	and	high-pressure	situations.

Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking,	authored	by	Malcolm	
Timothy	 Gladwell,	 revolves	 around	 the	 capability	 to	 discern	 essential	
qualities	within	the	initial	two	seconds	of	observation,	an	enabling	skill	that	
surpasses	the	understanding	achieved	through	prolonged	studies.	Gladwell,	
a	recipient	of	the	Order	of	Canada,	is	an	English-born	Canadian.	Renowned	
for	his	multifaceted	career,	Gladwell	has	excelled	as	a	journalist,	accomplished	
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author,	 engaging	 public	 speaker	 and	 served	 as	 a	 staff	 writer	 for	The New 
Yorker	since	1996.

The	 book	 skilfully	 navigates	 the	 intricacies	 of	 human	 behaviour,	
decision-making	 and	 social	 dynamics.	 With	 the	 author’s	 expertise	 in	
unravelling	 complexities,	 the	book	 seamlessly	weaves	 insights	 from	diverse	
fields,	offering	a	fascinating	exploration	into	the	realm	of	intuitive	decision-
making.	Through	a	unique	perspective,	the	book	sheds	light	on	the	power	of	
thinking	without	conscious	deliberation,	presenting	insights	that	transcend	
conventional	understanding.

The	 book	 begins	 with	 an	 ‘Introduction’	 that	 captures	 the	 reader’s	
attention	 through	 compelling	 case	 studies.	 It	 outlines	 two	 fundamental	
decision-making	 strategies:	 a	 logical	 and	 slow	 approach	 requiring	 ample	
information	for	definitive	conclusions,	and	a	fast	and	frugal	strategy	that	does	
not	weigh	all	conceivable	strands	of	evidence.	A	foundation	for	the	following	
chapters	is	laid	through	the	narrations	of	stories,	such	as	art	experts	detecting	
forgeries	 within	 seconds	 and	 psychologists	 accurately	 predicting	 marital	
success	based	on	non-verbal	cues.

Chapter	One	introduces	the	concept	of	‘Thin-Slicing’,	which	refers	to	
the	 ability	 of	unconsciously	finding	patterns	 in	 situations	 and	behaviours	
based	on	very	narrow	slices	of	experience.	Thin-slicing	is	the	brain’s	uncanny	
ability	 to	make	 accurate	 judgements	 based	 on	 tiny	 slices	 of	 information.	
For	the	military,	better	understanding	the	concept	can	teach	them	a	great	
deal	 about	 a	 critical	 part	 of	 rapid	 cognition,	which	will	 help	make	quick	
and	 correct	 decisions	 under	 stress.	 For	 example,	 a	 battlefield	 commander	
bombarded	with	information	from	various	sources	could	analyse	a	fleeting	
enemy	 at	 a	 glance	 or	 the	 subtle	 shift	 in	 vehicle	 weight	 distribution,	
gleaning	critical	insights	that	would	otherwise	be	invisible	to	well-thought-
out	 and	 slower	 analyses.	 Thin-slicing	 could	 inform	 rapid	 decisions	 on	
troop	 movements,	 target	 acquisition	 and	 even	 recruitment.	 The	 chapter	
encourages	readers,	including	those	in	military	roles,	to	recognise	the	power	
of	rapid	decision-making	and	to	appreciate	the	unconscious	processes	that	
contribute	to	effective	judgements	on	the	battlefield.	Ultimately,	the	insights	
from Blink	 have	 implications	 for	 training	 and	 decision-making	 strategies	
within	 the	military,	 emphasising	 the	 importance	 of	 intuitive	 thinking	 in	
certain	operational	contexts.

The	 second	 chapter	 opens	 with	Malcolm	Gladwell’s	making	 an	 early	
exploration	 of	 the	 drawbacks	 associated	 with	 thin-slicing.	 Despite	 its	
efficiency,	this	rapid	decision-making	process	is	not	foolproof,	and	biases	or	
misinterpretations	can	compromise	its	effectiveness,	introducing	the	risk	of	
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inaccuracy.	Unconscious	biases	play	a	pivotal	role,	influencing	quick	decision-
making	 and	 increasing	 the	 likelihood	of	 errors	 and	misjudgements.	While	
thin-slicing	proves	valuable	in	certain	military	scenarios,	a	cautious	approach	
is	preferable	due	to	its	susceptibility	to	biases	and	misinterpretations,	which	
can	undermine	the	reliability	of	insights	gained	from	brief	observations—a	
critical	factor	in	strategic	and	operational	planning.	If	honed	with	care,	thin-
slicing	could	evolve	into	a	crucial	weapon	for	lean,	agile	combat	force	teams,	
enabling	seasoned	soldiers	to	swiftly	identify	hidden	threats.

However,	a	significant	challenge	arises	with	the	‘locked	door’	aspect	as	
intuitive	 judgements	 often	 lack	 explicit	 articulation	 of	 specific	 cues.	 This	
poses	 a	 hurdle	 for	 established	 military	 protocols	 that	 require	 transparent	
justifications.	 To	 address	 this	 gap,	 training	 programmes	 could	 prioritise	
metacognition,	 fostering	 soldiers’	 awareness	 of	 their	 decision-making	
processes.	 Scenario-based	 training	 in	 controlled	 environments	 can	 provide	
a	 platform	 for	 practicing	 thin-slicing	 skills.	 Additionally,	 incorporating	
data-driven	 validation	 through	 post-action	 analysis	 can	 reinforce	 accurate	
intuitions	while	uncovering	and	mitigating	potential	biases.

The	 third	 chapter	 is	 titled	 ‘The	Warren	Harding	 Error’	 and	 issues	 a	
cautionary	narrative	on	the	hazards	associated	with	thin-slicing	in	decision-
making.	 Through	 Warren	 Harding’s	 example,	 Gladwell	 illuminates	 the	
perilous	 consequences	 that	 can	 stem	 from	 hasty	 judgements	 grounded	 in	
surface-level	 attributes.	 This	 admonition	 resonates	 profoundly	 in	 military	
domains,	where	time-pressured	decisions	wield	existential	implications.

Gladwell	also	explores	the	intricacies	of	unconscious	bias,	underscoring	
how	 ingrained	 preconceptions	 and	 stereotypes	 subtly	 infiltrate	 the	 thin-
slicing	process.	This	is	a	pronounced	menace	in	military	spheres,	where	the	
inadvertent	 dismissal	 of	 more	 qualified	 candidates	 based	 on	 ethnicity	 or	
gender	precipitates	severe	consequences.	The	chapter	accentuates	the	perils	
of	 misinterpreting	 adversaries	 hastily,	 cautioning	 military	 leaders	 against	
conflating	charisma	with	competence	or	succumbing	to	biased	beliefs.	The	
significance	 lies	 in	 the	 imperative	 call	 for	military	 leadership	 to	 transcend	
thin-slicing,	 advocating	 for	 the	 incorporation	 of	 structured,	 data-driven	
methodologies.	 Through	 an	 emphasis	 on	 objective	 criteria	 and	 rigorous	
training,	the	military	can	temper	the	impact	of	unconscious	bias,	 fostering	
decisions	grounded	in	merit	rather	than	superficial	attributes.	This	strategic	
shift	 holds	 the	promise	 of	 yielding	more	 effective	 and	 equitable	 outcomes	
that	align	with	the	critical	nature	of	military	decision-making.

In	 the	 fourth	 chapter,	 Malcolm	 delves	 into	 the	 realm	 of	 military	
decision-making,	using	the	Millennium	Challenge	war	game	as	a	compelling	
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case	 study.	 The	 focus	 shifts	 to	 Vietnam	War	 hero	 Paul	 Van	 Riper,	 who	
championed	 intuition	 and	 thin-slicing	 as	 he	 outsmarted	 the	 technology-
reliant	 Blue	 Team.	Van	Riper,	 adopting	 the	 role	 of	 a	 rogue	 commander,	
employed	unconventional	tactics,	echoing	the	chaos	of	real-world	battlefields.	
In	contrast,	 the	Blue	Team’s	reliance	on	complex	simulations	and	rational	
analysis	proved	ineffective	against	Van	Riper’s	adaptability.

The	chapter’s	significance	for	military	strategy	is	profound,	challenging	
the	pitfalls	of	over	reliance	on	technology	and	data.	It	advocates	for	a	balance	
between	intuition	and	deliberation,	highlighting	that	commanders	who	are	
adept	at	thin-slicing	can	swiftly	make	effective	decisions	even	with	limited	
information.	 The	 key	 takeaway	 is	 clear:	 embracing	 the	 unpredictability	
of	 war	 and	 cultivating	 both	 quick,	 informed	 ‘gut	 instincts’	 and	 strategic	
planning	could	be	 the	pivotal	 factor	 in	 achieving	victory	on	 the	dynamic	
battlefield.

The	 limitations	 and	 risks	 associated	 with	 relying	 solely	 on	 rapid	
judgements	 based	 on	minimal	 information,	 emphasising	 the	 potential	 for	
disastrous	 consequences	 in	high-stake	 situations	 are	 elaborated	 in	 the	fifth	
chapter.	The	point	is	illustrated	with	the	story	of	Kenna,	a	musician	whose	
popularity	defied	 traditional	 focus	group	assessments.	The	 story	highlights	
the	inadequacy	of	explicit	preferences	in	capturing	true	preferences.	Drawing	
a	parallel	to	the	military,	it	is	argued	that	on	the	battlefield,	snap	decisions	
based	 on	 incomplete	 information,	 biases	 or	 past	 experiences	 can	 lead	 to	
misidentifications,	escalated	conflicts	and	unnecessary	casualties.

The	 overarching	 implication	 is	 clear:	 while	 intuition	 has	 its	 place,	 it	
cannot	be	the	sole	determinant	of	critical	military	decisions.	The	synthesis	
of	 deliberate	 analysis,	 comprehensive	 intelligence	 gathering	 and	 scenario	
planning	must	take	precedence	to	ensure	accurate	judgements	and	minimise	
risks	 during	 wartime.	 Understanding	 the	 pitfalls	 of	 thin-slicing,	 military	
leaders	can	establish	a	decision-making	culture	that	balances	intuition	with	
meticulous	 preparation,	 ultimately	 saving	 lives	 and	 promoting	 responsible	
action	in	complex	and	potentially	lethal	situations.

The	complexities	of	snap	judgements,	particularly	in	high-stake	situations	
such	as	deadly	encounters,	are	explored	in	the	last	chapter	(Chapter	Six)	by	
using	the	tragic	case	of	Amadou	Diallo,	an	unarmed	man	killed	by	the	police	
due	 to	misinterpretations	of	his	 actions,	 to	underscore	 the	 risks	 associated	
with	 intuition	 gone	 awry.	 The	 chapter	 underscores	 the	 role	 of	 emotions,	
context	and	priming	in	shaping	rapid	decisions.	Gladwell’s	exploration	of	the	
Implicit	Association	Test	(IAT)	reveals	how	unconscious	biases	can	influence	
responses,	a	critical	consideration	for	military	decision-makers.	Whether	it’s	
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misinterpreting	gestures	in	civilian	encounters	or	assessing	threats	in	combat,	
the	implications	for	the	military	are	profound.

The	 concluding	 chapter	 ‘Listening	 with	 Your	 Eyes:	 The	 Lessons	 of	
Blink’,	reflects	on	the	key	lessons	and	insights	presented	in	the	book,	such	
as	the	power	of	rapid,	intuitive	thinking	or	thin-slicing	and	how	it	can	lead	
to	both	accurate	judgements	and	potential	pitfalls,	the	idea	of	unconscious	
mind	 making	 quick	 and	 accurate	 assessments,	 drawing	 attention	 to	 the	
importance	of	paying	attention	to	our	intuitive	reactions,	warning	about	the	
risks	of	biases	and	snap	judgements	that	may	lead	to	errors.	The	conclusion	
also	 suggests	 honing	 the	 ability	 to	 make	 quick	 decisions	 and	 trusting	
instincts,	 which	 require	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 when	 to	 rely	 on	 these	
intuitive	judgements	and	when	to	be	cautious.	The	author	further	discusses	
the	 role	 of	 experience	 and	 expertise	 in	 refining	 these	 snap	 judgements,	
highlighting	situations	where	experts’	 rapid	decision-making	can	be	highly	
effective.	Conclusively,	the	chapter	encourages	readers	to	be	mindful	of	their	
intuition,	acknowledge	its	power	and	strive	for	a	balance	between	relying	on	
quick	thinking	and	taking	the	time	for	thoughtful,	deliberate	analysis	when	
necessary.	The	chapter	serves	as	a	thoughtful	reflection	on	the	book’s	central	
themes	and	leaves	readers	with	a	greater	appreciation	for	the	complexities	of	
human	decision-making.

Through	 gripping	 narratives	 in	 the	 book,	 the	 author	 illustrates	
the	 effectiveness	 of	 rapid	 decision-making	 in	 diverse	 contexts,	 from	 art	
authentication	to	emergency	room	diagnoses.	Military	case	studies	are	also	
examined,	 highlighting	 instances	 where	 split-second	 decisions	 have	 had	
significant	consequences	on	the	battlefield.	The	book	delves	 into	cognitive	
biases	that	shape	our	intuitive	judgements,	shedding	light	on	potential	blind	
spots	 in	decision-making.	Understanding	these	biases	 is	crucial	for	defence	
professionals	 to	 mitigate	 risks	 and	 enhance	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 strategic	
planning.	 Scholars	 and	military	 professionals	 alike	will	 find	Blink	 to	 be	 a	
valuable	addition	to	their	understanding	of	intuitive	thinking	and	its	relevance	
in	strategic	contexts.

In	 the	 crucible	 of	 split-second	 decisions	 defining	military	 operations,	
Malcolm	Gladwell’s	Blink	 emerges	 as	 a	 beacon	 illuminating	 the	 nuanced	
role	of	intuition.	The	applicability	of	Blink to defence studies is profound. 
Exploring	the	dichotomy	inherent	in	trusting	rapid	judgements,	the	concepts	
navigate	 through	 the	 benefits	 and	 risks	 woven	 into	 the	 fabric	 of	 military	
decision-making.	 From	 unveiling	 the	 battlefield	 advantages	 of	 honed	
instincts	to	scrutinising	the	potential	hazards	magnified	by	biases,	stress	and	
incomplete	 information,	Blink	 is	 revealed	 as	 both	 a	 guide	 and	 cautionary	



Book Review    185

tale	 for	 soldiers	 navigating	 the	 swift	 complexities	 of	 combat.	 Military	
professionals	often	face	high-stakes,	time-sensitive	decisions,	where	intuitive	
thinking	can	be	a	valuable	asset.	Rigorous	training,	cultural	awareness	and	
established	protocols	complement	the	ability	to	thin-slice	for	quick	insights,	
which	is	a	force	multiplier	at	the	individual	level.	An	emphasis	on	structured	
questioning	techniques	thorough	intelligence	gathering	and	the	cultivation	of	
a	culture	of	critical	thinking	thus	becomes	imperative.	By	acknowledging	the	
limitations	of	intuition	and	promoting	a	balanced	approach	that	combines	
rapid	 assessment	with	 thoughtful	 analysis,	military	 personnel	 can	 enhance	
decision-making	accuracy,	mitigate	biases	and	navigate	 the	complexities	of	
high-pressure	situations	responsibly.	This	nuanced	perspective	ensures	that	
the	military	leverages	the	adaptability	of	snap	judgements	while	upholding	
the	precision	and	objectivity	necessary	for	effective	and	ethical	outcomes	on	
the	battlefield.


