
FLASH IN THE BRAINPAN 

Snap Judgments Work! 

A
N ATTENTIVE GLANCE, an 
affirming nod, a warm srnile- . 
these may sound like the makings 
of a love sonnet. but in a ground~ 

breaking study on instantaneous 
impressions. theY're the fleeting images of 
a Harvard teaching fellow (TF) leading a 
section. Glimpses such as these, captured 
on soundless video clips only two, five, or 
10 seconds long, were rated by student 
judges who had never met or taken 
classes with the TFs on tape. "The stu
dents see this flash of a person, and it's 
sUent, so they're just getting whar we call 
'expressive behavior.· .. explains Hazel as' 
sodate professor of the social sciences 
Nalini Ambady, Ph.D. '91. "Yet rhe impres
sions they form based on that behavior 
are pretty highly correlated with end-of-

the,semester ratings by students who 
have actually taken the class." Contrary 
to expectation. first impressions-based 
on extremely brief moments of behav, 
ior-can be remarkably accurate. 

"I was totally surprised. I really did not 
expect any results at all: Ambady recalls. 
Previous " thin~slice" research had used 
five -minute video clips, but Ambady and 
coauthor Robert Rosenthal , Pierce pro
fessor of psychology emeritus, wanted to 
know how thin a slice of behavior could 
be and still yield accurate impressions. 
Ambady started with lO-second clips, 
then "sliced it down" to five- and then 
two-second clips, haVing her judges rate 
the same 15 characteristics in every case. 
including how accepting, empathic, opti
mistic, profeSSional, or supportive the 
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teacher seemed. No matter how thinly 
Ambady sliced the behavior, the first im
pressions of strangers successful1y pre
dicted the evaluations of students who 
had worked with a teacher for months. 
The correlation coefficient was .76. which 
is "'as strong as you can get from these 
types of judgments," she says. In short , 
the more positive and likable the TFs, the 
higher their evaluations. 

Ambady was thrilled but somewhat 
disconcerted by the results, which were 
published in the Journal of Pm anality and So
cial Psychology. "One would think that 
preparation and organization should 
Call nt-and I'm sure it does to some ex~ 

tent," she says, "but behavior, charisma, 
and the factors that go into holding an au
dience count, too." 

Rather rhan boiling charisma down to 
specifics, Ambady prefers to talk of "con
stellations of behaviors" that Signal what 
she calls" 'warm fuzzy' concepts, like how 
enthusiastic the person is, how warm, 
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ho\\' likable." Since people perceive this 
"likability/positivity" dimension very 
quickly, its presence or absence helps pre
dict performance in contexts where such 
characteristics count, such as sales, psy~ 

chotherapy, healthcare, or teaching. "How 
expressive a teacher is really matters. It's 
what holds a student's attention and mo
tivates a student to work hard, so it might 
be directly correlated to student learn
ing," she explains. "If, on the other hand, a 
teacher's style turns a student off, then 
it's unlikely the student is going to learn a 
lot, no matter how well organized a 
teacher is, or how clear." 

The effects of a surgeon's expressive 
style are the subject of Ambady's recent 
study with Wendy Levinson, a physician at 
the University of Chicago Medical School, 
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~ ____ and others. 
Could thin
sliced obser
vations of a 
doctor relat
ing to a pa
tient "post

diet" past 
malpractice 

suits against that 
doctor? To answer this 

question, they chose a different 
mode of nonverbal behavior than fa
cial expressions and physical ges
tures, Ambady says. "One channel 
that most people aren't able to con
trol and don't pay a lot of attention 
to-and that's thought to be 'leaky' 
of intentions or feclings-is the 
voice." 

Ambady pared down Levinson's 
audio data from 114 surgeon~ patient 
interviews to thin slices of two 1 0~ 

second sound clips per doctor. She 
then narrowed the input further by 

removing the sound frequencies neces
sary [or word recognition. As a result, her 
judges heard no verbal content, only the 
tone of a doctor's voice. "We were really 
amazed," she recalls, "because we found 
that with just 20 seconds of each doctor's 
voice, you could postdkt malpractice 
claims. For instance, surgeons who 
sounded more unfeeling or dominant were 
more likely to have been sued in the past. 
This is very interesting, because it feeds 
into lay stereotypes about surgeons as 
being cold and uninterested in people
and it turns out that doctors who fit that 
stereotype are more likely to be sued." 

Medical schools may try to train physi
cians-to-be in good bedside manners, but 
Ambady is dubious about such coaching. 
"If you're multitasking or under stress, 
you tend to revert to your mean, what; 
ever your average behavior is," she says. 
Besides, "People are very good at picking 
up the meaning underlying behavior. 
Someone could smile, make eye contact, 
and shake your hand, and you could 
think, 'Oh, this person's faking it .' We 
have this intuitive radar." 

Ambady's research pinpoints when 
that radar works and when it doesn't. 
Whereas accurate analytic judgments de-

pend on careful reflection, "thin-sliced 
judgments" suffer under such scrutiny. "If 
I teli people, 'I want you to write down 
every reason why you're making these 
judgments,' then that completely stiOes 
and inhibits accuracy," she explains. 
"These thin-sliced judgments are like rid
ing a bicycle-if you start paying atten
tion to every move you're making, you're 
going to faU off." 

Despite the remarkable accuracy of 
some impressions, "I don't want the mes; 
sage to get out that I think that all first 
impressions are right," Ambady says. 
"There are times when it is very danger; 
ous to make these first-impression-type 
judgments, especially when using stereo
types." First impressions clearly have 
other limits as well. "I don't think you can 
pick up the deeper layers of the onion," 
she notes. "If you think of the human per
sonality as consisting of different layers, 
it's the outer layers-extroversion and 
warmth and expressiveness-that people 
can pick up. It would be pretty hard to 
pick up intelligence or creativity. People 
claim that you can, but I think the jury's 
still out on that." 

---- HARBOUR FRASER HODDER 

NALINI AMBADY WEBSITE: 

www.wjh.harvard.edu/-na 

BUCKS, NOT BABIES 

Prosperity and 
the Pill 

H
AILED AS a medical miracle, the 
birth-control pill has been 
lauded and vilified for its virtu
ally fau-safe powers as an oral 
contraceptive. Few would dis

pute its influence on modern societies, or 
its position as the catalyst for the so-called 
sexual revolution. Now, in a recent paper, 
"The Power of the Pill: Oral Contracep
tives and vVomen's Career and Marriage 
Decisions," Lee professor of economics 
Claudia Goldin and professor of econom
ics Lawrence F. Katz describe the pUl's 

lIIu sl rarion by Christo pher Bi ng 

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746


