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Introduction 
 
Industrial designers, and all designers and architects for that matter, have always used snap judgments in 
the initial creation of ideas. Most designers state that they rely heavily on their gut instincts that quickly 
surface when confronted with a new problem. However, the profession has significantly evolved over the 
past decade, and designers have incorporated new techniques to include various forms of in-depth 
research in order to identify user needs, better comprehend the environments in which the products and 
systems will actually be utilized within, and have applied this knowledge in the design and development of 
these products. Just as marketing professionals and scientists have been accustomed to doing for many 
years, these specific forms of research, e.g., observational research, focus groups, qualitative interviews 
and quantitative surveys, end-user testing, have all merged into creating a basis for designer’s 
judgments. The outcomes of these various forms of research now weigh heavily on the decision making 
process for new product development. 
 
Recent developments in the cognitive sciences, neurological sciences, and the publication of new 
findings in the area of the adaptive unconscious, have now effectively demonstrated that the designer’s 
snap judgments in response to a given problem, and the first embodiment of a solution, are often times as 
appropriate and efficacious solutions as those derived from months of in-depth research.  
 
How is this possible? Aren’t these two approaches about how designers can develop creative solutions 
inherently contradictory? 
 
Recent research, and the publication of Malcolm Gladwell’s new book, Blink: The Power of Thinking, 
without Thinking demonstrate the validity of what designers have felt and intuitively known all along, the 
power of I3 (Intelligent Intuitive Insight). Now, these recent developments need to be understood, 
harnessed, and applied to the professional practice of contemporary industrial design. 
 
What is blink theory? First of all, blink theory as applied within the context of this essay will focus solely on 
its potential application to the professional practice of industrial design, particularly as it applies to the 
creation and assessment of new ideas for product design and development. 
 
The part of the brain that leaps to almost instantaneous conclusions is called (in psychology), the 
adaptive unconscious.1 The adaptive unconscious is the part of the brain that acts like a colossal super-
computer, quickly, quietly, and efficiently processing huge amounts of data from multiple sources virtually 
within an instant (the blink of an eye) in order for individuals to keep functioning effectively within the man-
made environment. As a species (human beings) and as a profession (industrial design) this decision-
making apparatus has evolved to the point where it’s now capable of making almost immediate 
assessments and judgments based upon very little available information. The adaptive unconscious that 
empirical psychology has revealed is much more than a repository of instinctual primitive drives and 
conflict-ridden memories. It is a compilation of pervasive, and generally sophisticated mental processes 
that almost instantaneously sizes up the surroundings, the situations, set goals, and initiates action. 

                                                 
1 Strangers to Ourselves; Discovering the Adaptive Unconscious, Wilson, Timothy D., Harvard University Press, 
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People toggle back and forth between the conscious and (adaptive) unconscious modes of thinking 
(nonthinking) depending upon the situation.2

 
Dr. Antonio Damasio, world-renowned neurologist, has conducted clinical and experimental studies on 
neurological patients during a period that spanned over two decades whose social conduct had been 
altered by brain damage to the frontal lobe. His studies conclude that emotion has a role to play in 
intuition, and that intuition is a significant component of the rapid cognition process. “Emotion assists with 
the process of holding in mind the multiple facts that must be considered in order to reach a decision… 
The Somatic Marker Hypothesis postulated from its inception that emotions marked certain aspects of a 
situation, or certain possible outcomes of possible actions. Emotions achieved this marking quite overtly, 
as in a gut feeling.”3 Dr. Damasio proposes that human reason depends on several brain systems (i.e., 
rational, emotional, instinctive, intuitive) working in concert across many levels of neuronal organization, 
rather than on a single brain center. 
 
In modern society, and particularly within the modern global business world, people are all innately 
suspicious of rapid cognition. The business world in which industrial designers must operate has wholly 
embraced the notion that automatically assumes that the quality of a decision is directly related to the 
actual time and concentrated effort that went into making that decision. Simply consider some adages 
that prevail as expressions exemplifying contemporary culture’s position on this topic: 

 Haste makes waste. 
 Stop and think. 
 Look before you leap. 

Modern society, and certainly modern business practices, tends to only really trust, and give credence to 
conscious decision making. Which, while appropriate in many areas of business endeavors, is not the 
panacea for innovation and new product development.  
 
R. Buckminster Fuller, one of the great minds of the twentieth century, fully understood, appreciated, and 
employed the power of the adaptive unconscious. Fuller, the designer, architect, inventor, and author, 
stated in his last book, Critical Path, that he was convinced “that human continuance now depends 
entirely upon the intuitive wisdom of each and every individual. We all see things differently. Seeing is 
sensing. Hearing is sensing. Touching is sensing. Smelling is sensing. What each of us happens to sense 
is different. And our different senses are differently effective under ever-differing circumstances… The 
integrated product of our multifold individual sensings produces awareness.”4

 
Part of the current problem created by modern business practices is that wrong decisions have become 
very costly to the company, employees, and shareholders. The practice of engaging in extensive 
research, to identify and propose a solution that would most likely guarantee success in the marketplace 
has become commonplace. Certainly, in many instances, these types of in-depth investigations by both 
the industrial designers, ethnographers, and marketing departments may be essential to unraveling a 
complex problem and proposing an appropriate and well thought out solution to the problem or 
opportunity. However, in many cases, the research may also be conducted primarily as a back up (CYA), 
or to prove what is already believed to be the case, or in some instances may actually delay the process 
(analysis to paralysis), for the purpose of providing supporting arguments in the event the proposed 
solution fails. 
 
In most general terms, there are three main hurdles that need to be taken into consideration if blink theory 
is to be applied to the practice of industrial design.  

1. The first is obvious, but needs to combat years of contrary learning. Every industrial designer 
must firmly come to believe that decisions made very quickly can be every bit as good as 
decisions made cautiously and deliberately. 
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2. The second hurdle is recognizing and embracing the adaptive unconscious as a powerful yet 
fallible force. Every designer’s internal supercomputer can both instantly decode the ‘truth’ of a 
situation, as well as be thrown off, distracted, or disabled by a certain situation dependent upon 
circumstances. Training one’s self to know when to trust instincts, gut reactions that lead to a 
snap judgment, and when to be wary of them is a becoming a vital skill for the modern industrial 
designer. 

3. Third, and lastly, is the important task of training industrial designers to learn that snap judgments 
and first impressions can be educated and eventually controlled. 

 
A critical aspect of rapid cognition is know in psychology as thin slicing—or how a little bit of knowledge 
can go a long way. Thin slicing refers to the ability of the unconscious mind to find patterns in situations 
and behaviors based upon very narrow slices of experience. Thin slicing is about detecting and 
recognizing patterns of behavior quickly. An example of thin slicing as it relates to new product 
development is the Nokia 7610 mobile phone. As the story goes, a few years ago, a Nokia industrial 
designer witnessed firsthand a power outage on a very hot day in southern India. It quickly became 
apparent that in that part of the world, power outages are a relatively common occurrence, and as the 
temperature rises and the demand for electricity increases, the frequency of power shortages and 
outages also increases. The designer quickly processed the information and proposed to management 
adding two key features for this marketplace—an LED flashlight and a built-in temperature sensor and 
thermometer.  
 
Another example can be taken from the fashion industry. Young people who lived and dressed in a hip-
hop lifestyle began wearing oversized pants so that they would sit considerably lower on the hips. As the 
style caught on, it became apparent to a designer at Sean John Clothing, that a consequence of wearing 
more standard apparel in this manner was actually effecting the walking gate of those who subscribed to 
this look. Young men were forced to walk with shorter steps, consequently the number of steps increased 
in order to cover the same distance, which in turn created a unique (almost visually comical) manner of 
walking. The designer immediately processed the information and created jeans that had a much lower 
crotch in order to not inhibit walking as dramatically. 
 
Detecting patterns of behavior quickly is a critical component of thin slicing. A few other examples, one 
from the field of psycho-physiology (the study of how people respond emotionally to one another and their 
environments) and one from human resources (new-hire practices) may help shed more light on this topic 
and its effectiveness. Since the early 1980s, Professor John Gottman, Ph.D., of the University of 
Washington, a psychologist and mathematician, has been studying newly married couples. His most 
famous study included over 3,000 recently married couples that he videotaped and asked them to simply 
discuss any one marital problem of their choosing. He then observed the couples during this interaction, 
assigned values to certain movements (body language), words, expressions (Facial Action Coding 
System) and behaviors, and then predicted whether that couple will still be married 15 years later.5 The 
results of this almost 20-year study found that by understanding and employing thin slicing under the 
control of a skilled observer trained in the following observation techniques: 
 

 If Professor Gottman analyzes 1 hour of videotape, he can predict with 95% accuracy whether 
that particular couple will still be married 15 years later.  
 

 If Professor Gottman analyzes 15 minutes of videotape, he can predict with 91% accuracy 
whether that particular couple will still be married 15 years later. 
 

 If Professor Gottman analyzes 3 minutes of videotape, he can predict with 90% accuracy whether 
that particular couple will still be married 15 years later. 

 
Consider another example of utilizing thin slicing in the decision-making process—potential new hires 
seeking employment with the in-house design department of a large corporation. The human resources 

                                                 
5 The Seven Principles of Making Marriage Work, Gottman, John M., Three Rivers Press, 1999. 



manager has two top candidates for one position. Both candidates have solid credentials, have shown 
their portfolios, submitted their resumes and letters of reference. Both have interviewed with the head of 
the design department and have been determined to be qualified for the position. Which candidate would 
be the best fit? Now imagine that the HR manager has two options to determine the person most 
appropriate for the job. 
 

1. The HR manager meets with the candidate twice a week for a year. 
2. The HR manager drops by the candidates’ house/apartment/condo for 15 minutes at a 

time when no one is at home.6 
 
Think, Plan, Act. This is a literal translation of an old Japanese proverb and, generally speaking, the 
manner in which most companies go about putting a strategy into effect. However, often times for 
individuals who need to make critical decisions quickly, this methodology may be terribly slow and 
ineffective. This is particularly true in situations where people are forced to make decisions under extreme 
pressure that may have life-or-death consequences. In a classic work on decision making, consultant 
Gary Klein extensively studied nurses, doctors, intensive care units, firefighters, tactical police officers, 
military battalion commanders, and other people who make decisions under pressure, and one of his 
conclusions is that when these experts make decisions, they don’t always have the luxury of time to 
logically and systematically compare and evaluate all available options. That is the way people are taught 
to make decisions, but in real life, it is much too slow under the conditions.7 This study is yet another 
example of how well-trained professionals have unconsciously employed thin slicing in their decision-
making process.  
 
Many professions and disciplines have a word or phrase to describe to describe the particular gift of 
quickly reading deeply into the narrowest slivers of experience. In basketball, it’s called court sense.8 In 
the military, it’s called coup d’oeil, literally translated from the French means ‘the power of the glance.’ 
Birdwatchers call it the giss, capturing the essence of the bird in flight. In industrial design, many 
designers refer to their initial impression as a response to a newly identified problem as a gut reaction, 
when the concept for a possible solution is immediately envisioned in the mind’s eye of the designer. 
 
The modern world requires us to believe that decisions be researched, sourced, and footnoted. If people 
express how they feel, then they must also be prepared to elaborate on why they feel that way 
(justification for validation). Generally, only situations that demand immediate action due to the severe 
nature of the circumstances provide the opportunity for professionals to confidently employ snap 
judgment. But decision-making, in terms of aesthetics and user interaction should not only be approached 
in such an analytical manner. As the length and breadth of a designer’s experience increase, so should 
their reliance on their snap judgment. 
 
Gladwell cites a strong example in the product development arena for relying on a designer’s instinct [I3] 
by pointing to the Herman Miller Aeron chair. Industrial designers Bill Stumpf and Don Chadwick trusted 
their instincts and believed the innovations the chair offered would create a new minimal aesthetic, 
utilizing cutting-edge materials and elements. Initial consumer research conducted by Bill Dowell at 
Herman Miller brought negative results from targeted end-users, “From the beginning, the aesthetic 
scores lagged way behind the comfort scores.”9 The visual cues that normally drive people’s perceptions 
of a chair were entirely challenged by the Aeron. “People reporting their first impressions misinterpreted 
their own feelings. They said they hated it. But what they really meant was that the chair was so new and 
unusual that they weren’t used to it.”10 This physical embodiment of an office chair was so unique that it 
made people in the initial user tests uncomfortable and nervous. They mistakenly referred to the chair as 
being ugly, when in fact they merely meant to say that it was extremely different from any other office 
                                                 
6 Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking, Gladwell, Malcolm, Little, Brown & Company, 2005. 
7 Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions, Klein, Gary, MIT Press, 1999. 
8 A Sense of Where You Are: Bill Bradley at Princeton, McPhee, John, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1965. 
9 Ibid. Gladwell, Malcolm, p. 170. 
10 Ibid. Gladwell, Malcolm, p. 173. 



chair they’d ever seen before. Rational decisions are not the product of logic alone, but require the 
support of both emotion and feeling.11 Introduced in 1996, the Aeron chair has become Herman Miller’s 
best-selling office chair in the history of the company. 
 
In the 1990s, Panasonic used a compelling the tagline in their advertising—just slightly ahead of our time. 
The company realized the inherent contradiction that lives within consumers…the desire for the latest 
most up-to-date product advances, yet the conflicting desire to possess what is familiar and comfortable. 
The Aeron chair story clearly demonstrates that in the world of new product development, often times 
traditional market research can simply be too blunt an instrument to pick up on consumer reaction to the 
distinction between the bad and the merely different. Testing products or ideas that are truly innovative is 
challenging. In order for companies to be successful in this endeavor, they need to understand that in 
these special cases, end users first impressions may need interpretation.  
 
In 1927, German Physicist Werner Heisenberg published his now famous Heisenberg Uncertainty 
Principle, in which he stated, “a quantum mechanical principle, in its most common form, states that it is 
not possible to simultaneously determine the position and momentum of a particle. Moreover, the better 
the position is known, the less well the momentum is known (and vice versa).” How does this relate to 
product development and the use of rapid cognition? By extrapolating the Uncertainty Principle into the 
arena of design and user research, it can be inferred that once a subject knows that they are being 
engaged in some form of research (e.g., focus group, interview, survey) and are aware of the test 
protocols, the results of the testing will automatically be skewed. The test itself is altering the results to 
some degree, which may be minor, or in the case of the Aeron chair research, significant. 
 
Companies actively pursue various types of consumer-based market research because it hopefully 
provides some level of certainty—a score or a detailed prediction. If upper management questions the 
decisions made, the team involved in the activity can point to a set of findings, results, and numbers. 
Consequently, truly unique and innovative ideas tend to be the most vulnerable to traditional market 
research because they will also be the ones most grossly misunderstood. 
 
Upon examination, it is readily apparent that industrial designers go through a comprehensive series of 
events throughout their training in order to become a professional. In college, depending upon the 
program, classes need to cover technical skills, materials and manufacturing methods, issues of the 
environment and sustainability, background to mechanical engineering, an understanding of marketing, 
the importance of brand, psychology, user interaction, cultural anthropology; the list of skills and a 
knowledge based foundation goes on and on. The demands made on young professionals to prepare 
themselves for the industry can be daunting. Typically, students who choose to enter into this field of 
study have also displayed certain (often times peculiar) tendencies while growing up, they show a desire 
to take things apart, yet perhaps not yet be able to fully, and correctly, reassemble the product. Emerging 
designers desire to try new things, and then devise new ways to possibly improve the object or system, 
and all the while demonstrating a heightened awareness of their surroundings, both natural and man-
made. These are some of the early telltale signs of a future industrial designer. 
 
Contemporary designers are keen observers of people, artifacts, and environments. This information is 
constantly being recorded, categorized, and stored to be called upon at the very instant a problem strikes 
a chord.  The problem sets in motion that singularly unique combination of thoughts for an effective and 
creative outcome. Designers should be trained to notice and make mental note of behaviors, such as 
 

 Identity Claims—Deliberate expressions of how individuals would like the world to see them 
(fashion, cars, cutting-edge electronics). 

 Behavioral Residue—The inadvertent clues people leave behind in both their personal and 
shared public spaces (favorite old hat, messy desk, vacation photos). 

 Thought & Feeling Regulators—Changes people consciously make to their most personal 
spaces to affect the way they feel when they inhabit them (aromatherapy, freshly painted walls). 
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By training, designers are well suited to leverage these types of often-subtle observations into powerful 
tools for addressing not only user needs, but also user desires into effective product design. If particularly 
effective, the artifacts even transcend merely being a product that fulfills a need and becomes an object 
of desire. Perhaps the single best contemporary example of such a product is the Apple iPod. The iPod 
has created an MP3 culture that includes fashion statements, sharing of music files, Pod-Casts, and an 
incredible variety of accessories. The iPod captured the imagination and created a paradigm shift in the 
way people store, transport, and listen to their music.  
 
Just as fish are attracted to the shiny lure that glimmers beneath the surface of the water, and insects are 
attracted to a shimmering light source, human beings are also attracted to that which on the surface 
sparkles, or shines, and attracts the attention of those that see it. In blink theory, Gladwell calls this the 
Warren Harding Error. To explain further, in 1899, political lobbyist Harry Daugherty determined with one 
look that Warren G. Harding would make a great President of the United States. Harding was 35 years 
old, tall (over 6 feet), dark hair, with Roman features. He was not particularly intelligent, but played a good 
round of golf, liked poker, was very amiable, and by accounts of the time, a womanizer. In 1914, he won a 
seat to the U.S. Senate from Ohio on the Republican ballot. In that same year, he was absent for the 
debate and subsequent vote on both woman’s suffrage and Prohibition. In 1920, he was convinced by 
Daugherty and the Republican party to run for President; on the premise he made a ‘great looking 
president.’ He was elected the 29th president of the United States in 1921, and quickly became known as 
one of the worst and most pompous presidents in the history of the country, dying 2 years later in 1923 of 
a heart attack.12  
 
It’s obvious that being tall, dark, and handsome, are not the best criteria for becoming the leader of one of 
the most powerful countries in the world. Everyone can be fooled by an instant attraction. In the world of 
industrial design, this may be referred to as the sparkle error. There have been numerous product failures 
in which something that may have looked impressive at first glance, quickly proved to be only interesting 
on the surface and not substantive in any other way. PDMA (Product Development & Management 
Association) has recorded and catalogued numerous instances of product failures attributable to such 
shortsighted product development. A specific example of which could be considered the 3Com ‘Audrey.’ 
Audrey was billed by 3Com as the first ‘Internet appliance’ designed to specifically reside in the kitchen of 
the modern household. Millions of dollars were spent on development, research, and advertising for the 
product launch. The product was a miserable and immediate failure. Audrey did not meet consumer 
expectations at its retail price point and its product features overlapped, but were not as robust as a 
portable laptop computer. 
 
Herein lies the dark side of thin slicing and rapid cognition—the sparkle error. Part of what it means to 
take thin slicing (and first impressions) seriously is accepting the fact that sometimes designers can know 
more about someone or something in the wink of an eye than after months of study. But, designers must 
also acknowledge and understand those circumstances in which rapid cognition can lead everyone 
astray. 
 
 
Consider when Neanderthal man desired a drink of water, and like the animals that co-inhabited the 
environment all around him, he would stick his face into the water to quench his thirst. At some point in 
his evolution, perhaps he noticed that certain leaves could contain a small quantity of water. This insight 
first recognized in the situation of the leaf may have quickly led to using both hands cupped together to 
hold a small amount of water, now enabling the water to come up to the man’s face. Eventually, perhaps 
the form factor suggested by the cupped hands, and other natural elements (gourds) found within the 
environment led to the most primitive drinking vessels.  
 
When laptop computers were first introduced, they were awkward, heavy, and not terribly convenient or 
comfortable to work with in the situations they were supposedly designed for—people on the go—the 
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mobile office. Industrial designers from Apple Computer quickly understood that by creating an extended 
platform below the keyboard, creating an integrated wrist rest, while also creating additional space to 
incorporate a track ball (mouse), the Apple PowerBook became the new standard for laptop computers. 
 
Industrial designers need to train themselves to be vigilant, constantly seeking ways to create conditions 
for successful spontaneity. In certain cases, management needs to empower its development teams and 
allow them to operate for periods of time without having to explain themselves. Successful military 
strategists call this field method, “in command, out of control.” Corporations and design departments alike 
can learn much from this modus operandi. One essential element of this approach is trust. This is trust 
operating on two levels. Upper management must trust their team and in their abilities to perform; 
subsequently, the individual members of the team must derive a sense of confidence in their own abilities 
once they’ve been empowered to perform. 
 
Perhaps the most obvious example that everyone can relate to is the state of fear. When people 
experience fear, the instinctive response is to quickly remove oneself from the impending danger, 
oftentimes with little or no help from reason. This is the inherent beauty of how intuition has functioned 
throughout evolution: “it allows the possibility of making living beings (or for purposes of this treatise, 
industrial designers) act smartly without having to think smartly.”13

 
To employ Snap in product development, designers must be charged to use their own initiative in order to 
be innovative and move forward. Reflection and introspection at these initial stages of development 
thwarts rapid cognition. It’s essential that designers learn how to create a structure to nurture spontaneity. 
“When you start becoming reflective about the process, it undermines your ability. You lose the flow. 
There are certain kinds of fluid, intuitive, nonverbal kinds of experience that are vulnerable to this 
process.”14  
 
The quality of a designer’s snap judgment (intuition) strongly depends upon how well that individual has 
utilized I3 in the past. How can this be evaluated in terms of product design and development? First and 
foremost, industrial designers must make a habit of classifying the events of their past experiences, both 
successful and unsuccessful. In doing so, having reflected on those successes and failures that 
incorporated past intelligent intuitive insights, designers can add that mental note into their overall body of 
knowledge and experience. In this case, intuition is simply rapid cognition with the required knowledge 
partially veiled. This is the sort of rapid cognitive process in which designers come to a particular 
conclusion without necessarily being aware of all the immediate (and/or intermediate) logical steps. It is 
also critical for designers to effectively capture their initial response and first conceptualization of the 
potential solution. This primary information needs to be immediately recorded as it occurs in the form of 
sketches and notes prior to any participation in formal research. Over time, employing the I3 approach will 
become more natural and fluid as it becomes habit. 
 
“It is not necessarily the case that the knowledge of the intermediate steps is absent, only that intuition 
delivers the conclusion so directly and rapidly that not much knowledge need come to mind.”15 Or as the 
famous Molecular Biologist, Jacques Monod, put it in his book, Chance and Necessity, “chance favors the 
prepared mind.” Ultimately, this may be what designers strive to also achieve through their in depth 
observational research; witnessing that one essential instant in which the combination of events all come 
together precisely at that one moment in time to reveal a simple truth whose impact then may be applied 
to an actual artifact or system.  
 
In the Greek language, the word pneuma means vital spirit or essence. Industrial designers are 
constantly on a quest to seek out the essence of a situation or problem. As designers train themselves to 
be more fully aware of their rapid cognition skills, when and how to use them, and management becomes 
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more accepting of this approach, Snap (I3) will be better positioned to be incorporated as yet another 
significant tool in the ever expanding designer’s toolbox. 
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