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But suppose I were to alter the rules of speed-dating
just slightly. What if I tried to look behind the locked door
and made everyone explain their choices? We know, of
course, that that can’t be done: the machinery of our un-
conscious thinking is forever hidden. But what if I threw
caution to the winds and forced people to explain their
first impressions and snap judgments anyway? That is
what two professors from Columbia University, Sheena
Ivengar and Raymond Fisman, have done, and they have
discovered that if you make people explain themselves,
something very strange and troubling happens. What once
seemed like the most transparent and pure of thin-slicing
exercises turns into something quite confusing.

Iyengar and Fisman make something of an odd couple:
Iyengar is of Indian descent. Fisman is Jewish. Iyengar is
a psychologist. Fisman 1s an economist. The only reason
they got involved in speed-dating is that they once had an
argument at a party about the relative merits of arranged
marriages and love marnages. “We’ve supposedly spawned
one long-term romance,” Fisman told me. He is a slender
man who looks like a teenager, and he has a wry sense of
humor. “It makes me proud. Apparently all you need 1s
three to get into Jewish heaven, so I'm well on my way.”
The two professors run their speed-dating nights at the
back of the West End Bar on Broadway, across the street
from the Columbia campus. They are identical to standard
New York speed-dating evenings, with one exception.
Their participants don’t just date and then check the yes or
no box. On four occasions — before the speed-dating
starts, after the evening ends, a month later, and then six



THE LOCKED DOOR 6f

months after the speed-dating evening — they have to fill
out a short questionnaire that asks them to rate what they
are looking for in a potenual partner on a scale of 1 to 10.
The categories are attractiveness, shared interests, funny/
sense of humor, sincerity, intelligence, and ambition. In
addition, at the end of every “date,” they rate the person
they’ve just met, based on the same categories. By the end
of one of their evenings, then, Fisman and Iyengar have an
incredibly detailed picture of exactly what everyone says
they were feeling during the dating process. And it’s when
you look at that picture that the strangeness starts.

For example, at the Columbia session, I paid particular
attention to a young woman with pale skin and blond,
curly hair and a rall, energetic man with green eyes and
long brown hair. I don’t know their names, but let’s call
them Mary and John. I watched them for the duration of
their date, and it was immediately clear that Mary really
liked John and John really liked Mary. John sat down at
Mary’s table. Their eyes locked. She looked down shyly.
She seemed a little nervous. She leaned forward in her
chair. It seemed, from the outside, like a perfectly straight-
forward case of instant attraction. But let’s dig below the
surface and ask a few simple questions. First of all, did
Mary’s assessment of John’s personality match the person-
ality that she said she wanted in a man before the evening
started? In other words, how good 1s Mary at predicting
what she likes in a man? Fisman and Iyengar can answer
that question really easily, and what they find when they
compare what speed-daters say they want with what they
are actually attracted to in the moment is that those two
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things don’t match. For example, if Mary said at the start
of the evening that she wanted someone intelligent and
sincere, that in no way means she’ll be attracted only to in-
telligent and sincere men. It’s just as likely that John,
whom she likes more than anyone else, could turn out to
be attractive and funny but not particularly sincere or
smart at all. Second, if all the men Mary ends up liking
during the speed-dating are more attractive and funny
than they are smart and sincere, on the next day, when
she’s asked to describe her perfect man, Mary will say that
she likes attractive and funny men. But that’s just the next
day. If you ask her again a month later, she’ll be back to
saying that she wants intelligent and sincere.

You can be forgiven it you tound the previous para-
graph confusing. It is confusing: Mary says that she wants
a certain kind of person. But then she 1s given a roomful of
choices and she meets someone whom she really likes, and
in that instant she completely changes her mind about
what kind of person she wants. But then a month passes,
and she goes back to what she originally said she wanted.
So what does Mary really want in a man?

“I don’t know,” Iyengar said when I asked her that
question. “Is the real me the one that I described before-
hand?”

She paused, and Fisman spoke up: “No, the real me is
the me revealed by my actions. That’s what an economist
would say.”

Iyengar looked puzzled. “I don’t know that’s what a
psychologist would say.”

They couldn’t agree. But then, that’s because there
isn’t a right answer. Mary has an idea about what she
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wants in a man, and that idea isn’t wrong, It’s just incom-
plete. The description that she starts with 1s her conscious
ideal: what she believes she wants when she sits down and
thinks about it. But what she cannot be as certain about
are the criteria she uses to form her preferences in that first
instant of meeting someone face-to-face. That information
15 behind the locked door.

Braden has had a similar experience in his work with
professional athletes. Over the years, he has made a point
of talking to as many of the world’s top tennis players as
possible, asking them questions about why and how they
play the way they do, and invariably he comes away disap-
pointed. “Out of all the research that we've done with top
players, we haven’t found a single player who 1s consistent
in knowing and explaining exactly what he does,” Braden
says. “They give different answers at different times, or
they have answers that simply are not meaningful.” One
of the things he does, for instance, is videotape top tennis
players and then digitize their movements, breaking them
down frame by frame on a computer so that he knows,
say, precisely how many degrees Pete Sampras rotates his
shoulder on a cross-court backhand.

One of Braden’s digitized videotapes 1s of the tenms
great Andre Agassi hitting a forchand. The image has been
stripped down. Agassi has been reduced to a skeleton, so
that as he moves to hit the ball, the movement of every
joint in his body 1s clearly visible and measurable. The
Agassi tape 1s a perfect illustranion of our mability to de-
scribe how we behave in the moment. “Almost every pro
in the world says that he uses his wrist to roll the racket
over the ball when he hits a forchand,” Braden says.



