
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      ALSO BY MALCOLM GLADWELL

      Outliers

      Blink

      The Tipping Point

   
            For Henry and David

[image: art]

   
Copyright

Copyright © 2009 by Malcolm Gladwell

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Visit our website at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

www.twitter.com/littlebrown.

First eBook Edition: October 2009

Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Essays previously published in The New Yorker.


ISBN: 978-0-316-08618-9


      
      Contents

      Copyright

Preface

      
      PART THREE: Personality, Character, and Intelligence

      
      Late Bloomers
Why Do We Equate Genius with Precocity?

      
      Most Likely to Succeed
How Do We Hire When We Can’t Tell Who’s Right for the Job?

      
      Dangerous Minds
Criminal Profiling Made Easy

      
      The Talent Myth
Are Smart People Overrated?

      
      The New-Boy Network
What Do Job Interviews Really Tell Us?

      
      Troublemakers
What Pit Bulls Can Teach Us About Crime

      
      Acknowledgments

      
      About the Author

      
   
      
      Preface

      1.

            When I was a small child, I used to sneak into my father’s study and leaf through the papers on his desk. He is a mathematician.
         He wrote on graph paper, in pencil — long rows of neatly written numbers and figures. I would sit on the edge of his chair
         and look at each page with puzzlement and wonder. It seemed miraculous, first of all, that he got paid for what seemed, at
         the time, like gibberish. But more important, I couldn’t get over the fact that someone whom I loved so dearly did something
         every day, inside his own head, that I could not begin to understand.
      

      
      This was actually a version of what I would later learn psychologists call the other minds problem. One-year-olds think that if they like Goldfish Crackers, then Mommy and Daddy must like Goldfish Crackers, too:
         they have not grasped the idea that what is inside their head is different from what is inside everyone else’s head. Sooner
         or later, though, children come to understand that Mommy and Daddy don’t necessarily like Goldfish, too, and that moment is
         one of the great cognitive milestones of human development. Why is a two-year-old so terrible? Because she is systematically
         testing the fascinating and, to her, utterly novel notion that something that gives her pleasure might not actually give someone
         else pleasure—and the truth is that as adults we never lose that fascination. What is the first thing that we want to know
         when we meet someone who is a doctor at a social occasion? It isn’t “What do you do?” We know, sort of, what a doctor does.
         Instead, we want to know what it means to be with sick people all day long. We want to know what it feels like to be a doctor, because we’re quite sure that it doesn’t feel at all like what it means to sit at a computer all day long,
         or teach school, or sell cars. Such questions are not dumb or obvious. Curiosity about the interior life of other people’s
         day-to-day work is one of the most fundamental of human impulses, and that same impulse is what led to the writing you now
         hold in your hands.
      

      2.

      
      All the pieces in What the Dog Saw come from the pages of The New Yorker, where I have been a staff writer since 1996. Out of the countless articles I’ve written over that period, these are my favorites.
         I’ve grouped them into three categories. The first section is about obsessives and what I like to call minor geniuses — not Einstein and Winston Churchill and Nelson Mandela and the other towering architects of the world in which
         we live, but people like Ron Popeil, who sold the Chop-O-Matic, and Shirley Polykoff, who famously asked, “Does she or doesn’t
         she? Only her hairdresser knows for sure.” The second section is devoted to theories, to ways of organizing experience. How
         should we think about homelessness, or financial scandals, or a disaster like the crash of the Challenger? The third section wonders about the predictions we make about people. How do we know whether someone is bad, or smart, or
         capable of doing something really well? As you will see, I’m skeptical about how accurately we can make any of those judgments.
      

      
      In the best of these pieces, what we think isn’t the issue. Instead, I’m more interested in describing what people who think
         about homelessness or ketchup or financial scandals think about homelessness or ketchup or financial scandals. I don’t know
         what to conclude about the Challenger crash. It’s gibberish to me — neatly printed indecipherable lines of numbers and figures on graph paper. But what if we look
         at that problem through someone else’s eyes, from inside someone else’s head?
      

      
      You will, for example, come across an article in which I try to understand the difference between choking and panicking. The
         piece was inspired by John F. Kennedy Jr.’s fatal plane crash in July of 1999. He was a novice pilot in bad weather who “lost
         the horizon” (as pilots like to say) and went into a spiral dive. To understand what he experienced, I had a pilot take me
         up in the same kind of plane that Kennedy flew, in the same kind of weather, and I had him take us into a spiral dive. It
         wasn’t a gimmick. It was a necessity. I wanted to understand what crashing a plane that way felt like, because if you want to make sense of that crash, it’s simply not enough to just know what Kennedy did. “The Picture
         Problem” is about how to make sense of satellite images, like the pictures the Bush administration thought it had of Saddam
         Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction. I got started on that topic because I spent an afternoon with a radiologist looking
         at mammograms, and halfway through — completely unprompted — he mentioned that he imagined that the problems people like him
         had in reading breast X-rays were a lot like the problems people in the CIA had in reading satellite photos. I wanted to know
         what went on inside his head, and he wanted to know what went on inside the heads of CIA officers. I remember, at that moment,
         feeling absolutely giddy. Then there’s the article after which this book is named. It’s a profile of Cesar Millan, the so-called
         dog whisperer. Millan can calm the angriest and most troubled of animals with the touch of his hand. What goes on inside Millan’s
         head as he does that? That was what inspired me to write the piece. But after I got halfway through my reporting, I realized
         there was an even better question: When Millan performs his magic, what goes on inside the dog’s head? That’s what we really want to know — what the dog saw.
      

      3.

      
      The question I get asked most often is, Where do you get your ideas? I never do a good job of answering that. I usually say
         something vague about how people tell me things, or my editor, Henry, gives me a book that gets me thinking, or I say that
         I just plain don’t remember. When I was putting together this collection, I thought I’d try to figure that out once and for
         all. There is, for example, a long and somewhat eccentric piece in this book on why no has ever come up with a ketchup to
         rival Heinz. (How do we feel when we eat ketchup?) That idea came from my friend Dave, who is in the grocery business. We
         have lunch every now and again, and he is the kind of person who thinks about things like that. (Dave also has some fascinating
         theories about melons, but that’s an idea I’m saving for later.) Another article, called “True Colors,” is about the women
         who pioneered the hair color market. I got started on that because I somehow got it in my head that it would be fun to write
         about shampoo. (I think I was desperate for a story.) Many interviews later, an exasperated Madison Avenue type said to me,
         “Why on earth are you writing about shampoo? Hair color is much more interesting.” And so it is.
      

      
      The trick to finding ideas is to convince yourself that everyone and everything has a story to tell. I say trick but what I really mean is challenge, because it’s a very hard thing to do. Our instinct as humans, after all, is to assume that most things are not interesting.
         We flip through the channels on the television and reject ten before we settle on one. We go to a bookstore and look at twenty
         novels before we pick the one we want. We filter and rank and judge. We have to. There’s just so much out there. But if you want to be a writer, you have to fight that instinct every day. Shampoo doesn’t
         seem interesting? Well, dammit, it must be, and if it isn’t, I have to believe that it will ultimately lead me to something
         that is. (I’ll let you judge whether I’m right in that instance.)
      

      
      The other trick to finding ideas is figuring out the difference between power and knowledge. Of all the people whom you’ll
         meet in this volume, very few of them are powerful, or even famous. When I said that I’m most interested in minor geniuses,
         that’s what I meant. You don’t start at the top if you want to find the story. You start in the middle, because it’s the people
         in the middle who do the actual work in the world. My friend Dave, who taught me about ketchup, is a middle guy. He’s worked on ketchup. That’s how he knows about it. People at the top are self-conscious about what they say (and rightfully so) because
         they have position and privilege to protect — and self-consciousness is the enemy of “interestingness.” In “The Pitchman”
         you’ll meet Arnold Morris, who gave me the pitch for the “Dial-O-Matic” vegetable slicer one summer day in his kitchen on
         the Jersey Shore: “Come on over, folks. I’m going to show you the most amazing slicing machine you have ever seen in your
         life,” he began. He picked up a package of barbecue spices and used it as a prop. “Take a look at this!” He held it in the
         air as if he were holding up a Tiffany vase.
      

      
      He held it in the air as if he were holding up a Tiffany vase. That’s where you find stories, in someone’s kitchen on the Jersey Shore.
      

      4.

      
      Growing up, I never wanted to be a writer. I wanted to be a lawyer, and then in my last year of college, I decided I wanted
         to be in advertising. I applied to eighteen advertising agencies in the city of Toronto and received eighteen rejection letters,
         which I taped in a row on my wall. (I still have them somewhere.) I thought about graduate school, but my grades weren’t quite
         good enough. I applied for a fellowship to go somewhere exotic for a year and was rejected. Writing was the thing I ended
         up doing by default, for the simple reason that it took me forever to realize that writing could be a job. Jobs were things that were serious and daunting. Writing was fun.
      

      
      After college, I worked for six months at a little magazine in Indiana called the American Spectator. I moved to Washington, DC, and freelanced for a few years, and eventually caught on with the Washington Post — and from there came to The New Yorker. Along the way, writing has never ceased to be fun, and I hope that buoyant spirit is evident in these pieces. Nothing frustrates
         me more than someone who reads something of mine or anyone else’s and says, angrily, “I don’t buy it.” Why are they angry?
         Good writing does not succeed or fail on the strength of its ability to persuade. Not the kind of writing that you’ll find
         in this book, anyway. It succeeds or fails on the strength of its ability to engage you, to make you think, to give you a
         glimpse into someone else’s head — even if in the end you conclude that someone else’s head is not a place you’d really like
         to be. I’ve called these pieces adventures, because that’s what they are intended to be. Enjoy yourself.
      

   
      
      PART THREE

      PERSONALITY, CHARACTER, AND INTELLIGENCE

         “‘He’ll be wearing a double-breasted suit. Buttoned.’ — And he was.”

      
      Late bloomers

      
      WHY DO WE EQUATE GENIUS WITH PRECOCITY?

      
      1.

      
      Ben Fountain was an associate in the real-estate practice at the Dallas offices of Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer & Feld, just
         a few years out of law school, when he decided he wanted to write fiction. The only thing Fountain had ever published was
         a law-review article. His literary training consisted of a handful of creative-writing classes in college. He had tried to
         write when he came home at night from work, but usually he was too tired to do much. He decided to quit his job.
      

      
      “I was tremendously apprehensive,” Fountain recalls. “I felt like I’d stepped off a cliff and I didn’t know if the parachute
         was going to open. Nobody wants to waste their life, and I was doing well at the practice of law. I could have had a good
         career. And my parents were very proud of me — my dad was so proud of me… . It was crazy.”
      

      
      He began his new life on a February morning — a Monday. He sat down at his kitchen table at 7:30 a.m. He made a plan. Every
         day, he would write until lunchtime. Then he would lie down on the floor for twenty minutes to rest his mind. Then he would
         return to work for a few more hours. He was a lawyer. He had discipline. “I figured out very early on that if I didn’t get
         my writing done I felt terrible. So I always got my writing done. I treated it like a job. I did not procrastinate.” His first
         story was about a stockbroker who uses inside information and crosses a moral line. It was sixty pages long and took him three
         months to write. When he finished that story, he went back to work and wrote another — and then another.
      

      
      In his first year, Fountain sold two stories. He gained confidence. He wrote a novel. He decided it wasn’t very good, and
         he ended up putting it in a drawer. Then came what he describes as his dark period, when he adjusted his expectations and
         started again. He got a short story published in Harper’s. A New York literary agent saw it and signed him up. He put together a collection of short stories titled Brief Encounters with Che Guevara, and Ecco, a HarperCollins imprint, published it. The reviews were sensational. The Times Book Review called it “heartbreaking.” It won the Hemingway Foundation/PEN award. It was named a No. 1 Book Sense Pick. It made major regional bestseller lists, was named one of the best books of
         the year by the San Francisco Chronicle, the Chicago Tribune, and Kirkus Reviews, and drew comparisons to Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh, Robert Stone, and John le Carré.
      

      
      Ben Fountain’s rise sounds like a familiar story: the young man from the provinces suddenly takes the literary world by storm.
         But Ben Fountain’s success was far from sudden. He quit his job at Akin, Gump in 1988. For every story he published in those
         early years, he had at least thirty rejections. The novel that he put away in a drawer took him four years. The dark period
         lasted for the entire second half of the 1990s. His breakthrough with Brief Encounters came in 2006, eighteen years after
         he first sat down to write at his kitchen table. The “young” writer from the provinces took the literary world by storm at
         the age of forty-eight.
      

      
      2.

      
      Genius, in the popular conception, is inextricably tied up with precocity — doing something truly creative, we’re inclined
         to think, requires the freshness and exuberance and energy of youth. Orson Welles made his masterpiece, Citizen Kane, at twenty-five. Herman Melville wrote a book a year through his late twenties, culminating, at age thirty-two, with Moby-Dick. Mozart wrote his breakthrough Piano Concerto No. 9 in E-flat major at the age of twenty-one. In some creative forms, like
         lyric poetry, the importance of precocity has hardened into an iron law. How old was T. S. Eliot when he wrote “The Love Song
         of J. Alfred Prufrock” (“I grow old … I grow old”)? Twenty-three. “Poets peak young,” the creativity researcher James
         Kaufman maintains. Mihály Csíkszentmihályi, the author of “Flow,” agrees: “The most creative lyric verse is believed to be
         that written by the young.” According to the Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner, a leading authority on creativity, “Lyric
         poetry is a domain where talent is discovered early, burns brightly, and then peters out at an early age.”
      

      
      A few years ago, an economist at the University of Chicago named David Galenson decided to find out whether this assumption
         about creativity was true. He looked through forty-seven major poetry anthologies published since 1980 and counted the poems
         that appear most frequently. Some people, of course, would quarrel with the notion that literary merit can be quantified.
         But Galenson simply wanted to poll a broad cross-section of literary scholars about which poems they felt were the most important
         in the American canon. The top eleven are, in order, T. S. Eliot’s “Prufrock,” Robert Lowell’s “Skunk Hour,” Robert Frost’s
         “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” William Carlos Williams’s “Red Wheelbarrow,” Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish,” Ezra Pound’s
         “The River Merchant’s Wife,” Sylvia Plath’s “Daddy,” Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro,” Frost’s “Mending Wall,” Wallace
         Stevens’s “The Snow Man,” and Williams’s “The Dance.” Those eleven were composed at the ages of twenty-three, forty-one, forty-eight,
         forty, twenty-nine, thirty, thirty, twenty-eight, thirty-eight, forty-two, and fifty-nine, respectively. There is no evidence,
         Galenson concluded, for the notion that lyric poetry is a young person’s game. Some poets do their best work at the beginning
         of their careers. Others do their best work decades later. Forty-two percent of Frost’s anthologized poems were written after
         the age of fifty. For Williams, it’s 44 percent. For Stevens, it’s 49 percent.
      

      
      The same was true of film, Galenson points out in his study “Old Masters and Young Geniuses: The Two Life Cycles of Artistic
         Creativity.” Yes, there was Orson Welles, peaking as a director at twenty-five. But then there was Alfred Hitchcock, who made
         Dial M for Murder, Rear Window, To Catch a Thief, The Trouble with Harry, Vertigo, North by Northwest, and Psycho — one of the greatest runs by a director in history — between his fifty-fourth and sixty-first birthdays. Mark Twain published
         Adventures of Huckleberry Finn at forty-nine. Daniel Defoe wrote Robinson Crusoe at fifty-eight.
      

      
      The examples that Galenson could not get out of his head, however, were Picasso and Cézanne. He was an art lover, and he knew
         their stories well. Picasso was the incandescent prodigy. His career as a serious artist began with a masterpiece, Evocation: The Burial of Casagemas, produced at age twenty. In short order, he painted many of the greatest works of his career — including Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, at the age of twenty-six. Picasso fit our usual ideas about genius perfectly.
      

      
      Cézanne didn’t. If you go to the Cézanne room at the Musée d’Orsay, in Paris — the finest collection of Cézannes in the world
         — the array of masterpieces you’ll find along the back wall were all painted at the end of his career. Galenson did a simple
         economic analysis, tabulating the prices paid at auction for paintings by Picasso and Cézanne with the ages at which they
         created those works. A painting done by Picasso in his midtwenties was worth, he found, an average of four times as much as
         a painting done in his sixties. For Cézanne, the opposite was true. The paintings he created in his midsixties were valued
         fifteen times as highly as the paintings he created as a young man. The freshness, exuberance, and energy of youth did little
         for Cézanne. He was a late bloomer — and for some reason in our accounting of genius and creativity we have forgotten to make
         sense of the Cézannes of the world.
      

      
      3.

      
      The first day that Ben Fountain sat down to write at his kitchen table went well. He knew how the story about the stockbroker
         was supposed to start. But the second day, he says, he “completely freaked out.” He didn’t know how to describe things. He
         felt as if he were back in first grade. He didn’t have a fully formed vision, waiting to be emptied onto the page. “I had
         to create a mental image of a building, a room, a facade, haircut, clothes — just really basic things,” he says. “I realized
         I didn’t have the facility to put those into words. I started going out and buying visual dictionaries, architectural dictionaries,
         and going to school on those.”
      

      
      He began to collect articles about things he was interested in, and before long he realized that he had developed a fascination
         with Haiti. “The Haiti file just kept getting bigger and bigger,” Fountain says. “And I thought, OK, here’s my novel. For
         a month or two I said, I really don’t need to go there, I can imagine everything. But after a couple of months I thought,
         Yeah, you’ve got to go there, and so I went, in April or May of ’ninety-one.”
      

      
      He spoke little French, let alone Haitian Creole. He had never been abroad. Nor did he know anyone in Haiti. “I got to the
         hotel, walked up the stairs, and there was this guy standing at the top of the stairs,” Fountain recalls. “He said, ‘My name
         is Pierre. You need a guide.’ I said, ‘You’re sure as hell right, I do.’ He was a very genuine person, and he realized pretty
         quickly I didn’t want to go see the girls, I didn’t want drugs, I didn’t want any of that other stuff,” Fountain went on.
         “And then it was, boom, ‘I can take you there. I can take you to this person.’ ”
      

      
      Fountain was riveted by Haiti. “It’s like a laboratory, almost,” he says. “Everything that’s gone on in the last five hundred
         years — colonialism, race, power, politics, ecological disasters — it’s all there in very concentrated form. And also I just
         felt, viscerally, pretty comfortable there.” He made more trips to Haiti, sometimes for a week, sometimes for two weeks. He
         made friends. He invited them to visit him in Dallas. (“You haven’t lived until you’ve had Haitians stay in your house,” Fountain
         says.) “I mean, I was involved. I couldn’t just walk away. There’s this very nonrational, nonlinear part of the whole process.
         I had a pretty specific time era that I was writing about, and certain things that I needed to know. But there were other
         things I didn’t really need to know. I met a fellow who was with Save the Children, and he was on the Central Plateau, which
         takes about twelve hours to get to on a bus, and I had no reason to go there. But I went up there. Suffered on that bus, and
         ate dust. It was a hard trip, but it was a glorious trip. It had nothing to do with the book, but it wasn’t wasted knowledge.”
      

      
      In Brief Encounters with Che Guevara, four of the stories are about Haiti, and they are the strongest in the collection. They feel like Haiti; they feel as if
         they’ve been written from the inside looking out, not the outside looking in. “After the novel was done, I don’t know, I just
         felt like there was more for me, and I could keep going, keep going deeper there,” Fountain recalls. “Always there’s something
         — always something — here for me. How many times have I been? At least thirty times.”
      

      
      Prodigies like Picasso, Galenson argues, rarely engage in that kind of open-ended exploration. They tend to be “conceptual,”
         Galenson says, in the sense that they start with a clear idea of where they want to go, and then they execute it. “I can hardly
         understand the importance given to the word research,” Picasso once said in an interview with the artist Marius de Zayas.
         “In my opinion, to search means nothing in painting. To find is the thing.” He continued, “The several manners I have used
         in my art must not be considered as an evolution or as steps toward an unknown ideal of painting… . I have never made
         trials or experiments.”
      

      
      But late bloomers, Galenson says, tend to work the other way around. Their approach is experimental. “Their goals are imprecise,
         so their procedure is tentative and incremental,” Galenson writes in “Old Masters and Young Geniuses,” and he goes on:
      

      
The imprecision of their goals means that these artists rarely feel they have succeeded, and their careers are consequently
            often dominated by the pursuit of a single objective. These artists repeat themselves, painting the same subject many times,
            and gradually changing its treatment in an experimental process of trial and error. Each work leads to the next, and none
            is generally privileged over others, so experimental painters rarely make specific preparatory sketches or plans for a painting.
            They consider the production of a painting as a process of searching, in which they aim to discover the image in the course
            of making it; they typically believe that learning is a more important goal than making finished paintings. Experimental artists
            build their skills gradually over the course of their careers, improving their work slowly over long periods. These artists
            are perfectionists and are typically plagued by frustration at their inability to achieve their goal.
         


      Where Picasso wanted to find, not search, Cézanne said the opposite: “I seek in painting.”

      
      An experimental innovator would go back to Haiti thirty times. That’s how that kind of mind figures out what it wants to do. When Cézanne was painting a
         portrait of the critic Gustave Geffroy, he made him endure eighty sittings, over three months, before announcing the project
         a failure. (The result is one of that string of masterpieces in the Musée d’Orsay.) When Cézanne painted his dealer, Ambrose
         Vollard, he made Vollard arrive at eight in the morning and sit on a rickety platform until eleven-thirty, without a break,
         on 150 occasions — before abandoning the portrait. He would paint a scene, then repaint it, then paint it again. He was notorious
         for slashing his canvases to pieces in fits of frustration.
      

      
      Mark Twain was the same way. Galenson quotes the literary critic Franklin Rogers on Twain’s trial-and-error method: “His routine
         procedure seems to have been to start a novel with some structural plan which ordinarily soon proved defective, whereupon
         he would cast about for a new plot which would overcome the difficulty, rewrite what he had already written, and then push
         on until some new defect forced him to repeat the process once again.” Twain fiddled and despaired and revised and gave up
         on Huckleberry Finn so many times that the book took him nearly a decade to complete. The Cézannes of the world bloom late not as a result of
         some defect in character, or distraction, or lack of ambition, but because the kind of creativity that proceeds through trial
         and error necessarily takes a long time to come to fruition.
      

      
      One of the best stories in Brief Encounters is called “Near-Extinct Birds of the Central Cordillera.” It’s about an ornithologist taken hostage by the FARC guerrillas of Colombia. Like so much of Fountain’s work, it reads with an easy grace. But there was nothing easy or graceful
         about its creation. “I struggled with that story,” Fountain says. “I always try to do too much. I mean, I probably wrote five
         hundred pages of it in various incarnations.” Fountain is at work right now on a novel. It was supposed to come out this year.
         It’s late.
      

      
      4.

      
      Galenson’s idea that creativity can be divided into these types — conceptual and experimental — has a number of important
         implications. For example, we sometimes think of late bloomers as late starters. They don’t realize they’re good at something
         until they’re fifty, so of course they achieve late in life. But that’s not quite right. Cézanne was painting almost as early
         as Picasso was. We also sometimes think of them as artists who are discovered late; the world is just slow to appreciate their gifts. In both cases, the assumption is that the prodigy and the late bloomer
         are fundamentally the same, and that late blooming is simply genius under conditions of market failure. What Galenson’s argument
         suggests is something else — that late bloomers bloom late because they simply aren’t much good until late in their careers.
      

      
      “All these qualities of his inner vision were continually hampered and obstructed by Cézanne’s incapacity to give sufficient
         verisimilitude to the personae of his drama,” the great English art critic Roger Fry wrote of the early Cézanne. “With all
         his rare endowments, he happened to lack the comparatively common gift of illustration, the gift that any draughtsman for
         the illustrated papers learns in a school of commercial art; whereas, to realize such visions as Cézanne’s required this gift
         in high degree.” In other words, the young Cézanne couldn’t draw. Of The Banquet, which Cézanne painted at thirty-one, Fry writes, “It is no use to deny that Cézanne has made a very poor job of it.” Fry
         goes on, “More happily endowed and more integral personalities have been able to express themselves harmoniously from the
         very first. But such rich, complex, and conflicting natures as Cézanne’s require a long period of fermentation.” Cézanne was
         trying something so elusive that he couldn’t master it until he’d spent decades practicing.
      

      
      This is the vexing lesson of Fountain’s long attempt to get noticed by the literary world. On the road to great achievement,
         the late bloomer will resemble a failure: while the late bloomer is revising and despairing and changing course and slashing
         canvases to ribbons after months or years, what he or she produces will look like the kind of thing produced by the artist
         who will never bloom at all. Prodigies are easy. They advertise their genius from the get-go. Late bloomers are hard. They
         require forbearance and blind faith. (Let’s just be thankful that Cézanne didn’t have a guidance counselor in high school
         who looked at his primitive sketches and told him to try accounting.) Whenever we find a late bloomer, we can’t but wonder
         how many others like him or her we have thwarted because we prematurely judged their talents. But we also have to accept that
         there’s nothing we can do about it. How can we ever know which of the failures will end up blooming?
      

      
      Not long after meeting Ben Fountain, I went to see the novelist Jonathan Safran Foer, the author of the 2002 bestseller Everything Is Illuminated. Fountain is a graying man, slight and modest, who looks, in the words of a friend of his, like a “golf pro from Augusta,
         Georgia.” Foer is in his early thirties and looks barely old enough to drink. Fountain has a softness to him, as if years
         of struggle have worn away whatever sharp edges he once had. Foer gives the impression that if you touched him while he was
         in full conversational flight, you would get an electric shock.
      

      
      “I came to writing really by the back door,” Foer said. “My wife is a writer, and she grew up keeping journals — you know,
         parents said, ‘Lights out, time for bed,’ and she had a little flashlight under the covers, reading books. I don’t think I
         read a book until much later than other people. I just wasn’t interested in it.”
      

      
      Foer went to Princeton and took a creative-writing class in his freshman year with Joyce Carol Oates. It was, he explains,
         “sort of on a whim, maybe out of a sense that I should have a diverse course load.” He’d never written a story before. “I
         didn’t really think anything of it, to be honest, but halfway through the semester I arrived to class early one day, and she
         said, ‘Oh, I’m glad I have this chance to talk to you. I’m a fan of your writing.’ And it was a real revelation for me.”
      

      
      Oates told him that he had the most important of writerly qualities, which was energy. He had been writing fifteen pages a
         week for that class, an entire story for each seminar.
      

      
      “Why does a dam with a crack in it leak so much?” he said, with a laugh. “There was just something in me, there was like a
         pressure.”
      

      
      As a sophomore, he took another creative-writing class. During the following summer, he went to Europe. He wanted to find
         the village in Ukraine where his grandfather had come from. After the trip, he went to Prague. There he read Kafka, as any
         literary undergraduate would, and sat down at his computer.
      

      
      “I was just writing,” he said. “I didn’t know that I was writing until it was happening. I didn’t go with the intention of
         writing a book. I wrote three hundred pages in ten weeks. I really wrote. I’d never done it like that.”
      

      
      It was a novel about a boy named Jonathan Safran Foer who visits the village in Ukraine where his grandfather had come from.
         Those three hundred pages were the first draft of Everything Is Illuminated — the exquisite and extraordinary novel that established Foer as one of the most distinctive literary voices of his generation.
         He was nineteen years old.
      

      
      Foer began to talk about the other way of writing books, where you painstakingly honed your craft, over years and years. “I
         couldn’t do that,” he said. He seemed puzzled by it. It was clear that he had no understanding of how being an experimental
         innovator would work. “I mean, imagine if the craft you’re trying to learn is to be an original. How could you learn the craft
         of being an original?”
      

      
      He began to describe his visit to Ukraine. “I went to the shtetl where my family came from. It’s called Trachimbrod, the name
         I use in the book. It’s a real place. But you know what’s funny? It’s the single piece of research that made its way into
         the book.” He wrote the first sentence, and he was proud of it, and then he went back and forth in his mind about where to
         go next. “I spent the first week just having this debate with myself about what to do with this first sentence. And once I
         made the decision, I felt liberated to just create — and it was very explosive after that.”
      

      
      If you read Everything Is Illuminated, you end up with the same feeling you get when you read Brief Encounters with Che Guevara — the sense of transport you experience when a work of literature draws you into its own world. Both are works of art. It’s
         just that, as artists, Fountain and Foer could not be less alike. Fountain went to Haiti thirty times. Foer went to Trachimbrod
         just once. “I mean, it was nothing,” Foer said. “I had absolutely no experience there at all. It was just a springboard for
         my book. It was like an empty swimming pool that had to be filled up.” Total time spent getting inspiration for his novel:
         three days.
      

      
      5.

      
      Ben Fountain did not make the decision to quit the law and become a writer all by himself. He is married and has a family.
         He met his wife, Sharon, when they were both in law school at Duke. When he was doing real-estate work at Akin, Gump, she
         was on the partner track in the tax practice at Thompson & Knight. The two actually worked in the same building in downtown
         Dallas. They got married in 1985, and had a son in April of 1987. Sharie, as Fountain calls her, took four months of maternity
         leave before returning to work. She made partner by the end of that year.
      

      
      “We had our son in a day care downtown,” she recalls. “We would drive in together, one of us would take him to day care, the
         other one would go to work. One of us would pick him up, and then, somewhere around eight o’clock at night, we would have
         him bathed, in bed, and then we hadn’t even eaten yet, and we’d be looking at each other, going, ‘This is just the beginning.’
         ” She made a face. “That went on for maybe a month or two, and Ben’s like, ‘I don’t know how people do this.’ We both agreed
         that continuing at that pace was probably going to make us all miserable. Ben said to me, ‘Do you want to stay home?’ Well,
         I was pretty happy in my job, and he wasn’t, so as far as I was concerned it didn’t make any sense for me to stay home. And
         I didn’t have anything besides practicing law that I really wanted to do, and he did. So I said, ‘Look, can we do this in
         a way that we can still have some day care and so you can write?’ And so we did that.”
      

      
      Ben could start writing at seven-thirty in the morning because Sharie took their son to day care. He stopped working in the
         afternoon because that was when he had to pick him up, and then he did the shopping and the household chores. In 1989, they
         had a second child, a daughter. Fountain was a full-fledged North Dallas stay-at-home dad.
      

      
      “When Ben first did this, we talked about the fact that it might not work, and we talked about, generally, ‘When will we know
         that it really isn’t working?’ and I’d say, ‘Well, give it ten years,’ ” Sharie recalled. To her, ten years didn’t seem unreasonable.
         “It takes a while to decide whether you like something or not,” she says. And when ten years became twelve and then fourteen
         and then sixteen, and the kids were off in high school, she stood by him, because, even during that long stretch when Ben
         had nothing published at all, she was confident that he was getting better. She was fine with the trips to Haiti, too. “I
         can’t imagine writing a novel about a place you haven’t at least tried to visit,” she says. She even went with him once, and
         on the way into town from the airport there were people burning tires in the middle of the road.
      

      
      “I was making pretty decent money, and we didn’t need two incomes,” Sharie went on. She has a calm, unflappable quality about
         her. “I mean, it would have been nice, but we could live on one.”
      

      
      Sharie was Ben’s wife. But she was also — to borrow a term from long ago — his patron. That word has a condescending edge
         to it today, because we think it far more appropriate for artists (and everyone else for that matter) to be supported by the
         marketplace. But the marketplace works only for people like Jonathan Safran Foer, whose art emerges, fully realized, at the
         beginning of their career, or Picasso, whose talent was so blindingly obvious that an art dealer offered him a hundred-and-fifty-franc-a-month
         stipend the minute he got to Paris, at age twenty. If you are the type of creative mind that starts without a plan, and has
         to experiment and learn by doing, you need someone to see you through the long and difficult time it takes for your art to
         reach its true level.
      

      
      This is what is so instructive about any biography of Cézanne. Accounts of his life start out being about Cézanne, and then
         quickly turn into the story of Cézanne’s circle. First and foremost is always his best friend from childhood, the writer Emile
         Zola, who convinces the awkward misfit from the provinces to come to Paris, and who serves as his guardian and protector and
         coach through the long, lean years.
      

      
      Here is Zola, already in Paris, in a letter to the young Cézanne back in Provence. Note the tone, more paternal than fraternal:

      

         You ask me an odd question. Of course one can work here, as anywhere else, if one has the will. Paris offers, further, an
            advantage you can’t find elsewhere: the museums in which you can study the old masters from 11 to 4. This is how you must
            divide your time. From 6 to 11 you go to a studio to paint from a live model; you have lunch, then from 12 to 4 you copy,
            in the Louvre or the Luxembourg, whatever masterpiece you like. That will make up nine hours of work. I think that ought to
            be enough.
         


      Zola goes on, detailing exactly how Cézanne could manage financially on a monthly stipend of a hundred and twenty-five francs:

      

         I’ll reckon out for you what you should spend. A room at 20 francs a month; lunch at 18 sous and dinner at 22, which makes
            two francs a day, or 60 francs a month… . Then you have the studio to pay for: the Atelier Suisse, one of the least expensive,
            charges, I think, 10 francs. Add 10 francs for canvas, brushes, colors; that makes 100. So you’ll have 25 francs left for
            laundry, light, the thousand little needs that turn up.
         


      Camille Pissarro was the next critical figure in Cézanne’s life. It was Pissarro who took Cézanne under his wing and taught
         him how to be a painter. For years, there would be periods in which they went off into the country and worked side by side.
      

      
      Then there was Ambrose Vollard, the sponsor of Cézanne’s first one-man show, at the age of fifty-six. At the urging of Pissarro,
         Renoir, Degas, and Monet, Vollard hunted down Cézanne in Aix. He spotted a still-life in a tree, where it had been flung by
         Cézanne in disgust. He poked around the town, putting the word out that he was in the market for Cézanne’s canvases. In Lost Earth: A Life of Cézanne, the biographer Philip Callow writes about what happened next:
      

      
         Before long someone appeared at his hotel with an object wrapped in a cloth. He sold the picture for 150 francs, which inspired
            him to trot back to his house with the dealer to inspect several more magnificent Cézannes. Vollard paid a thousand francs
            for the job lot, then on the way out was nearly hit on the head by a canvas that had been overlooked, dropped out the window
            by the man’s wife. All the pictures had been gathering dust, half buried in a pile of junk in the attic.
         


      All this came before Vollard agreed to sit 150 times, from eight in the morning to eleven-thirty, without a break, for a picture
         that Cézanne disgustedly abandoned. Once, Vollard recounted in his memoir, he fell asleep, and toppled off the makeshift platform.
         Cézanne berated him, incensed: “Does an apple move?” This is called friendship.
      

      
      Finally, there was Cézanne’s father, the banker Louis-Auguste. From the time Cézanne first left Aix, at the age of twenty-two,
         Louis-Auguste paid his bills, even when Cézanne gave every indication of being nothing more than a failed dilettante. But
         for Zola, Cézanne would have remained an unhappy banker’s son in Provence; but for Pissarro, he would never have learned how
         to paint; but for Vollard (at the urging of Pissarro, Renoir, Degas, and Monet), his canvases would have rotted away in some
         attic; and, but for his father, Cézanne’s long apprenticeship would have been a financial impossibility. That is an extraordinary
         list of patrons. The first three — Zola, Pissarro, and Vollard — would have been famous even if Cézanne never existed, and
         the fourth was an unusually gifted entrepreneur who left Cézanne four hundred thousand francs when he died. Cézanne didn’t
         just have help. He had a dream team in his corner.
      

      
      This is the final lesson of the late bloomer: his or her success is highly contingent on the efforts of others. In biographies
         of Cézanne, Louis-Auguste invariably comes across as a kind of grumpy philistine, who didn’t appreciate his son’s genius.
         But Louis-Auguste didn’t have to support Cézanne all those years. He would have been within his rights to make his son get
         a real job, just as Sharie might well have said no to her husband’s repeated trips to the chaos of Haiti. She could have argued
         that she had some right to the lifestyle of her profession and status — that she deserved to drive a BMW, which is what power couples in North Dallas drive, instead of a Honda Accord, which is what she settled for.
      

      
      But she believed in her husband’s art, or perhaps, more simply, she believed in her husband, the same way Zola and Pissarro
         and Vollard and — in his own querulous way — Louis-Auguste must have believed in Cézanne. Late bloomers’ stories are invariably
         love stories, and this may be why we have such difficulty with them. We’d like to think that mundane matters like loyalty,
         steadfastness, and the willingness to keep writing checks to support what looks like failure have nothing to do with something
         as rarefied as genius. But sometimes genius is anything but rarefied; sometimes it’s just the thing that emerges after twenty
         years of working at your kitchen table.
      

      
      “Sharie never once brought up money, not once — never,” Fountain said. She was sitting next to him, and he looked at her in
         a way that made it plain that he understood how much of the credit for Brief Encounters belonged to his wife. His eyes welled up with tears. “I never felt any pressure from her,” he said. “Not even covert, not
         even implied.”
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      HOW DO WE HIRE WHEN WE CAN’T TELL WHO’S RIGHT FOR THE JOB?

      
      1.

      
      On the day of the big football game between the University of Missouri Tigers and the Cowboys of Oklahoma State, a football
         scout named Dan Shonka sat in his hotel in Columbia, Missouri, with a portable DVD player. Shonka has worked for three National Football League teams. Before that, he was a football coach, and before that,
         he played linebacker — although, he says, “that was three knee operations and a hundred pounds ago.” Every year, he evaluates
         somewhere between eight hundred and twelve hundred players around the country, helping professional teams decide whom to choose
         in the college draft, which means that over the last thirty years he has probably seen as many football games as anyone else
         in America. In his DVD player was his homework for the evening’s big game — an edited video of the Tigers’ previous contest, against the University
         of Nebraska Cornhuskers.
      

      
      Shonka methodically made his way through the video, stopping and rewinding whenever he saw something that caught his eye.
         He liked Jeremy Maclin and Chase Coffman, two of the Mizzou receivers. He loved William Moore, the team’s bruising strong
         safety. But most of all, he was interested in the Tigers’ quarterback and star, a stocky, strong-armed senior named Chase
         Daniel.
      

      
      “I like to see that the quarterback can hit a receiver in stride so he doesn’t have to slow for the ball,” Shonka began. He
         had a stack of evaluation forms next to him, and as he watched the game, he was charting and grading every throw that Daniel
         made. “Then judgment. Hey, if it’s not there, throw it away and play another day. Will he stand in there and take a hit, with
         a guy breathing down his face? Will he be able to step right in there, throw, and still take that hit? Does the guy throw
         better when he’s in the pocket, or does he throw equally well when he’s on the move? You want a great competitor. Durability.
         Can they hold up, their strength, toughness? Can they make big plays? Can they lead a team down the field and score late in
         the game? Can they see the field? When your team’s way ahead, that’s fine. But when you’re getting your ass kicked, I want
         to see what you’re going to do.”
      

      
      He pointed to his screen. Daniel had thrown a dart, and, just as he did, a defensive player had hit him squarely. “See how
         he popped up?” Shonka said. “He stood right there and threw the ball in the face of that rush. This kid has got a lot of courage.”
         Daniel was six feet tall and weighed 225 pounds: thick through the chest and trunk. He carried himself with a self-assurance
         that bordered on cockiness. He threw quickly and in rhythm. He nimbly evaded defenders. He made short throws with touch and
         longer throws with accuracy. By the game’s end, he had completed an astonishing 78 percent of his passes, and handed Nebraska
         its worst home defeat in fifty-three years. “He can zip it,” Shonka said. “He can really gun when he has to.” Shonka had seen
         all the promising college quarterbacks, charted and graded their throws, and to his mind Daniel was special: “He might be
         one of the best college quarterbacks in the country.”
      

      
      But then Shonka began to talk about when he was on the staff of the Philadelphia Eagles, in 1999. Five quarterbacks were taken
         in the first round of the college draft that year, and each looked as promising as Chase Daniel did now. But only one of them,
         Donovan McNabb, ended up fulfilling that promise. Of the rest, one descended into mediocrity after a decent start. Two were
         complete busts, and the last was so awful that after failing out of the NFL he ended up failing out of the Canadian Football League as well.
      

      
      The year before, the same thing happened with Ryan Leaf, who was the Chase Daniel of 1998. The San Diego Chargers made him
         the second player taken over all in the draft, and gave him an $11 million signing bonus. Leaf turned out to be terrible.
         In 2002, it was Joey Harrington’s turn. Harrington was a golden boy out of the University of Oregon, and the third player
         taken in the draft. Shonka still can’t get over what happened to him.
      

      
      “I tell you, I saw Joey live,” he said. “This guy threw lasers, he could throw under tight spots, he had the arm strength,
         he had the size, he had the intelligence.” Shonka got as misty as a 280-pound ex-linebacker in a black tracksuit can get.
         “He’s a concert pianist, you know? I really — I mean, I really — liked Joey.” And yet Harrington’s career consisted of a failed stint with the Detroit Lions and a slide into obscurity.
         Shonka looked back at the screen, where the young man he felt might be the best quarterback in the country was marching his
         team up and down the field. “How will that ability translate to the National Football League?” He shook his head slowly. “Shoot.”
      

      
      This is the quarterback problem. There are certain jobs where almost nothing you can learn about candidates before they start
         predicts how they’ll do once they’re hired. So how do we know whom to choose in cases like that? In recent years, a number
         of fields have begun to wrestle with this problem, but none with such profound social consequences as the profession of teaching.
      

      
      2.

      
      One of the most important tools in contemporary educational research is value added analysis. It uses standardized test scores to look at how much the academic performance of students in a given teacher’s
         classroom changes between the beginning and the end of the school year. Suppose that Mrs. Brown and Mr. Smith both teach a
         classroom of third graders who score at the fiftieth percentile on math and reading tests on the first day of school in September.
         When the students are retested in June, Mrs. Brown’s class scores at the seventieth percentile, while Mr. Smith’s students
         have fallen to the fortieth percentile. That change in the students’ rankings, value-added theory says, is a meaningful indicator
         of how much more effective Mrs. Brown is as a teacher than Mr. Smith.
      

      
      It’s only a crude measure, of course. A teacher is not solely responsible for how much is learned in a classroom, and not
         everything of value that a teacher imparts to his or her students can be captured on a standardized test. Nonetheless, if
         you follow Brown and Smith for three or four years, their effect on their students’ test scores starts to become predictable:
         with enough data, it is possible to identify who the very good teachers are and who the very poor teachers are. What’s more
         — and this is the finding that has galvanized the educational world — the difference between good teachers and poor teachers
         turns out to be vast.
      

      
      Eric Hanushek, an economist at Stanford, estimates that the students of a very bad teacher will learn, on average, half a
         year’s worth of material in one school year. The students in the class of a very good teacher will learn a year and a half’s
         worth of material. That difference amounts to a year’s worth of learning in a single year. Teacher effects dwarf school effects:
         your child is actually better off in a bad school with an excellent teacher than in an excellent school with a bad teacher.
         Teacher effects are also much stronger than class-size effects. You’d have to cut the average class almost in half to get
         the same boost that you’d get if you switched from an average teacher to a teacher in the eighty-fifth percentile. And remember
         that a good teacher costs as much as an average one, whereas halving class size would require that you build twice as many
         classrooms and hire twice as many teachers.
      

      
      Hanushek recently did a back-of-the-envelope calculation about what even a rudimentary focus on teacher quality could mean
         for the United States. If you rank the countries of the world in terms of the academic performance of their schoolchildren,
         the United States is just below average, half a standard deviation below a clump of relatively high-performing countries like
         Canada and Belgium. According to Hanushek, the United States could close that gap simply by replacing the bottom 6 percent
         to 10 percent of public-school teachers with teachers of average quality. After years of worrying about issues like school
         funding levels, class size, and curriculum design, many reformers have come to the conclusion that nothing matters more than
         finding people with the potential to be great teachers. But there’s a hitch: no one knows what a person with the potential
         to be a great teacher looks like. The school system has a quarterback problem.
      

      
      3.

      
      Kickoff time for Missouri’s game against Oklahoma State was seven o’clock. It was a perfect evening for football: cloudless
         skies and a light fall breeze. For hours, fans had been tailgating in the parking lots around the stadium. Cars lined the
         roads leading to the university, many with fuzzy yellow-and-black Tiger tails hanging from their trunks. It was one of Mizzou’s
         biggest games in years. The Tigers were undefeated and had a chance to become the No. 1 college football team in the country.
         Shonka made his way through the milling crowds and took a seat in the press box. Below him, the players on the field looked
         like pieces on a chessboard.
      

      
      The Tigers held the ball first. Chase Daniel stood a good seven yards behind his offensive line. He had five receivers, two
         to his left and three to his right, spaced from one side of the field to the other. His linemen were widely spaced as well.
         In play after play, Daniel caught the snap from his center, planted his feet, and threw the ball in quick seven- and eight-yard
         diagonal passes to one of his five receivers.
      

      
      The style of offense that the Tigers run is called the spread, and most of the top quarterbacks in college football — the players who will be drafted into the pros — are spread quarterbacks.
         By spacing out the offensive linemen and wide receivers, the system makes it easy for the quarterback to figure out the intentions
         of the opposing defense before the ball is snapped: he can look up and down the line, “read” the defense, and decide where
         to throw the ball before anyone has moved a muscle. Daniel had been playing in the spread since high school; he was its master.
         “Look how quickly he gets the ball out,” Shonka said. “You can hardly go a thousand and one, a thousand and two, and it’s
         out of his hand. He knows right where he’s going. When everyone is spread out like that, the defense can’t disguise its coverage.
         Chase knows right away what they are going to do. The system simplifies the quarterback’s decisions.”
      

      
      But for Shonka this didn’t help matters. It had always been hard to predict how a college quarterback would fare in the pros.
         The professional game was, simply, faster and more complicated. With the advent of the spread, though, the correspondence
         between the two levels of play had broken down almost entirely. NFL teams don’t run the spread. They can’t. The defenders in the pros are so much faster than their college counterparts that
         they would shoot through those big gaps in the offensive line and flatten the quarterback. In the NFL, the offensive line is bunched closely together. Daniel wouldn’t have five receivers. Most of the time, he’d have just three
         or four. He wouldn’t have the luxury of standing seven yards behind the center, planting his feet, and knowing instantly where
         to throw. He’d have to crouch right behind the center, take the snap directly, and run backward before planting his feet to
         throw. The onrushing defenders wouldn’t be seven yards away. They would be all around him, from the start. The defense would
         no longer have to show its hand, because the field would not be so spread out. It could now disguise its intentions. Daniel
         wouldn’t be able to read the defense before the snap was taken. He’d have to read it in the seconds after the play began.
      

      
      “In the spread, you see a lot of guys wide open,” Shonka said. “But when a guy like Chase goes to the NFL, he’s never going to see his receivers that open — only in some rare case, like someone slips or there’s a bust in the coverage.
         When that ball’s leaving your hands in the pros, if you don’t use your eyes to move the defender a little bit, they’ll break
         on the ball and intercept it. The athletic ability that they’re playing against in the league is unbelievable.”
      

      
      As Shonka talked, Daniel was moving his team down the field. But he was almost always throwing those quick, diagonal passes.
         In the NFL, he would have to do much more than that — he would have to throw long, vertical passes over the top of the defense. Could
         he make that kind of throw? Shonka didn’t know. There was also the matter of his height. Six feet was fine in a spread system,
         where the big gaps in the offensive line gave Daniel plenty of opportunity to throw the ball and see downfield. But in the
         NFL, there wouldn’t be gaps, and the linemen rushing at him would be six five, not six one.
      

      
      “I wonder,” Shonka went on. “Can he see? Can he be productive in a new kind of offense? How will he handle that? I’d like
         to see him set up quickly from center. I’d like to see his ability to read coverages that are not in the spread. I’d like
         to see him in the pocket. I’d like to see him move his feet. I’d like to see him do a deep dig, or deep comeback. You know,
         like a throw twenty to twenty-five yards down the field.”
      

      
      It was clear that Shonka didn’t feel the same hesitancy in evaluating the other Mizzou stars — the safety Moore, the receivers
         Maclin and Coffman. The game that they would play in the pros would also be different from the game they were playing in college,
         but the difference was merely one of degree. They had succeeded at Missouri because they were strong and fast and skilled,
         and these traits translate in kind to professional football.
      

      
      A college quarterback joining the NFL, by contrast, has to learn to play an entirely new game. Shonka began to talk about Tim Couch, the quarterback taken first
         in that legendary draft of 1999. Couch set every record imaginable in his years at the University of Kentucky. “They used
         to put five garbage cans on the field,” Shonka recalled, shaking his head, “and Couch would stand there and throw and just
         drop the ball into every one.” But Couch was a flop in the pros. It wasn’t that professional quarterbacks didn’t need to be
         accurate. It was that the kind of accuracy required to do the job well could be measured only in a real NFL game.
      

      
      Similarly, all quarterbacks drafted into the pros are required to take an IQ test — the Wonderlic Personnel Test. The theory
         behind the test is that the pro game is so much more cognitively demanding than the college game that high intelligence should
         be a good predictor of success. But when the economists David Berri and Rob Simmons analyzed the scores — which are routinely
         leaked to the press — they found that Wonderlic scores are all but useless as predictors. Of the five quarterbacks taken in
         round one of the 1999 draft, Donovan McNabb, the only one of the five with a shot at the Hall of Fame, had the lowest Wonderlic
         score. And who else had IQ scores in the same range as McNabb? Dan Marino and Terry Bradshaw, two of the greatest quarterbacks
         ever to play the game.
      

      
      We’re used to dealing with prediction problems by going back and looking for better predictors. We now realize that being
         a good doctor requires the ability to communicate, listen, and empathize — and so there is increasing pressure on medical
         schools to pay attention to interpersonal skills as well as to test scores. We can have better physicians if we’re just smarter
         about how we choose medical school students. But no one is saying that Dan Shonka is somehow missing some key ingredient in
         his analysis; that if he were only more perceptive he could predict Chase Daniel’s career trajectory. The problem with picking
         quarterbacks is that Chase Daniel’s performance can’t be predicted. The job he’s being groomed for is so particular and specialized
         that there is no way to know who will succeed at it and who won’t. In fact, Berri and Simmons found no connection between
         where a quarterback was taken in the draft — that is, how highly he was rated on the basis of his college performance — and
         how well he played in the pros.
      

      
      The entire time that Chase Daniel was on the field against Oklahoma State, his backup, Chase Patton, stood on the sidelines,
         watching. Patton didn’t play a single down. In his four years at Missouri, up to that point, he had thrown a total of twenty-six
         passes. And yet there were people in Shonka’s world who thought that Patton would end up as a better professional quarterback
         than Daniel. The week of the Oklahoma State game, the national sports magazine ESPN even put the two players on its cover, with the title “CHASE DANIEL MIGHT WIN THE HEISMAN” — referring to the trophy given to college football’s best player. “HIS BACKUP COULD WIN THE SUPER BOWL.” Why did everyone like Patton so much? It wasn’t clear. Maybe he looked good in practice. Maybe it was because this season
         in the NFL a quarterback who had also never started in a single college game is playing superbly for the New England Patriots. It sounds
         absurd to put an athlete on the cover of a magazine for no particular reason. But perhaps that’s just the quarterback problem
         taken to an extreme. If college performance doesn’t tell us anything, why shouldn’t we value someone who hasn’t had the chance
         to play as highly as we do someone who plays as well as anyone in the land?
      

      
      4.

      
      Picture a young preschool teacher, sitting on a classroom floor surrounded by seven children. She is holding an alphabet book,
         and working through the letters with the children, one by one: “A is for apple… . C is for cow.” The session was taped, and the videotape is being watched by a group of experts, who are charting and grading
         each of the teacher’s moves.
      

      
      After thirty seconds, the leader of the group — Bob Pianta, the dean of the University of Virginia’s Curry School of Education
         — stops the tape. He points to two little girls on the right side of the circle. They are unusually active, leaning into the
         circle and reaching out to touch the book.
      

      
      “What I’m struck by is how lively the affect is in this room,” Pianta said. “One of the things the teacher is doing is creating
         a holding space for that. And what distinguishes her from other teachers is that she flexibly allows the kids to move and
         point to the book. She’s not rigidly forcing the kids to sit back.”
      

      
      Pianta’s team has developed a system for evaluating various competencies relating to student-teacher interaction. Among them
         is “regard for student perspective”; that is, a teacher’s knack for allowing students some flexibility in how they become
         engaged in the classroom. Pianta stopped and rewound the tape twice, until what the teacher had managed to achieve became
         plain: the children were active, but somehow the class hadn’t become a free-for-all.
      

      
      “A lesser teacher would have responded to the kids’ leaning over as misbehavior,” Pianta went on. “ ‘We can’t do this right
         now. You need to be sitting still.’ She would have turned this off.”
      

      
      Bridget Hamre, one of Pianta’s colleagues, chimed in: “These are three- and four-year-olds. At this age, when kids show their
         engagement it’s not like the way we show our engagement, where we look alert. They’re leaning forward and wriggling. That’s
         their way of doing it. And a good teacher doesn’t interpret that as bad behavior. You can see how hard it is to teach new
         teachers this idea, because the minute you teach them to have regard for the student’s perspective, they think you have to
         give up control of the classroom.”
      

      
      The lesson continued. Pianta pointed out how the teacher managed to personalize the material. “C is for cow” turned into a short discussion of which of the kids had ever visited a farm. “Almost every time a child says
         something, she responds to it, which is what we describe as teacher sensitivity,” Hamre said.
      

      
      The teacher then asked the children if anyone’s name began with that letter. “Calvin,” a boy named Calvin says. The teacher
         nods, and says, “Calvin starts with C.” A little girl in the middle says, “Me!” The teacher turns to her. “Your name’s Venisha. Letter V. Venisha.”
      

      
      It was a key moment. Of all the teacher elements analyzed by the Virginia group, feedback — a direct, personal response by
         a teacher to a specific statement by a student — seems to be most closely linked to academic success. Not only did the teacher
         catch the “Me!” amid the wiggling and tumult; she addressed it directly.
      

      
      “Mind you, that’s not great feedback,” Hamre said. “High-quality feedback is where there is a back-and-forth exchange to get a deeper understanding.”
         The perfect way to handle that moment would have been for the teacher to pause and pull out Venisha’s name card, point to
         the letter V, show her how different it is from C, and make the class sound out both letters. But the teacher didn’t do that — either because it didn’t occur to her or because
         she was distracted by the wiggling of the girls to her right.
      

      
      “On the other hand, she could have completely ignored the girl, which happens a lot,” Hamre went on. “The other thing that
         happens a lot is the teacher will just say, ‘You’re wrong.’ Yes-no feedback is probably the predominant kind of feedback,
         which provides almost no information for the kid in terms of learning.”
      

      
      Pianta showed another tape, of a nearly identical situation: a circle of preschoolers around a teacher. The lesson was about
         how we can tell when someone is happy or sad. The teacher began by acting out a short conversation between two hand puppets,
         Henrietta and Twiggle: Twiggle is sad until Henrietta shares some watermelon with him.
      

      
      “The idea that the teacher is trying to get across is that you can tell by looking at somebody’s face how they’re feeling,
         whether they’re feeling sad or happy,” Hamre said. “What kids of this age tend to say is you can tell how they’re feeling
         because of something that happened to them. They lost their puppy and that’s why they’re sad. They don’t really get this idea.
         So she’s been challenged, and she’s struggling.”
      

      
      The teacher begins, “Remember when we did something and we drew our face?” She touches her face, pointing out her eyes and
         mouth. “When somebody is happy, their face tells us that they’re happy. And their eyes tell us.” The children look on blankly.
         The teacher plunges on: “Watch, watch.” She smiles broadly. “This is happy! How can you tell that I’m happy? Look at my face.
         Tell me what changes about my face when I’m happy. No, no, look at my face… . No… .”
      

      
      A little girl next to her says, “Eyes,” providing the teacher with an opportunity to use one of her students to draw the lesson
         out. But the teacher doesn’t hear her. Again, she asks, “What’s changed about my face?” She smiles and she frowns, as if she
         can reach the children by sheer force of repetition. Pianta stopped the tape. One problem, he pointed out, was that Henrietta
         made Twiggle happy by sharing watermelon with him, which doesn’t illustrate what the lesson is about.
      

      
      “You know, a better way to handle this would be to anchor something around the kids,” Pianta said. “She should ask, ‘What
         makes you feel happy?’ The kids could answer. Then she could say, ‘Show me your face when you have that feeling. OK, what
         does So-and-So’s face look like? Now tell me what makes you sad. Show me your face when you’re sad. Oh, look, her face changed!’
         You’ve basically made the point. And then you could have the kids practice, or something. But this is going to go nowhere.”
      

      
      “What’s changed about my face?” the teacher repeated, for what seemed like the hundredth time. One boy leaned forward into
         the circle, trying to engage himself in the lesson, in the way that little children do. His eyes were on the teacher. “Sit
         up!” she snapped at him.
      

      
      As Pianta played one tape after another, the patterns started to become clear. Here was a teacher who read out sentences in
         a spelling test, and every sentence came from her own life — “I went to a wedding last week” — which meant she was missing
         an opportunity to say something that engaged her students. Another teacher walked over to a computer to do a PowerPoint presentation,
         only to realize that she hadn’t turned it on. As she waited for it to boot up, the classroom slid into chaos.
      

      
      Then there was the superstar — a young high-school math teacher in jeans and a green polo shirt. “So let’s see,” he began,
         standing up at the blackboard. “Special right triangles. We’re going to do practice with this, just throwing out ideas.” He
         drew two triangles. “Label the length of the side, if you can. If you can’t, we’ll all do it.” He was talking and moving quickly,
         which Pianta said might be interpreted as a bad thing, because this was trigonometry. It wasn’t easy material. But his energy
         seemed to infect the class. And all the time he offered the promise of help. If you can’t, we’ll all do it. In a corner of the room was a student named Ben, who’d evidently missed a few classes. “See what you can remember, Ben,”
         the teacher said. Ben was lost. The teacher quickly went to his side: “I’m going to give you a way to get to it.” He made
         a quick suggestion: “How about that?” Ben went back to work. The teacher slipped over to the student next to Ben, and glanced
         at her work. “That’s all right!” He went to a third student, then a fourth. Two and a half minutes into the lesson — the length
         of time it took that subpar teacher to turn on the computer — he had already laid out the problem, checked in with nearly
         every student in the class, and was back at the blackboard, to take the lesson a step further.
      

      
      “In a group like this, the standard MO would be: he’s at the board, broadcasting to the kids, and has no idea who knows what
         he’s doing and who doesn’t know,” Pianta said. “But he’s giving individualized feedback. He’s off the charts on feedback.”
         Pianta and his team watched in awe.
      

      
      5.

      
      Educational-reform efforts typically start with a push for higher standards for teachers — that is, for the academic and cognitive
         requirements for entering the profession to be as stiff as possible. But after you’ve watched Pianta’s tapes and seen how
         complex the elements of effective teaching are, this emphasis on book smarts suddenly seems peculiar. The preschool teacher
         with the alphabet book was sensitive to her students’ needs and knew how to let the two girls on the right wiggle and squirm
         without disrupting the rest of the students; the trigonometry teacher knew how to complete a circuit of his classroom in two
         and a half minutes and make everyone feel that he or she was getting his personal attention. But these aren’t cognitive skills.
      

      
      A group of researchers — Thomas J. Kane, an economist at Harvard’s school of education; Douglas Staiger, an economist at Dartmouth;
         and Robert Gordon, a policy analyst at the Center for American Progress — have investigated whether it helps to have a teacher
         who has earned a teaching certification or a master’s degree. Both are expensive, time-consuming credentials that almost every
         district expects teachers to acquire; neither makes a difference in the classroom. Test scores, graduate degrees, and certifications
         — as much as they appear related to teaching prowess — turn out to be about as useful in predicting success as having a quarterback
         throw footballs into a bunch of garbage cans.
      

      
      Another educational researcher, Jacob Kounin, once did an analysis of “desist” events, in which a teacher has to stop some
         kind of misbehavior. In one instance, “Mary leans toward the table to her right and whispers to Jane. Both she and Jane giggle.
         The teacher says, ‘Mary and Jane, stop that!’ ” That’s a desist event. But how a teacher desists — her tone of voice, her
         attitudes, her choice of words — appears to make no difference at all in maintaining an orderly classroom. How can that be?
         Kounin went back over the videotape and noticed that forty-five seconds before Mary whispered to Jane, Lucy and John had started
         whispering. Then Robert had noticed and joined in, making Jane giggle, whereupon Jane said something to John. Then Mary whispered
         to Jane. It was a contagious chain of misbehavior, and what really was significant was not how a teacher stopped the deviancy
         at the end of the chain but whether she was able to stop the chain before it started. Kounin called that ability withitness, which he defined as “a teacher’s communicating to the children by her actual behavior (rather than by verbally announcing:
         ‘I know what’s going on’) that she knows what the children are doing, or has the proverbial eyes in the back of her head.”
         It stands to reason that to be a great teacher you have to have withitness. But how do you know whether someone has withitness
         until she stands up in front of a classroom of twenty-five wiggly Janes, Lucys, Johns, and Roberts and tries to impose order?
      

      
      6.

      
      Perhaps no profession has taken the implications of the quarterback problem more seriously than the financial-advice field,
         and the experience of financial advisers is a useful guide to what could happen in teaching as well. There are no formal qualifications
         for entering the field except a college degree. Financial-services firms don’t look for only the best students or require
         graduate degrees or specify a list of prerequisites. No one knows beforehand what makes a high-performing financial adviser
         different from a low-performing one, so the field throws the door wide open.
      

      
      “A question I ask is, ‘Give me a typical day,’ ” Ed Deutschlander, the co-president of North Star Resource Group, in Minneapolis,
         says. “If that person says, ‘I get up at five-thirty, hit the gym, go to the library, go to class, go to my job, do homework
         until eleven,’ that person has a chance.” Deutschlander, in other words, begins by looking for the same general traits that
         every corporate recruiter looks for.
      

      
      Deutschlander says that last year his firm interviewed about a thousand people, and found forty-nine it liked, a ratio of
         twenty interviewees to one candidate. Those candidates were put through a four-month “training camp,” in which they tried
         to act like real financial advisers. “They should be able to obtain in that four-month period a minimum of ten official clients,”
         Deutschlander said. “If someone can obtain ten clients, and is able to maintain a minimum of ten meetings a week, that means
         that person has gathered over a hundred introductions in that four-month period. Then we know that person is at least fast
         enough to play this game.”
      

      
      Of the forty-nine people invited to the training camp, twenty-three made the cut and were hired as apprentice advisers. Then
         the real sorting began. “Even with the top performers, it really takes three to four years to see whether someone can make
         it,” Deutschlander says. “You’re just scratching the surface at the beginning. Four years from now, I expect to hang on to
         at least thirty to forty percent of that twenty-three.”
      

      
      People like Deutschlander are referred to as gatekeepers, a title that suggests that those at the door of a profession are expected to discriminate — to select who gets through the
         gate and who doesn’t. But Deutschlander sees his role as keeping the gate as wide open as possible: to find ten new financial
         advisers, he’s willing to interview a thousand people. The equivalent of that approach in the NFL would be for a team to give up trying to figure out who the best college quarterback is, and, instead, try out three or four
         good candidates.
      

      
      In teaching, the implications are even more profound. They suggest that we shouldn’t be raising standards. We should be lowering
         them, because there is no point in raising standards if standards don’t track with what we care about. Teaching should be
         open to anyone with a pulse and a college degree — and teachers should be judged after they have started their jobs, not before.
         That means that the profession needs to start the equivalent of Ed Deutschlander’s training camp. It needs an apprenticeship
         system that allows candidates to be rigorously evaluated. Kane and Staiger have calculated that, given the enormous differences
         between the top and the bottom of the profession, you’d probably have to try out four candidates to find one good teacher.
         That means tenure can’t be routinely awarded, the way it is now. Currently, the salary structure of the teaching profession
         is highly rigid, and that would also have to change in a world where we want to rate teachers on their actual performance.
         An apprentice should get apprentice wages. But if we find eighty-fifth-percentile teachers who can teach a year and a half’s
         material in one year, we’re going to have to pay them a lot — both because we want them to stay and because the only way to
         get people to try out for what will suddenly be a high-risk profession is to offer those who survive the winnowing a healthy
         reward.
      

      
      Is this solution to teaching’s quarterback problem politically possible? Taxpayers might well balk at the costs of trying
         out four teachers to find one good one. Teachers’ unions have been resistant to even the slightest move away from the current
         tenure arrangement. But all the reformers want is for the teaching profession to copy what firms like North Star have been
         doing for years. Deutschlander interviews a thousand people to find ten advisers. He spends large amounts of money to figure
         out who has the particular mixture of abilities to do the job. “Between hard and soft costs,” he says, “most firms sink between
         a hundred thousand dollars and two hundred and fifty thousand dollars on someone in their first three or four years,” and
         in most cases, of course, that investment comes to naught. But if you are willing to make that kind of investment and show
         that kind of patience, you wind up with a truly high-performing financial adviser. “We have a hundred and twenty-five full-time
         advisers,” Deutschlander says. “Last year, we had seventy-one of them qualify for the Million Dollar Round Table” — the industry’s
         association of its most successful practitioners. “We’re seventy-one out of a hundred and twenty-five in that elite group.”
         What does it say about a society that it devotes more care and patience to the selection of those who handle its money than
         of those who handle its children?
      

      
      7.

      
      Midway through the fourth quarter of the Oklahoma State–Missouri game, the Tigers were in trouble. For the first time all
         year, they were behind late in the game. They needed to score, or they’d lose any chance of a national championship. Daniel
         took the snap from his center and planted his feet to pass. His receivers were covered. He began to run. The Oklahoma State
         defenders closed in on him. He was under pressure, something that rarely happened to him in the spread. Desperate, he heaved
         the ball downfield, right into the arms of a Cowboy defender.
      

      
      Shonka jumped up. “That’s not like him!” he cried out. “He doesn’t throw stuff up like that.”

      
      Next to Shonka, a scout for the Kansas City Chiefs looked crestfallen. “Chase never throws something up for grabs!”

      
      It was tempting to see Daniel’s mistake as definitive. The spread had broken down. He was finally under pressure. This was
         what it would be like to be an NFL quarterback, wasn’t it? But there is nothing like being an NFL quarterback except being an NFL quarterback. A prediction, in a field where prediction is not possible, is no more than a prejudice. Maybe that interception
         means that Daniel won’t be a good professional quarterback, or maybe he made a mistake that he’ll learn from. “In a great
         big piece of pie,” Shonka said, “that was just a little slice.”*
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            1.

      
      On November 16, 1940, workers at the Consolidated Edison building on West 64th Street in Manhattan found a homemade pipe bomb
         on a windowsill. Attached was a note: “Con Edison crooks, this is for you.” In September of 1941, a second bomb was found,
         on 19th Street, just a few blocks from Con Edison’s headquarters, near Union Square. It had been left in the street, wrapped
         in a sock. A few months later, the New York police received a letter promising to “bring the Con Edison to justice — they
         will pay for their dastardly deeds.” Sixteen other letters followed, between 1941 and 1946, all written in block letters,
         many repeating the phrase dastardly deeds and all signed with the initials F.P. In March of 1950, a third bomb — larger and more powerful than the others — was found on the lower level of Grand Central
         Terminal. The next was left in a phone booth at the New York Public Library. It exploded, as did one placed in a phone booth
         in Grand Central. In 1954, the Mad Bomber — as he came to be known — struck four times, once in Radio City Music Hall, sending
         shrapnel throughout the audience. In 1955, he struck six times. The city was in an uproar. The police were getting nowhere.
         Late in 1956, in desperation, Inspector Howard Finney, of the New York City Police Department’s crime laboratory, and two
         plainclothesmen paid a visit to a psychiatrist by the name of James Brussel.
      

      
      Brussel was a Freudian. He lived on 12th Street, in the West Village, and smoked a pipe. In Mexico, early in his career, he
         had done counterespionage work for the FBI. He wrote many books, including Instant Shrink: How to Become an Expert Psychiatrist in Ten Easy Lessons. Finney put a stack of documents on Brussel’s desk: photographs of unexploded bombs, pictures of devastation, photostats of
         F.P.’s neatly lettered missives. “I didn’t miss the look in the two plainclothesmen’s eyes,” Brussel writes in his memoir,
         Casebook of a Crime Psychiatrist. “I’d seen that look before, most often in the Army, on the faces of hard, old-line, field-grade officers who were sure this
         newfangled psychiatry business was all nonsense.”
      

      
      He began to leaf through the case materials. For sixteen years, F.P. had been fixated on the notion that Con Ed had done him
         some terrible injustice. Clearly, he was clinically paranoid. But paranoia takes some time to develop. F.P. had been bombing
         since 1940, which suggested that he was now middle-aged. Brussel looked closely at the precise lettering of F.P.’s notes to
         the police. This was an orderly man. He would be cautious. His work record would be exemplary. Further, the language suggested
         some degree of education. But there was a stilted quality to the word choice and the phrasing. Con Edison was often referred
         to as the Con Edison. And who still used the expression dastardly deeds? F.P. seemed to be foreign-born. Brussel looked more closely at the letters and noticed that they were all perfect block
         capitals, except the Ws. They were misshapen, like two U’s. To Brussel’s eye, those Ws looked like a pair of breasts. He flipped to the crime-scene descriptions. When F.P. planted his bombs in movie theaters,
         he would slit the underside of the seat with a knife and stuff his explosives into the upholstery. Didn’t that seem like a
         symbolic act of penetrating a woman, or castrating a man — or perhaps both? F.P. had probably never progressed beyond the
         Oedipal stage. He was unmarried, a loner. Living with a mother figure. Brussel made another leap. F.P. was a Slav. Just as
         the use of a garrote would have suggested someone of Mediterranean extraction, the bomb-knife combination struck him as Eastern
         European. Some of the letters had been posted from Westchester County, but F.P. wouldn’t have mailed the letters from his
         hometown. Still, a number of cities in southeastern Connecticut had a large Slavic population. And didn’t you have to pass
         through Westchester to get to the city from Connecticut?
      

      
      Brussel waited a moment, and then, in a scene that has become legendary among criminal profilers, he made a prediction:

      
      
         “One more thing.” I closed my eyes because I didn’t want to see their reaction. I saw the Bomber: impeccably neat, absolutely
            proper. A man who would avoid the newer styles of clothing until long custom had made them conservative. I saw him clearly
            — much more clearly than the facts really warranted. I knew I was letting my imagination get the better of me, but I couldn’t
            help it.
         

         “One more thing,” I said, my eyes closed tight. “When you catch him — and I have no doubt you will — he’ll be wearing a double-breasted
            suit.”
         

         “Jesus!” one of the detectives whispered.

         “And it will be buttoned,” I said. I opened my eyes. Finney and his men were looking at each other.

         “A double-breasted suit,” said the Inspector.

         “Yes.”

         “Buttoned.”

         “Yes.”

         He nodded. Without another word, they left.

      
 
      A month later, George Metesky was arrested by police in connection with the New York City bombings. His name had been changed
         from Milauskas. He lived in Waterbury, Connecticut, with his two older sisters. He was unmarried. He was unfailingly neat.
         He attended Mass regularly. He had been employed by Con Edison from 1929 to 1931, and claimed to have been injured on the
         job. When he opened the door to the police officers, he said, “I know why you fellows are here. You think I’m the Mad Bomber.”
         It was midnight, and he was in his pajamas. The police asked that he get dressed. When he returned, his hair was combed into
         a pompadour and his shoes were newly shined. He was also wearing a double-breasted suit — buttoned.
      

      
      2.

      
      In Inside the Mind of BTK, the eminent FBI criminal profiler John Douglas tells the story of a serial killer who stalked the streets of Wichita, Kansas, in the 1970s
         and ’80s. Douglas was the model for Agent Jack Crawford in The Silence of the Lambs. He was the protégé of the pioneering FBI profiler Howard Teten, who helped establish the bureau’s Behavioral Science Unit, at Quantico, in 1972, and who was a protégé
         of Brussel — which, in the close-knit fraternity of profilers, is like being analyzed by the analyst who was analyzed by Freud.
         To Douglas, Brussel was the father of criminal profiling, and, in both style and logic, Inside the Mind of BTK pays homage to Casebook of a Crime Psychiatrist at every turn.
      

      
      BTK stood for “Bind, Torture, Kill” — the three words that the killer used to identify himself in his taunting notes to the Wichita
         police. He had struck first in January 1974, when he killed thirty-eight-year-old Joseph Otero in his home, along with his
         wife, Julie, their son, Joey, and their eleven-year-old daughter, who was found hanging from a water pipe in the basement
         with semen on her leg. The following April, he stabbed a twenty-four-year-old woman. In March 1977, he bound and strangled
         another young woman, and over the next few years, he committed at least four more murders. The city of Wichita was in an uproar.
         The police were getting nowhere. In 1984, in desperation, two police detectives from Wichita paid a visit to Quantico.
      

      
      The meeting, Douglas writes, was held in a first-floor conference room of the FBI’s forensic-science building. He was then
         nearly a decade into his career at the Behavioral Science Unit. His first two bestsellers, Mindhunter: Inside the FBI’s Elite Serial Crime Unit and Obsession: The FBI’s Legendary Profiler Probes the Psyches of Killers, Rapists, and Stalkers and Their Victims and Tells How
            to Fight Back, were still in the future. Working 150 cases a year, he was on the road constantly, but BTK was never far from his thoughts. “Some nights I’d lie awake, asking myself, ‘Who the hell is this BTK?’ ” he writes. “What
         makes a guy like this do what he does? What makes him tick?”
      

      
      Roy Hazelwood sat next to Douglas. A lean chain-smoker, Hazelwood specialized in sex crimes, and went on to write the bestsellers
         Dark Dreams and The Evil That Men Do. Beside Hazelwood was an ex–Air Force pilot named Ron Walker. Walker, Douglas writes, was “whip smart” and an “exceptionally
         quick study.” The three bureau men and the two detectives sat around a massive oak table. “The objective of our session was
         to keep moving forward until we ran out of juice,” Douglas writes. They would rely on the typology developed by their colleague
         Robert Ressler, himself the author of the true-crime bestsellers Whoever Fights Monsters and I Have Lived in the Monster. The goal was to paint a picture of the killer — of what sort of man BTK was, and what he did, and where he worked, and what he was like — and with that scene Inside the Mind of BTK begins.
      

      
      We are now so familiar with crime stories told through the eyes of the profiler that it is easy to lose sight of how audacious
         the genre is. The traditional detective story begins with the body and centers on the detective’s search for the culprit.
         Leads are pursued. A net is cast, widening to encompass a bewilderingly diverse pool of suspects: the butler, the spurned
         lover, the embittered nephew, the shadowy European. That’s a whodunit. In the profiling genre, the net is narrowed. The crime
         scene doesn’t initiate our search for the killer. It defines the killer for us. The profiler sifts through the case materials,
         looks off into the distance, and knows. “Generally, a psychiatrist can study a man and make a few reasonable predictions about what the man may do in the future
         — how he will react to such-and-such a stimulus, how he will behave in such-and-such a situation,” Brussel writes. “What I
         have done is reverse the terms of the prophecy. By studying a man’s deeds, I have deduced what kind of man he might be.” Look
         for a middle-aged Slav in a double-breasted suit. Profiling stories aren’t whodunits; they’re hedunits.
      

      
      In the hedunit, the profiler does not catch the criminal. That’s for local law enforcement. He takes the meeting. Often, he
         doesn’t write down his predictions. It’s up to the visiting police officers to take notes. He does not feel the need to involve
         himself in the subsequent investigation, or even, it turns out, to justify his predictions. Once, Douglas tells us, he drove
         down to the local police station and offered his services in the case of an elderly woman who had been savagely beaten and
         sexually assaulted. The detectives working the crime were regular cops, and Douglas was a bureau guy, so you can imagine him
         perched on the edge of a desk, the others pulling up chairs around him.
      

      
      “ ‘Okay,’ I said to the detectives… . ‘Here’s what I think,’ ” Douglas begins. “It’s a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old
         high school kid… . He’ll be disheveled-looking, he’ll have scruffy hair, generally poorly groomed.” He went on: a loner,
         kind of weird, no girlfriend, lots of bottled-up anger. He comes to the old lady’s house. He knows she’s alone. Maybe he’s
         done odd jobs for her in the past. Douglas continues:
      

      
      
         I pause in my narrative and tell them there’s someone who meets this description out there. If they can find him, they’ve
            got their offender.
         

         One detective looks at another. One of them starts to smile. “Are you a psychic, Douglas?”

         “No,” I say, “but my job would be a lot easier if I were.”

         “Because we had a psychic, Beverly Newton, in here a couple of weeks ago, and she said just about the same things.”

      
 
      You might think that Douglas would bridle at that comparison. He is, after all, an agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation,
         who studied with Teten, who studied with Brussel. He is an ace profiler, part of a team that restored the FBI’s reputation
         for crime-fighting, inspired countless movies, television shows, and bestselling thrillers, and brought the modern tools of
         psychology to bear on the savagery of the criminal mind — and some cop is calling him a psychic. But Douglas doesn’t object. Instead, he begins to muse on the ineffable origins of his insights, at which point the question
         arises of what exactly this mysterious art called profiling is, and whether it can be trusted. Douglas writes,
      

      
What I try to do with a case is to take in all the evidence I have to work with … and then put myself mentally and emotionally
            in the head of the offender. I try to think as he does. Exactly how this happens, I’m not sure, any more than the novelists
            such as Tom Harris who’ve consulted me over the years can say exactly how their characters come to life. If there’s a psychic
            component to this, I won’t run from it.
         


      
      3.

      
      In the late 1970s, John Douglas and his FBI colleague Robert Ressler set out to interview the most notorious serial killers in the country. They started in California,
         since, as Douglas says, “California has always had more than its share of weird and spectacular crimes.” On weekends and days
         off, over the next months, they stopped by one federal prison after another, until they had interviewed thirty-six murderers.
      

      
      Douglas and Ressler wanted to know whether there was a pattern that connected a killer’s life and personality with the nature
         of his crimes. They were looking for what psychologists would call a homology, an agreement between character and action, and after comparing what they learned from the killers with what they already
         knew about the characteristics of their murders, they became convinced that they’d found one.
      

      
      Serial killers, they concluded, fall into one of two categories. Some crime scenes show evidence of logic and planning. The
         victim has been hunted and selected in order to fulfill a specific fantasy. The recruitment of the victim might involve a
         ruse or a con. The perpetrator maintains control throughout the offense. He takes his time with the victim, carefully enacting
         his fantasies. He is adaptable and mobile. He almost never leaves a weapon behind. He meticulously conceals the body. Douglas
         and Ressler, in their respective books, call that kind of crime organized. 
      

      
      In a disorganized crime, the victim isn’t chosen logically. She’s seemingly picked at random and “blitz-attacked,” not stalked and coerced.
         The killer might grab a steak knife from the kitchen and leave the knife behind. The crime is so sloppily executed that the
         victim often has a chance to fight back. The crime might take place in a high-risk environment. “Moreover, the disorganized
         killer has no idea of, or interest in, the personalities of his victims,” Ressler writes in Whoever Fights Monsters. “He does not want to know who they are, and many times takes steps to obliterate their personalities by quickly knocking
         them unconscious or covering their faces or otherwise disfiguring them.”
      

      
      Each of these styles, the argument goes, corresponds to a personality type. The organized killer is intelligent and articulate.
         He feels superior to those around him. The disorganized killer is unattractive and has a poor self-image. He often has some
         kind of disability. He’s too strange and withdrawn to be married or have a girlfriend. If he doesn’t live alone, he lives
         with his parents. He has pornography stashed in his closet. If he drives at all, his car is a wreck.
      

      
      “The crime scene is presumed to reflect the murderer’s behavior and personality in much the same way as furnishings reveal
         the homeowner’s character,” we’re told in a crime manual that Douglas and Ressler helped write. The more they learned, the
         more precise the associations became. If the victim was white, the killer would be white. If the victim was old, the killer
         would be sexually immature.
      

      
      “In our research, we discovered that … frequently serial offenders had failed in their efforts to join police departments
         and had taken jobs in related fields, such as security guard or night watchman,” Douglas writes. Given that organized rapists
         were preoccupied with control, it made sense that they would be fascinated by the social institution that symbolizes control.
         Out of that insight came another prediction: “One of the things we began saying in some of our profiles was that the UNSUB”
         — the unknown subject — “would drive a policelike vehicle, say a Ford Crown Victoria or Chevrolet Caprice.”
      

      
      4.

      
      On the surface, the FBI’s system seems extraordinarily useful. Consider a case study widely used in the profiling literature.
         The body of a twenty-six-year-old special-education teacher was found on the roof of her Bronx apartment building. She was
         apparently abducted just after she left her house for work, at six-thirty in the morning. She had been beaten beyond recognition
         and tied up with her stockings and belt. The killer had mutilated her sexual organs, chopped off her nipples, covered her
         body with bites, written obscenities across her abdomen, masturbated, and then defecated next to the body.
      

      
      Let’s pretend that we’re an FBI profiler. First question: race. The victim is white, so let’s call the offender white. Let’s say he’s in his midtwenties
         to early thirties, which is when the thirty-six men in the FBI’s sample started killing. Is the crime organized or disorganized?
         Disorganized, clearly. It’s on a rooftop, in the Bronx, in broad daylight — high risk. So what is the killer doing in the
         building at six-thirty in the morning? He could be some kind of serviceman, or he could live in the neighborhood. Either way,
         he appears to be familiar with the building. He’s disorganized, though, so he’s not stable. If he is employed, it’s blue-collar
         work at best. He probably has a prior offense, having to do with violence or sex. His relationships with women will be either
         nonexistent or deeply troubled. And the mutilation and the defecation are so strange that he’s probably mentally ill or has
         some kind of substance-abuse problem. How does that sound? As it turns out, it’s spot-on. The killer was Carmine Calabro,
         age thirty, a single, unemployed, deeply troubled actor who, when he was not in a mental institution, lived with his widowed
         father on the fourth floor of the building where the murder took place.
      

      
      But how useful is that profile really? The police already had Calabro on their list of suspects: if you’re looking for the
         person who killed and mutilated someone on the roof, you don’t really need a profiler to tell you to check out the disheveled,
         mentally ill guy living with his father on the fourth floor.
      

      
      That’s why the FBI’s profilers have always tried to supplement the basic outlines of the organized/disorganized system with
         telling details — something that lets the police zero in on a suspect. In the early 1980s, Douglas gave a presentation to
         a roomful of police officers and FBI agents in Marin County about the Trailside Killer, who was murdering female hikers in the hills north of San Francisco. In
         Douglas’s view, the killer was a classic disorganized offender — a blitz attacker, white, early to midthirties, blue collar,
         probably with “a history of bed-wetting, fire-starting, and cruelty to animals.” Then he went back to how asocial the killer
         seemed. Why did all the killings take place in heavily wooded areas miles from the road? Douglas reasoned that the killer
         required such seclusion because he had some condition that he was deeply self-conscious about. Was it something physical,
         like a missing limb? But then how could he hike miles into the woods and physically overpower his victims? Finally, it came
         to him: “ ‘Another thing,’ I added after a pregnant pause, ‘the killer will have a speech impediment.’ ”
      

      
      And so he did. Now, that’s a useful detail. Or is it? Douglas then tells us that he pegged the offender’s age as early thirties
         and he turned out to be fifty. Detectives use profiles to narrow down the range of suspects. It doesn’t do any good to get
         a specific detail right if you get general details wrong.
      

      
      In the case of Derrick Todd Lee, the Baton Rouge serial killer, the FBI profile described the offender as a white male blue-collar worker between twenty-five and thirty-five years old who “wants
         to be seen as someone who is attractive and appealing to women.” The profile went on, “However, his level of sophistication
         in interacting with women, especially women who are above him in the social strata, is low. Any contact he has had with women
         he has found attractive would be described by these women as ‘awkward.’ ” The FBI was right about the killer being a blue-collar male between twenty-five and thirty-five. But Lee turned out to be charming
         and outgoing, the sort to put on a cowboy hat and snakeskin boots and head for the bars. He was an extrovert with a number
         of girlfriends and a reputation as a ladies’ man. And he wasn’t white. He was black.
      

      
      A profile isn’t a test, where you pass if you get most of the answers right. It’s a portrait, and all the details have to
         cohere in some way if the image is to be helpful. In the mid-nineties, the British Home Office analyzed 184 crimes to see
         how many times profiles led to the arrest of a criminal. The profile worked in five of those cases. That’s just 2.7 percent,
         which makes sense if you consider the position of the detective on the receiving end of a profiler’s list of conjectures.
         Do you believe the stuttering part? Or do you believe the thirty-year-old part? Or do you throw up your hands in frustration?
      

      
      5.

      
      There is a deeper problem with FBI profiling. Douglas and Ressler didn’t interview a representative sample of serial killers to come up with their typology.
         They talked to whoever happened to be in the neighborhood. Nor did they interview their subjects according to a standardized
         protocol. They just sat down and chatted, which isn’t a particularly firm foundation for a psychological system. So you might
         wonder whether serial killers can really be categorized by their level of organization.
      

      
      Not long ago, a group of psychologists at the University of Liverpool decided to test the FBI’s assumptions. First, they made
         a list of crime-scene characteristics generally considered to show organization: perhaps the victim was alive during the sex
         acts, or the body was posed in a certain way, or the murder weapon was missing, or the body was concealed, or torture and
         restraints were involved. Then they made a list of characteristics showing disorganization: perhaps the victim was beaten,
         the body was left in an isolated spot, the victim’s belongings were scattered, or the murder weapon was improvised.
      

      
      If the FBI was right, they reasoned, the crime-scene details on each of those two lists should co-occur — that is, if you see one or more organized traits in a crime, there should be a reasonably high probability of seeing other
         organized traits. When they looked at a sample of a hundred serial crimes, however, they couldn’t find any support for the
         FBI’s distinction. Crimes don’t fall into one camp or the other. It turns out that they’re almost always a mixture of a few
         key organized traits and a random array of disorganized traits. Laurence Alison, one of the leaders of the Liverpool group
         and the author of The Forensic Psychologist’s Casebook, told me, “The whole business is a lot more complicated than the FBI imagines.”
      

      
      Alison and another of his colleagues also looked at homology. If Douglas was right, then a certain kind of crime should correspond
         to a certain kind of criminal. So the Liverpool group selected a hundred stranger rapes in the United Kingdom, classifying
         them according to twenty-eight variables, such as whether a disguise was worn, whether compliments were given, whether there
         was binding, gagging, or blindfolding, whether there was apologizing or the theft of personal property, and so on. They then
         looked at whether the patterns in the crimes corresponded to attributes of the criminals — like age, type of employment, ethnicity,
         level of education, marital status, number of prior convictions, type of prior convictions, and drug use. Were rapists who
         bind, gag, and blindfold more like one another than they were like rapists who, say, compliment and apologize? The answer
         is no — not even slightly.
      

      
      “The fact is that different offenders can exhibit the same behaviors for completely different reasons,” Brent Turvey, a forensic
         scientist who has been highly critical of the FBI’s approach, says. “You’ve got a rapist who attacks a woman in the park and
         pulls her shirt up over her face. Why? What does that mean? There are ten different things it could mean. It could mean he
         doesn’t want to see her. It could mean he doesn’t want her to see him. It could mean he wants to see her breasts, he wants
         to imagine someone else, he wants to incapacitate her arms — all of those are possibilities. You can’t just look at one behavior
         in isolation.”
      

      
      A few years ago, Alison went back to the case of the teacher who was murdered on the roof of her building in the Bronx. He
         wanted to know why, if the FBI’s approach to criminal profiling was based on such simplistic psychology, it continues to have
         such a sterling reputation. The answer, he suspected, lay in the way the profiles were written, and, sure enough, when he
         broke down the rooftop-killer analysis, sentence by sentence, he found that it was so full of unverifiable and contradictory
         and ambiguous language that it could support virtually any interpretation.
      

      
      Astrologers and psychics have known these tricks for years. The magician Ian Rowland, in his classic The Full Facts Book of Cold Reading, itemizes them one by one, in what could easily serve as a manual for the beginner profiler. First is the Rainbow Ruse — the
         “statement which credits the client with both a personality trait and its opposite.” (“I would say that on the whole you can be rather a quiet, self-effacing type, but when the circumstances
         are right, you can be quite the life and soul of the party if the mood strikes you.”) The Jacques Statement, named for the
         character in As You Like It who gives the Seven Ages of Man speech, tailors the prediction to the age of the subject. To someone in his late thirties
         or early forties, for example, the psychic says, “If you are honest about it, you often get to wondering what happened to
         all those dreams you had when you were younger.” There is the Barnum Statement, the assertion so general that anyone would
         agree, and the Fuzzy Fact, the seemingly factual statement couched in a way that “leaves plenty of scope to be developed into
         something more specific.” (“I can see a connection with Europe, possibly Britain, or it could be the warmer, Mediterranean
         part?”) And that’s only the start: there is the Greener Grass technique, the Diverted Question, the Russian Doll, Sugar Lumps,
         not to mention Forking and the Good Chance Guess — all of which, when put together in skillful combination, can convince even
         the most skeptical observer that he or she is in the presence of real insight.
      

      
      “Moving on to career matters, you don’t work with children, do you?” Rowland will ask his subjects, in an example of what
         he dubs the “Vanishing Negative.”
      

      

         No, I don’t.

         “No, I thought not. That’s not really your role.”


      Of course, if the subject answers differently, there’s another way to play the question: “Moving on to career matters, you
         don’t work with children, do you?”
      

      
I do, actually, part time.


         “Yes, I thought so.”


      After Alison had analyzed the rooftop-killer profile, he decided to play a version of the cold-reading game. He gave the details
         of the crime, the profile prepared by the FBI, and a description of the offender to a group of senior police officers and forensic professionals in England. How did they
         find the profile? Highly accurate. Then Alison gave the same packet of case materials to another group of police officers,
         but this time he invented an imaginary offender, one who was altogether different from Calabro. The new killer was thirty-seven
         years old. He was an alcoholic. He had recently been laid off from his job with the water board and had met the victim before
         on one of his rounds. What’s more, Alison claimed, he had a history of violent relationships with women, and prior convictions
         for assault and burglary. How accurate did a group of experienced police officers find the FBI’s profile when it was matched
         with the phony offender? Every bit as accurate as when it was matched to the real offender.
      

      
      James Brussel didn’t really see the Mad Bomber in that pile of pictures and photostats, then. That was an illusion. As the
         literary scholar Donald Foster pointed out in his 2000 book Author Unknown, Brussel cleaned up his predictions for his memoirs. He actually told the police to look for the bomber in White Plains, sending
         the NYPD’s bomb unit on a wild goose chase in Westchester County, sifting through local records. Brussel also told the police
         to look for a man with a facial scar, which Metesky didn’t have. He told them to look for a man with a night job, and Metesky
         had been largely unemployed since leaving Con Edison in 1931. He told them to look for someone between forty and fifty, and
         Metesky was over fifty. He told them to look for someone who was an “expert in civil or military ordnance” and the closest
         Metesky came to that was a brief stint in a machine shop. And Brussel, despite what he wrote in his memoir, never said that
         the bomber would be a Slav. He actually told the police to look for a man “born and educated in Germany,” a prediction so
         far off the mark that the Mad Bomber himself was moved to object. At the height of the police investigation, when the New
         York Journal American offered to print any communications from the Mad Bomber, Metesky wrote in huffily to say that “the nearest to my being ‘Teutonic’
         is that my father boarded a liner in Hamburg for passage to this country — about sixty-five years ago.”
      

      
      The true hero of the case wasn’t Brussel; it was a woman named Alice Kelly, who had been assigned to go through Con Edison’s
         personnel files. In January 1957, she ran across an employee complaint from the early 1930s: a generator wiper at the Hell
         Gate plant had been knocked down by a backdraft of hot gases. The worker said that he was injured. The company said that he
         wasn’t. And in the flood of angry letters from the ex-employee Kelly spotted a threat — to “take justice in my own hands”
         — that had appeared in one of the Mad Bomber’s letters. The name on the file was George Metesky.
      

      
      Brussel did not really understand the mind of the Mad Bomber. He seems to have understood only that, if you make a great number
         of predictions, the ones that were wrong will soon be forgotten, and the ones that turn out to be true will make you famous.
         The hedunit is not a triumph of forensic analysis. It’s a party trick.
      

      
      6.

      
      “Here’s where I’m at with this guy,” Douglas said, kicking off the profiling session with which Inside the Mind of BTK begins. It was 1984. The killer was still at large. Douglas, Hazelwood, and Walker and the two detectives from Wichita were
         all seated around the oak table. Douglas took off his suit jacket and draped it over his chair. “Back when he started in 1974,
         he was in his mid to late twenties,” Douglas began. “It’s now ten years later, so that would put him in his mid to late thirties.”
      

      
      It was Walker’s turn: BTK had never engaged in any sexual penetration. That suggested to him someone with an “inadequate, immature sexual history.”
         He would have a “lone-wolf type of personality. But he’s not alone because he’s shunned by others — it’s because he chooses
         to be alone… . He can function in social settings, but only on the surface. He may have women friends he can talk to,
         but he’d feel very inadequate with a peer-group female.” Hazelwood was next. BTK would be “heavily into masturbation.” He went on, “Women who have had sex with this guy would describe him as aloof, uninvolved,
         the type who is more interested in her servicing him than the other way around.”
      

      
      Douglas followed his lead. “The women he’s been with are either many years younger, very naive, or much older and depend on
         him as their meal ticket,” he ventured. What’s more, the profilers determined, BTK would drive a “decent” automobile, but it would be “nondescript.”
      

      
      At this point, the insights began piling on. Douglas said he’d been thinking that BTK was married. But now maybe he was thinking he was divorced. He speculated that BTK was lower middle class, probably living in a rental. Walker felt BTK was in a “lower-paying white-collar job, as opposed to blue-collar.” Hazelwood saw him as “middle class” and “articulate.”
         The consensus was that his IQ was somewhere between 105 and 145. Douglas wondered whether he was connected with the military.
         Hazelwood called him a “now” person, who needed “instant gratification.”
      

      
      Walker said that those who knew him “might say they remember him, but didn’t really know much about him.” Douglas then had
         a flash — “It was a sense, almost a knowing” — and said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if, in the job he’s in today, that he’s
         wearing some sort of uniform… . This guy isn’t mental. But he is crazy like a fox.”
      

      
      They had been at it for almost six hours. The best minds in the FBI had given the Wichita detectives a blueprint for their investigation. Look for an American male with a possible connection
         to the military. His IQ will be above 105. He will like to masturbate and will be aloof and selfish in bed. He will drive
         a decent car. He will be a “now” person. He won’t be comfortable with women. But he may have women friends. He will be a lone
         wolf. But he will be able to function in social settings. He won’t be unmemorable. But he will be unknowable. He will be either
         never married, divorced, or married, and if he was or is married, his wife will be younger or older. He may or may not live
         in a rental, and might be lower class, upper lower class, lower middle class, or middle class. And he will be crazy like a
         fox as opposed to being mental. If you’re keeping score, that’s a Jacques Statement, two Barnum Statements, four Rainbow Ruses,
         a Good Chance Guess, two predictions that aren’t really predictions because they could never be verified — and nothing even
         close to the salient fact that BTK was a pillar of his community, the president of his church, and the married father of two.
      

      
      “This thing is solvable,” Douglas told the detectives as he stood up and put on his jacket. “Feel free to pick up the phone
         and call us if we can be of any further assistance.” You can imagine him taking the time for an encouraging smile and a slap
         on the back. “You’re gonna nail this guy.”*
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      The Talent Myth

      
      ARE SMART PEOPLE OVERRATED?

      
      1.

      
      At the height of the dot-com boom of the 1990s, several executives at McKinsey & Company, America’s largest and most prestigious
         management-consulting firm, launched what they called the War for Talent. Thousands of questionnaires were sent to managers
         across the country. Eighteen companies were singled out for special attention, and the consultants spent up to three days
         at each firm, interviewing everyone from the CEO down to the human-resources staff. McKinsey wanted to document how the top-performing companies in America differed from
         other firms in the way they handled matters like hiring and promotion. But, as the consultants sifted through the piles of
         reports and questionnaires and interview transcripts, they grew convinced that the difference between winners and losers was
         more profound than they had realized. “We looked at one another and suddenly the lightbulb blinked on,” the three consultants
         who headed the project — Ed Michaels, Helen Handfield-Jones, and Beth Axelrod — write in their book, also called The War for Talent. The very best companies, they concluded, had leaders who were obsessed with the talent issue. They recruited ceaselessly,
         finding and hiring as many top performers as possible. They singled out and segregated their stars, rewarding them disproportionately,
         and pushing them into ever more senior positions. “Bet on the natural athletes, the ones with the strongest intrinsic skills,”
         the authors approvingly quote one senior General Electric executive as saying. “Don’t be afraid to promote stars without specifically
         relevant experience, seemingly over their heads.” Success in the modern economy, according to Michaels, Handfield-Jones, and
         Axelrod, requires “the talent mind-set”: the “deep-seated belief that having better talent at all levels is how you outperform
         your competitors.”
      

      
      This “talent mind-set” is the new orthodoxy of American management. It is the intellectual justification for why such a high
         premium is placed on degrees from first-tier business schools, and why the compensation packages for top executives have become
         so lavish. In the modern corporation, the system is considered only as strong as its stars, and in the past few years, this
         message has been preached by consultants and management gurus all over the world. None, however, have spread the word quite
         so ardently as McKinsey, and, of all its clients, one firm took the talent mind-set closest to heart. It was a company where
         McKinsey conducted twenty separate projects, where McKinsey’s billings topped $10 million a year, where a McKinsey director
         regularly attended board meetings, and where the CEO himself was a former McKinsey partner. The company, of course, was Enron.
      

      
      The Enron scandal is now almost a year old. The reputations of Jeffrey Skilling and Kenneth Lay, the company’s two top executives,
         have been destroyed. Arthur Andersen, Enron’s auditor, has been all but driven out of business, and now investigators have
         turned their attention to Enron’s investment bankers. The one Enron partner that has escaped largely unscathed is McKinsey,
         which is odd, given that it essentially created the blueprint for the Enron culture. Enron was the ultimate “talent” company.
         When Skilling started the corporate division known as Enron Capital and Trade, in 1990, he “decided to bring in a steady stream
         of the very best college and MBA graduates he could find to stock the company with talent,” Michaels, Handfield-Jones, and Axelrod tell us. During the nineties,
         Enron was bringing in 250 newly minted MBAs a year. “We had these things called Super Saturdays,” one former Enron manager
         recalls. “I’d interview some of these guys who were fresh out of Harvard, and these kids could blow me out of the water. They
         knew things I’d never heard of.” Once at Enron, the top performers were rewarded inordinately, and promoted without regard
         for seniority or experience. Enron was a star system. “The only thing that differentiates Enron from our competitors is our
         people, our talent,” Lay, Enron’s former chairman and CEO, told the McKinsey consultants when they came to the company’s headquarters, in Houston. Or, as another senior Enron executive
         put it to Richard Foster, a McKinsey partner who celebrated Enron in his 2001 book, Creative Destruction, “We hire very smart people and we pay them more than they think they are worth.”
      

      
      The management of Enron, in other words, did exactly what the consultants at McKinsey said that companies ought to do in order
         to succeed in the modern economy. It hired and rewarded the very best and the very brightest — and it is now in bankruptcy.
         The reasons for its collapse are complex, needless to say. But what if Enron failed not in spite of its talent mind-set but
         because of it? What if smart people are overrated?
      

      
      2.

      
      At the heart of the McKinsey vision is a process that the War for Talent advocates refer to as differentiation and affirmation. Employers, they argue, need to sit down once or twice a year and hold a “candid, probing, no-holds-barred debate about each
         individual,” sorting employees into A, B, and C groups. The A’s must be challenged and disproportionately rewarded. The B’s
         need to be encouraged and affirmed. The C’s need to shape up or be shipped out. Enron followed this advice almost to the letter,
         setting up internal Performance Review Committees. The members got together twice a year, and graded each person in their
         section on ten separate criteria, using a scale of 1 to 5. The process was called rank and yank. Those graded at the top of their unit received bonuses two-thirds higher than those in the next 30 percent; those who ranked
         at the bottom received no bonuses and no extra stock options — and in some cases were pushed out.
      

      
      How should that ranking be done? Unfortunately, the McKinsey consultants spend very little time discussing the matter. One
         possibility is simply to hire and reward the smartest people. But the link between, say, IQ and job performance is distinctly
         underwhelming. On a scale where 0.1 or below means virtually no correlation and 0.7 or above implies a strong correlation
         (your height, for example, has a 0.7 correlation with your parents’ height), the correlation between IQ and occupational success
         is between 0.2 and 0.3. “What IQ doesn’t pick up is effectiveness at common-sense sorts of things, especially working with
         people,” Richard Wagner, a psychologist at Florida State University, says. “In terms of how we evaluate schooling, everything
         is about working by yourself. If you work with someone else, it’s called cheating. Once you get out in the real world, everything
         you do involves working with other people.”
      

      
      Wagner and Robert Sternberg, a psychologist at Yale University, have developed tests of this practical component, which they
         call tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge involves things like knowing how to manage yourself and others and how to navigate complicated social situations.
         Here is a question from one of their tests:
      

      
      
         You have just been promoted to head of an important department in your organization. The previous head has been transferred to an equivalent position in a less important department. Your understanding of the reason for the move is that the performance of the department as a whole has been mediocre. There have not been any glaring deficiencies, just a perception of the department as so-so rather than very good. Your charge is to shape up the department. Results are expected quickly. Rate the quality of the following strategies for succeeding at your new position.

         a)	Always delegate to the most junior person who can be trusted with the task.

         b)	Give your superiors frequent progress reports.

         c)	Announce a major reorganization of the department that includes getting rid of whomever you believe to be “dead wood.”

         d)	Concentrate more on your people than on the tasks to be done.

         e)	Make people feel completely responsible for their work.

      
 
      Wagner finds that how well people do on a test like this predicts how well they will do in the workplace: good managers pick
         (b) and (e); bad managers tend to pick (c). Yet there’s no clear connection between such tacit knowledge and other forms of
         knowledge and experience. The process of assessing ability in the workplace is a lot messier than it appears.
      

      
      An employer really wants to assess not potential but performance. Yet that’s just as tricky. In The War for Talent, the authors talk about how the Royal Air Force used the A, B, and C ranking system for its pilots during the Battle of Britain.
         But ranking fighter pilots — for whom there are limited and relatively objective performance criteria (enemy kills, for example,
         and the ability to get their formations safely home) — is a lot easier than assessing how the manager of a new unit is doing
         at, say, marketing or business development. And whom do you ask to rate the manager’s performance? Studies show that there
         is very little correlation between how someone’s peers rate him and how his boss rates him. The only rigorous way to assess
         performance, according to human-resources specialists, is to use criteria that are as specific as possible. Managers are supposed
         to take detailed notes on their employees throughout the year, in order to remove subjective personal reactions from the process
         of assessment. You can grade someone’s performance only if you know their performance. And, in the freewheeling culture of Enron, this was all but impossible. People deemed talented were constantly
         being pushed into new jobs and given new challenges. Annual turnover from promotions was close to 20 percent. Lynda Clemmons,
         the so-called weather babe who started Enron’s weather derivatives business, jumped, in seven quick years, from trader to
         associate to manager to director and, finally, to head of her own business unit. How do you evaluate someone’s performance
         in a system where no one is in a job long enough to allow such evaluation?
      

      
      The answer is that you end up doing performance evaluations that aren’t based on performance. Among the many glowing books
         about Enron written before its fall was the bestseller Leading the Revolution, by the management consultant Gary Hamel, which tells the story of Lou Pai, who launched Enron’s power-trading business. Pai’s
         group began with a disaster: it lost tens of millions of dollars trying to sell electricity to residential consumers in newly
         deregulated markets. The problem, Hamel explains, is that the markets weren’t truly deregulated: “The states that were opening
         their markets to competition were still setting rules designed to give their traditional utilities big advantages.” It doesn’t
         seem to have occurred to anyone that Pai ought to have looked into those rules more carefully before risking millions of dollars.
         He was promptly given the chance to build the commercial electricity-outsourcing business, where he ran up several more years
         of heavy losses before cashing out of Enron with $270 million. Because Pai had “talent,” he was given new opportunities, and
         when he failed at those new opportunities he was given still more opportunities … because he had “talent.” “At Enron,
         failure — even of the type that ends up on the front page of the Wall Street Journal — doesn’t necessarily sink a career,” Hamel writes, as if that were a good thing. Presumably, companies that want to encourage
         risk-taking must be willing to tolerate mistakes. Yet if talent is defined as something separate from an employee’s actual
         performance, what use is it exactly?
      

      
      3.

      
      What the War for Talent amounts to is an argument for indulging A employees, for fawning over them. “You need to do everything
         you can to keep them engaged and satisfied — even delighted,” Michaels, Handfield-Jones, and Axelrod write. “Find out what
         they would most like to be doing, and shape their career and responsibilities in that direction. Solve any issues that might
         be pushing them out the door, such as a boss that frustrates them or travel demands that burden them.” No company was better
         at this than Enron. In one oft-told story, Louise Kitchin, a twenty-nine-year-old gas trader in Europe, became convinced that
         the company ought to develop an online-trading business. She told her boss, and she began working in her spare time on the
         project, until she had 250 people throughout Enron helping her. After six months, Skilling was finally informed. “I was never
         asked for any capital,” Skilling said later. “I was never asked for any people. They had already purchased the servers. They
         had already started ripping apart the building. They had started legal reviews in twenty-two countries by the time I heard
         about it.” It was, Skilling went on approvingly, “exactly the kind of behavior that will continue to drive this company forward.”
      

      
      Kitchin’s qualification for running EnronOnline, it should be pointed out, was not that she was good at it. It was that she
         wanted to do it, and Enron was a place where stars did whatever they wanted. “Fluid movement is absolutely necessary in our
         company. And the type of people we hire enforces that,” Skilling told the team from McKinsey. “Not only does this system help
         the excitement level for each manager, it shapes Enron’s business in the direction that its managers find most exciting.”
         Here is Skilling again: “If lots of [employees] are flocking to a new business unit, that’s a good sign that the opportunity
         is a good one… . If a business unit can’t attract people very easily, that’s a good sign that it’s a business Enron shouldn’t
         be in.” You might expect a CEO to say that if a business unit can’t attract customers very easily, that’s a good sign it’s a business the company shouldn’t be in. A company’s business is supposed to be shaped
         in the direction that its managers find most profitable. But at Enron the needs of the customers and the shareholders were secondary to the needs of its stars.
      

      
      In the early 1990s, the psychologists Robert Hogan, Robert Raskin, and Dan Fazzini wrote a brilliant essay called “The Dark
         Side of Charisma.” It argued that flawed managers fall into three types. One is the High Likability Floater, who rises effortlessly
         in an organization because he never takes any difficult decisions or makes any enemies. Another is the Homme de Ressentiment,
         who seethes below the surface and plots against his enemies. The most interesting of the three is the Narcissist, whose energy
         and self-confidence and charm lead him inexorably up the corporate ladder. Narcissists are terrible managers. They resist
         accepting suggestions, thinking it will make them appear weak, and they don’t believe that others have anything useful to
         tell them. “Narcissists are biased to take more credit for success than is legitimate,” Hogan and his coauthors write, and
         “biased to avoid acknowledging responsibility for their failures and shortcomings for the same reasons that they claim more
         success than is their due.” Moreover:
      

      
 Narcissists typically make judgments with greater confidence than other people … and, because their judgments are rendered
            with such conviction, other people tend to believe them and the narcissists become disproportionately more influential in
            group situations. Finally, because of their self-confidence and strong need for recognition, narcissists tend to “self-nominate”;
            consequently, when a leadership gap appears in a group or organization, the narcissists rush to fill it.
         


      Tyco Corporation and WorldCom were the Greedy Corporations: they were purely interested in short-term financial gain. Enron
         was the Narcissistic Corporation — a company that took more credit for success than was legitimate, that did not acknowledge
         responsibility for its failures, that shrewdly sold the rest of us on its genius, and that substituted self-nomination for
         disciplined management. At one point in Leading the Revolution, Hamel tracks down a senior Enron executive, and what he breathlessly
         recounts — the braggadocio, the self-satisfaction — could be an epitaph for the talent mind-set:
      

      
“You cannot control the atoms within a nuclear fusion reaction,” said Ken Rice when he was head of Enron Capital and Trade
            Resources (ECT), America’s largest marketer of natural gas and largest buyer and seller of electricity. Adorned in a black
            T-shirt, blue jeans, and cowboy boots, Rice drew a box on an office whiteboard that pictured his business unit as a nuclear
            reactor. Little circles in the box represented its “contract originators,” the gunslingers charged with doing deals and creating
            new businesses. Attached to each circle was an arrow. In Rice’s diagram the arrows were pointing in all different directions.
            “We allow people to go in whichever direction that they want to go.”
         


      The distinction between the Greedy Corporation and the Narcissistic Corporation matters, because the way we conceive our attainments
         helps determine how we behave. Carol Dweck, a psychologist at Columbia University, has found that people generally hold one
         of two fairly firm beliefs about their intelligence: they consider it either a fixed trait or something that is malleable
         and can be developed over time. Dweck once did a study at the University of Hong Kong, where all classes are conducted in
         English. She and her colleagues approached a large group of social-sciences students, told them their English-proficiency
         scores, and asked them if they wanted to take a course to improve their language skills. One would expect all those who scored
         poorly to sign up for the remedial course. The University of Hong Kong is a demanding institution, and it is hard to do well
         in the social sciences without strong English skills. Curiously, however, only the ones who believed in malleable intelligence
         expressed interest in the class. The students who believed that their intelligence was a fixed trait were so concerned about
         appearing to be deficient that they preferred to stay home. “Students who hold a fixed view of their intelligence care so
         much about looking smart that they act dumb,” Dweck writes, “for what could be dumber than giving up a chance to learn something
         that is essential for your own success?”
      

      
      In a similar experiment, Dweck gave a class of preadolescent students a test filled with challenging problems. After they
         were finished, one group was praised for its effort and another group was praised for its intelligence. Those praised for
         their intelligence were reluctant to tackle difficult tasks, and their performance on subsequent tests soon began to suffer.
         Then Dweck asked the children to write a letter to students at another school, describing their experience in the study. She
         discovered something remarkable: 40 percent of those students who were praised for their intelligence lied about how they
         had scored on the test, adjusting their grade upward. They weren’t naturally deceptive people, and they weren’t any less intelligent
         or self-confident than anyone else. They simply did what people do when they are immersed in an environment that celebrates
         them solely for their innate “talent.” They begin to define themselves by that description, and when times get tough and that
         self-image is threatened, they have difficulty with the consequences. They will not take the remedial course. They will not
         stand up to investors and the public and admit that they were wrong. They’d sooner lie.
      

      
      4.

      
      The broader failing of McKinsey and its acolytes at Enron is their assumption that an organization’s intelligence is simply
         a function of the intelligence of its employees. They believe in stars, because they don’t believe in systems. In a way, that’s
         understandable, because our lives are so obviously enriched by individual brilliance. Groups don’t write great novels, and
         a committee didn’t come up with the theory of relativity. But companies work by different rules. They don’t just create; they
         execute and compete and coordinate the efforts of many different people, and the organizations that are most successful at
         that task are the ones where the system is the star.
      

      
      There is a wonderful example of this in the story of the so-called Eastern Pearl Harbor, of the Second World War. During the
         first nine months of 1942, the United States Navy suffered a catastrophe. German U-boats, operating just off the Atlantic
         coast and in the Caribbean, were sinking our merchant ships almost at will. U-boat captains marveled at their good fortune.
         “Before this sea of light, against this footlight glare of a carefree new world were passing the silhouettes of ships recognizable
         in every detail and sharp as the outlines in a sales catalogue,” one U-boat commander wrote. “All we had to do was press the
         button.”
      

      
      What made this such a puzzle is that, on the other side of the Atlantic, the British had much less trouble defending their
         ships against U-boat attacks. The British, furthermore, eagerly passed on to the Americans everything they knew about sonar
         and depth-charge throwers and the construction of destroyers. And still the Germans managed to paralyze America’s coastal
         zones.
      

      
      You can imagine what the consultants at McKinsey would have concluded: they would have said that the Navy did not have a talent
         mind-set, that President Roosevelt needed to recruit and promote top performers into key positions in the Atlantic command.
         In fact, he had already done that. At the beginning of the war, he had pushed out the solid and unspectacular Admiral Harold
         R. Stark as Chief of Naval Operations and replaced him with the legendary Ernest Joseph King. “He was a supreme realist with
         the arrogance of genius,” Ladislas Farago writes in The Tenth Fleet, a history of the Navy’s U-boat battles in the Second World War. “He had unbounded faith in himself, in his vast knowledge
         of naval matters and in the soundness of his ideas. Unlike Stark, who tolerated incompetence all around him, King had no patience
         with fools.”
      

      
      The Navy had plenty of talent at the top, in other words. What it didn’t have was the right kind of organization. As Eliot
         A. Cohen, a scholar of military strategy at Johns Hopkins, writes in his brilliant book Military Misfortunes in the Atlantic:

      
To wage the antisubmarine war well, analysts had to bring together fragments of information, direction-finding fixes, visual
            sightings, decrypts, and the “flaming datum” of a U-boat attack — for use by a commander to coordinate the efforts of warships,
            aircraft, and convoy commanders. Such synthesis had to occur in near “real time” — within hours, even minutes in some cases.
         

      The British excelled at the task because they had a centralized operational system. The controllers moved the British ships
         around the Atlantic like chess pieces, in order to outsmart U-boat “wolf packs.” By contrast, Admiral King believed strongly
         in a decentralized management structure: he held that managers should never tell their subordinates “how as well as what to ‘do.’ ” In today’s jargon, we would say he was a believer in “loose-tight” management, of the kind celebrated by the McKinsey
         consultants Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. Waterman in their 1982 bestseller, In Search of Excellence. But “loose-tight” doesn’t help you find U-boats. Throughout most of 1942, the Navy kept trying to act smart by relying on
         technical know-how, and stubbornly refused to take operational lessons from the British. The Navy also lacked the organizational
         structure necessary to apply the technical knowledge it did have to the field. Only when the Navy set up the Tenth Fleet —
         a single unit to coordinate all antisubmarine warfare in the Atlantic — did the situation change. In the year and a half before
         the Tenth Fleet was formed, in May of 1943, the Navy sank thirty-six U-boats. In the six months afterward, it sank seventy-five.
         “The creation of the Tenth Fleet did not bring more talented individuals into the field of ASW” — antisubmarine warfare — “than had previous organizations,” Cohen
         writes. “What Tenth Fleet did allow, by virtue of its organization and mandate, was for these individuals to become far more
         effective than previously.” The talent myth assumes that people make organizations smart. More often than not, it’s the other
         way around.
      

      
      5.

      
      There is ample evidence of this principle among America’s most successful companies. Southwest Airlines hires very few MBAs,
         pays its managers modestly, and gives raises according to seniority, not “rank and yank.” Yet it is by far the most successful
         of all United States airlines, because it has created a vastly more efficient organization than its competitors have. At Southwest,
         the time it takes to get a plane that has just landed ready for takeoff — a key index of productivity — is, on average, twenty
         minutes, and requires a ground crew of four, and two people at the gate. (At United Airlines, by contrast, turnaround time
         is closer to thirty-five minutes, and requires a ground crew of twelve, and three agents at the gate.)
      

      
      In the case of the giant retailer Wal-Mart, one of the most critical periods in its history came in 1976, when Sam Walton
         “unretired,” pushing out his handpicked successor, Ron Mayer. Mayer was just over forty. He was ambitious. He was charismatic.
         He was, in the words of one Walton biographer, “the boy-genius financial officer.” But Walton was convinced that Mayer was,
         as people at McKinsey would say, “differentiating and affirming” in the corporate suite, in defiance of Wal-Mart’s inclusive
         culture. Mayer left, and Wal-Mart survived. After all, Wal-Mart is an organization, not an all-star team. Walton brought in
         David Glass, late of the Army and Southern Missouri State University, as CEO; the company is now ranked No. 1 on the Fortune 500 list.
      

      
      Procter & Gamble doesn’t have a star system, either. How could it? Would the top MBA graduates of Harvard and Stanford move to Cincinnati to work on detergent when they could make three times as much reinventing
         the world in Houston? Procter & Gamble isn’t glamorous. Its CEO is a lifer — a former Navy officer who began his corporate career as an assistant brand manager for Joy dishwashing liquid
         — and if Procter & Gamble’s best played Enron’s best at Trivial Pursuit, no doubt the team from Houston would win handily.
         But Procter & Gamble has dominated the consumer-products field for close to a century, because it has a carefully conceived
         managerial system, and a rigorous marketing methodology that has allowed it to win battles for brands like Crest and Tide
         decade after decade. In Procter & Gamble’s Navy, Admiral Stark would have stayed. But a cross-divisional management committee
         would have set the Tenth Fleet in place before the war ever started.
      

      
      6.

      
      Among the most damning facts about Enron, in the end, was something its managers were proudest of. They had what, in McKinsey
         terminology, is called an open market for hiring. In the open-market system — McKinsey’s assault on the very idea of a fixed organization — anyone could apply
         for any job that he or she wanted, and no manager was allowed to hold anyone back. Poaching was encouraged. When an Enron
         executive named Kevin Hannon started the company’s global broadband unit, he launched what he called Project Quick Hire. A
         hundred top performers from around the company were invited to the Houston Hyatt to hear Hannon give his pitch. Recruiting
         booths were set up outside the meeting room. “Hannon had his fifty top performers for the broadband unit by the end of the
         week,” Michaels, Handfield-Jones, and Axelrod write, “and his peers had fifty holes to fill.” Nobody, not even the consultants
         who were paid to think about the Enron culture, seemed worried that those fifty holes might disrupt the functioning of the
         affected departments, that stability in a firm’s existing businesses might be a good thing, that the self-fulfillment of Enron’s
         star employees might possibly be in conflict with the best interests of the firm as a whole.
      

      
      These are the sorts of concerns that management consultants ought to raise. But Enron’s management consultant was McKinsey,
         and McKinsey was as much a prisoner of the talent myth as its clients were. In 1998, Enron hired ten Wharton MBAs; that same
         year, McKinsey hired forty. In 1999, Enron hired twelve from Wharton; McKinsey hired sixty-one. The consultants at McKinsey
         were preaching at Enron what they believed about themselves. “When we would hire them, it wouldn’t just be for a week,” one
         former Enron manager recalls, of the brilliant young men and women from McKinsey who wandered the hallways at the company’s
         headquarters. “It would be for two to four months. They were always around.” They were there looking for people who had the
         talent to think outside the box. It never occurred to them that, if everyone had to think outside the box, maybe it was the
         box that needed fixing.
      

      
      July 22, 2002

   
      
      The New-Boy Network

      
      WHAT DO JOB INTERVIEWS REALLY TELL US?

      
      1.

      
      Nolan Myers grew up in Houston, the elder of two boys in a middle-class family. He went to Houston’s High School for the Performing
         and Visual Arts and then Harvard, where he intended to major in history and science. After discovering the joys of writing
         code, though, he switched to computer science. “Programming is one of those things you get involved in, and you just can’t
         stop until you finish,” Myers says. “You get involved in it, and all of a sudden you look at your watch and it’s four in the
         morning! I love the elegance of it.” Myers is short and slightly stocky and has pale-blue eyes. He smiles easily, and when
         he speaks he moves his hands and torso for emphasis. He plays in a klezmer band called the Charvard Chai Notes. He talks to
         his parents a lot. He gets Bs and B-pluses.
      

      
      In the last stretch of his senior year, Myers spent a lot of time interviewing for jobs with technology companies. He talked
         to a company named Trilogy, down in Texas, but he didn’t think he would fit in. “One of Trilogy’s subsidiaries put ads out
         in the paper saying that they were looking for the top tech students, and that they’d give them two hundred thousand dollars
         and a BMW,” Myers said, shaking his head in disbelief. In another of his interviews, a recruiter asked him to solve a programming problem,
         and he made a stupid mistake and the recruiter pushed the answer back across the table to him, saying that his “solution”
         accomplished nothing. As he remembers the moment, Myers blushes. “I was so nervous. I thought, Hmm, that sucks!” The way he
         says that, though, makes it hard to believe that he really was nervous, or maybe what Nolan Myers calls nervous the rest of
         us call a tiny flutter in the stomach. Myers doesn’t seem like the sort to get flustered. He’s the kind of person you would
         call the night before the big test in seventh grade when nothing made sense and you had begun to panic.
      

      
      I like Nolan Myers. He will, I am convinced, be very good at whatever career he chooses. I say those two things even though
         I have spent no more than ninety minutes in his presence. We met only once, on a sunny afternoon just before his graduation
         at the Au Bon Pain in Harvard Square. He was wearing sneakers and khakis and a polo shirt in a dark-green pattern. He had
         a big backpack, which he plopped on the floor beneath the table. I bought him an orange juice. He fished around in his wallet
         and came up with a dollar to try to repay me, which I refused. We sat by the window. Previously, we had talked for perhaps
         three minutes on the phone, setting up the interview. Then I e-mailed him, asking him how I would recognize him at Au Bon
         Pain. He sent me the following message, with what I’m convinced — again, on the basis of almost no evidence — to be typical
         Myers panache: “22ish, five foot seven, straight brown hair, very good-looking.:).” I have never talked to his father, his
         mother, or his little brother, or any of his professors. I have never seen him ecstatic or angry or depressed. I know nothing
         of his personal habits, his tastes, or his quirks. I cannot even tell you why I feel the way I do about him. He’s good-looking
         and smart and articulate and funny, but not so good-looking and smart and articulate and funny that there is some obvious explanation for the conclusions I’ve drawn about
         him. I just like him, and I’m impressed by him, and if I were an employer looking for bright young college graduates, I’d
         hire him in a heartbeat.
      

      
      I heard about Nolan Myers from Hadi Partovi, an executive with Tellme, a highly touted Silicon Valley startup offering Internet
         access through the telephone. If you were a computer-science major at MIT, Harvard, Stanford, Caltech, or the University of Waterloo this spring, looking for a job in software, Tellme was probably
         at the top of your list. Partovi and I talked in the conference room at Tellme’s offices, just off the soaring, open floor
         where all the firm’s programmers and marketers and executives sit, some of them with bunk beds built over their desks. (Tellme
         recently moved into an old printing plant — a low-slung office building with a huge warehouse attached — and, in accordance
         with new-economy logic, promptly turned the old offices into a warehouse and the old warehouse into offices.) Partovi is a
         handsome man of twenty-seven, with olive skin and short curly black hair, and throughout our entire interview he sat with
         his chair tilted precariously at a forty-five-degree angle. At the end of a long riff about how hard it is to find high-quality
         people, he blurted out one name: Nolan Myers. Then, from memory, he rattled off Myers’s telephone number. He very much wanted
         Myers to come to Tellme.
      

      
      Partovi had met Myers in January of Myers’s senior year, during a recruiting trip to Harvard. “It was a heinous day,” Partovi
         remembers. “I started at seven and went until nine. I’d walk one person out and walk the other in.” The first fifteen minutes
         of every interview he spent talking about Tellme — its strategy, its goals, and its business. Then he gave everyone a short
         programming puzzle. For the rest of the hour-long meeting, Partovi asked questions. He remembers that Myers did well on the
         programming test, and after talking to him for thirty to forty minutes he became convinced that Myers had, as he puts it,
         “the right stuff.” Partovi spent even less time with Myers than I did. He didn’t talk to Myers’s family, or see him ecstatic
         or angry or depressed, either. He knew that Myers had spent last summer as an intern at Microsoft and was about to graduate
         from an Ivy League school. But virtually everyone recruited by a place like Tellme has graduated from an elite university,
         and the Microsoft summer-internship program has more than six hundred people in it. Partovi didn’t even know why he liked
         Myers so much. He just did. “It was very much a gut call,” he says.
      

      
      This wasn’t so very different from the experience Nolan Myers had with Steve Ballmer, the CEO of Microsoft. Earlier that year, Myers attended a party for former Microsoft interns called Gradbash. Ballmer gave a speech
         there, and at the end of his remarks Myers raised his hand. “He was talking a lot about aligning the company in certain directions,”
         Myers told me, “and I asked him about how that influences his ability to make bets on other directions. Are they still going
         to make small bets?” Afterward, a Microsoft recruiter came up to Myers and said, “Steve wants your e-mail address.” Myers
         gave it to him, and soon he and Ballmer were e-mailing. Ballmer, it seems, badly wanted Myers to come to Microsoft. “He did
         research on me,” Myers says. “He knew which group I was interviewing with, and knew a lot about me personally. He sent me
         an e-mail saying that he’d love to have me come to Microsoft, and if I had any questions I should contact him. So I sent him
         a response, saying thank you. After I visited Tellme, I sent him an e-mail saying I was interested in Tellme, here were the
         reasons, that I wasn’t sure yet, and if he had anything to say I said I’d love to talk to him. I gave him my number. So he
         called, and after playing phone tag we talked — about career trajectory, how Microsoft would influence my career, what he
         thought of Tellme. I was extremely impressed with him, and he seemed very genuinely interested in me.”
      

      
      What convinced Ballmer he wanted Myers? A glimpse! He caught a little slice of Nolan Myers in action and — just like that
         — the CEO of a $400 billion company was calling a college senior in his dorm room. Ballmer somehow knew he liked Myers, the same way
         Hadi Partovi knew, and the same way I knew after our little chat at Au Bon Pain. But what did we know? What could we know?
         By any reasonable measure, surely none of us knew Nolan Myers at all.
      

      
      It is a truism of the new economy that the ultimate success of any enterprise lies with the quality of the people it hires.
         At many technology companies, employees are asked to all but live at the office, in conditions of intimacy that would have
         been unthinkable a generation ago. The artifacts of the prototypical Silicon Valley office — the videogames, the espresso
         bar, the bunk beds, the basketball hoops — are the elements of the rec room, not the workplace. And in the rec room you want
         to play only with your friends. But how do you find out who your friends are? Today, recruiters canvas the country for résumés.
         They analyze employment histories and their competitors’ staff listings. They call references and then do what I did with
         Nolan Myers: sit down with a perfect stranger for an hour and a half and attempt to draw conclusions about that stranger’s
         intelligence and personality. The job interview has become one of the central conventions of the modern economy. But what,
         exactly, can you know about a stranger after sitting down and talking with him for an hour?
      

      
      2.

      
      Some years ago, an experimental psychologist at Harvard University, Nalini Ambady, together with Robert Rosenthal, set out
         to examine the nonverbal aspects of good teaching. As the basis of her research, she used videotapes of teaching fellows that
         had been made during a training program at Harvard. Her plan was to have outside observers look at the tapes with the sound
         off and rate the effectiveness of the teachers by their expressions and physical cues. Ambady wanted to have at least a minute
         of film to work with. When she looked at the tapes, though, there was really only about ten seconds when the teachers were
         shown apart from the students. “I didn’t want students in the frame, because obviously it would bias the ratings,” Ambady
         says. “So I went to my adviser, and I said, ‘This isn’t going to work.’ ”
      

      
      But it did. The observers, presented with a ten-second silent video clip, had no difficulty rating the teachers on a fifteen-item
         checklist of personality traits. In fact, when Ambady cut the clips back to five seconds, the ratings were the same. They
         were the same even when she showed her raters just two seconds of videotape. That sounds unbelievable unless you actually
         watch Ambady’s teacher clips, as I did, and realize that the eight seconds that distinguish the longest clips from the shortest
         are superfluous: anything beyond the first flash of insight is unnecessary. When we make a snap judgment, it is made in a
         snap. It’s also, very clearly, a judgment: we get a feeling that we have no difficulty articulating.
      

      
      Ambady’s next step led to an even more remarkable conclusion. She compared those snap judgments of teacher effectiveness with
         evaluations made, after a full semester of classes, by students of the same teachers. The correlation between the two, she
         found, was astoundingly high. A person watching a two-second silent video clip of a teacher he has never met will reach conclusions
         about how good that teacher is that are very similar to those of a student who sits in the teacher’s class for an entire semester.
      

      
      Recently, a comparable experiment was conducted by Frank Bernieri, a psychologist at the University of Toledo. Bernieri, working
         with one of his graduate students, Neha Gada-Jain, selected two people to act as interviewers, and trained them for six weeks
         in the proper procedures and techniques of giving an effective job interview. The two then interviewed ninety-eight volunteers
         of various ages and backgrounds. The interviews lasted between fifteen and twenty minutes, and afterward each interviewer
         filled out a six-page, five-part evaluation of the person he’d just talked to. Originally, the intention of the study was
         to find out whether applicants who had been coached in certain nonverbal behaviors designed to ingratiate themselves with
         their interviewers — like mimicking the interviewers’ physical gestures or posture — would get better ratings than applicants
         who behaved normally. As it turns out, they didn’t. But then another of Bernieri’s students, an undergraduate named Tricia
         Prickett, decided that she wanted to use the interview videotapes and the evaluations that had been collected to test out
         the adage that the handshake is everything.
      

      
      “She took fifteen seconds of videotape showing the applicant as he or she knocks on the door, comes in, shakes the hand of
         the interviewer, sits down, and the interviewer welcomes the person,” Bernieri explained. Then, like Ambady, Prickett got
         a series of strangers to rate the applicants based on the handshake clip, using the same criteria that the interviewers had
         used. Once more, against all expectations, the ratings were very similar to those of the interviewers. “On nine out of the
         eleven traits the applicants were being judged on, the observers significantly predicted the outcome of the interview,” Bernieri
         says. “The strength of the correlations was extraordinary.”
      

      
      This research takes Ambady’s conclusions one step further. In the Toledo experiment, the interviewers were trained in the
         art of interviewing. They weren’t dashing off a teacher evaluation on their way out the door. They were filling out a formal,
         detailed questionnaire, of the sort designed to give the most thorough and unbiased account of an interview. And still their
         ratings weren’t all that different from those of people off the street who saw just the greeting.
      

      
      This is why Hadi Partovi, Steve Ballmer, and I all agreed on Nolan Myers. Apparently, human beings don’t need to know someone
         in order to believe that they know someone. Nor does it make that much difference, apparently, that Partovi reached his conclusion
         after putting Myers through the wringer for an hour, I reached mine after ninety minutes of amiable conversation at Au Bon
         Pain, and Ballmer reached his after watching and listening as Myers asked a question.
      

      
      Bernieri and Ambady believe that the power of first impressions suggests that human beings have a particular kind of prerational
         ability for making searching judgments about others. In Ambady’s teacher experiments, when she asked her observers to perform
         a potentially distracting cognitive task — like memorizing a set of numbers — while watching the tapes, their judgments of
         teacher effectiveness were unchanged. But when she instructed her observers to think hard about their ratings before they
         made them, their accuracy suffered substantially. Thinking only gets in the way. “The brain structures that are involved here
         are very primitive,” Ambady speculates. “All of these affective reactions are probably governed by the lower brain structures.”
         What we are picking up in that first instant would seem to be something quite basic about a person’s character, because what
         we conclude after two seconds is pretty much the same as what we conclude after twenty minutes or, indeed, an entire semester.
         “Maybe you can tell immediately whether someone is extroverted, or gauge the person’s ability to communicate,” Bernieri says.
         “Maybe these clues or cues are immediately accessible and apparent.” Bernieri and Ambady are talking about the existence of
         a powerful form of human intuition. In a way, that’s comforting, because it suggests that we can meet a perfect stranger and
         immediately pick up on something important about him. It means that I shouldn’t be concerned that I can’t explain why I like
         Nolan Myers, because, if such judgments are made without thinking, then surely they defy explanation.
      

      
      But there’s a troubling suggestion here as well. I believe that Nolan Myers is an accomplished and likable person. But I have
         no idea from our brief encounter how honest he is, or whether he is self-centered, or whether he works best by himself or
         in a group, or any number of other fundamental traits. That people who simply see the handshake arrive at the same conclusions
         as people who conduct a full interview also implies, perhaps, that those initial impressions matter too much — that they color
         all the other impressions that we gather over time.
      

      
      For example, I asked Myers if he felt nervous about the prospect of leaving school for the workplace, which seemed like a
         reasonable question, since I remember how anxious I was before my first job. Would the hours scare him? Oh no, he replied,
         he was already working between eighty and a hundred hours a week at school. “Are there things that you think you aren’t good
         at that, make you worry?” I continued.
      

      
      His reply was sharp: “Are there things that I’m not good at, or things that I can’t learn? I think that’s the real question.
         There are a lot of things I don’t know anything about, but I feel comfortable that given the right environment and the right
         encouragement I can do well at.” In my notes, next to that reply, I wrote “Great answer!” and I can remember at the time feeling
         the little thrill you experience as an interviewer when someone’s behavior conforms with your expectations. Because I had
         decided, right off, that I liked him, what I heard in his answer was toughness and confidence. Had I decided early on that
         I didn’t like Nolan Myers, I would have heard in that reply arrogance and bluster. The first impression becomes a self-fulfilling
         prophecy: we hear what we expect to hear. The interview is hopelessly biased in favor of the nice.
      

      
      3.

      
      When Ballmer and Partovi and I met Nolan Myers, we made a prediction. We looked at the way he behaved in our presence — at
         the way he talked and acted and seemed to think — and drew conclusions about how he would behave in other situations. I had
         decided, remember, that Myers was the kind of person you called the night before the big test in seventh grade. Was I right
         to make that kind of generalization?
      

      
      This is a question that social psychologists have looked at closely. In the late 1920s, in a famous study, the psychologist
         Theodore Newcomb analyzed extroversion among adolescent boys at a summer camp. He found that how talkative a boy was in one
         setting — say, at lunch — was highly predictive of how talkative that boy would be in the same setting in the future. A boy
         who was curious at lunch on Monday was likely to be curious at lunch on Tuesday. But his behavior in one setting told you
         almost nothing about how he would behave in a different setting: from how someone behaved at lunch, you couldn’t predict how
         he would behave during, say, afternoon playtime. In a more recent study, of conscientiousness among students at Carleton College,
         the researchers Walter Mischel, Neil Lutsky, and Philip K. Peake showed that how neat a student’s assignments were or how
         punctual he was told you almost nothing about how often he attended class or how neat his room or his personal appearance
         was. How we behave at any one time, evidently, has less to do with some immutable inner compass than with the particulars
         of our situation.
      

      
      This conclusion, obviously, is at odds with our intuition. Most of the time, we assume that people display the same character
         traits in different situations. We habitually underestimate the large role that context plays in people’s behavior. In the
         Newcomb summer-camp experiment, for example, the results showing how little consistency there was from one setting to another
         in talkativeness, curiosity, and gregariousness were tabulated from observations made and recorded by camp counselors on the
         spot. But when, at the end of the summer, those same counselors were asked to give their final impressions of the kids, they
         remembered the children’s behavior as being highly consistent.
      

      
      “The basis of the illusion is that we are somehow confident that we are getting what is there, that we are able to read off
         a person’s disposition,” Richard Nisbett, a psychologist at the University of Michigan, says. “When you have an interview
         with someone and have an hour with them, you don’t conceptualize that as taking a sample of a person’s behavior, let alone
         a possibly biased sample, which is what it is. What you think is that you are seeing a hologram, a small and fuzzy image but
         still the whole person.”
      

      
      Then Nisbett mentioned his frequent collaborator, Lee Ross, who teaches psychology at Stanford. “There was one term when he
         was teaching statistics and one term when he was teaching a course with a lot of humanistic psychology. He gets his teacher
         evaluations. The first referred to him as cold, rigid, remote, finicky, and uptight. And the second described this wonderful
         warmhearted guy who was so deeply concerned with questions of community and getting students to grow. It was Jekyll and Hyde.
         In both cases, the students thought they were seeing the real Lee Ross.”
      

      
      Psychologists call this tendency — to fixate on supposedly stable character traits and overlook the influence of context —
         the Fundamental Attribution Error, and if you combine this error with what we know about snap judgments, the interview becomes an even more problematic encounter.
         Not only had I let my first impressions color the information I gathered about Myers, but I had also assumed that the way
         he behaved with me in an interview setting was indicative of the way he would always behave. It isn’t that the interview is
         useless; what I learned about Myers — that he and I get along well — is something I could never have gotten from a résumé
         or by talking to his references. It’s just that our conversation turns out to have been less useful, and potentially more
         misleading, than I had supposed. That most basic of human rituals — the conversation with a stranger — turns out to be a minefield.
      

      
      4.

      
      Not long after I met with Nolan Myers, I talked with a human-resources consultant from Pasadena named Justin Menkes. Menkes’s
         job is to figure out how to extract meaning from face-to-face encounters, and with that in mind he agreed to spend an hour
         interviewing me the way he thinks interviewing ought to be done. It felt, going in, not unlike a visit to a shrink, except
         that instead of having months, if not years, to work things out, Menkes was set upon stripping away my secrets in one session.
         Consider, he told me, a commonly asked question like “Describe a few situations in which your work was criticized. How did
         you handle the criticism?” The problem, Menkes said, is that it’s much too obvious what the interviewee is supposed to say.
         “There was a situation where I was working on a project, and I didn’t do as well as I could have,” he said, adopting a mock-sincere
         singsong. “My boss gave me some constructive criticism. And I redid the project. It hurt. Yet we worked it out.” The same
         is true of the question “What would your friends say about you?” — to which the correct answer (preferably preceded by a pause,
         as if to suggest that it had never dawned on you that someone would ask such a question) is “My guess is that they would call
         me a people person — either that or a hard worker.”
      

      
      Myers and I had talked about obvious questions, too. “What is your greatest weakness?” I asked him. He answered, “I tried
         to work on a project my freshman year, a children’s festival. I was trying to start a festival as a benefit here in Boston.
         And I had a number of guys working with me. I started getting concerned with the scope of the project we were working on —
         how much responsibility we had, getting things done. I really put the brakes on, but in retrospect I really think we could
         have done it and done a great job.”
      

      
      Then Myers grinned and said, as an aside, “Do I truly think that is a fault? Honestly, no.” And, of course, he’s right. All
         I’d really asked him was whether he could describe a personal strength as if it were a weakness, and in answering as he did,
         he had merely demonstrated his knowledge of the unwritten rules of the interview.
      

      
      But, Menkes said, what if those questions were rephrased so that the answers weren’t obvious? For example: “At your weekly
         team meetings, your boss unexpectedly begins aggressively critiquing your performance on a current project. What do you do?”
      

      
      I felt a twinge of anxiety. What would I do? I remembered a terrible boss I’d had years ago. “I’d probably be upset,” I said.
         “But I doubt I’d say anything. I’d probably just walk away.” Menkes gave no indication whether he was concerned or pleased
         by that answer. He simply pointed out that another person might well have said something like “I’d go and see my boss later
         in private, and confront him about why he embarrassed me in front of my team.” I was saying that I would probably handle criticism
         — even inappropriate criticism — from a superior with stoicism; in the second case, the applicant was saying he or she would
         adopt a more confrontational style. Or, at least, we were telling the interviewer that the workplace demands either stoicism
         or confrontation — and to Menkes these are revealing and pertinent pieces of information.
      

      
      Menkes moved on to another area — handling stress. A typical question in this area is something like “Tell me about a time
         when you had to do several things at once. How did you handle the situation? How did you decide what to do first?” Menkes
         says this is also too easy. “I just had to be very organized,” he began again in his mock-sincere singsong. “I had to multitask.
         I had to prioritize and delegate appropriately. I checked in frequently with my boss.” Here’s how Menkes rephrased it: “You’re
         in a situation where you have two very important responsibilities that both have a deadline that is impossible to meet. You
         cannot accomplish both. How do you handle that situation?”
      

      
      “Well,” I said, “I would look at the two and decide what I was best at, and then go to my boss and say, ‘It’s better that
         I do one well than both poorly,’ and we’d figure out who else could do the other task.”
      

      
      Menkes immediately seized on a telling detail in my answer. I was interested in what job I would do best. But isn’t the key
         issue what job the company most needed to have done? With that comment, I had revealed something valuable: that in a time of work-related crisis I start
         from a self-centered consideration. “Perhaps you are a bit of a solo practitioner,” Menkes said diplomatically. “That’s an
         essential bit of information.”
      

      
      Menkes deliberately wasn’t drawing any broad conclusions. If we are not people who are shy or talkative or outspoken but people
         who are shy in some contexts, talkative in other situations, and outspoken in still other areas, then what it means to know
         someone is to catalog and appreciate all those variations. Menkes was trying to begin that process of cataloging. This interviewing
         technique is known as structured interviewing, and in studies by industrial psychologists it has been shown to be the only kind of interviewing that has any success at
         all in predicting performance in the workplace. In the structured interviews, the format is fairly rigid. Each applicant is
         treated in precisely the same manner. The questions are scripted. The interviewers are carefully trained, and each applicant
         is rated on a series of predetermined scales.
      

      
      What is interesting about the structured interview is how narrow its objectives are. When I interviewed Nolan Myers I was
         groping for some kind of global sense of who he was; Menkes seemed entirely uninterested in arriving at that same general
         sense of me — he seemed to realize how foolish that expectation was for an hour-long interview. The structured interview works
         precisely because it isn’t really an interview; it isn’t about getting to know someone, in a traditional sense. It’s as much
         concerned with rejecting information as it is with collecting it.
      

      
      Not surprisingly, interview specialists have found it extraordinarily difficult to persuade most employers to adopt the structured
         interview. It just doesn’t feel right. For most of us, hiring someone is essentially a romantic process, in which the job
         interview functions as a desexualized version of a date. We are looking for someone with whom we have a certain chemistry,
         even if the coupling that results ends in tears and the pursuer and the pursued turn out to have nothing in common. We want
         the unlimited promise of a love affair. The structured interview, by contrast, seems to offer only the dry logic and practicality
         of an arranged marriage.
      

      
      5.

      
      Nolan Myers agonized over which job to take. He spent half an hour on the phone with Steve Ballmer, and Ballmer was very persuasive.
         “He gave me very, very good advice,” Myers says of his conversations with the Microsoft CEO. “He felt that I should go to the place that excited me the most and that I thought would be best for my career. He offered
         to be my mentor.” Myers says he talked to his parents every day about what to do. In February, he flew out to California and
         spent a Saturday going from one Tellme executive to another, asking and answering questions. “Basically, I had three things
         I was looking for. One was long-term goals for the company. Where did they see themselves in five years? Second, what position
         would I be playing in the company?” He stopped and burst out laughing. “And I forget what the third one is.” In March, Myers
         committed to Tellme.
      

      
      Will Nolan Myers succeed at Tellme? I think so, although I honestly have no idea. It’s a harder question to answer now than
         it would have been thirty or forty years ago. If this were 1965, Nolan Myers would have gone to work at IBM and worn a blue suit and sat in a small office and kept his head down, and the particulars of his personality would not have
         mattered so much. It was not so important that IBM understood who you were before it hired you, because you understood what IBM was. If you walked through the door at Armonk
         or at a branch office in Illinois, you knew what you had to be and how you were supposed to act. But to walk through the soaring,
         open offices of Tellme, with the bunk beds over the desks, is to be struck by how much more demanding the culture of Silicon
         Valley is. Nolan Myers will not be provided with a social script, that blue suit, and organization chart. Tellme, like any
         technology startup these days, wants its employees to be part of a fluid team, to be flexible and innovative, to work with
         shifting groups in the absence of hierarchy and bureaucracy, and in that environment, where the workplace doubles as the rec
         room, the particulars of your personality matter a great deal.
      

      
      This is part of the new economy’s appeal, because Tellme’s soaring warehouse is a more productive and enjoyable place to work
         than the little office boxes of the old IBM. But the danger here is that we will be led astray in judging these newly important particulars of character. If we let personability
         — some indefinable, prerational intuition, magnified by the Fundamental Attribution Error — bias the hiring process today,
         then all we will have done is replace the old-boy network, where you hired your nephew, with the new-boy network, where you
         hire whoever impressed you most when you shook his hand. Social progress, unless we’re careful, can merely be the means by
         which we replace the obviously arbitrary with the not so obviously arbitrary.
      

      
      Myers has spent much of the past year helping to teach Introduction to Computer Science. He realized, he says, that one of
         the reasons that students were taking the course was that they wanted to get jobs in the software industry. “I decided that,
         having gone through all this interviewing, I had developed some expertise, and I would like to share that. There is a real
         skill and art in presenting yourself to potential employers. And so what we did in this class was talk about the kinds of
         things that employers are looking for — what are they looking for in terms of personality. One of the most important things
         is that you have to come across as being confident in what you are doing and in who you are. How do you do that? Speak clearly
         and smile.” As he said that, Nolan Myers smiled. “For a lot of people, that’s a very hard skill to learn. But for some reason
         I seem to understand it intuitively.”
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      WHAT PIT BULLS CAN TEACH US ABOUT CRIME

      
      1.

      
      One sunny winter afternoon, Guy Clairoux picked up his two-and-a-half-year-old son, Jayden, from day care and walked him back
         to their house in the west end of Ottawa, Ontario. They were almost home. Jayden was straggling behind, and, as his father’s
         back was turned, a pit bull jumped over a backyard fence and lunged at Jayden. “The dog had his head in its mouth and started
         to do this shake,” Clairoux’s wife, JoAnn Hartley, said later. As she watched in horror, two more pit bulls jumped over the
         fence, joining in the assault. She and Clairoux came running, and he punched the first of the dogs in the head, until it dropped
         Jayden, and then he threw the boy toward his mother. Hartley fell on her son, protecting him with her body. “JoAnn!” Clairoux
         cried out, as all three dogs descended on his wife. “Cover your neck, cover your neck.” A neighbor, sitting by her window,
         screamed for help. Her partner and a friend, Mario Gauthier, ran outside. A neighborhood boy grabbed his hockey stick and
         threw it to Gauthier. He began hitting one of the dogs over the head, until the stick broke. “They wouldn’t stop,” Gauthier
         said. “As soon as you’d stop, they’d attack again. I’ve never seen a dog go so crazy. They were like Tasmanian devils.” The
         police came. The dogs were pulled away, and the Clairouxes and one of the rescuers were taken to the hospital. Five days later,
         the Ontario legislature banned the ownership of pit bulls. “Just as we wouldn’t let a great white shark in a swimming pool,”
         the province’s attorney general, Michael Bryant, had said, “maybe we shouldn’t have these animals on the civilized streets.”
      

      
      Pit bulls, descendants of the bulldogs used in the nineteenth century for bull baiting and dogfighting, have been bred for
         “gameness,” and thus a lowered inhibition to aggression. Most dogs fight as a last resort, when staring and growling fail.
         A pit bull is willing to fight with little or no provocation. Pit bulls seem to have a high tolerance for pain, making it
         possible for them to fight to the point of exhaustion. Whereas guard dogs like German shepherds usually attempt to restrain
         those they perceive to be threats by biting and holding, pit bulls try to inflict the maximum amount of damage on an opponent.
         They bite, hold, shake, and tear. They don’t growl or assume an aggressive facial expression as warning. They just attack.
         “They are often insensitive to behaviors that usually stop aggression,” one scientific review of the breed states. “For example,
         dogs not bred for fighting usually display defeat in combat by rolling over and exposing a light underside. On several occasions,
         pit bulls have been reported to disembowel dogs offering this signal of submission.” In epidemiological studies of dog bites,
         the pit bull is overrepresented among dogs known to have seriously injured or killed human beings, and as a result, pit bulls
         have been banned or restricted in several Western European countries, China, and numerous cities and municipalities across
         North America. Pit bulls are dangerous.
      

      
      Of course, not all pit bulls are dangerous. Most don’t bite anyone. Meanwhile, Dobermans and Great Danes and German shepherds
         and Rottweilers are frequent biters as well, and the dog that recently mauled a Frenchwoman so badly that she was given the
         world’s first face transplant was, of all things, a Labrador retriever. When we say that pit bulls are dangerous, we are making
         a generalization, just as insurance companies use generalizations when they charge young men more for car insurance than the
         rest of us (even though many young men are perfectly good drivers), and doctors use generalizations when they tell overweight
         middle-aged men to get their cholesterol checked (even though many overweight middle-aged men won’t experience heart trouble).
         Because we don’t know which dog will bite someone or who will have a heart attack or which drivers will get in an accident,
         we can make predictions only by generalizing. As the legal scholar Frederick Schauer has observed, “painting with a broad
         brush” is “an often inevitable and frequently desirable dimension of our decision-making lives.”
      

      
      Another word for generalization, though, is stereotype, and stereotypes are usually not considered desirable dimensions of our decision-making lives. The process of moving from
         the specific to the general is both necessary and perilous. A doctor could, with some statistical support, generalize about
         men of a certain age and weight. But what if generalizing from other traits — such as high blood pressure, family history,
         and smoking — saved more lives? Behind each generalization is a choice of what factors to leave in and what factors to leave
         out, and those choices can prove surprisingly complicated. After the attack on Jayden Clairoux, the Ontario government chose
         to make a generalization about pit bulls. But it could also have chosen to generalize about powerful dogs, or about the kinds
         of people who own powerful dogs, or about small children, or about backyard fences — or, indeed, about any number of other
         things to do with dogs and people and places. How do we know when we’ve made the right generalization?
      

      
      2.

      
      In July of 2005, following a series of bombings in subways and on buses in London, the New York City Police Department announced
         that it would send officers into the subways to conduct random searches of passengers’ bags. On the face of it, doing random
         searches in the hunt for terrorists — as opposed to being guided by generalizations — seems like a silly idea. As a columnist
         in New York magazine wrote at the time, “Not just ‘most’ but nearly every jihadi who has attacked a Western European or American target
         is a young Arab or Pakistani man. In other words, you can predict with a fair degree of certainty what an Al Qaeda terrorist
         looks like. Just as we have always known what Mafiosi look like — even as we understand that only an infinitesimal fraction
         of Italian-Americans are members of the mob.”
      

      
      But wait: do we really know what mafiosi look like? In The Godfather, where most of us get our knowledge of the Mafia, the male members of the Corleone family were played by Marlon Brando, who
         was of Irish and French ancestry, James Caan, who is Jewish, and two Italian-Americans, Al Pacino and John Cazale. To go by
         The Godfather, mafiosi look like white men of European descent, which, as generalizations go, isn’t terribly helpful. Figuring out what
         an Islamic terrorist looks like isn’t any easier. Muslims are not like the Amish: they don’t come dressed in identifiable
         costumes. And they don’t look like basketball players; they don’t come in predictable shapes and sizes. Islam is a religion
         that spans the globe.
      

      
      “We have a policy against racial profiling,” Raymond Kelly, New York City’s police commissioner, told me. “I put it in here
         in March of the first year I was here. It’s the wrong thing to do, and it’s also ineffective. If you look at the London bombings,
         you have three British citizens of Pakistani descent. You have Germaine Lindsay, who is Jamaican. You have the next crew,
         on July 21, who are East African. You have a Chechen woman in Moscow in early 2004 who blows herself up in the subway station.
         So whom do you profile? Look at New York City. Forty percent of New Yorkers are born outside the country. Look at the diversity
         here. Who am I supposed to profile?”
      

      
      Kelly was pointing out what might be called profiling’s “category problem.” Generalizations involve matching a category of
         people to a behavior or trait — overweight middle-aged men to heart-attack risk, young men to bad driving. But, for that process
         to work, you have to be able both to define and to identify the category you are generalizing about. “You think that terrorists
         aren’t aware of how easy it is to be characterized by ethnicity?” Kelly went on. “Look at the 9/11 hijackers. They came here.
         They shaved. They went to topless bars. They wanted to blend in. They wanted to look like they were part of the American dream.
         These are not dumb people. Could a terrorist dress up as a Hasidic Jew and walk into the subway, and not be profiled? Yes.
         I think profiling is just nuts.”
      

      
      3.

      
      Pit bull bans involve a category problem, too, because pit bulls, as it happens, aren’t a single breed. The name refers to
         dogs belonging to a number of related breeds, such as the American Staffordshire terrier, the Staffordshire bull terrier,
         and the American pit bull terrier — all of which share a square and muscular body, a short snout, and a sleek, short-haired
         coat. Thus the Ontario ban prohibits not only these three breeds but any “dog that has an appearance and physical characteristics
         that are substantially similar” to theirs; the term of art is “pit bull–type” dogs. But what does that mean? Is a cross between
         an American pit bull terrier and a golden retriever a pit bull–type dog or a golden retriever–type dog? If thinking about
         muscular terriers as pit bulls is a generalization, then thinking about dangerous dogs as anything substantially similar to
         a pit bull is a generalization about a generalization. “The way a lot of these laws are written, pit bulls are whatever they
         say they are,” Lora Brashears, a kennel manager in Pennsylvania, says. “And for most people it just means big, nasty, scary
         dog that bites.”
      

      
      The goal of pit bull bans, obviously, isn’t to prohibit dogs that look like pit bulls. The pit bull appearance is a proxy
         for the pit bull temperament — for some trait that these dogs share. But “pit bull–ness” turns out to be elusive as well.
         The supposedly troublesome characteristics of the pit bull type — its gameness, its determination, its insensitivity to pain
         — are chiefly directed toward other dogs. Pit bulls were not bred to fight humans. On the contrary: a dog that went after
         spectators, or its handler, or the trainer, or any of the other people involved in making a dogfighting dog a good dogfighter
         was usually put down. (The rule in the pit bull world was “Man-eaters die.”)
      

      
      A Georgia-based group called the American Temperament Test Society has put twenty-five thousand dogs through a ten-part standardized
         drill designed to assess a dog’s stability, shyness, aggressiveness, and friendliness in the company of people. A handler
         takes a dog on a six-foot lead and judges its reaction to stimuli such as gunshots, an umbrella opening, and a weirdly dressed
         stranger approaching in a threatening way. Eighty-four percent of the pit bulls that have been given the test have passed,
         which ranks pit bulls ahead of beagles, Airedales, bearded collies, and all but one variety of dachshund. “We have tested
         somewhere around a thousand pit bull–type dogs,” Carl Herkstroeter, the president of the ATTS, says. “I’ve tested half of them. And of the number I’ve tested I have disqualified one pit bull because of aggressive tendencies.
         They have done extremely well. They have a good temperament. They are very good with children.” It can even be argued that
         the same traits that make the pit bull so aggressive toward other dogs are what make it so nice to humans. “There are a lot
         of pit bulls these days who are licensed therapy dogs,” the writer Vicki Hearne points out. “Their stability and resoluteness
         make them excellent for work with people who might not like a more bouncy, flibbertigibbet sort of dog. When pit bulls set
         out to provide comfort, they are as resolute as they are when they fight, but what they are resolute about is being gentle.
         And, because they are fearless, they can be gentle with anybody.”
      

      
      Then which are the pit bulls that get into trouble? “The ones that the legislation is geared toward have aggressive tendencies
         that are either bred in by the breeder, trained in by the trainer, or reinforced in by the owner,” Herkstroeter says. A mean
         pit bull is a dog that has been turned mean, by selective breeding, by being cross-bred with a bigger, human-aggressive breed
         like German shepherds or Rottweilers, or by being conditioned in such a way that it begins to express hostility to human beings.
         A pit bull is dangerous to people, then, not to the extent that it expresses its essential pit bull-ness but to the extent
         that it deviates from it. A pit-bull ban is a generalization about a generalization about a trait that is not, in fact, general.
         That’s a category problem.
      

      
      4.

      
      One of the puzzling things about New York City is that, after the enormous and well-publicized reductions in crime in the
         mid-1990s, the crime rate has continued to fall. From 2004 to 2006, for instance, murder in New York declined by almost 10
         percent, rape by 12 percent, and burglary by more than 18 percent. To pick another random year, in 2005 auto theft went down
         11.8 percent. On a list of two hundred and forty cities in the United States with a population of a hundred thousand or more,
         New York City ranks two hundred-and-twenty-second in crime, down near the bottom with Fontana, California, and Port St. Lucie,
         Florida. In the 1990s, the crime decrease was attributed to big obvious changes in city life and government — the decline
         of the drug trade, the gentrification of Brooklyn, the successful implementation of broken windows policing. But all those big changes happened a decade ago. Why is crime still falling?
      

      
      The explanation may have to do with a shift in police tactics. The NYPD has a computerized map showing, in real time, precisely where serious crimes are being reported, and at any moment the map
         typically shows a few dozen constantly shifting high-crime hot spots, some as small as two or three blocks square. What the
         NYPD has done, under Commissioner Kelly, is to use the map to establish impact zones, and to direct newly graduated officers — who used to be distributed proportionally to precincts across the city — to these
         zones, in some cases doubling the number of officers in the immediate neighborhood. “We took two-thirds of our graduating
         class and linked them with experienced officers, and focused on those areas,” Kelly said. “Well, what has happened is that
         over time we have averaged about a thirty-five-percent crime reduction in impact zones.”
      

      
      For years, experts have maintained that the incidence of violent crime is inelastic relative to police presence — that people commit serious crimes because of poverty and psychopathology and cultural dysfunction,
         along with spontaneous motives and opportunities. The presence of a few extra officers down the block, it was thought, wouldn’t
         make much difference. But the NYPD experience suggests otherwise. More police means that some crimes are prevented, others are more easily solved, and still
         others are displaced — pushed out of the troubled neighborhood — which Kelly says is a good thing, because it disrupts the
         patterns and practices and social networks that serve as the basis for lawbreaking. In other words, the relation between New
         York City (a category) and criminality (a trait) is unstable, and this kind of instability is another way in which our generalizations
         can be derailed.
      

      
      Why, for instance, is it a useful rule of thumb that Kenyans are good distance runners? It’s not just that it’s statistically
         supportable today. It’s that it has been true for almost half a century, and that in Kenya the tradition of distance running
         is sufficiently rooted that something cataclysmic would have to happen to dislodge it. By contrast, the generalization that
         New York City is a crime-ridden place was once true and now, manifestly, isn’t. People who moved to sunny retirement communities
         like Port St. Lucie because they thought they were much safer there than in New York are suddenly in the position of having
         made the wrong bet.
      

      
      The instability issue is a problem for profiling in law enforcement as well. The law professor David Cole once tallied up
         some of the traits that Drug Enforcement Administration agents have used over the years in making generalizations about suspected
         smugglers. Here is a sample:
      

      
Arrived late at night; arrived early in the morning; arrived in afternoon; one of the first to deplane; one of the last to
            deplane; deplaned in the middle; purchased ticket at the airport; made reservation on short notice; bought coach ticket; bought
            first-class ticket; used one way ticket; used round-trip ticket; paid for ticket with cash; paid for ticket with small denomination
            currency; paid for ticket with large denomination currency; made local telephone calls after deplaning; made long-distance
            telephone call after deplaning; pretended to make telephone call; traveled from New York to Los Angeles; traveled to Houston;
            carried no luggage; carried brand-new luggage; carried a small bag; carried a medium-sized bag; carried two bulky garment
            bags; carried two heavy suitcases; carried four pieces of luggage; overly protective of luggage; disassociated self from luggage;
            traveled alone; traveled with a companion; acted too nervous; acted too calm; made eye contact with officer; avoided making
            eye contact with officer; wore expensive clothing and jewelry; dressed casually; went to restroom after deplaning; walked
            rapidly through airport; walked slowly through airport; walked aimlessly through airport; left airport by taxi; left airport
            by limousine; left airport by private car; left airport by hotel courtesy van.

      
      Some of these reasons for suspicion are plainly absurd, suggesting that there’s no particular rationale to the generalizations
         used by DEA agents in stopping suspected drug smugglers. A way of making sense of the list, though, is to think of it as a catalog of
         unstable traits. Smugglers may once have tended to buy one-way tickets in cash and carry two bulky suitcases. But they don’t
         have to. They can easily switch to round-trip tickets bought with a credit card, or a single carry-on bag, without losing
         their capacity to smuggle. There’s a second kind of instability here as well. Maybe the reason some of them switched from
         one-way tickets and two bulky suitcases was that law enforcement got wise to those habits, so the smugglers did the equivalent
         of what the jihadis seemed to have done in London when they switched to East Africans because the scrutiny of young Arab and
         Pakistani men grew too intense. It doesn’t work to generalize about a relationship between a category and a trait when that
         relationship isn’t stable — or when the act of generalizing may itself change the basis of the generalization.
      

      
      Before Kelly became the New York City police commissioner, he served as the head of the US Customs Service, and while he was
         there, he overhauled the criteria that border-control officers use to identify and search suspected smugglers. There had been
         a list of forty-three suspicious traits. He replaced it with a list of six broad criteria. Is there something suspicious about
         their physical appearance? Are they nervous? Is there specific intelligence targeting this person? Does the drug-sniffing
         dog raise an alarm? Is there something amiss in their paperwork or explanations? Has contraband been found that implicates
         this person?
      

      
      You’ll find nothing here about race or gender or ethnicity, and nothing here about expensive jewelry or deplaning at the middle
         or the end, or walking briskly or walking aimlessly. Kelly removed all the unstable generalizations, forcing customs officers
         to make generalizations about things that don’t change from one day or one month to the next. Some percentage of smugglers
         will always be nervous, will always get their story wrong, and will always be caught by the dogs. That’s why those kinds of inferences are more reliable than the ones based on whether smugglers are
         white or black, or carry one bag or two. After Kelly’s reforms, the number of searches conducted by the Customs Service dropped
         by about 75 percent, but the number of successful seizures improved by 25 percent. The officers went from making fairly lousy
         decisions about smugglers to making pretty good ones. “We made them more efficient and more effective at what they were doing,”
         Kelly said.
      

      
      5.

      
      Does the notion of a pit bull menace rest on a stable or an unstable generalization? The best data we have on breed dangerousness
         are fatal dog bites, which serve as a useful indicator of just how much havoc certain kinds of dogs are causing. Between the
         late 1970s and the late 1990s, more than twenty-five breeds were involved in fatal attacks in the United States. Pit bull
         breeds led the pack, but the variability from year to year is considerable. For instance, in the period from 1981 to 1982,
         fatalities were caused by five pit bulls, three mixed breeds, two St. Bernards, two German shepherd mixes, a pure-bred German
         shepherd, a husky-type, a Doberman, a Chow Chow, a Great Dane, a wolf-dog hybrid, a husky mix, and a pit bull mix — but no
         Rottweilers. In 1995 and 1996, the list included ten Rottweilers, four pit bulls, two German shepherds, two huskies, two Chow
         Chows, two wolf-dog hybrids, two shepherd mixes, a Rottweiler mix, a mixed breed, a Chow Chow mix, and a Great Dane. The kinds
         of dogs that kill people change over time, because the popularity of certain breeds changes over time. The one thing that
         doesn’t change is the total number of the people killed by dogs. When we have more problems with pit bulls, it’s not necessarily
         a sign that pit bulls are more dangerous than other dogs. It could just be a sign that pit bulls have become more numerous.
      

      
      “I’ve seen virtually every breed involved in fatalities, including Pomeranians and everything else, except a beagle or a basset
         hound,” Randall Lockwood, a senior vice president of the ASPCA and one of the country’s leading dog-bite experts, told me. “And there’s always one or two deaths attributable to malamutes
         or huskies, although you never hear people clamoring for a ban on those breeds. When I first started looking at fatal dog
         attacks, they largely involved dogs like German shepherds and shepherd mixes and St. Bernards — which is probably why Stephen
         King chose to make Cujo a St. Bernard, not a pit bull. I haven’t seen a fatality involving a Doberman for decades, whereas
         in the 1970s they were quite common. If you wanted a mean dog, back then, you got a Doberman. I don’t think I even saw my
         first pit bull case until the middle to late 1980s, and I didn’t start seeing Rottweilers until I’d already looked at a few
         hundred fatal dog attacks. Now those dogs make up the preponderance of fatalities. The point is that it changes over time.
         It’s a reflection of what the dog of choice is among people who want to own an aggressive dog.”
      

      
      There is no shortage of more stable generalizations about dangerous dogs, though. A 1991 study in Denver, for example, compared
         178 dogs that had a history of biting people with a random sample of 178 dogs with no history of biting. The breeds were scattered:
         German shepherds, Akitas, and Chow Chows were among those most heavily represented. (There were no pit bulls among the biting
         dogs in the study, because Denver banned pit bulls in 1989.) But a number of other, more stable factors stand out. The biters
         were 6.2 times as likely to be male than female, and 2.6 times as likely to be intact than neutered. The Denver study also
         found that biters were 2.8 times as likely to be chained as unchained. “About twenty percent of the dogs involved in fatalities
         were chained at the time, and had a history of long-term chaining,” Lockwood said. “Now, are they chained because they are
         aggressive or aggressive because they are chained? It’s a bit of both. These are animals that have not had an opportunity
         to become socialized to people. They don’t necessarily even know that children are small human beings. They tend to see them
         as prey.”
      

      
      In many cases, vicious dogs are hungry or in need of medical attention. Often, the dogs had a history of aggressive incidents,
         and, overwhelmingly, dog-bite victims were children (particularly small boys) who were physically vulnerable to attack and
         may also have unwittingly done things to provoke the dog, like teasing it, or bothering it while it was eating. The strongest
         connection of all, though, is between the trait of dog viciousness and certain kinds of dog owners. In about a quarter of
         fatal dog-bite cases, the dog owners were previously involved in illegal fighting. The dogs that bite people are, in many
         cases, socially isolated because their owners are socially isolated, and they are vicious because they have owners who want
         a vicious dog. The junkyard German shepherd — which looks as if it would rip your throat out — and the German-shepherd guide
         dog are the same breed. But they are not the same dog, because they have owners with different intentions.
      

      
      “A fatal dog attack is not just a dog bite by a big or aggressive dog,” Lockwood went on. “It is usually a perfect storm of
         bad human-canine interactions — the wrong dog, the wrong background, the wrong history in the hands of the wrong person in
         the wrong environmental situation. I’ve been involved in many legal cases involving fatal dog attacks, and, certainly, it’s
         my impression that these are generally cases where everyone is to blame. You’ve got the unsupervised three-year-old child
         wandering in the neighborhood killed by a starved, abused dog owned by the dogfighting boyfriend of some woman who doesn’t
         know where her child is. It’s not old Shep sleeping by the fire who suddenly goes bonkers. Usually there are all kinds of
         other warning signs.”
      

      
      6.

      
      Jayden Clairoux was attacked by Jada, a pit bull terrier, and her two pit bull–bullmastiff puppies, Agua and Akasha. The dogs
         were owned by a twenty-one-year-old man named Shridev Café, who worked in construction and did odd jobs. Five weeks before
         the Clairoux attack, Café’s three dogs got loose and attacked a sixteen-year-old boy and his four-year-old half brother while
         they were ice skating. The boys beat back the animals with a snow shovel and escaped into a neighbor’s house. Café was fined,
         and he moved the dogs to his seventeen-year-old girlfriend’s house. This was not the only time that he had run into trouble;
         a few months later, he was charged with domestic assault and, in another incident, involving a street brawl, with aggravated
         assault. “Shridev has personal issues,” Cheryl Smith, a canine-behavior specialist who consulted on the case, says. “He’s
         certainly not a very mature person.” Agua and Akasha were now about seven months old. The court order in the wake of the first
         attack required that they be muzzled when they were outside the home and kept in an enclosed yard. But Café did not muzzle
         them, because, he said later, he couldn’t afford muzzles, and apparently no one from the city ever came by to force him to
         comply. A few times, he talked about taking his dogs to obedience classes, but he never did. The subject of neutering them
         also came up — particularly Agua, the male — but neutering cost a hundred dollars, which he evidently thought was too much
         money, and when the city temporarily confiscated his animals after the first attack, it did not neuter them, either, because
         Ottawa does not have a policy of preemptively neutering dogs that bite people.
      

      
      On the day of the second attack, according to some accounts, a visitor came by the house of Café’s girlfriend, and the dogs
         got wound up. They were put outside, where the snowbanks were high enough that the backyard fence could be readily jumped.
         Jayden Clairoux stopped and stared at the dogs, saying, “Puppies, puppies.” His mother called out to his father. His father
         came running, which is the kind of thing that will rile up an aggressive dog. The dogs jumped the fence, and Agua took Jayden’s
         head in his mouth and started to shake. It was a textbook dog-biting case: unneutered, ill-trained, charged-up dogs with a
         history of aggression and an irresponsible owner somehow get loose and set upon a small child. The dogs had already passed
         through the animal bureaucracy of Ottawa, and the city could easily have prevented the second attack with the right kind of
         generalization — a generalization based not on breed but on the known and meaningful connection between dangerous dogs and
         negligent owners. But that would have required someone to track down Shridev Café and check to see whether he had bought muzzles,
         and someone to send the dogs to be neutered after the first attack, and an animal-control law that ensured that those whose
         dogs attack small children forfeit their right to have a dog. It would have required, that is, a more exacting set of generalizations
         to be more exactingly applied. It’s always easier just to ban the breed.
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         * This article was written during the 2008 college football season. Missouri ended up finishing 10–4, and Chase Daniel — who
         at one point was considered one of the favorites to win the Heisman Trophy — faded down the stretch. He was not selected in
         the 2009 NFL draft but signed as a free agent with the Washington Redskins.
      

       

      * Not long after this article came out, I debated John Douglas on NPR. I expected him to have some kind of well-thought-out response to the criticisms of Alison and his colleagues. But it quickly
         became apparent that he had no idea who Alison or any of the other academic critics of profiling were.
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