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Have you ever wondered what the difference is between “choking” and 
“panicking?” Or, why there are literally hundreds of interesting varieties of 
mustard cluttering up grocery store shelves across America, but only a few 
different kinds of ketchup? Or perhaps you’re itching to find out what hair dye can 
tell us about the history of the 20th century.

If you find yourself strangely fascinated by these, and other similarly obscure 
lines of inquiry, then chances are you’re a fan of the bestselling American author 
Malcolm Gladwell. Or, at the very least, you’re familiar with his work, and so it’s a 
good bet you’ve already heard about his new book, What the Dog Saw.

Over the past decade, starting with The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell has 
produced three books that have radically changed how we understand our 
modern world and how we relate to it. Now, in What the Dog Saw, Gladwell 
brings together, for the first time, the best of his writing from The New Yorker over 
the same time period (19 articles in all).

The title of the book was inspired by Gladwell’s fascinating profile of Cesar Millan 
(aka the Dog Whisperer), who became a famous TV personality by traveling 
across America and calming angry canines with a simple look, or a light touch 
of the hand. The Millan profile (which is clearly one of the author’s favorites) 
appears in the first of three loosely organized sections of Gladwell’s book - a 
section called “Obsessives, Pioneers, and Other Varieties of Minor Geniuses.” 
In addition to the Millan piece, this section features a portrait of an eccentric 
pitchman for kitchen gadgets (Ron Popeil) who is apparently so persuasive that, 
in Gladwell’s words, “he could sell clothing to a nudist.” Gladwell also profiles 
an advertising mogul and an investment strategist. What these people have in 
common is an unusually rich understanding of how other human beings (and 
dogs, in the Millan story) think and feel; plus a rare ability to promote themselves 
and their ideas.

The second section is entitled “Theories, Predictions, and Diagnoses.” In this 
section, Gladwell explores the art and science of “thinking and seeing clearly,” 
without bias or hubris. For example, his heartbreaking Million-Dollar Murray 
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article explores the problem of chronic homelessness — and looks at whether 
approaching the problem differently for the most extreme and costly cases 
(such as simply giving chronic homeless persons like Murray keys to their own 
apartments, instead of offering a temporary shelter bed) would make sense 
in social and economic policy terms, notwithstanding the obvious political 
challenges. This section may be of particular interest to public policy makers and 
business leaders.

The third and final section is titled “Personality, Character, and Intelligence,” 
and it takes a close look at the predictions we make about people. “How do we 
know whether someone is bad, or smart, or capable of doing something really 
well?” Gladwell asks here. He examines how educators evaluate young teachers, 
how the FBI profiles criminals, how job interviewers form snap judgments, and 
how NFL scouts identify talented football players at the college level. Across the 
various pieces, Gladwell is naturally candid in his skepticism about the various 
predictive techniques used, but nevertheless fascinated by the sheer range of 
methods to measure talent or personality.

The common theme that runs through all three sections is Gladwell’s desire to 
show us the world through the eyes of others — even if the others happen to be 
a dogs.

What follows is a carefully selected sampling of a few articles from each section, 
intended to give readers a feel for the book as a whole. We hope you enjoy them 
...

Obsessives, Pioneers, and Other Varieties of Minor 
Geniuses

The Ketchup Conundrum (September 2004)

This is a story about human flavor preferences, and why, for some foods, our 
individual tastes will vary widely. But for other kinds of food, we more or less 
have the same preferences. The story is told through the lens of mustard versus 
tomato ketchup.

“Many years ago,” writes Malcolm Gladwell, “one brand of mustard dominated 
the supermarket shelves: French’s. It came in a plastic bottle. People used it on 
their hot dogs and bologna. It was yellow in color, made from ground mustard 
seeds with turmeric and vinegar added, which gave it a slightly metallic taste.” 
Yet, even at that time, despite the utter market dominance of French’s mustard, 
you might still have found a bolder, browner kind of mustard in the specialty-
foods section called Grey Poupon.

In the early seventies, Gladwell explains, Grey Poupon was no more than a 
hundred-thousand-dollar-a-year business. Few Americans knew what it was or 
how it tasted. Then one day the company that owned Grey Poupon discovered 
that if you gave people a mustard taste test, a significant number actually 
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preferred Grey Poupon over yellow mustard. So the firm excitedly re-launched 
Grey Poupon in a fancier glass jar, with an embossed label which made it look 
imported (it was actually made in Connecticut). Then they hired a top Manhattan 
ad agency to create something for television. The agency came back with the 
now infamous ad that involves a Rolls-Royce limo driving down a country road. 
You know: the one with a guy in the back seat with a plate of food on a silver 
tray, and a jar of Grey Poupon. Another limousine pulls up alongside and the man 
leans out the window. “Pardon me, Sir. Would you have any Grey Poupon?”

In the cities where that ad ran, sales of Grey Poupon leaped by fifty per cent. By 
the end of the nineteen-eighties Grey Poupon had become the strongest brand in 
mustard.

The rise of Grey Poupon appeared to prove that the taste preferences of 
American consumers were not fixed, writes Gladwell. And it is because of the 
Grey Poupon experience that an entrepreneur named Jim Wigon decided, 
about 10 years ago, to enter the ketchup business, reasoning that the business 
(dominated by Heinz) was ripe for a major shake-up. Wigon sought to create the 
Grey Poupon of ketchup.

The ratio of tomato solids to liquids in Wigon’s unique brand of ketchup, which 
he called World’s Best, is much higher than in Heinz. It is also sweeter. In 
launching his company, Wigon’s basic operating assumption was that there 
ought to be some segment of the American population that’d prefer a sweeter, 
thicker ketchup like World’s Best. But there is theory, and there is practice. By the 
end of his first year, Wigon had only sold fifty thousand jars. In the universe of 
condiments, this is no more than a blip.

Is it possible, Gladwell wonders, that the rules of variable taste preferences that 
apply to Grey Poupon, as well as many other common supermarket products 
(consider the dozen different kinds of spaghetti sauce at the grocery store), just 
don’t apply to ketchup?

To answer this question, Gladwell spoke with food scientists and other experts. 
He learned that there are five fundamental tastes in the human palate: salty, 
sweet, sour, bitter and umami (umami is the full-bodied taste of old cheese, 
or mushrooms). Heinz tomato ketchup, as it turns out, hits all five tastes in an 
extremely harmonious way. And interestingly enough, not many other things run 
the full sensory spectrum like Heinz.

Hence, we have a ketchup conundrum, explains Gladwell. “What is true about 
a yellow condiment that goes on hot dogs does not appear true about a tomato 
condiment that goes on hamburgers,” he writes. As it turns out, there’s really only 
one kind of ketchup.

What the Dog Saw (May 2006)
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Gladwell’s fascinating profile of Cesar Millan (aka “The Dog Whisperer” who’s 
widely known from his TV show on the National Geographic Channel) rounds out 
the “minor geniuses” section of the book. This article is clearly one of the author’s 
personal favorites, as evidenced by Gladwell’s decision to borrow its title for the 
cover of his book.

As most people know, Cesar (everyone calls him by his first name) is a dog 
behaviorist, whose specialty is helping the owners of aggressive or troubled 
dogs. Gladwell was aware, when he was first writing the piece, of the controversy 
over Cesar’s training methods. Specifically, some dog trainers find him to be too 
aggressive at times. But Gladwell didn’t go into that particular debate, because 
his goal was not to write a piece about the specifics of dog training. Instead, 
Gladwell chose to focus on Cesar himself, as well as on the broader question of 
what meaning dogs (and by extension, other human beings) attach to our body 
language. Hence the title of the article: What the Dog Saw.

In this piece, Gladwell observes that certain people have a particular style of 
movement that’s almost like dancing. Such people “command our attention” by 
their very presence, without even saying a word. Cesar is one of these people. 
Former President Ronald Reagan was another. To fully understand both Ronald 
Reagan and Cesar Millan’s incredible effectiveness as communicators, one 
must look beyond merely their words, but also look at how they used facial 
expressions, hand gestures and other movements to inspire and persuade their 
listeners. Gladwell reasons that some of these techniques can be honed over 
time. But some people are more gifted than others.

Theories, Predictions, and Diagnoses
Open Secrets (January 2007)

In Open Secrets, Gladwell writes about the fall of Enron, the differences between 
“puzzles and mysteries”, and the perils of what he refers to as “too much 
information.”

The article begins on the afternoon of October 23, 2006, in a federal courtroom 
in Houston, Texas, where the disgraced former CEO of Enron, Jeffrey Skilling, 
is about to be read his sentence. “The evidence clearly establishes that the 
defendant repeatedly lied to investors, including Enron’s own employees,” the 
Judge said in a harsh tone. He then proceeded to sentence Skilling to twenty-four 
years in prison (to this day, one of the heaviest sentences ever given to a white-
collar criminal in the United States).

“If you sat through the trial of Jeffrey Skilling, you’d think that the Enron 
scandal was like a classic puzzle,” says Gladwell. After all, the company had 
conducted dozens of shady side deals that no one — except for perhaps a few 
clever accountants — actually understood. “Investors were not given enough 
information!” was the basic accusation levelled at Skilling and his conspirators. 
In effect, the prosecutors invited the jury to subscribe to the classic “puzzle 



What the Dog Saw

                   TheBusinessSource.com                                                                                          All Rights Reserved
             

5

premise” (i.e. if only we’d been given more information, we could have solved the 
puzzle), and the prosecution was framed accordingly.

But the prosecutors were wrong, writes Gladwell. Enron wasn’t a puzzle.

It was actually a mystery.

Puzzles are generally black-and-white issues, explains Gladwell. The key to 
solving a puzzle is to find a crucial missing piece of information. And if someone 
wilfully withholds that information, as Skilling was accused of doing, then the 
puzzle cannot be solved.

On the other hand, mysteries require complex human judgments and the 
assessment of uncertainty. The hard part about solving mysteries is not that 
we have too little information, but rather that we have too much. The distinction 
between having too little information versus too much information is not trivial. 
How so? Well, imagine you are facing a difficult problem at work. If you consider 
it to be mainly a puzzle, then your logical response would be to increase your 
collection of data and intelligence. By unearthing just one crucial new fact, you 
might actually solve the problem. On the other hand, if you are facing a mystery, 
you needn’t go looking for more information. Instead, you should just focus on 
improving the analysis of the data you already have. The issue with mysteries is 
that there’s lots of data already on the table, but it’s hard to interpret.

Returning to the Enron case, the prosecutors argued, in effect, that Skilling 
had misled its investors by not telling them enough about how the company 
was being run. Yet, several of the accounting experts that Gladwell interviewed 
believed that Enron had actually come “astonishingly close to having complied 
with the accounting rules.” They were going over the edge, just a bit. But the 
truth wasn’t hidden. One would have had to look very closely at their financial 
statements, and possibly ask some questions for clarification. But as it turns out, 
no one on Wall Street ever asked the tough questions.

Despite the reams of information about Enron’s shady financial transactions 
already in the public domain, no one solved the Enron problem until it was 
already too late. The company went bankrupt and investors lost billions. In 
Gladwell’s opinion, this tragedy did not occur for a lack of information; it wasn’t a 
puzzle. The data (albeit complicated financial data) was readily available. Rather, 
the circumstances leading up to the fall of Enron were a mystery — a failure on 
the part of the investment community to do the necessary thinking and analysis 
that could have averted the disaster from happening.

Million Dollar Murray (February 2006)

A second article in this section, which is based on the sad but true story of 
Murray Barr, is a Gladwell classic. Barr was a homeless, hard-core alcoholic man 
from Reno, Nevada. As Gladwell told the story, Barr would spend most of his 
nights either in a hospital having his stomach pumped or drying out in a police 
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cell. Barr was clearly a huge financial burden on the health and criminal justice 
systems. The question Gladwell asks is whether it’s Barr’s fault that he’s such a 
drain, or if it’s actually the system’s fault.

Often times, the first to raise doubts about the system’s ineffectiveness in dealing 
with chronic homeless people like Barr are the local police officers. In Barr’s 
case, over a ten year period, his (unpaid) hospital and jail stays cost the system 
over a million dollars.

Yet, despite the obvious costs, society seems to find it “more palatable to 
manage chronic homelessness than to end it,” according to Gladwell. After all, 
it would clearly be cheaper — and perhaps even kinder — to just give people 
like Barr a house of their own and assign someone to keep a watchful eye over 
them, rather than leave them on the streets to rack up jail time and medical 
bills. Gladwell plays his argument out by examining a pilot program in Oregon 
that has attempted to do just this, and then muses on why other States haven’t 
embraced the strategy. The conclusion he draws (which is likely the correct 
one) is that other places don’t go around handing free house keys to homeless 
people because it wouldn’t seem “fair” to do so. Why should someone who 
contributes so little to society be handed the keys to a new home when there are 
people who work three jobs just to pay the rent and are given no real help by the 
government?

According to Gladwell, the problem is, so long as these moral and political 
questions around fairness and equity are allowed to frame the debate, the 
financial costs to society from dealing ineffectively with serious conditions like 
chronic homelessness will continue to mount. As will the human cost (Murray 
Barr passed away a few years ago).

Personality, Character, and Intelligence
Late Bloomers (October 2008)

In an article entitled Late Bloomers, Gladwell asks why we so often equate 
“genius” with “precocity,” and shows that, in many cases, talent is actually made, 
not born.

Gladwell’s article draws heavily upon on the story of Ben Fountain, an up-and-
coming lawyer at a leading firm in Dallas, Texas, who just a few years out of law 
school in 1988, decided to walk away from his promising legal career in order to 
focus full-time on writing fiction. At the time, many of Fountain’s closest friends 
and family members thought he was nuts. Of course, they had every reason to 
be skeptical because, as of that point in time, the only thing Fountain had ever 
published was a five page law-review article.

“I was tremendously apprehensive,” said Fountain to Gladwell. “I felt like I’d 
stepped off a cliff and I didn’t know if the parachute was going to open ... It was 
crazy.”
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In his first year, Fountain worked from dawn to dusk at his new craft, and 
eventually he managed to sell two stories. Slowly but surely he gained more 
confidence. Eventually, that led to him publishing a collection of short stories 
titled Brief Encounters with Che Guevara. The reviews were sensational, and 
Fountain’s book won many awards.

When re-told this way, Ben Fountain’s rise to fame may sound like a familiar 
old story. But as Gladwell explains, Fountain’s success was far from sudden, or 
certain. For every short story he managed to publish in the first few years after 
leaving the law firm, he had over thirty rejections. His breakthrough moment did 
not come for a full eighteen years after he first sat down to write fiction at his 
kitchen table. By then, he was forty-eight.

“Genius in the popular conception,” writes Gladwell, “is inextricably tied up with 
‘precocity’. Doing something truly creative, we’re inclined to think, requires the 
freshness and exuberance and energy of youth.” But as it turns out, that’s not 
always the case.

Long before Ben Fountain took up the pen, Mark Twain also got a relatively late 
start on his own literary career. According to Gladwell, Twain “fiddled and revised 
and gave up on Huckleberry Finn so many times that the book took him nearly a 
decade to complete.”

So, why does it matter that we tend to conflate (wrongly) true genius with 
precocity? It matters, says Gladwell, because our society, in general, is too quick 
to give up on late bloomers and, as compared to early bloomers, does very little 
to encourage them. “On the road to greatness,” writes Gladwell, “the late bloomer 
will often resemble a failure ... And whenever we find a successful late bloomer, 
we can’t but wonder how many others like him or her we have thwarted because 
we prematurely judged their talents.”

Most Likely to Succeed (December 2008)

In this important article, Gladwell shows that just as it’s almost impossible to 
accurately predict whether a top college quarterback will be successful in the 
National Football League, it’s equally hard to predict which new teachers will 
perform well based strictly on their academic record at teachers college, and on 
prior non-teaching work experience.

While all the research clearly shows that there’s an enormous difference in 
learning outcomes among students who have good teachers and those who have 
bad ones, according to Gladwell, to this day, “no one knows what a person with 
the potential to be a great teacher looks like.” In his view, the current methods of 
selecting and promoting teachers in schools across America are flawed, and it’s 
the students who suffer for it.

What would Gladwell do differently? His simple prescription is as follows: “We 
shouldn’t be raising standards,” he writes. “We should be lowering them.”
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In Gladwell’s view, teaching should be open to “anyone with a pulse and a 
college degree” and teachers should only be judged after they have started their 
jobs, not before. For Gladwell, it shouldn’t matter one bit what an individual’s 
grades were like in teachers college, or what kind of work they may have done 
before, because real life teaching is so fundamentally different than any other 
endeavor. Gladwell believes that schools need to adopt an “apprenticeship 
system” that allows candidates to be rigorously evaluated on the job during the 
first few years of their careers. This means that schools would probably have to 
hire and fire as many as four mediocre candidates for every one good teacher 
they retain for the long haul. A controversial notion indeed.

Conclusion
Malcolm Gladwell has an unusual gift for re-interpreting quirky personalities, 
occurrences and phenomena to make them more insightful for business readers 
and general audiences alike. In fact, he’s become so good at this particular genre 
of storytelling that Time Magazine recently named him one of America’s 100 
Most Influential People. In What the Dog Saw, Gladwell shows off his remarkable 
talent for “entertaining persuasiveness” in a number of different ways, using each 
quirky story in the collection as a window to some larger lesson or meaning. We 
hope you benefit from it.
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