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I’m about four seconds into my first
speed date at the Vibe Hotel in Rushcutters
Bay in Sydney and things are going
swimmingly. So good, in fact, that | already
know that I like the girl sitting opposite
me. | like her big blue eyes, long brown
hair and warm, open smile. After worrying
that eight minutes was going to be far

too short a period to possibly establish
mutual attraction, in hindsight | realise she
probably had me at “hello”.

| know what you’re thinking. All I've

done is check her out. But before you
dismiss me as shallow and superficial, let
me explain something. There’s nothing
superficial about the speed and efficiency
of the human brain.

A study by Princeton University
psychologists published in the journal
Psychological Science found that it takes a
tenth of a second to form an impression of
a stranger from their face and that longer
exposure doesn’t significantly alter the
initial impression.

Why are we such a judgmental lot? Blame
evolution and its central tenet — the survival
of the fittest. “In evolution, judging who

is trustworthy, who is a good collaborator
or who we should have children with is a
very important skill in natural selection,”
says Dr Nick Allen, associate professor of
psychology at the University of Melbourne.
It’s no less vital in the modern world,
where first impressions can significantly
affect your ability to prosper and succeed.
“A bad initial impression closes down
opportunities,” Allen explains. “Then you
have to overcome a prejudice. If someone
thinks you’re arrogant when they first meet
you, you’ll have to be much more humble
from then on to overcome that prejudice.
And if you're even a little bit arrogant it
will reinforce their initial impression.”

It’s true, however, that some things

can’t be overcome. Jude Law is always
going to do better at speed dating than

| am. Fortunately though, behaviour is
modifiable and with a bit of work you

can make an impression that will help you
land a job, impress the in-laws, beat the
bouncer and get the girl. How do | know?
Well, luckily for me, Jude couldn’t make it
that night. So that girl | was talking about?
She’s now my girlfriend.
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THE FIRST MOVE

Let’s pretend you're in a movie. It's the scene where you've spotted
a pretty girl across a crowded room and decided to make a move. As
you shuffle nervously over to where she’s seated, sweat is beginning
to form patches under your arms, your hair looks like new real estate
for low-flying birds and your cologne could stun flies in mid-flight.
As you move into target range, your vocal chords are tightening and
your heart is pounding. Okay, we’ll freeze the frame right there.

Obviously this scene has a predictable conclusion. The moment
she turns to greet you, you’re a goner. It can be salvaged, however,
with a bit of preparation and careful editing.

Lets begin with your attitude, because in an age of casual hook-ups,
f*ck buddies, confusion about gender roles and a pervasive attitude of
“what you see is what you get”, it seems many blokes have forgotten
how to impress a girl.

“A lot of men these days say, ‘take me as | am’,” reveals Heather
Fenning of Dinner4Six.com.au, who'’s been organising dinner
parties for singles for 16 years. “But you’ve got to put your best
foot forward.” Whether it’s a blind date or the first time you meet
someone at a bar, “be well-groomed, have a shave, wear some
aftershave, make strong eye contact and exude confident body
language”, she urges. “That way you give yourself the best possible
chance of being well received.”

Poor grooming and hygiene cost cavemen dearly and they won't do
you any favours either. “In an evolutionary sense, we use grooming
and cleanliness to work out which people are healthy,” says Allen.
“Even today we have a strong reaction to people who aren’t clean.”

Your next step is to back that up with confident body language.
Start by changing that nervous shuffle into a self-assured strut. When
you greet her, stand tall, smile warmly and look her in the eye, all
minor visual cues that together subtly project confidence.

“Women are drawn to confident men,” observes Trudy Gilbert,
Director of high-end matchmaking service Elite Introductions. “Even
slight arrogance is better than insecurity.”

Combine that with a bit of chivalry and you're starting to put
together a formidable package. If you're on a blind date, for example,
“pour the wine and pay for the meal. If you make the effort to woo
her you'll stand out from the competition”, Gilbert advises. “Women
equate being a gentleman with sophistication and maturity.”

A confident gentleman is also less likely to commit the cardinal sin
of communication: talking about yourself too much.

“The men who do really well at speed dating are good listeners,”
reckons Anna Saunders, General Manager of Fast Impressions:
Speed Dating With Style. “They ask a lot questions, rather than
dominating the eight minutes talking about themselves.”

Worried that you’ll come across as bland? “You need to find a
balance between being interested and interesting,” adds Saunders.
“So if you do offer something interesting about yourself, she’ll want
to know more.”

Ideally that little morsel will be wrapped in humour. “A sense of
humour will leave the strongest impression of all,” reveals relationships
psychologist Jo Lamble. But before you train your lasers on the clumsy
barman or the pompous git at the next table, you might do better
to direct your rapier wit at a bigger target: you. “Jokes at your own
expense show you don’t take yourself too seriously,” Lamble says.

Got all that? Good. Now let’s get back to that frozen
image of you hovering in front of the girl. Bears a striking
resemblance to Jude Law, doesn’t it?
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