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The Men's Group Seminar: Why We Are Misunderstood
James Tobin, Ph.D.  | July 17, 2021
A common issue among many of my clients is the rather frustrating experience of being misunderstood. This encompasses a gamut of situations ranging from nonverbal miscues, having statements or actions misinterpreted, problematic first impressions, and being projected upon in ways that ultimately result in exaggeration or distortion. Heidi Grant Halvorson, a researcher who investigates social perception, opens her talk “Why No One Understands You (And What to Do About It)” with the assertion that “You are a lot harder to understand than you think you are.” In her fascinating book, No One Understands You and What To Do About It, Halvorson attempts to make sense of the phenomenon of being misunderstood. She discusses scientific evidence indicating that the ways we perceive ourselves (and the impressions we think we are making) are often significantly different from how we are actually perceived. The transparency illusion, as described in an article from The Atlantic on Halvorson’s work, suggests that people often assume they come across as an “open book” and, consequently, may not exert effort toward offering a clear, unambiguous communication to another party. Not only do we assume that people “read” us more accurately than they do, but how we are perceived and interpreted by others is often flawed. Interpretive errors are especially rampant in the nonverbal realm (i.e., drawing meaning from facial gestures and body language), as people are prone to adopting numerous shortcuts (“heuristics”) in social perception that may result in significant errors. Learning how to access and identify people’s “filters” (i.e., how they perceive the world, in general, and you, in particular) is an important competency that communications experts highlight. Interestingly enough, awareness of how we are viewed and interpreted by others was a primary goal of psychotherapy defined by Freud nearly 100 years ago. In the next virtual meeting of the Men's Group Seminar on Saturday, July 17, 2021 (10:15 to 11:30 AM), we will explore the dynamics of being misunderstood. In our discussion, we will consider intriguing components of social perception including “dark spots” and communication difficulties linked to “mixed signals.” 
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Heidi Grant Halvorson: Why No One Understands You (and What To Do About It)
About this talk
Ever get the feeling you and a client or colleague are just talking past one another? Miscommunication and misunderstandings are one of the biggest culprits of career acrimony. That’s why, in this talk, researcher and author Heidi Grant Halvorson shares how we can get out of our own minds and make sure our message is heard. Using research from her latest book, Halvorson demonstrates the importance of overcoming the assumption of false consensus, and how subtle cues like eye contact and nodding can make all the difference. 
Heidi Grant Halvorson, Associate Director, Columbia University Motivation Science Center
Heidi Grant Halvorson is the Associate Director of Columbia University’s Motivation Science Center, and a popular blogger for HBR, Fast Company, Huffington Post, Forbes, WSJ, and 99U. As a researcher, she studies goal pursuit, the obstacles that derail us, and the strategies we can use to overcome them. Her latest book is FOCUS: Using Different Ways of Seeing The World for Success and Influence.
 
Full Transcript 
So, as Scott said, I’m sort of interested in this question of how it is we can better come across the way we intend to with other people. And it’s really one of the key things in collaborating, or in leading. You need to come across the way you intend to. The bad news is we don’t do it nearly as often as we think we do.
I mean, everybody in this room knows what it’s like to not come across the way you meant, to make a bad first impression. The reality is we’re actually doing it a lot more than we think. And no one is immune to this. In fact, even presidents are not immune. In fact, actually sometimes it seems they’re particularly likely to not come across the way they intend to. And here’s one of my favorite examples.
Here’s a photo of George Bush at a G8 Summit there with Angela Merkel and some of the other G8 leaders. And, you know, it’s stressful. They’re working together, a lot of tough issues on the table. And I guess at some point, President Bush felt that Angela Merkel looked like she needed a back rub. And so you can see the play by play here of how that went. Here she is actually at the moment she realizes she’s being rubbed. Here she is actually physically shaking him off. And, of course, the German press went crazy. This is so patronizing. It’s obviously sort of sexist. I mean, he’s probably not rubbing Tony Blair, or Putin, or any of those other people. And I guess don’t rub Angela Merkel was something he needed to be told in advance. Most of us just sort of know that. But, you know, he’s not exactly my favorite person. But I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt and say, you know, he didn’t intend to be just chauvinist or patronizing. He honestly probably was just trying to be nice and give someone a back rub.
And this is the kind of thing that happens altogether too often. We don’t come across the way we intend. Our intentions aren’t clear to other people. And each of us knows what this is like. We’ve all had the experience other people are really just not getting us– particularly troubling when it’s your colleagues or the people that work for you.
Now, why does that happen? Why is it so hard for people to understand us?
In large part, it’s because you’re a lot harder to understand than you think you are. Most of us sort of walk around assuming that we’re kind of an open book. And it’s obvious what we’re thinking and feeling. And, really, nothing could be further from the truth. And to really make sense of it, you can see it if you really break it down into the information you have about you and the information other people have about you, and you look at it play by play.
So, for example, your intentions– you know what they are. Other people do not. They don’t have access to that. They have to guess. Your thoughts– advances in neuroscientist notwithstanding, nobody’s looking in your head anytime soon. So other people don’t know what you’re thinking. You might tell them. But most of the time we don’t. Your feelings– again, you know what they are. Other people do not. But what about being able to read feelings on your face? Well, that’s a funny one, because, yes, people have access to what you’re doing with your face, and generally you do not. And that can be a real problem, actually, because we don’t know what we’re doing with our faces. And, in fact, actually faces are very, very hard to read. With the exception of the major strong emotions like anxiety, disgust, profound sadness, it turns out that the face you’re making when you’re not at all hurt by what I just said looks a lot like the face you make when you are in fact hurt by what I just said. And it’s really, really hard for other people to tell what your face is doing, and what that relationship is to what you’re feeling and what you’re thinking. Your body language– again, other people definitely notice this, largely unconsciously. But you have– you might know what you’re doing. You can kind of cultivate awareness of what you do with your body. But most of us really have no idea what we’re doing with our bodies. So we are sending very clear signals with our body language. And most of the time we don’t know we’re doing it. OK, what about your behavior? Yes, you have access to that. And, yes, sort of– this gets an asterisk– other people have access to your behavior, and also what you say. But there’s little asterisks there for a reason. And that is, first of all, they have to actually be paying attention to your behavior and paying attention to what you say, which is kind of a big assumption to make that other people are actually doing that. But more than that, it’s important to realize that all actions, and all words, really are open to interpretation. There’s really many meanings to the things was we say. And so we have a tendency to feel like beauty is in the perceiver. And that’s true, by the way. But what’s really true is everything is. Everything is in the eye of the perceiver. Everything is given meaning by the person who’s trying to understand you.
We have, I think our gut feeling about perception, or sort of the assumption we run around with, is that basically other people’s impression of us and the way they understand us is that they look at what we do and say. And then that maps on directly to how they see us. No, that’s not how it works. They look at what we do and say. They pay attention to some of what we do and say. And then they interpret that. And then that’s what they think of us. Now, to really get, then, why we don’t come across the way we intend to, we need to understand what’s happening in that interpretation box. And it turns out lots of things are happening in the interpretation box. So, yes– again, asterisks– your words, and actions, the ones they pay attention to, that goes into the interpretation. So does a bunch of things that are happening completely automatically and non-consciously, like stereotypes about the groups to which you belong, and different kinds of assumptions that we tend to make about people in general.
One of the scarier things we’ve learned in research on person perception in the last 20 years is that, actually, you don’t have to agree with a stereotype to be affected by it. Again, it’s happening completely unconsciously, and relatively automatically. So people kind of know something about you. And then they’re filling in a lot of the blanks with other stuff. And they don’t really know that they’re doing it. Assumptions– what kind of assumptions do people make about you? There’s a couple that are kind of amusing. One is the assumption of false consensus, which is, in general, we assume that our beliefs and preferences are shared by lots and lots of other people, because we think our beliefs and preferences are right. So this is why– you know, you ever turn on the TV, and someone who belongs to this really fringe like radical political group says, you know, well, the American people want x. And you’re like, you are not the American people. You are a fringe radical group. But they think they are. They think that everybody agrees with them. So Democrats tend to think that there are more Democrats than there actually are. And Republicans think there are more Republicans. And if you like chocolate ice cream, you think that more people like chocolate ice cream than actually do, because we think that our beliefs and our preferences are right. So everybody else must degree. Except for where it comes to our good qualities. Those we think are unique. Sort of like, everybody thinks they’re a better than average driver. My favorite example of false– this is called false uniqueness. So when it comes to your goodness, you think other people are less likely to be good in the ways that you are. And my favorite example of this is from a 1980 survey of Americans asking them, first, do you follow the Ten Commandments? For each commandment, which one do you follow or not, do you obey it? And then what percentage of Americans do you think also obeys this commandment? Here’s a real eye-opening one. I honestly thought that would be higher. 91% of Americans do not commit murder, OK. And, like, 64% percent say they don’t use profanity– lie, that’s not true. But anyway, look at number. So this is how many people say, I obey this commandment. And then this is how many people say, this is what they think the average Americans do. So they think 29% of us are out there killing people when it’s only nine, actually. So, you know, you’re not killing people is not all that special as you think it is. 
But, anyway, this is sort o fun example. So what else goes in there? Stereotypes, assumptions, also past experience with you. Now, this actually makes sense. If I’m trying to understand your behavior then it makes sense that I use my past experience with you to understand what you’re doing. So if you make a joke that’s a little bit slightly offensive, but I have a history with you, and I know that you’re a jokester, and that generally you’re a person with kind of good intentions then I’m less likely to be offended by it. I’m likely to interpret it in that lens. So in a way, what it’s like, OK, fine, so we use past behavior to explain other people. But the problem there is that what is that past experience was sort of wrong or not really representative of you. This is that whole first impressions mattering a lot kind of thing, where if someone gets the wrong first impression of you they tend to then use that– again, not consciously, people aren’t trying to be jerks, but their brains are wired this way, to use that first impression to then understand everything else you do through the lens of that impression. So that, obviously, creates problems when we don’t make the right impression from the get go, when we don’t come across the way we intend. What else goes in here? Stuff about them, nothing to do with you, their own baggage, their own issues, their own past experiences. All of those things color how they see you, nothing you can do about that. Context– now, that’s good. You want people to take into account context. If you’re really crabby because you have a lot of stuff going on, you want people to take that into account and not just conclude that you’re a jerk. But, oh, you know, they’re under a lot of pressure. They’ve got a lot of stuff going on. 
The problem with context, though, is that brains in general do not take context into account unless they have a lot of time and they’re really motivated to do so. Your perceiver is not going to work that hard to understand you most of the time. So a lot of times, we don’t actually take context into account when we understand other people. And we just think, oh, so-and-so’s a jerk, or so-and-so is this or that, without really thinking about the situation in which their behavior occurred in. So that can lead to a lot of misunderstandings, and again not coming across the way you intend. So it’s a big problem. I’m not going to lie. It’s a big problem. And it’s a problem for all of us. I don’t know what your colleagues and your employees think of you. But I know that you don’t know either, because it’s really that kind of a problem. You may have a sense of it. But, really, I promise you there are some surprises there. One of the questions I get asked a lot is, so, what do I do? I mean, how do I know how I’m coming across to other people, if you’re telling me that I don’t know? I do have a favorite question for that that you can ask. What you have to do is find someone that you’ve known for awhile who you really trust to tell you an honest answer, and ask them to complete this sentence. If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were, blank. And don’t get mad at them for what they say. But it’s a really great way to find out. Like, if I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were kind of arrogant. If I didn’t know you better, I’d think that you weren’t that bright, frankly. If I didn’t know– you hear some surprising stuff. 
And, yet, it’s a really, really great source of information, because to really understand to solve the problem of coming across the way you intend, you really need to start by saying, OK, how am I actually coming across? And, in general, people don’t know how they’re coming across. So get that information. I want to also give you some really specific kinds of things that you can do. The good news when it comes to perception is that even though people are wrong about us a lot of the time, they’re not randomly wrong. They’re predictably wrong. We know a lot about what kinds of signals you can send to come across a certain way, and when you don’t send those signals, what happens. And so you can kind of think of it as your job, if you want to be understood by other people, is there’s the signal that you’re trying to send. And there’s a lot of noise, which I just showed you, all that other stuff– assumptions, and stereotypes, and their past experience, and so on. And you want to amplify the signal so that it gets caught, like the person can actually attend to it with all the noise that’s going on. So I’m going to give you some very specific ways to send the right signal in a lot of the situations that come up very commonly when you’re either trying to collaborate or you’re trying to lead a team. And I talk about these as these three lenses of perception, these three particular kind of lenses that people look through in certain situations that shape how they see us, and what you need to do to send the right impression through each lens. The first is the trust lens. This is happening basically all the time. We’re wired to be asking ourselves the question, can I trust you, of everybody in our lives. Again, this is one of these survival things. Our brains are not very different from when we were hunter gatherers, and really kind of figuring out, are you a friend or a foe? Are you going to help me or are you going to kill me? Was really important every day, and our brains are still essentially wired to do that. So being able to come across as trustworthy is essential. 
Then there’s the power lens– what happens when people are in a position of power relative to you– and the ego lens– what happens when you’re collaborating with other people, and you’re successful, and how that affects them. So the trust lens happens when people are not sure if you’re a friend or a foe. And the answer to that question is determined by your ability to project two qualities– competence and warmth. The problem, of course, is that we mostly try to project competence. We’re trying to show other people how smart we are. And we forget to project warmth. But you need both of those to be trusted. And like almost every other psychological concept in the world, I can illustrate this with “The Simpsons.” So you want to be Lisa. Lisa is warm and competent. You know that she has good intentions toward you. That’s the warmth part. And you know that she can act on those intentions. That’s the competent part. But if you fail to send signals of warmth and you just send competence, then you’re going to come across as competent and cold. And then you are Mr. Burns. And so then you actively distrusted. People will feel like, I can’t count on you to have my back. Just in case you’re curious about the other two cells, if you come across as warm but incompetent, then you’re Homer. People who are warm and incompetent are pitied, generally. And if you come across as incompetent and cold, you’re Mo. People who are incompetent and cold are sort of figures of disgust. And we try to avoid them essentially. But this is really important. Everybody in this room probably knows how to come across as competent. But you don’t know whether you’re coming across as warm. So let me give you some things that you can do to make sure you come across as warm. OK, maintain eye contact people. I just can’t say this enough times, and especially when the other person is talking. In this day and age, we are so looking at our phones. And now we’re going to have watches and stuff to look at. And it’s like more and more, we’re not looking at people when they’re talking to us. Look at people when they’re talking to you. That’s a very clear indicator of warmth. Smilinh– not like an idiot, don’t smile all the time. But smile when people smile at you. That is really– like, if you don’t smile the rest of the time, fine. But smile when someone smiles at you. That’s really, really cold if you they smile at you and you don’t smile back. Nod, again– not like crazy, but when other people are talking, you know, you do the thing at the end where you go, huh, like that. It turns out that’s really important. If you don’t nod at the end of sentences, people don’t feel like you’re listening, don’t feel like you’re understanding. It’s a little affirmation, like, oh, yeah. So that’s important. Ask people if you do these things. Ask someone you trust, because it’s very common that people will say like, oh, yeah, I do all of that stuff. And you don’t, actually. So ask someone you just trust, do I maintain eye contact? Do I do the nod? And really work on this. And then, of course, actually listen. That’s really important. And be affirming– not in a Stuart Smalley creepy way, but like sort of when someone says something, you say, like, oh, that’s great. Or, oh, I understand. Be empathetic. Take a moment to express concern with people. And it goes a long way to establishing trust. 
OK, then there’s the power lens. Here’s the problem with power. We know that– and it’s not that powerful people are evil. But power does actually do some funny stuff to brains. And one of the things that power does is really narrows people’s focus of attention so that when you’re in a position of power you tend to see everybody the same way. You tend to rely on stereotypes and assumptions even more. You pay less attention to the relatively powerless. You’re not really individuating them, understanding their unique gifts and contributions. You just sort of see them as all the same. In fairness, part of that is because you’ve got a lot to do. Usually powerful people have a lot going on. So in order to really get their attention, to become that pencil that actually the powerful person notices, what do you have to do? The answer is a little bit surprising. You might think, well, ingratiation. This is what people always do with powerful people. They flatter them. Nope, that’s not it. Powerful people don’t care if you think they’re awesome. They think they’re awesome. That’s enough. They don’t need you. Doing a great job– right, if I do my job really, really well, that will get the powerful person’s attention? No, it won’t. That will not help you. What you need to do is actually figure out what their goals are, and then show them that you can help them reach their goals. In other words, this is how I can help you, powerful person, get from A to B. So it’s worth figuring out, the powerful person in your life, what is that they are trying to do? What are their goals? Where do they align with mine? And how can I really kind of be in their face about how I can be instrumental for them? That is what will get you a powerful person’s attention. Then, suddenly, they zero in on you because you are worth understanding, and knowing, and being accurate about. OK, and finally the last lens is the ego lens. And this really has to do with the fact that most of us, in many of our jobs, are working with people who are doing very similar work. And what happens when you actually do really well, and you have a success? Well, the answer is often you’re actually– that success is threatening to the people around you on a very unconscious level. They don’t necessarily wouldn’t articulate it that way. But we know that it can be. And, again, whether or not your success is threatening to the people around you is predicted by, again, two factors. The first is relevance. So is your success happening in an area that that person also wants to be successful in? And closeness– is this someone you have to see a lot? They’re in your life a lot, you kind of can’t ignore them. Now, when you have high relevance and high closeness, there’s the potential for high threat when you are successful for someone else. To give you an example of that– because I just can’t put his picture up there enough times apparently– there’s the Bush brothers, who apparently don’t actually talk much. And, again, they’re an example of high threat. They’re close by virtue of the fact that their brothers. And they’re both trying to be successful in the same domain– politics. So there’s real potential for one of their successes to be threatening to the other person. If you have more moderate threats– if you have relevance but less closeness, if you can kind of not have to deal with that person all that much– so, for example– can’t help myself. There’s some relevance there. They both were leaders of countries. But they don’t really have to deal with each other all the time. So there’s only moderate threat there. Low threats, and really the ideal scenario, is when you have closeness but low relevance. In other words, you’re successful in something that I don’t care about being successful in. But you and I are close. And then I can enjoy that. Fun fact, if you don’t remember anything else from today, you can amuse people at cocktail parties with Ira Glass is cousins with Philip Glass. I know, right? Fun. So Ira Glass the radio personality, Philip Glass the composer are cousins– two totally different domains. So they can enjoy the awesomeness of being a Glass without threatening one another. And, of course, if you have both low relevance and low closeness, then there’s no threat. I don’t think Ira Glass– I don’t think he actually rode the bear. I’m pretty sure that’s Photoshop. But I just like it so much. So how do we deal with that? We deal with it by– you can think of the problem as being, we’re too comparable. We’re both apples. What do we do? Well, you can deal with it by decreasing relevance– so become an apple and an orange. This is what a lot of siblings do in order to still get along, is they kind of gravitate toward doing different things. The most famous example might be the Emmanuel brothers– Rom the politician, Ezekiel the doctor, and Ari the Hollywood agent are all successful in different areas. So it’s not totally comparable. The other thing you can do is decrease closeness. Get away from the other person, essentially. That’s mostly what those guys did for most of their lives. They just sort of didn’t really hang out together. And by decreasing closeness, they decreased the threat. But when neither of those things are possible– you have to work with these other people. You’re successful in the thing that they want to be successful in as well. Then what might very well happen here is that they’re only option left is to see you negatively, to kind of take you down a notch, see you as a crappy apple with a worm in it. And then they feel better about themselves that you’re so successful and maybe they’re not. 
So how do you keep this from happening? Because this is really the source of tension in collaboration. And the way you keep this from happening is that you create a sense of us. And instead of being my apple is better than your apple, you say, we’re just the best damn basket of apples out there, aren’t we? Our basket is so awesome. And successful teams, and successful companies, do this by creating identities and shared goals where everybody feels like a win for one of us is a win for all of us. And there are other famous examples of this, like the Williams sisters, who should be a high threat scenario, but actually they seem to feel like a win for one Williams is a win for the Williams family. And so they end up being actually very, very close despite the high relevance of what they do. So, in conclusion, let me just sum this up with these three things I want you to remember, besides the thing about Ira Glass and Philip Glass. It’s essential to establish trust both with your colleagues and collaborators, and with your clients, and with the people that you’re trying to lead. And to do that, project warmth and competence. Don’t forget the warm. It’s absolutely essential. Or you’re Mr. Burns. Get attention from powerful people, including clients, by being instrumental. Don’t tell them how well you do your job. Tell them how well you’re going to help them do theirs. That’s what’s key. And then, finally, to be awesome and likable at the same time, go out of your way to create a sense of us– to enjoy other people’s success so that they feel that there’s a community kind of going on, and they can also afford to enjoy your successes as well. And if you want to learn more about this stuff, here’s my book. OK, thank you all so much for your time. [APPLAUSE]
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Mixed Signals: Why People Misunderstand Each Other
The psychological quirks that make it tricky to get an accurate read on someone's emotions
By Emily Esfahani Smith

In her new book No One Understands You and What To Do About It, Heidi Grant Halvorson tells readers a story about her friend, Tim. When Tim started a new job as a manager, one of his top priorities was communicating to his team that he valued each member’s input. So at team meetings, as each member spoke up about whatever project they were working on, Tim made sure he put on his “active-listening face” to signal that he cared about what each person was saying.
But after meeting with him a few times, Tim’s team got a very different message from the one he intended to send. “After a few weeks of meetings,” Halvorson explains, “one team member finally summoned up the courage to ask him the question that had been on everyone’s mind.” That question was: “Tim, are you angry with us right now?” When Tim explained that he wasn’t at all angry—that he was just putting on his “active-listening face”—his colleague gently explained that his active-listening face looked a lot like his angry face.
To Halvorson, a social psychologist at Columbia Business School who has extensively researched how people perceive one another, Tim’s story captures one of the primary problems of being a human being: Try though you might to come across in a certain way to others, people often perceive you in an altogether different way.
One person may think, for example, that by offering help to a colleague, she is coming across as generous. But her colleague may interpret her offer as a lack of faith in his abilities. Just as he misunderstands her, she misunderstands him: She offered him help because she thought he was overworked and stressed. He has, after all, been showing up early to work and going home late every day. But that’s not why he’s keeping strange hours; he just works best when the office is less crowded.
His colleague gently explained that his "active-listening face" looked a lot like his angry face.
These kinds of misunderstandings lead to conflict and resentment not just at work, but at home too. How many fights between couples have started with one person misinterpreting what another says and does? He stares at his plate at dinner while she’s telling a story and she assumes he doesn’t care about what she’s saying, when really he is admiring the beautiful meal she made. She goes to bed early rather than watching their favorite television show together like they usually do, and he assumes she’s not interested in spending time with him, when really she’s just exhausted after a tough day at work.
Most of the time, Halvorson says, people don’t realize they are not coming across the way they think they are. “If I ask you,” Halvorson told me, “about how you see yourself—what traits you would say describe you—and I ask someone who knows you well to list your traits, the correlation between what you say and what your friend says will be somewhere between 0.2 and 0.5. There’s a big gap between how other people see us and how we see ourselves.”
This gap arises, as Halvorson explains in her book, from some quirks of human psychology. First, most people suffer from what psychologists call “the transparency illusion”—the belief that what they feel, desire, and intend is crystal clear to others, even though they have done very little to communicate clearly what is going on inside their minds.
Because the perceived assume they are transparent, they might not spend the time or effort to be as clear and forthcoming about their intentions or emotional states as they could be, giving the perceiver very little information with which to make an accurate judgment.
“Chances are,” Halvorson writes, “how you look when you are slightly frustrated isn’t all that different from how you look when you are a little concerned, confused, disappointed, or nervous. Your ‘I’m kind of hurt by what you just said’ face probably looks an awful lot like your ‘I’m not at all hurt by what you just said’ face. And the majority of times that you’ve said to yourself, ‘I made my intentions clear,’ or ‘He knows what I meant,’ you didn’t and he doesn’t.”
The perceiver, meanwhile, is dealing with two powerful psychological forces that are warping his ability to read others accurately. First, according to a large body of psychological research, individuals are what psychologists call “cognitive misers.” That is, people are lazy thinkers.
According to the work of the Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman, there are two ways that the mind processes information, including information about others: through cognitive processes that Kahneman calls System 1 and System 2. These “systems,” which Kahneman describes in his book Thinking Fast and Slow, serve as metaphors for two different kinds of reasoning. System 1 processes information quickly, intuitively, and automatically. System 1 is at work, as Halvorson notes in her book, when individuals engage in effortless thinking, like when they do simple math problems like 3 + 3 = 6, or when they drive on familiar roads as they talk to a friend in the car, or when they see someone smile and immediately know that that person is happy.
When it comes to social perception, System 1 uses shortcuts, or heuristics, to come to conclusions about another person. There are many shortcuts the mind relies on when it reads others facial expressions, body language, and intentions, and one of the most powerful ones is called the “primacy effect” and it explains why first impressions are so important. According to the primacy effect, the information that one person learns about another in his early encounters with that person powerfully determines how he will see that person ever after.
[image: ]For example, referring to research conducted about the primacy effect, Halvorson points out that children who perform better on the first half of a math test and worse on the second half might be judged to be smarter than those who perform less well on the first part of the test, but better on the second part. The two students would have performed objectively the same, but one would benefit from the way the primacy effect biases the mind. “The implications of findings like these for late bloomers,” Halvorson writes, “or anyone who struggles initially only to excel later, are terrifying.”
People perceive others in two distinct stages—a fast but flawed stage, and a reflective and deliberative stage.

In comparison to the biased and faulty System 1 style of thinking, System 2 processes information in a conscious, rational, and deliberative manner. System 2 is at work, for example, when an individual does more complicated math problems, like algebra, when he is driving on foreign roads, or when he is trying to figure out what his supervisor meant when she left a cryptic note on his desk saying “call me immediately.” Unlike System 1, where thinking is automatic and effortless, System 2 thinking is effortful.
The important point about System 2 is that it can correct System 1 by evaluating, for instance, whether the first impression recorded by System 1—that Johnny is bad at math—should continue to determine how the perceiver sees Johnny. If there is overriding evidence saying that the first impression needs to be updated—Johnny is scoring consistently well on his other math tests—then the perceiver can engage in System 2 thinking to update his impression of Johnny.
But System 2 demands a lot of effort and mental energy. According to Halvorson, people have to be really motivated to engage in System 2 thinking. For example, the teacher might only feel the need to reevaluate Johnny’s performance after Johnny or his parents complain that he’s not being graded fairly or if Johnny has suddenly and unexpectedly emerged as the star of the class. Halvorson points out that because most people are cognitive misers, content to trade off speed for accuracy in thinking about others, perception usually ends with System 1.[image: ]
These two systems of reasoning lead individuals to perceive others in two distinct stages—a fast but flawed stage, and a reflective and deliberative stage. One study by the psychologist Dan Gilbert of Harvard University and his colleagues sheds light on how perception occurs in two phases. Participants came into a lab and watched seven video clips of a woman speaking to a stranger. In five of the clips, the woman appeared to be stressed out and anxious. Though the video was silent, there were subtitles indicating the topics that the woman and the stranger were talking about.
Regardless of what situation she was in, they concluded that she was indeed an "anxious person."
Gilbert and his colleagues wanted to see what the research subjects thought of this woman’s personality. In one condition, participants were told that the woman and stranger were talking about neutral topics for all seven clips, like restaurants and books. In the other condition, participants were told that in the five clips in which the woman appeared anxious, she was talking to the stranger about touchy subjects, like sexual fantasies, personal secrets, and life failures. Gilbert also asked some of the participants to memorize the discussion topics that appeared in the subtitles. The point of that task was to keep those participants mentally busy so that they could not enter the second phase of perception, which corresponds with Kahneman’s System 2.
At the end of the experiment, the participants were asked whether or not this woman was an “anxious person.” When the participants were not distracted by the memorization task, they rated her in an expected way: They thought she was anxious when she was discussing neutral topics and acting stressed out, and they rated her as not anxious when she was discussing stressful topics and acting stressed out. These research subjects were able to enter the second phase of perception by taking the woman’s situation into account. Anyone asked about her sexual fantasies would likely feel uncomfortable. But those who were kept mentally busy came to a very different conclusion about this woman’s personality. Regardless of what situation she was in, they concluded that she was indeed an “anxious person.” For these people, acting anxious equaled being anxious.[image: ]
Perception is also clouded by the perceiver’s own experiences, emotions, and biases, which also contributes to misunderstandings between people. As Halvorson puts it, everyone has an agenda when they interact with another person. That agenda is usually trying to determine one of three pieces of information about the perceived: Is this person trustworthy? Is this person useful to me? And does this person threaten my self-esteem?
How a perceiver answers those questions will determine whether she judges the other person in a positive or negative way. Take self-esteem. Researchers have long found that individuals need to maintain a positive sense of themselves to function well. When someone’s sense of herself is threatened, like when she interacts with someone who she thinks is better than her at a job they both share, she judges that person more harshly. One study found, for example, that attractive job applicants were judged as less qualified by members of the same sex than by members of the opposite sex. The raters who were members of the same sex, the researchers found, felt a threat to their self-esteem by the attractive job applicants while the members of the opposite sex felt no threat to their self-esteem.
"Can you imagine how exhausting it would be to weigh every possible motivation of another person?"
Given the many obstacles to accurate perception, what do people have to do to come across they way they intend to?
One study hints at an answer. In the study, published in 1998 in Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, research subjects came into the lab to conduct a mock negotiation with one other person. Each party chose a specific goal for the negotiation, like “gain the liking of the other person” or “hold firm to my own personal opinions,” which they went into the negotiation trying to achieve, but weren’t necessarily trying to reveal to the other person. After the negotiation, each party was asked what the other person’s goal was, which was an indication of how transparent the other person was. In the study, research subjects only guessed the goal of their partner correctly 26 percent of the time. Meanwhile, more than half of them thought that they were clearly relaying their goals and intentions to the other person. The lesson of this study is that people may think that they are being clear, but they’re not.[image: ]
“If you want to solve the problem of perception,” Halverson says, “it’s much more practical for you to decide to be a good sender of signals than to hope that the perceiver is going to go into phase two of perception. It’s not realistic to expect people to go to that effort. Can you imagine how exhausting it would be to weigh every possible motivation of another person? Plus, you can’t control what’s going on inside of another person’s mind, but you can control how you come across.”
People who are easy to judge—people who send clear signals to others, as Halvorson suggests people do—are, researchers have found, ultimately happier and more satisfied with their relationships, careers, and lives than those who are more difficult to read. It’s easy to understand why: Feeling understood is a basic human need. When people satisfy that need, they feel more at peace with themselves and with the people around them, who see them closer to how they see themselves.
Emily Esfahani Smith is a writer based in Washington, D.C. She is the author of The Power of Meaning: Crafting a Life That Matters.
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9 Reasons Why People Misunderstand You - And What To Do About It

Remy Blumenfeld
 PEXELS
Do you often feel as though, no matter how clearly you think you're communicating, your needs and motives get misinterpreted?   This is because everyone in your life is listening to you through a powerful filter (the filter of their own needs) which transmutes what they hear.
George Bernard Shaw put it like this: “The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.”
If you could see that everyone in your life was wearing tinted sunglasses, you wouldn't expect them to see that the white shirt you're wearing is in fact white. Your mother, in her rose-tinted shades, might see your shirt as pink. Your dad's mirrored aviators could easily pick up the sun's orange glow and to your boss, in his bronzed ray-bans, your white shirt would seem cream.
Powerful Filters Colour Our Listening
When we communicate verbally with diverse people we're often surprised that, somehow they didn't hear what we thought we'd said.  However, they are listening to us through filters which are more powerful than any sunglasses.
Depending on the filter of your listener, your simplest request, such as "Would you  be able to draft a new version of this report?" could be heard as "They're too lazy to draft it themselves" "They're power-crazy - and out to show me who's boss;" Or "They're scared and need my help."
Communicating effectively means not only taking responsibility for what you say but also for how you are being heard. Perhaps the most useful, simple way to determine other people's listening filters is to understand the other person's driving needs.
Needs are the energy of life – the fundamental motivation for all behaviors.
Behind every action, there is a hunger to meet needs.
—Marshall Rosenberg
Dr. Marshall B. Rosenberg, Ph.D. (1934 - 2015) worked worldwide as a peacemaker before founding the Center for Nonviolent Communication. The NVC process he pioneered supports partnership and resolves conflict within people, in relationships, and in society
Our Fundamental Human Needs Determine What We Hear
Rosenberg lists 9 fundamental human needs. Think of these as 9 basic filters through which you're being heard.
Affection      Creation       Recreation
Freedom     Identity      Understanding
Participation     Protection     Subsistence
When you communicate something simple to a colleague, such as 'I'll be leaving work early today,' they could hear it in one of many different ways, depending on what motivates them.
If they're listening  through 'understanding' they could hear that you're leaving early as a cue that you are experiencing problems at home (even though you didn't mention this.)
If their filter is 'creation', they may intuit that you need to quit work for a class or workshop (even though you didn't say anything about this.)
If they're driven by 'identity,' they may assume you are telling them of your early departure as a way of flexing your seniority (even though you didn't discuss this either.)
So, the same simple statement ('I'll be leaving work early today,') could be heard as 'she has personal problems,' 'she's doing a creative workshop' or 'she thinks she's more important than everyone else,' depending on the filter of the person you're talking to.
Speak Into Your Colleague's Listening
Since other people's perceptions of you can become your reputation very quickly, you may want to take responsibility not only for how you communicate but also for how what you say is perceived by your listener.
Once you get to know someone well, it's sometimes possible to correctly guess what filter they're most likely to be listening through. If, for instance, you know your colleague has a chip on their shoulder and often feels 'less than' you can make a point of tailoring your request accordingly and say something like 'I just wanted to give you the heads up that I need to try and get away early today, if that's OK with you?'   This is called speaking into someone else's listening.
Ask Your Listener To Repeat Back To You What They Think They Heard
In most situations, however, we can't be that sure how what we're saying has been heard, so it's always best to ask. It may sound exhausting - pointless, even. But, if you want to make sure your true intention has been communicated and that you don't get known as selfish, needy, bossy or hedonistic (to name just four distinct possibilities) you need to check what they actually heard and how they interpreted it.
Make Sure You're Being Heard Correctly
Your communication and the chance of you being understood will only improve if you also clearly explain your own motivation. Letting your listener know what is behind your action or request will make it less likely that they will layer their own (incorrect)  interpretation. If your request (to leave work early) is driven by subsistence, you could add: .... 'the childminder started early today and I really want to avoid having to pay her double time after 5pm.' Alternatively, if you're simply motivated by freedom, make it clear by adding ...' being able to leave early from time to time is one of the things I love about this job, don't you?'
Become A Better Listener By Repeating Back What You Heard and Asking The Speaker If That’s What They Meant.
Once you get the hang of taking responsibility for being understood, you can also flip your newly acquired listening skills so that instead of projecting what you think someone has said, you pro-actively check in with them.
Simply by being aware that everyone (including you) is unconsciously listening through a powerfully distorting filter, you will be much better prepared to make certain you are not misunderstood within the echo chamber of their needs.
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How To Unpack And Interpret Mixed Signals
Dating gets tricky when the person you’re seeing doesn’t say what they really mean.
 BY JONI SWEET 
· You hear it time and time again: Communication is key to a successful relationship. But how can you ever get to that point if the person you’re seeing keeps sending you mixed signals?
They tell you they need space, then text you all day long. They don’t want you to date other people, but they don’t want to be exclusive. They seem really into you, yet don’t prioritize time together. What gives?
Mixed signals might as well be ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics when it comes to the energy it takes to decipher them. But once you get to the root of where the miscommunication is coming from, you can begin interpreting what mixed signals really mean for your relationship—and communicate in a way that makes you both feel heard and understood.
To help you unpack mixed signals in your love life, HealthyWay sat down with Shirani Pathak, LCSW, a relationship counselor, holistic psychotherapist, and founder of the Center for Soulful Relationships. Here, she shares how conflicting attachment styles might be to blame for crossed wires, why miscommunication might not always be a red flag, and examples of mixed signals you’re most likely to encounter when you date. Plus, she offers some effective communication strategies that can help you both say what you really mean—no shame or blame necessary.
What are mixed signals?
You’ve heard your girlfriends groan that they’re getting mixed signals from guys and girls they’re dating—and now you suspect you’re experiencing them yourself. What are mixed signals?
“Mixed signals are when someone’s being inconsistent in the messages they’re giving people,” Pathak explains.
Mixed signals can simply be miscommunication—your partner tries to express one set of feelings, and it comes out wrong. They can also be intentional, like the dude who’s keeping you on the back burner while he waits to see if someone “better” comes along. But no matter the reason for the mixed signals, they definitely add a new layer of stress and frustration to dating.
“Mixed signals make us feel crazy. We wonder if we’re reading the relationship properly, whether or not this person even has interest in us. It can make you feel like you have no idea what’s going on in a situation and can trigger insecurity in people when mixed messages are coming through,” she says.
“Mixed signals are when someone’s being inconsistent in the messages they’re giving people.”
—Shirani Pathak, LCSW

Sending and receiving mixed signals can occur at any point in a relationship, whether you’ve known the person for 10 days or 10 years. That being said, messy communication like this tends to be more prevalent early in relationships. That’s when we’re still getting to know each other and are often too vulnerable to be who we really are.
“It usually happens early on. Online dating has absolutely made mixed signals even more common because there are just so many more options [of people to date] out there. People are constantly on the search for someone better,” says Pathak.
No matter when or where mixed signals happen, they can be equal parts confusing and frustrating—especially if you really like the person. But your partner’s behavior is in no way a reflection of who you are. At your wit’s end with mixed signals? Don’t blame yourself.
The Psychology Behind Mixed Signals
Most people don’t get into a relationship in an attempt to mislead their partner. And yet, poor communication between two people who like each other means they don’t always convey what they really mean. Why do people send mixed signals, despite intending to be open and honest?
One of the biggest problems is that most of us haven’t quite learned how to say how we truly feel. It gets tied up in blame, doubts, and insecurities that then turn into mixed signals. We build walls in our relationships when we don’t express our true feelings.
“We haven’t been taught how to communicate clearly, with love and kindness, about what we really want and need. It’s a skill set that needs to be cultivated,” says Pathak.
On-screen communication catalyzes mixed signals as well. Without hearing a person’s voice or seeing their body language, it’s all too easy to misinterpret an otherwise neutral text message (like “I’m not sure what my plans are”) as something else entirely. He might be trying to let you down easy if he wants to decline a date…or he could simply be letting you know that his schedule really is up in the air and he doesn’t want to commit to something he might have to cancel down the road. It’s hard to decipher without those other clues.
And in a world where instant communication is the norm, a delayed response to a text can be the loudest mixed signal of all. We interpret the radio silence as the person being uninterested, and it tends to spiral as we ruminate on what that potential lack of interest says about us. Was it something I said? Maybe he’s not into me anymore. Is she seeing someone else? Why doesn’t she like me? Or…maybe the person got distracted and forgot to text back. It happens!
Mixed Signals and Attachment Styles
All of these types of mixed signals really go back to something much deeper: our attachment style. We all have one.
About half of us have a secure attachment style, meaning we strive for intimacy and comfort in relationships, while the other half is divided into two groups: the avoidant attachment style and the insecure attachment style.
Those with the avoidant attachment style can get totally freaked out by close relationships and push partners away, while people who have the anxious attachment style crave closeness and tend to come off as a little clingy or overbearing. Those who fall into the avoidant or anxious attachment style categories tend to be the ones sending and receiving mixed signals.
Most of us haven’t quite learned how to say how we truly feel. It gets tied up in blame, doubts, and insecurities that then turn into mixed signals.
“People who have the anxious attachment style are really good at picking up when someone’s starting to distance themselves or when someone’s being inconsistent,” Pathak explains. “That oversensitivity can be a gift when cultivated, but it often comes out sideways [as] mixed signals.”
“As for the avoidant type, they’re the ones constantly looking for someone better out of fear of true intimacy,” Pathak says. “Their mixed signals can lead you to feel like you’re not good enough and wear on your self-esteem.”
There’s no good excuse for sending a mixed signal. But understanding where it’s coming from can help you interpret it, find the right response, and figure out the healthiest way to move forward.
Common Mixed Signals (and How to Interpret Them)
Communication is rarely perfectly clear in a new relationship—you’re haven’t quite learned the inner workings of the other person’s personality. But how do you deal with mixed signals when they come up? Here are some common examples of mixed signals, along with what they might mean.
1. Going Hot and Cold
Everything’s perfect when you go out together: You’re laughing, having deep conversations, and generally enjoying each other’s company. But the next day, they’re completely distant. You try to invite them out again, but all you get is wishy-washy responses—talk about mixed signals! Why can’t they just decide if they like you, once and for all?
What it means: They might be intentionally keeping their options open, or their avoidant attachment style is causing them to pull away. Either way, there’s clearly a barrier to bonding with this person. It’s caused by an inability for them to say what they might really mean, like “I’m still figuring out if this is going to be a fit, and we should keep our options open.”
2. Not Trying to Impress You Anymore
When you first started dating, she dolled herself up for every date, right down to the high heels. You loved seeing her across the table from you, looking her very best. But now that the relationship is settled into a rhythm, it seems like she’s stopped putting in effort. She has swapped her heels for sneakers, her dresses for jeans and a nice top. Instead of asking you out to dinner, she assumes Netflix and takeout for the fifth weekend in a row sounds good. Her casual appearance and too-chill attitude might feel like a mixed signal itself—what happened to the woman I was dating?
What it means: She probably didn’t show up as her most authentic self when you first started dating. She thought she needed to be glammed up to get you to like her.
“We think we have to give off a certain persona in order to be attractive to people,” says Pathak.
Now that she feels comfortable with you and confident you like her, she feels like she can finally be who she really is—and that might be a jeans-and-tee, on-the-couch-homebody kind of girl.
It’s naturally confusing to watch someone’s style do a 180, but it doesn’t necessarily mean she has stopped caring about impressing you and putting effort into the relationship.
3. Mismatched Sex Drives
Your partner told you he loves getting it on all that time. And you’re super into that. But it just doesn’t seem to be happening all that frequently in reality. It feels like a rejection—but is it?
What it means: “Lots of people get upset when their partner’s not as kinky as they thought they were,” says Pathak.
Confusion in the bedroom can be interpreted all sorts of ways. He might feel like you are having sex a lot, and you’ve just got different interpretations of what “a lot” means. He might be stressed out about stuff that has nothing to do with you. Or you both might need to express what does and doesn’t turn you on and make a few tweaks next time you get intimate.
Avoiding Mixed Signals
Mixed signals are just one symptom of a larger issue: an inability to communicate effectively.
This is an issue for both sides of the relationship—the sender of the mixed signals and the receiver. Learning to communicate in a kind, loving, authentic, and direct way can help you get to the bottom of just about any mixed signal. Here are some relationship therapist–approved communication tips for decoding mixed signals:
Show up as your true self.
The best way to avoid misinterpretations is to exude authenticity. Don’t change who you are just to impress a person you’re going out with. Instead, be genuine in how you look and behave starting from day one of any relationship.
“When you give off mixed messages about who you are, you’re going to receive mixed messages. Showing up as the best version of you, and not who someone else wants you to be, will help cut down on mixed messages,” says Pathak.
Approach mixed signals with open curiosity.
It’s really easy to fall into the trap of blaming ourselves when we feel rejected by someone or confused about a relationship. Shift that self-blame into genuine curiosity for your partner as you try to figure out what’s really going on.
Start the dialogue with “I” statements.
The only thing you can ever be sure of in a relationship is how you feel. Using statements that start with “I,” rather than “you,” focuses the dialogue on something that’s true for you, hopefully without putting your partner in defense mode.
Mixed signals are just one symptom of a larger issue: an inability to communicate effectively.

“Pause and check in with yourself and what you’re noticing. It’s okay to say ‘I’m feeling insecure and I’m feeling like I’m getting mixed messages from you.’ Taking ownership of your own feelings can help you more clearly communicate with someone in a relationship,” says Pathak.
Avoid shame and blame.
Conversations about mixed messages can be tense, but shaming and blaming your partner is the fastest way to get them to shut down completely. Aim to stay neutral in your language in as self-assured a way as possible.
Know when it’s time to move on.
If you can’t find common ground in your communication, it might be time to move on. And that’s okay—it has nothing to do with your worth as a partner. It just means the relationship wasn’t the right one for you.
“No matter what happens in a relationship, always remember you are lovable and valuable,” says Pathak. “You are worthy of affection, regardless of a pattern in giving and receiving mixed messages.”
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Mixed Signals
You likely see yourself very differently from the way others see you. A little self-awareness can prevent a lot of misunderstanding.
By Sam Gosling 
"I'll be there at 2 p.m. sharp," Kirsten assures me as we set up our next research meeting. I make note of it in my calendar—but I put it down as 3 p.m. It's not that Kirsten is trying to fool me; she's just deluded about her time-management skills. After a long history of meetings to which she shows up an hour late, I've realized I have to make allowances for her self-blinding optimism. I don't have unique insight—any of her friends would make the same prediction. In the domain of punctuality, others know Kirsten better than she knows herself.
The difference between how you see yourself and how others see you is not just a matter of egocentrism. Like Kirsten, we all have blind spots. We change our self-conception when we see ourselves through others' eyes. Part of the discrepancy arises because the outsider's perspective affords information you yourself miss—like the fact that it looks like you're scowling when you're listening, or that you talk over other people.

There Is No Perfect Point of View
How do you cut through the fog and learn to see yourself—and others—clearly? Different perspectives provide different information on the self. To bring some order to all the things that can be known about you, it helps to divide them into four categories.
Second are "dark spots"—things known by neither you nor others. These could include deep unconscious motives that drive your behaviors, like the fact that your relentless ambition is driven by the need to prove wrong your parents' assumption that you'd never amount to much. Third are "personal spots"—things known only by you, like your tendency to get anxious in crowds or your contempt for your coworkers. And finally, there are "blind spots"—things known only by others, which can include such factors as your level of hostility and defensiveness, your attractiveness, and your intelligence.
The most interesting are the latter two—personal spots and blind spots—since they involve discrepancies between how we see ourselves and how others see us.
Why You're Less Transparent Than You Think
We're not entirely deluded about ourselves. We have pretty unrestricted access, for instance, to what we like and believe; if you think you're in favor of tighter regulation for car emissions or that Bon Iver is your favorite band right now, who am I to argue? Even if you don't know the mysterious, unconscious motives underlying what you like and do, you're still the best source of information about your attitudes, beliefs, and preferences.
We're good at judging our own self-esteem, optimism and pessimism, and anything to do with how we feel. So for instance, others may think you're very calm when in fact you're so anxious in large groups that your palms sweat and your heart rate soars.
Personal spots exist because others know how you behave, but they don't know your intentions or feelings, explains Simine Vazire, director of the Personality and Self-Knowledge Lab at Washington University. "If you're quiet at a party, people don't know if it's because you're arrogant and you think you're better than everyone else or because you're shy and don't know how to talk to people," she says. "But you know, because you know your thoughts and feelings. So things like anxiety, optimism and pessimism, your tendency to daydream, and your general level of happiness—what's going on inside of you, rather than things you do—those are things other people have a hard time knowing."
Why Your Intelligence and Attractiveness Elude You

But you're also very biased; you have a vested interest in seeing yourself as decent and competent, and not evil or inept. When it comes to traits that matter to our self-esteem, we tend to have positive delusions—meaning on these dimensions, others see us more accurately than we see ourselves. "Other men's sins are before our eyes," said the Roman philosopher Seneca. "Our own are behind our backs." You rarely get to participate in gossip sessions about yourself, and you have only limited access to how people react to you and what they say.

By the same token, we're not very aware of how attractive we are—not just because we have an interest in seeing ourselves as beautiful, but also because we only see ourselves through our own eyes. Ditto for body language. "It's just so salient to other people," explains Vazire. "It's a matter of physical perspective—your own body isn't in your visual field. So in addition to the psychological advantage of being more objective, other people also have a physical advantage in detecting your overt behaviors."

When Perceptions Clash
Even if you think other people are misguided, their perceptions of your character probably do reflect things you do habitually. One striking set of studies recently showed that a spouse's ratings of a person's anxiety, anger, dominance, and solitariness are better than self-ratings at predicting heart disease. The implication: Our spouses are better judges of such traits than we are.
When people are asked how long they think their romantic relationship will last, they're not very good at estimating the right answer. Their friends, it turns out, fare far better. But if you ask people how satisfied they are in a relationship, their ratings accurately predict how long they'll stay together. In many cases, we have the necessary information to understand things as they are—but our blind spots don't allow us to take it into account.

Yet Little disagrees. He insists it's all an act executed in the service of being a good teacher. Should we believe him? Isn't it possible, after all, that extroversion is a blind spot of his?
But if you take a wider perspective and view Professor Little in multiple contexts, his version gathers credence—you learn, for example, that he's much happier engaged in a one-on-one conversation in a quiet corner of a restaurant than he is flitting from person to person at a noisy party. Unlike a true extrovert, who's energized by the social stimulation of teaching a large class, Little is exhausted afterwards—which is why, after many lectures, he locks himself in a bathroom stall to recover from the excessive stimulation. That's why it's important to view people across a diverse range of contexts before jumping to conclusions about what they're like.
Are You Sending the Wrong Signals?
Many of us have times when we are misunderstood. People perceive us as cold and unfriendly when we're really just feeling shy, as flirtatious when we're just trying to be friendly, or as depressed when we're just tired. Being misunderstood is largely a problem of a lack of information—not communicating effectively with the people around you through your words and body language.
Extroversion amplifies other traits because extroverts simply say and do more. The enormous amount of verbal and behavioral information they furnish makes extroverts easier to understand on all aspects of personality, not just their extroversion.
People are also easier to judge if they have a quality called "blirtatiousness," the tendency to respond to others quickly and effusively. It's one of the best amplifiers identified to date—blurters are open books.
So if you feel misunderstood, say and do more. Even introverts can train themselves to communicate more through their words—telling people directly what they like and how they feel. But before you can work on making sure you're sending the right signals, you'll need to know how others are perceiving you.
To See Ourselves as Others See Us
Millions of first impressions are now formed online. So along with Simine Vazire and my student Sam Gaddis, I decided to examine how well people understand the impressions they're making with their Facebook profiles. We found that people know how extroverted they seem, but are clueless about the other impressions they convey. So Danielle knows she's seen as an introvert, but doesn't realize she's also seen as dependable, laid-back, and creative.
Why are we so hopeless at knowing how we come across? Because we not only fail to consider the information used by observers, but we also actively take into account information observers fail to consider, according to John Chambers, a psychologist at the University of Florida.
You may know you're less reckless than you used to be, more talkative than your friends, and less productive than you might wish. But such information about your past, your friends, and your wishes is not easily accessible to others. Even so, when guessing what others think of you, you'll find it almost impossible to disregard all the things you know about yourself to which others don't have access.
The solution is asking others what they see. The best way to do this is to solicit their opinions directly—though just asking your mom won't cut it. You'll need to get feedback from multiple people—your friends, coworkers, family, and, if you can, your enemies. Offer the cloak of anonymity without which they wouldn't dare share the brutal truth—the Facebook app "Honesty Box," for instance, allows people to send you anonymous notes. You may also want to videotape yourself to get a more objective perspective.
To provide users with systematic feedback on how their personality traits were viewed by multiple others, my collaborators David Evans and Anthony Carroll and I developed a Facebook application called YouJustGetMe, which helped users understand the signals they were sending with their Facebook profiles. Sure enough, people were surprised by the feedback they got. People were seen as less open-minded and neurotic than they saw themselves—but more dependable, warm, and outgoing.
Getting an outsider's perspective actually provides you new information. In a classic study, Richard Robins of the University of California at Davis and Oliver John of Berkeley examined how people viewed their own contributions to a group discussion task. First, subjects were asked to rate their own performance. Then they watched a video of the discussion. When asked again what they thought of their performance after seeing the video, people downgraded their evaluations of how well they did—bringing their assessments more in line with those of others.
In Akira Kurosawa's epic movie Rashomon, four witnesses provide only partially overlapping—and at times contradictory—accounts of the same robbery. In the same way, no single perspective on the self is complete. That's why we need to augment our self-views with the views of others, not only to overcome our personal biases, but also because other people have access to information we miss.
There's a lot to be learned about ourselves and others by seeking multiple perspectives. Even Kirsten could learn something about her punctuality issues by supplementing her own views with information provided by others. All she needs to do is set up a meeting to solicit feedback from them. Oh, wait!
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