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The Law of Perception

‘‘One has not only an ability to perceive the world but an ability to alter one’s
perception of it; more simply, one can change things by the manner in which
one looks at them.’’

—Tom Robbins, Even Cowgirls Get the Blues

There was a woman named Erica in my cluster at business

school. While she did spend some time with my circle of

friends, more often than not she stuck to herself, which I took

as her being aloof. Erica was five feet eleven inches tall and

gorgeous; in fact, she’d done a stint as a model. She was

extremely smart and had held a prestigious financial job be-

fore business school, and on top of all that she was rich—not

just a little rich, but extremely wealthy. The way she held her-

self apart from everyone seemed to indicate that she thought

she was better than the rest of us.

Although I tried a few times to engage her in chitchat, she

always seemed to blow me off, so after a while I just left her

alone. Except for the smart part, she was the exact opposite

of me. I was four feet ten, gregarious and social, and didn’t

grow up with buckets of money. ‘‘Maybe,’’ I figured, ‘‘I’m just

too different from her for her to have any interest in talking to

me.’’

For spring break that first year I organized a trip to Ja-
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The Law of Perception 51

Table 3-1. Style matrix.1

FAST

OBJECTIVE SUBJECTIVE

Straight Line Zig Zag

Priority: Get it done Priority: Get creative

Description: Logical, rational, 
pragmatic, focused, concrete

Description: Imaginative, visual, 
future focused, intuitive

Values: Performance, direct and 
concise communication

Values: Experimenting, taking 
risks, high energy

Misperceived As: Arrogant, 
bossy, think they are always right

Misperceived As: Idealistic, 
impractical, too talkative

CONSIDERED

OBJECTIVE SUBJECTIVE

Angle Circle

Priority: Get it right Priority: Get consensus

Description: Organized, 
detail-oriented, systematic, 
habitual, effi cient

Description: Sociable, tolerant, 
empathetic, supportive, perceptive

Values: Punctuality, thorough-
ness, historical proof

Values: Loyalty, cohesion, 
consensus, relationships

Misperceived As: Rigid, 
uptight, boring

Misperceived As: Too nice, 
pushover, overly sensitive
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The Law of Perception 53

matrix helps you stay aware of the clues you are putting out there
for other people to see. How do those actions impact how you
are perceived? And are you creating the best impression of your
authentic self?

LIVE THE LAW: UNDERSTAND OTHERS—

LOOK FOR CLUES

Once I was pitching a program on communication styles to the

head of a New York City government agency, and in the middle

of the conversation the director stopped and challenged me: ‘‘So

what’s my style?’’ he asked. I looked at him and looked around

his office to confirm what I had already observed about him. There

were plants and family photos throughout the office, indicating a

nurturing Circle style, but he was wearing a purple shirt with a

funky tie, and his papers were organized not in file drawers but in

various slightly disheveled stacks on every flat surface in the

room, demonstrating a dominant out-of-the-box Zig Zag ap-

proach. I told him I thought he was a Zig Zag, which is what he’d

already determined he was, too. He hired me on the spot.

Simply by using our normal powers of observation, we can

often identify a person’s dominant style. Take this quiz to practice

differentiating styles based on what you observe.

TEST YOUR ABILITY TO DIFFERENTIATE STYLES

Directions: For each description, choose the style that

most closely matches it.

1. Whose office is this?

a) There are plenty of comfy places to sit, a big as-

sortment of pens on the desk, and lots of artwork

on the walls.
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b) Neat, labeled files are stacked in holders; there’s a

clean, well-organized desk; there’s a staff kitchen

where teas, coffees, and utensils are separated

into clearly marked drawers.

c) Furnishings are spare but enough chairs are as-

sembled for small groups to have discussions;

walls are bare, save for the functional whiteboards

marked with tasks, directives, and goals.

d) Bulletin boards are covered in colorful notes and

inspirational paraphernalia; a cluttered desk has

some sort of puzzle-type toy on it, and there’s a

basketball hoop on the back of the door.

2. Who is most likely to ask these questions?

a) What’s the first step? Do you have a plan? How

do you want to approach the task?

b) What’s the goal? What are your resources? What

is your deadline?

c) Who is involved? Whom do I get to work with?

How does the other team feel about this?

d) Why are we doing it this way? Can you envision

the process? Are you open to trying things differ-

ently?

3. Who would probably exhibit the following body lan-

guage?

a) These people make lots of expressive hand ges-

tures, and are prone to perching on the edge of a

table or sitting with one foot tucked beneath them.

b) This person has animated facial expressions and a

tendency to touch the other person’s shoulder or

arm when saying hello.

c) This person frequently glances at the clock on the wall

and often jiggles a leg or drums fingers on a table.
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d) This person sits erectly in a chair and makes infre-

quent facial expressions, but eyes are alert and tak-

ing everything in.

4. Who would be wearing this suit?

a) As attire, it’s standard-issue blue, completely accept-

able but not particularly distinct.

b) It’s carefully chosen, well tailored, and perfectly

ironed and accessorized.

c) Basic pieces are accented by a bright shirt or boldly

patterned tie.

d) Flattering but not flashy, a woman might complement

this outfit with a favorite scarf; a man might accent

the jacket with a tie his five-year-old gave him for

Father’s Day.

Answers:

1. a) Circle b) Angle c) Straight Line d) Zig Zag

2. a) Angle b) Straight Line c) Circle d) Zig Zag

3. a) Zig Zag b) Circle c) Straight Line d) Angle

4. a) Straight Line b) Angle c) Zig Zag d) Circle

Keep an Open Mind

One of the most powerful ways to reduce misperceptions that oth-
ers might form of you is to stay open to how you are shaping
your perceptions of them. If you rush to judgment about someone,
chances are that person may have the same reaction to you. Mon-
key see, monkey do. If you don’t want people to make assumptions
about you that they automatically consider as facts, be aware of not
falling into the same habit. In other words: Stay unconvinced.

It is natural for us to form first impressions when we meet
someone. The challenge is to remain open to letting the other per-
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b) Neat, labeled files are stacked in holders; there’s a

clean, well-organized desk; there’s a staff kitchen

where teas, coffees, and utensils are separated

into clearly marked drawers.

c) Furnishings are spare but enough chairs are as-

sembled for small groups to have discussions;

walls are bare, save for the functional whiteboards

marked with tasks, directives, and goals.

d) Bulletin boards are covered in colorful notes and

inspirational paraphernalia; a cluttered desk has

some sort of puzzle-type toy on it, and there’s a

basketball hoop on the back of the door.

2. Who is most likely to ask these questions?

a) What’s the first step? Do you have a plan? How

do you want to approach the task?

b) What’s the goal? What are your resources? What

is your deadline?

c) Who is involved? Whom do I get to work with?

How does the other team feel about this?

d) Why are we doing it this way? Can you envision

the process? Are you open to trying things differ-

ently?

3. Who would probably exhibit the following body lan-

guage?

a) These people make lots of expressive hand ges-

tures, and are prone to perching on the edge of a

table or sitting with one foot tucked beneath them.

b) This person has animated facial expressions and a

tendency to touch the other person’s shoulder or

arm when saying hello.

c) This person frequently glances at the clock on the wall

and often jiggles a leg or drums fingers on a table.
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Table 3-2. Vocal and visual communication behaviors.

Eye Contact To express interest and confi dence, eye contact needs to 
be consistent. Practice in a mirror if you have to, looking 
yourself straight in the eye and imagining yourself talk-
ing to an important client or senior colleague. Maintain 
eye contact in a natural way. This doesn’t mean staring, 
it means engaging. With positive, effective eye contact, 
there are breaks of usually two to fi ve seconds that natu-
rally happen between the periods of eye contact.

Pauses Pauses are powerful. They can communicate thought-
fulness, confi dence, and a natural comfort with your sur-
roundings. To transition from pauses back into conversa-
tion, use phrases that remark on what the other person 
just said or seek to clarify it, if necessary: “I have never 
thought about that before” or “If I understand you cor-
rectly, you are saying. . . .”

Stance Stand tall! A slouch or an overly relaxed stance reads as 
lacking assurance in yourself and interest in the other 
person. I’m only four feet ten, but when I imagine pull-
ing up on a marionette string attached to the top of my 
head, everything straightens out. I can’t tell you how 
many times someone has come over to me after one of 
my presentations and said, “Wow, you really are short!” 
They’re always surprised to stand next to me and get a 
sense of my actual height because they say, “You come off 
as being taller.”

Voice Forcing yourself to sound unnaturally animated or en-
thusiastic can backfi re. It comes off as insincere and fake. 
Improve your vocal signals by making sure your delivery 
sounds confi dent. Don’t mumble or speak in a stilted 
fashion, resist the urge to use “ums” and “ahs,” and don’t 
end your sentences by raising your voice as if you’re pos-
ing a question.
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The Law of Listening

‘‘A good listener is not only popular everywhere, but after a while he knows
something.’’

—Wilson Mizner, playwright

One of my executive coaching clients, Jed, is a partner

at a leading ad agency. While discussing the impact of

good listening, he related a story to me about two young hires,

Gerri and Ethan, with whom he’d been working. Gerri and

Ethan were both fresh out of college when they joined the

agency, with no previous advertising experience. As their

team leader, Jed asked them each to sketch out campaign

ideas to present to him directly after client meetings so that

he could critique their work and help train them as efficiently

as possible.

During one initial meeting with a beverage-company cli-

ent, the client kept using the word fresh when describing the

ad campaign he wanted. In the campaign proposals to Jed

afterward, Gerri, who’s athletic and an avid hiker, envisioned

presenting the product using an outdoor scene of a family

enjoying nature. Ethan, who was in a rock band in college,
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denote good listening; in the other are common behaviors that get

in the way of listening effectively. Put check marks next to the

three traits in the DO list that you want to actively work on to en-

hance your listening skills. Then circle the items you are already

doing well, to reinforce those good listening habits. In the DON’T

column, check the three traits you are most prone to and that you

want to tone down.

Table 6-1. Listening traits.

DO DON’T 

Maintain eye contact Interrupt

Limit your talking Show signs of impatience

Focus on the speaker Judge or argue mentally

Ask questions Multitask during a conversation

Manage your emotions Project your ideas

Listen with your eyes and ears Think about what to say next

Listen for ideas and opportunities Have expectations or preconceived 
ideas

Remain open to the conversation Become defensive or assume you 
are being attacked

Confi rm understanding, 
paraphrase

Use condescending, aggressive, or 
closed body language

Give nonverbal messages that you 
are listening (nod, smile)

Listen with biases or closed to 
new ideas

Ignore distractions Jump to conclusions or fi nish 
someone’s sentences
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The Law of Giving

‘‘It is one of the most beautiful compensations of life, that no man can sincerely
try to help another without helping himself.’’

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, nineteenth-century writer and philosopher

Just as I was getting ready to make the leap from the fi-

nance industry to starting my own business, I attended

the Columbia Women in Business (CWIB) conference and sat

in on a panel about entrepreneurship. As someone daunted

by the thought of going out on my own, I found myself particu-

larly interested in one panelist named Amy. She had already

successfully launched a business very similar in structure and

services to the one I was planning. On top of that, Amy was

articulate and eloquent when speaking about the experience

on the panel. I was immediately in awe of her and wanted to

speak to her.

Rather than compete with everyone swarming the stage at

the end of the session, I instead sought her out at lunch and

effusively told her how impressed I was by her career path

and her work. She smiled, genuinely honored by the compli-

ment. We chatted for the rest of the lunch about some of the

challenges she had faced when establishing her business.

By the end of lunch I was even more in awe of her and

everything she’d done, and I decided to take a chance and
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she could behave in the office and whom she could interact with. 
If she formed a connection with someone Fran didn’t particularly 
care for, she felt as if she was being disloyal to Fran. Things be-
tween them got tense. It took some time for them to grow com-
fortable working together and get their friendship back on track.

The lesson here: When in doubt, ask permission. Simply inquire 
whether the other person wants to hear your advice by saying 
something such as, ‘‘Are you interested in an opinion, or is now 
not the right time?’’ or ‘‘Do you want my advice, or do you just 
need to get this off your chest?’’

ACTION PLAN TEMPLATE FOR THE LAW OF GIVING

ACTION PLAN

CONNECTION

WHO TO WHOM

WHY WHEN

INVITATION

TO WHAT

WHO WHEN
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INFORMATION OR ARTICLE

WHAT

WHO WHEN

FAVOR OR ADVICE

WHAT

WHO WHEN

What Goes Around, Comes Around

When you give freely to others, not only do you increase your
likability and aid other people, you almost always get something
unintended in return. I am an avid traveler and my conversations
with people often come around to the subject of favorite vacation
spots and destinations. If someone is headed to a place I’ve ex-
plored, I always offer to share my experiences. When I follow up
with people after one of these conversations, I’ll frequently refer-
ence a resort they mentioned or forward links to places I think
they might like to visit. Sometimes I even send along a few reviews
I’ve uncovered. This stokes my own thirst for exploring new
places.

During one of my conversations with James, the top executive,
he once mentioned to me some technical issues he was facing with
a project under development. I am definitely not a techie, but my
husband definitely is. I called up Mike, explained what James was
trying to accomplish, and learned about the options. Then it was
my pleasure to share those insights with James. Not only was I
able to save him some effort and pass along useful knowledge, I
also got educated during the process. It was a win-win experience.

And then there are the times when, because of ways you’ve
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