Individual Behaviour At Work - Perception

Huczynski and Buchanan define perception as: ‘the active psychological process in which stimuli are selected (by an individual) and organised into meaningful patterns’.

Another definition is ‘the process through which people receive, organise and interpret information from their environment’.

Different people ‘see’ things differently. Human beings behave in (and in response to) the world - not ‘as it really is’, but as they see it. 

The three key ingredients of perception are the perceiver, the perceived and the setting.

The Setting


The Perceived





     The Perceiver

The perceiver
The way in which the perceiver interprets the situation will depend on the person’s needs or motives, their past experiences, their attitudes and values and their personality.

It is clear that prejudices and stereotypes will be an ingredient of the perception process. Interviewers are said to form a substantial part of their view of the job applicant in the first few seconds of an interview. The motives of the perceiver are a crucial influence on perception. For example, if the perceiver has a strong need to get on with others, then they are likely to seek positive features of the person being perceived.

The perceived

Important factors here are contrast, intensity, size, motion and repetition or novelty. For example, imagine that you are interviewing five applicants for a job, four of whom are smartly turned out in conventional clothes and are fairly conformist in their attitudes and behaviours, while the fifth is unconventionally dressed with rings through her nose and lip, and is very vivacious in her approach and dynamic in an interviewing situation. The fifth person is likely to have a greater impact than the others. How you respond to this candidate will depend on the extent to which you see her contrast with the others as being important. You may view her distinctiveness in a positive way, or you may respond negatively. However, the chances are high that she would be the most memorable candidate in the interview situation.

The setting

The physical, social or organisational context of the perceptual setting is important in determining the perception process. For example, a lecturer might regard it as quite normal to have to queue behind students in the canteen. However, the same person would regard students as being rude were they to carry out a conversation with their friend during the lecture or take a call on their mobile.

Perceptual Selection

Perceptual selection is ‘the process through which we filter or screen out information that we do not need’ (Huczynski and Buchanan). We all screen out a considerable amount of what we see and hear because:

· we cannot take in everything

· we choose/select what we perceive

The inevitable conclusion is that in this sense we do not always operate according to reality - what is out there - but what we make of what is out there.

Selection may be determined by:
(a)
The context.  People ‘see what they want to see’: whatever is necessary or relevant in the situation in which they find themselves.

(b)
The nature of the stimuli.  Our attention tends to be drawn to large, bright, loud, unfamiliar, moving and repeated stimuli.

(c)
Internal factors.  Our attention is drawn to stimuli that match our personality, needs, interests, expectations, and so on. 

(d)
Fear or trauma.  People are able to avoid seeing things that they don’t want to see: things that are threatening to their security or self-image, or things that are too painful for them.

Perceptual Organisation

In interacting with someone or making sense of an event we:

· collect data

· fit the information into categories

· make predictions

The creation of categories is one means by which we make sense of what we perceive and is known as perceptual organisation. Unfortunately this often leads to the creation of stereotypes, and sweeping generalisations such as ‘women can’t take pressure’, ‘gay men are promiscuous’, and ‘fat people are lazy’. We often work through stereotypes because it then becomes easier to make assumptions about people.

In order to place someone in a category we first need to have information about them. Prior information comes through ‘reputation’ - what other people have said or written about the person. When we meet the person we begin to work with clues, such as their pattern of dress, their speech, actions and gestures.

Role signs are particularly useful in creating an impression. So, when someone wears the dress of a particular occupation then we begin to make assumptions about them. For example, if we have an accident and someone wearing a medical uniform comes to help we automatically assume that they are competent in medical matters.

In his book Understanding Organisations, Charles Handy makes the point that we are very unscientific in collecting perceptual data.

He gives four reasons for this:

· We collect very little. We form a stereotype from the first available perceptual information and regard that as adequate. Managers therefore need to learn to look in greater detail and depth.

· We are prone to selection perception. We see and hear only what we want to see and hear, looking for data to support our initial assumptions and neglecting or not noticing contradictory evidence.

· The order in which the data are collected is important. Earlier perceptions tend to colour what comes after.

· Our own roles colour our perceptions. The same set of facts viewed from different angles will look different.

Perception in the workplace
Person perception is very important in the workplace. In their book Work Psychology, Arnold, Cooper and Robertson (1998) define person perception as:


‘ .... how we perceive and interpret the behaviour and characteristics


 of other people, and the causes of events involving them’.
They consider person perception at three levels:

· perceiving the behaviour of other people

· perceiving the personality of other people

· perceiving the causes of events involving people

Managers should be able to do these things well. They need to be wary of biases and distortions which affect their perception of people and events.

Such impairments are likely to have two sources:

· Information-processing inaccuracies.  Managers may seek to have a clear picture of people and events but may not have the cognitive facilities (or sufficient information) to weigh up what is going on.

· Motivation or emotional inaccuracies.  Although managers may believe that they are trying to be accurate and impartial, they may really be working with emotional or motivational biases stemming, for example, from their desire to protect their own position or their own self-image.

Managers and the managed should have an understanding of perception in order to evaluate behaviour and to overcome problems related to perceptual differences. In the work situation, a manager’s perceptions and selectivity can influence his or her relationships with subordinate staff. A manager’s perception of the workforce will influence attitudes in dealing with people and the style of managerial behaviour adopted. Successful managers are those who have a good understanding of perceptual processes and how distortions such as stereotyping and misunderstandings come about.

Schermerhorn, Hunt and Osborn (1997) suggest the following outline of managerial skills that are appropriate to handling the perception process:

· Have a high level of self-awareness.

· Seek information from various sources to confirm or amend personal impressions of a given situation.

· Be empathetic; that is, be able to see a situation as it is perceived by other people.

· Avoid common perceptual distortions that bias your views of people and situations.

· Avoid inappropriate actions.

· Influence the perceptions of other people in a constructive way.

Perception in the workplace - and Us
Remember that human beings do not respond to the world ‘as it really is’, but as they perceive it to be. If individuals act in ways that seem illogical or contrary to you, it is probably not because of stupidity or defiance, but because they simply do not see things in the same way you do.

(a)
Consider whether you might be misinterpreting the situation. Is there any awkward information you are avoiding? Have you jumped to conclusions in your desire for closure? Does your view really fit the facts? What needs and biases colour your perception of things? What are you being sensitive about?

(b)
Consider whether others might be misinterpreting the situation, or interpreting it differently from you. What might make them see things in a different light? Listen to people, and get to know what their blind spots and biases are. Try and see things through their eyes.

(c)
When tackling a task or a problem, get the people involved to define the situation as they see it. Then everyone will know what they mean, and differences of perception can be cleared up before they can cause confusion.

(d)
Be aware of the most common clashes of perception at work.


(i)
Managers and staff.  The experience of work can be very different for 
managerial and non-managerial personnel, and this has tended to foster 
‘them and us’ perceptions. Efforts to bridge the gap may be viewed 
with suspicion.


(ii)
Work cultures.  Different functions in organisations may have very 


different time-scales and cultures of work, and will therefore perceive 

the work - and each other - in different ways. Consider how a sales 


team might regard the importance of their work in relation to 


production workers - and vice versa.


(iii)
Race and gender.  A joke, comment or gesture that one person may see 

as a ‘bit of a laugh’ may be offensive - and construed as harassment 

under the law - to another. Minorities in the workplace are bound to be 

sensitive to implied discrimination, and may therefore perceive it even 

where none is intended. Managers should be aware of how their words 

and decisions may be construed.
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