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Perception Becomes Reality is the fourth level of the Sound Relationship Workplace. It reflects the overall emotional climate between colleagues. This level emerges naturally from the quality of the first three levels: (a) developing Colleague Maps, (b) providing Positive Feedback, and (c) “Turning Towards” and engaging with bids. When these foundations are strong, people tend to experience a Positive Sentiment Override (PSO), perceiving each other positively even during disagreements. In contrast, when these foundational levels are weak, colleagues may fall into a Negative Sentiment Override (NSO), interpreting neutral or even supportive actions as hostile. In the NSO, coworkers see each other as adversaries rather than collaborators, and workplace relationships suffer.
Positive perception has profound effects on creativity, problem-solving, and conflict resolution. When colleagues approach each other with goodwill, they give each other the benefit of the doubt, manage disagreements constructively, and support innovative thinking. Conversely, negative perception heightens sensitivity, encourages misinterpretation, and traps individuals in recurring conflict. Just as in a marriage, workplace relationships are influenced by a “global dimension of affection or disaffection”—the lens through which interactions are interpreted.
Addressing NSO requires attention to the first three levels: updating colleague maps, providing genuine positive feedback, and responding to engagement bids. However, these practices alone are insufficient. Successful relationships also depend on the ability to accept influence, repair negative interactions, and manage conflict effectively. Conflicts may be solvable, such as task-related disagreements, or perpetual, rooted in deeper values and personal priorities. Even in persistent conflicts, strong positive perception makes dialogue more constructive and compromise more attainable. Understanding the underlying motivations behind a colleague’s position—the “dream within conflict”—is crucial for resolving even the most entrenched disputes.
Scripture
“Let each of you look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others” (Philippians 2:4).
What I ask God for
Lord, help me to perceive my colleagues positively with understanding and goodwill, fostering trust and cooperation in every interaction.
Questions to contemplate
1. How do my perceptions of my colleagues influence my responses in meetings or collaborative work?
2. Which foundational behaviors—mapping, positive feedback, responding to bids—could I strengthen to improve workplace relationships?
3. How can I uncover and address the deeper values or “dreams” behind workplace conflicts rather than just the surface disagreement?
Resource
Karen Bridbord, Introduction to the Sound Relationship Workplace The Gottman Institute.
