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  Introduction 

AS | STOOD in the hallway outside the apartment, everything took 

on a hazy, slow-motion quality. Shouting echoed behind the door. 

Dust particles floated in the fluorescent light. A cat mewed from 

somewhere to my left. The officer in front of me raised his fist to 

knock, while his partner — tense, armed, ready for action — covered 

him. As the domestic dispute blared beyond the door, the black hole 

of the second officer’s gun barrel gaped like a silent scream. How had 

I gotten here? 

Since I was little, I had seen the art in everything: in the beautiful 

asymmetry of sunlight streaming through the trees and the unique 

patterns of stones and shells left behind when the tide washed out. 

I was never a particularly creative person myself, but that didn’t 

stop me from studying art history. Following college, though, my up- 

bringing by my scientist father and ultra-practical mother and a de- 

sire to serve led me to law school. And this particularly intense police 

ride-along. 

To detach myself from the worry bubbling in my gut, J studied my 

surroundings as I would a painting, analyzing each nuance, taking 

stock of both foreground and back, trying to find meaning in small, 

seemingly incongruent details. I knew this was an unusual way to 

think —I’d been told so often enough —but I always found my art 
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you swore there were none. You will see life and possibility and truth 

in the emptiest spaces. You will see order and find answers in the 

most chaotic and messiest places. You will never see the same way 

again. 

All of my requests for The Art of Perception live presentation 

come from enthusiastic referrals because once people’s eyes are 

opened, they can’t shut their mouths about it. They want everyone 

to experience the same revelation and reward. Past participants flood 

my email in-box with stories of how the training gave them more con- 

fidence in their jobs, helped them win promotions, improved their 

customer service, saved their companies hundreds of thousands of 

dollars, doubled and tripled their fund-raising outcomes, raised their 

standardized test scores, and even kept their children out of unneces- 

sary special education classes. 

Learning to see what matters can change your world as well. I 

invite you to open your eyes and see how. I bet you'll discover you 

didn’t even know they were closed. 

 



Part I 

Assess 

We find only the world we look for. 

— HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

 



Leonardo da Vinci and 

Losing Your Mind 

The Importance of Seeing What Matters 

WHEN DERRECK KAYONGO stepped into the shower in his Phil- 

adelphia hotel room, he noticed something that millions of business 

travelers and families on holiday before him had seen and not paid 

any particular attention to: the tiny bar of soap on the corner shelf. 

It was different. Instead of the smooth green oval he had used the 

evening before, a small cardboard box sat in its place. Inside was a 

brand-new bar of soap. 

The Ugandan native, who as a child had left everything behind 

when he and his family fled Idi Amin’s murderous dictatorship, was 

a recent American college graduate, and ona tight budget. He turned 

off the water, dressed, and took the unused soap down to the con- 

cierge desk. 

“I want to make sure I am not charged for this,” he told the em- 

ployee. “I have not used it, and do not need it.” 

“Oh, don’t worry, it’s complimentary,” the concierge answered. 

“Thank you, but I already got one yesterday when I arrived,” Kay- 

ongo explained. “Where is that one?” 

“We replace the soap every day for every guest,” the concierge as- 

sured hum. “No charge.” 

Kayongo was shocked. Every room, every day? In every hotel? 

Throughout America?    
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    ger and more attentively we look, the more we will discover. George 
de Mestral, Betsy Kaufman, Steve Jobs, and Leonardo da Vinci all be- 
lieved that invention is less about creation than it is about discovery, 
And discovery is made possible by simply opening our eyes, turn- 
ing on our brains, tuning in, and paying attention. Sir Isaac Newton 
agreed, stating, “If I have ever made any valuable discoveries, it has 
been owing more to patient attention than to any other talent.” 

We all have the talent to observe and make discoveries that will 
lead to greater things in any number of fields, but we must first be 
prepared to see. 

When Derreck Kayongo returned from the concierge to his room 
with the knowledge that American hotels routinely discarded barely 
used bars of soap every day, he knelt down on his bed and cried. He 
had been the child who helped his father make soap, the child who 
lived in a squalid refugee camp without soap, and he was now living 
In a country where soap was simply thrown away. He didn’t know 
what to do with that information but was determined not to let it go 
until he found a way to, as he says, “connect the dots.” That connec- 
tion came back to the bar of soap in his hotel shower, the bar he knew 
he could find a way to share with the world. 

By preparing our minds to observe and absorb everything, and to 
discover the possibilities around and inside us, We open ourselves up 
to success in our own lives, We've already started by recognizing that 
observation is not just passively watching something but an actively 
engaging mental process. Beforc we can t uly master it, though, we 
need to know our own blind spots. 
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we can reduce its effect simply by knowing that expecting a certain 

outcome predisposes us to look harder for evidence that supports 

that expectation. Confirmation bias is especially prevalent with data 

that give us a sense of self-verification or selfenhancement. To make 

sure you aren’t mistaking your desires for facts, ask yourself two ques- 

tions: “Is this information consistent with what I initially thought?” 

and “Does this information benefit me personally or professionally?” 

Your findings may still be factual even if you answer yes to either 

question, but by addressing your expectations up front, you can add 

more transparency to your information-gathering process. 

Seeing What We're Told to See 
Sometimes other people can add perceptual filters to our own ob- 

servations. The integrity of our search for facts can be compromised 

when we look for what we think we need to find. Ifbefore I had shown 

you the photograph, I had told you that Jane Alexander’s exhibit at 

Saint John the Divine was being censured for obscenity, you proba- 

bly would have noticed the canine-human statues’ nudity much more 

quickly than if I hadn’t. If I had told you a story about a man who 

smuggled illegal jewels in his underwear before I showed you the 

photograph of Tony Matelli’s sculpture, you would have focused on 

his attire and any bulges therein more readily than if I hadn’t. Even if 

we don’t realize it, we often see what we’re told to see. 

To offset this, pay special attention to any outside suggestions or 

restrictions that might be placed on your observation skills. I had 

a student at the University of Virginia School of Nursing come up 

to me following a presentation and confess that she found the com- 

mon medical practice of “charting by exception” unduly constrain- 

ing. Meant to streamline medical record keeping and make it easier 

to quickly review trends, charting by exception instructs personnel 

to document only unusual findings or exceptions to the norm. As a 

result, doctors and nurses are tempted to limit what they look for, es- 

pecially if the chart is already filled with WDLs (“within defined lim- 

its”) from previous shift workers. 

Don’t go right to the chart; go right to the patient. How does 

the patient look? What is the patient’s reaction to you? Apply the  
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same principle to any form or evaluation or standardized report in 

any field. Be careful not to let it box you in. Your initial observation 

should be as unbiased and unlimited as possible. Ifa manager is fix- 

ated on following a form for evaluating an employee’s punctuality or 

profitability, she might miss other telling benchmarks such as the em- 

ployee’s attire, demeanor, or body language. Look beyond the list. 

Focusing all of our attention on benchmarks and checking off boxes 

will inhibit a complete and accurate analysis from the start. 

This is one reason why I don’t allow participants in my class to 

read the labels next to works of art when we’re in a museum and 

why I don’t mention the name of the artist or work in this book right 

away: because labels shape opinions and create prejudice. If I had 

immediately told you that the black-and-white photograph on page 

37 was called Renshaw’s Cow, you would have missed the experience 

of looking at the image unfettered and the lesson you learned from 

the difficulty of identifying the cow. If you’d known Tony Matelli’s 

sculpture was entitled Sleepwalker, you might have had trouble imag- 

ining the man as an active intruder or understanding how someone 

else might see him that way. 

Ina group of government agents I took to the Smithsonian Ameri- 

can Art Museum, while standing beside a sculpture of smooth, round 

balls stacked in a pyramid and cracked half open with faces inside, one 

person reported seeing new life coming out of eggs, another saw death 

masks inside cannonballs, while someone else said the spheres re- 

minded him of buckeye candy, spoonfuls of peanut butter half dipped 

in chocolate. Had they known ahead of time that the piece was titled 

In Memoriam, every observation would have been slanted in the di- 

rection of loss and war. Instead we got a more honest range of input 

and learned that the third observer hailed from Ohio and felt hungry. 

Is this sort of information relevant or useful? It certainly could be. It 

opened a door of personal experience in an otherwise impersonal set- 

ting, allowing this man’s coworkers to view him in a way they never 

had before —as a small boy in his mother’s midwestern kitchen. 

To get a complete and accurate picture of anything, we need to 

aggregate all possible information and as many perspectives as pos- 

sible so we can then sort through, prioritize, and make sense of it. La- 
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bels and prewritten accounts and existing information can then be 

included in our collection, but only after we have looked on our own 

first. So here’s the order: 

Look first 

| 
Consult other preexisting information or opinions 

Look again 

We’re basically looking at things twice: first without any exter- 

nal influence, and then with a view informed by new data. You first 

experienced the photo at the beginning of this chapter for yourself, 

with no outside influence. Now that you have more information — 

that it’s called Renshaw’s Cow — go back to page 37 and look at it 

again, Does the name mean anything to you or sound familiar in 

any way? Renshaw is in fact the same Samuel Renshaw mentioned 

in the previous chapter, the vision expert whose system for recog- 

nizing aircraft at a glance was used to train 285,000 preflight cadets 

during World War II. 

Renshaw used to spring the poorly developed bovine print on 

visitors to his Ohio State University lab and ask them to guess what it 

was. Nearly every adult got it wrong, One reporter investigating Ren- 

shaw’s contribution to the war effort was confident it was a map of 

Europe, thus exposing his confirmation bias. In contrast, every small 

child Renshaw ever showed it to identified it immediately as a cow. 

Why? With fewer years of experience and a natural penchant for not 

listening, children don’t have as many perceptive filters obstructing 

their view. 

Not Seeing Change 
The final entry in our triad of prevailing perceptual filters is change 

blindness, the failure to notice fluctuations in our visual field. Both  
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