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Understanding How
Others Perceive You

BY JORDANA CAPRA

JordanaCaopraSesarthlink.net

hy is it important for an actor 1o know how he or

she is pereeived? Can't an sctor play any role? Per-
haps the best ones can, but not in the world of commer-
cials, where you have onlv a few seconds o show the
director and the ad agency why you're the msant read
and thus the best choice to sell their product.

Casang dircctors often say, “Just be yourself,” but
what they really miean is “Just be my percepron of you,”
That’s the actor’s conundrum. Let me give an example:
I'm nice. T bake my own doggie bones, I'm president of a
breast cancer nonprofit. Close friends tell me 'm funny.
Above all, I'm nice. But when I started tryving to book
commercials 20 years ago,
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Then casung director
Beth Holmes called me in
on 3 Compag computer
audiion. My characrer
description: “A sreident, severe, IBM MNam™ Strident?
Severe? Wait a minute, I'm the nice one. [ should play the
mormmy, the pretty lady, the hero—I'm nice, damn it!

I get a callback. Huh? 1 book the gig. Whaty! At thar
point [ take a step back and say, “Okay, maybe we should
embrace our severity.” Sall, T continued to audition as the
mice girl &s well, and [ contimued to fail o book work. So
I decided to take a class with image consultant Sam
Christensen (www.samchristensen.com), who works
with actors to help them market themselbves.

Az Christensen purts it in an article called “Markering
an Acting Career™ “In its simplest breakdewn, market-
ing to consumers—af any product—<can be reduced to
three cssential principles. These are: product identioy,
packaging, and placement. The secret has o do with the
all-important governing concept of product identite”
You are the product, and your idenory &5 crucial. Your
consumers are agents, CDs, directoss, and producers.
What I found so indispensable about Christensen's
teaching is how his process mforms every important deci-

sion you make 25 an actor, For example, your packaging
inchudes such things as the desizn of vour headshot, Your
product placement mclides how your agent priches you
to the casting director,

Here's what Christensen deems an essential element
in undersranding how you're perceived: There are no bad
words, I've been called smperious, toe green, smooty, aloef,
and emasculaning executive i @ s The words seem
unkind, bur they are my money. | heard them for the first
time i Christensen’s: class, and they forever changed
horw Twent about the audition process, [ finally embraced
my persona, and [ began booking work.

Interestingly, knowing who you are o'l the same ag
bmowing how you are perceived, You may really be

= amice, approachable; friendly gy, but that doesnt
f help if you're nor seer thar way by others.
In such a situation, Christensen suggests
thiat you ask yourself if *“vou secretly want

1o be the sexy puy, tough-love dad, rich
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edgy. Remember that friendly, goofy,
nice guys can have a sexual, edgy, and
successfiol side.

If you want 1w find cut how vou're
perceived, try these two experiments: 1) Send an email
to everyone you know and ask them to describe you in
one word. 2} Stop strangers on the street, at the mall,
iny line for a movie, and tell them, “I’m a student swrit-
mg & paper on first impressions, Pleage wrire down
one or two words to describe me. They don’t have to
be nice words” Christensen advises, “If some words
come up often that you don't like—e.g., hard or nef-
bisfy—go o wwwithesaurus.com and find synonyms.
Hard can also be solid, unbreakable, strong, And neb-
bashy could be funny, entertaining, vuinerable”

In commercials, being very clear about how you're
perceived will save you time and geg and ensure that
you get out on the right aoditions. And the right audi-
tion is your chance to create a8 reladonship with that
casting office.
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