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READING MAP / START HERE

A map for the room

Swagger is a convenient label for several different things: willingness to act, the ability to hold
attention, and a performance that signals rank. This guide separates them so you can ask more
precise questions. It does not score people.

In this guide

01 The manifesto: agency without the mythology

02 Three signals: confidence, charisma, performed status

03 The observation chain: cue = context - hypothesis - check
04 Worked case: the Monday meeting

05 Worked case: credit, disagreement, and quiet expertise

06 Language lab: turn authority into a testable claim

07 Counterexample: the same cue, another explanation

08 Reflection worksheet and use in real life

09 Method, evidence boundaries, and sources

How to use it: notice behaviour, describe it plainly, generate more than
one interpretation, then seek context. The strongest reading is not the
most dramatic one; it is the one that remains open to correction.
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01 / MANIFESTO

Still in the game. Not playing by
every rule.

Creative agency begins when we stop treating social life as a single contest with one
scoreboard. Every room has visible and invisible rules: who speaks first, whose uncertainty is
tolerated, whose idea becomes “the plan,” whose mistake becomes the lesson.

You cannot control every room. You can choose what kind of move to make inside it. Be direct
without turning disagreement into humiliation. Be warm without shrinking your claim. Be
impressive without asking for unquestioned deference.

Swagger is not a virtue or a vice. It is a word people use after interpreting a performance.
Sometimes it describes grounded ease; sometimes theatre; sometimes a norm violation that
an audience dislikes. The label often tells us as much about the observer’s expectations as the
speaker’s intention.

Working principle

Separate the visible move from the story you tell about the person. Then
ask what evidence could make your story less certain.

That is not fence-sitting. It is a form of precision. The point is not to become impossible to
offend or impossible to read. It is to keep enough room for choice, revision, and shared work.
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02 / THREE SIGNALS

Different moves. Different
questions.

CONFIDENCE CHARISMA STATUS DISPLAY

capacity to act attention + meaning claimed position
LENSES, NOT A COMPOSITE SCORE

Confidence

Working definition: willingness to act or make a claim under uncertainty. Confidence need not
sound loud. It can include saying, “I have a view, and here is the part | am unsure about.”
Useful question: can the person state their position and still revise it?

Charisma

Working definition: the ability of a performance to engage attention and make meaning feel
vivid to an audience. Story, timing, emotional expression, and audience awareness can
contribute. The reception can be real while the content remains wrong. Useful question: does
the performance help people understand, or only make the speaker hard to ignore?

Performed status

Working definition: an attempt to make rank, access, or special standing visible. Examples
include name-dropping, interrupting to reclaim the floor, or treating insider knowledge as proof
of authority. Such cues can be deliberate or habitual, and may be misread. Useful question:
does the move create value for the group or request deference?

These are editorial lenses, not mutually exclusive bins. One action can express more than one signal; the meaning
depends on what came before, who holds power, and what happens next.
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05

03 / A READING METHOD

Observation before interpretation

When a conversation makes you react, the mind often compresses the scene into a single
character verdict: “confident,” “arrogant,” “charismatic,” “weak.” Slow the compression down.
Keep the steps distinct.

CUE CONTEXT HYPOTHESIS CHECK
What was said? What conditions matter? What might it mean? What would disconfirm it?

A disciplined reading stays revisable.

Step 1 — Describe the cue

Write what a camera and microphone could capture: “They interrupted twice and referred to
their prior launch.” Avoid smuggling motive into the description. “They tried to dominate” is
already an interpretation.

Step 2 — Name the context

Was the room rushed? Did roles make decision rights unclear? Was there an accessibility or
language factor? Had the group invited debate, or punished it before? Context is not an excuse;
it is part of the evidence.

Step 3 — Generate competing hypotheses

At minimum, make room for a charitable and a critical account. Perhaps the speaker is trying to
keep momentum; perhaps they are claiming authority without showing reasons. More than one
can be true.

Step 4 — Find a respectful check

Ask a question that tests the claim rather than the person: “Which risk are you most concerned
about?” or “What would change your mind?” The answer and follow-through provide more
information than the initial cue.
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04 / WORKED CASE 01

The Monday meeting

FICTIONAL DEMONSTRATION — the people and dialogue below are
invented for practice, not evidence about real people.

Scene: a small project team has ten minutes left. A plan is almost approved, but the handover
risk has not been discussed. Two replies are possible.

Reply A — “l see one risk we haven’t covered. Can we
stress-test it before we commit?”

This names a specific issue and proposes a test. It can communicate confidence because the
speaker makes a clear intervention under pressure. It may also communicate collaboration
because the test belongs to the group, not only the speaker. The crucial next observation is
whether the speaker can hear a different risk and revise the concern.

Reply B — “I’ve seen this play out before. Trust me—we
should do it my way.”

This invokes experience but leaves its reasoning implicit. That can be efficient when everyone
already knows the case; otherwise it asks the team to substitute standing for visible argument.
It may be a status display, a clumsy shortcut, or both. Do not infer motive from a single line.

CLAIM REASON CHECK

“Trust me.” “Here is the risk.” “What are we missing?”

Persuasion can invite scrutiny—or ask for deference.

Interpretive takeaway

Reply A makes the claim easier to test. Reply B makes the speaker’s
experience part of the warrant. Neither line tells us the speaker’s total
character. The follow-up matters: do they share reasons, listen, and
accept a check?
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05 / WORKED CASE 02

Who gets the credit?

FICTIONAL DEMONSTRATION — use this as an interpretive exercise, not
as a claim about any real team.

A project ships after a difficult sprint. The team lead is asked who made the result possible.

Version A — “The team pulled this together. Priya
found the integration issue; | handled the rollout.”

This answer gives specific credit and identifies distinct contributions. It can support shared
ownership. It could also be a carefully managed performance of generosity. The more useful
evidence is a pattern: who receives credit when a leader is absent, when the outcome is mixed,
or when rewards are at stake?

Version B — “l got this over the line. The team helped
with execution.”

This answer makes the speaker central and others supporting. It may reflect the actual
distribution of work, or compress shared effort into a single story. Ask what responsibilities

were assigned, which decisions mattered, and who did the work. Do not replace missing
evidence with a confident guess.

Counter-reading: the quiet expert

“l need to check that” might be careful calibration, uncertainty, a promise to follow up, or a
way to avoid ownership. Follow-through differentiates some hypotheses: does the person
return with a clear answer, expose what remains unknown, or disappear?

The test is not whether you can invent an interpretation. It is whether
you can tell what information would help distinguish interpretations.
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06 / LANGUAGE LAB

From status claims to testable
claims

Language changes the kind of response a room can give. A claim about personal standing
makes disagreement feel like a challenge to rank. A claim that exposes reasoning gives the
room something concrete to inspect. This is not a universal formula; in some settings, brevity
or direct authority is necessary.

DIRECT + OPEN DIRECT + CLOSED

HESITANT + OPEN HESITANT + CLOSED

WILLINGNESS TO REVISE 1

CLARITY OF EXPRESSED VIEW —

Try these rewrites

Instead of: “Trust me, | know this market.”
Try: “The customer interviews suggest the drop-off starts at onboarding. Can we check that
against the latest cohort?”

Instead of: “Anyone experienced would know this is wrong.”
Try: “I think the plan misses the rollback constraint. Here is the failure mode | am worried
about.”

Instead of: “That is my decision. End of story.”
Try: “l own the decision. The reason | am choosing this is X; tell me if | have missed a constraint
before I lock it.”

What changes?

The revised versions still make claims and can still exercise authority. They also make
reasoning more visible and give others a narrower, more useful way to disagree. The goal is not
to sand every sentence smooth; it is to make power accountable to reasons where the situation
permits.
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07 / COUNTEREXAMPLE

The same cue can mean two
u
things
Cue: a person speaks firmly and does not hedge.
Possible reading 1: grounded confidence. The person knows the decision boundary, states a
view, and remains responsible for explaining the reasons.

Possible reading 2: performed status. The person uses certainty to stop questions, claims
special standing, and treats disagreement as disloyalty.

Possible reading 3: role-bound directness. The person is responsible for a time-critical decision
and is compressing language for a practical reason. A listener outside the context may misread
the brevity as arrogance.

What distinguishes the readings?

Look at the sequence, not just the sentence. Does the person give reasons when asked? Do
they update on new information? Do they apply the same standards to their own proposal?
What happens to people who disagree? Do they take responsibility for outcomes? Those are
observable follow-up questions, not mind-reading.

An important limit

Power and communication norms are unevenly distributed. The same degree of directness can
be praised in one person and penalised in another. Culture, role, language, neurotype, age,
seniority and relationship history may shape how a cue is received. A framework can reveal a
question worth asking; it cannot erase those differences.

Do not turn an interpretive tool into a weapon. It is not a licence to
diagnose, profile, or publicly label someone.
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08 / REFLECTION WORKSHEET

Read the move. Leave room for
the human.

Use this page after a real conversation. It is designed to discipline your own reading, not to
produce a verdict about someone else. Print it or copy the prompts into a notebook.

01 / OBSERVATION

NOTES

02 / FIRST STORY

NOTES

03 / ALTERNATIVE

NOTES

04 / EVIDENCE

NOTES

05 / RESPECTFUL
CHECK

NOTES

06 / UPDATE

NOTES

What did the person actually say or do? Write it as if a camera and microphone
recorded it.

What meaning did you immediately assign to the cue? Which emotion or
expectation might be shaping that story?

Write at least one other plausible explanation. What context would make that
explanation more likely?

What additional observation would help distinguish the hypotheses? What would
count against your first reading?

What question could you ask that tests the issue without making the person
defend their character?

After new information arrives, what will you change in your interpretation?

Personal reflection only. This site does not send, save, or collect answers from its interactive demonstration.
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09 / METHOD & LIMITS

Evidence is not decoration

This guide combines research-backed concepts with an original teaching framework. The
literature cited below addresses power, social perception, and charismatic communication. It
does not directly validate the three-part “confidence / charisma / performed status” model
used here.

Research lens 1 — power and behaviour

Keltner, Gruenfeld and Anderson’s 2003 review describes how elevated power and constrained
power can be associated with different approach- and inhibition-related tendencies. The paper
is a theoretical review, not a universal prediction about any one person in a meeting.

Research lens 2 — perceived warmth and competence

Fiske, Cuddy, Glick and Xu (2002) proposed a model in which perceived status and competition
relate to impressions of competence and warmth. This is a model of social perception and
stereotype content, not a method for inferring an individual’s motives from a phrase. Cuddy
and colleagues later examined patterns and differences across 10 non-US nations (2009); that
cross-cultural evidence itself warns against flattening context.

Research lens 3 — charismatic communication

Antonakis, Fenley and Liechti (2012) reported two studies testing interventions intended to
teach charismatic behaviours and effects on ratings in specific settings. That is evidence that
some observable communication behaviours can be trained and influence ratings under
studied conditions; it does not show that charisma equals ethical leadership, truth, or universal
persuasion.

Labels used throughout

Research: a claim grounded in a cited source. Interpretation: a reasoned application. Fiction:
invented dialogue. Speculation: one plausible but unverified explanation. Keep those
categories separate.

Quality rule: no invented scores, diagnoses, leader rankings, universal
thresholds, or claims that this exercise scientifically measures a person.
It does not.
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FURTHER READING / PRIMARY REFERENCES

Sources you can check

These references support the research observations in this guide. The fictional dialogues,
three-signal distinction, diagrams and reflection worksheet are original teaching devices by
Sahil Tayal, not excerpts from those studies.

1. Keltner, D., Gruenfeld, D. H., & Anderson, C. (2003). “Power, Approach, and Inhibition.” Psychological Review,
110(2), 265-284. American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.110.2.265

Claim supported: review of research and theory connecting power with approach-related and inhibition-related
tendencies. It does not operationalise swagger.

2. Fiske, S. T., Cuddy, A. J. C., Glick, P., & Xu, J. (2002). “A Model of (Often Mixed) Stereotype Content: Competence
and Warmth Respectively Follow From Perceived Status and Competition.” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 82(6), 878-902. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.82.6.878

Claim supported: proposed model relating perceived status/competition to competence/warmth stereotypes.

3. Antonakis, J., Fenley, M., & Liechti, S. (2012). “Can Charisma Be Taught? Tests of Two Interventions.” Academy of
Management Learning & Education, 11(2), 374-396. https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2010.0012
Claim supported: two studies of charisma-related training and evaluations in specific settings.

4. Cuddy, A. J. C., Fiske, S. T., & Glick, P. (2009). “Stereotype Content Model Across Cultures: Towards Universal
Similarities and Some Differences.” British Journal of Social Psychology, 48(1), 1-33.
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466608X314935

Claim supported: study of warmth/competence-related stereotype patterns across ten non-US nations, reporting both
similarities and differences.

Attribution, rights and use

Original site copy, diagrams and exercises by Sahil Tayal are offered under the Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 International licence (CC BY 4.0), excluding third-party materials. Attribute as: “The Science of Swagger —
field guide by Sahil Tayal, https://sahiltayal.com, CC BY 4.0.” Research titles and author names are cited for
identification; their works remain subject to their own rights.

Research links were checked against publisher or institutional listings during production; confirm the DOI resolver
and source-to-claim alignment before relying on a reference for publication, policy, or high-stakes decisions.

A SHARP READING IS A REVISABLE READING.
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