IN THE MARGINS: Why do people
see the same event
differently?

By Tony Martin
Editor

Have you ever watched a news story, heard a debate, or
witnessed an event and then been baffled by how two
intelligent, reasonable adults can walk away with completely
different conclusions? It happens all the time. The same words
are spoken. The same facts are presented. And yet, people
split into opposing viewpoints, each convinced they are seeing
things clearly.

At first glance, it might seem like one side must be right and
the other must be wrong. But the reality is far more complex.
People interpret the world through layers of experience,
belief, and emotion that shape their understanding — often
without them even realizing it. Let’s explore why this
happens.

1. Worldview: The Lens We See Through

Imagine two people looking at a painting. One sees a peaceful
countryside, while the other sees a symbol of struggle. The
painting hasn’t changed, but their interpretations have -
because of the lens they’re using. That lens is shaped by
their worldview.

A worldview is the framework through which a person sees
reality. It includes their beliefs about God, morality,
purpose, and truth. Someone with a secular worldview might
approach an 1issue through the 1lens of logic and human
reasoning, while someone with a faith-based worldview might
seek spiritual or moral meaning. Neither 1is necessarily


https://thebaptistrecord.org/in-the-margins-why-do-people-see-the-same-event-differently/
https://thebaptistrecord.org/in-the-margins-why-do-people-see-the-same-event-differently/
https://thebaptistrecord.org/in-the-margins-why-do-people-see-the-same-event-differently/

rejecting the facts; they are just processing them through
different filters.

2. Personal Experience: The Weight of Our Past

No one comes to a discussion as a blank slate. Every
experience we’'ve had - our upbringing, hardships,
relationships, and even traumas — shapes the way we interpret
events.

For example, consider a protest. A person who has faced
injustice may see it as a necessary fight for change. Another,
who has witnessed violent riots in the past, may view it as
chaos and lawlessness. The event itself is the same, but
personal experience colors the interpretation.

3. Emotional Investment: The Power of Feelings

Humans are emotional creatures. Our reactions to events aren’t
just based on logic; they’re often driven by how we feel. When
a topic touches something deeply personal — our family, our
faith, or our identity — it triggers emotions that can shape
our perspective.

Think about how hard it is to change someone’s mind about a
deeply held belief. It’s not because they refuse to hear the
facts — it’'s because their emotions and identity are wrapped
up in their position. To change their mind feels like losing a
part of themselves.

4. Confirmation Bias: Seeing What We Expect to See

People tend to seek out and believe information that aligns
with what they already think. This is called confirmation
bias. If someone believes a politician is corrupt, they will
notice every mistake that reinforces that belief while
overlooking any evidence to the contrary. If another person
admires that politician, they will highlight the positive and
dismiss the negative.



Social media amplifies this effect. Algorithms feed us news
and opinions that match our existing beliefs, reinforcing our
perspective and making it seem like “everyone” agrees with us
— when, 1in reality, half the country may see things entirely
differently.

5. Education and Knowledge: Different Information Leads to
Different Conclusions

People are exposed to different sources of information. Some
have studied history deeply; others get their news in short
headlines. Some trust one media outlet, while others rely on a
completely different source. The quality, depth, and
perspective of information people receive directly impact
their conclusions.

For example, two people can watch the same trial and walk away
with opposite views, simply because they emphasized different
facts or relied on different legal interpretations.

6. Cultural and Generational Influences

Different cultures emphasize different values. One culture may
prioritize individual freedom, while another prioritizes
community well-being. Generations also view events through
different lenses. Someone who grew up in the 1960s might see
protests differently than someone raised in the 2000s.

7. Spiritual and Moral Beliefs

For many, faith plays a crucial role in how they interpret the
world. A Christian might see an event through the lens of
Scripture, asking, “How does this align with God’s truth?”
Others might evaluate it based on humanistic ethics. Both
approaches impact conclusions about justice, right and wrong,
and human nature.

What Can We Do About It?

Understanding why people see the same event differently should



make us slower to judge and quicker to listen. Here are three
things we can do:

1. Seek to understand before trying to persuade. Instead of
dismissing opposing views, ask, “Why do they see it that
way?” Listening opens the door to real conversation.

2. Recognize our own biases. None of us are completely
objective. Being aware of our tendencies helps us
evaluate situations more fairly.

3. Emphasize shared values. Even when we disagree, we often
have common ground — like wanting what’s best for our
families and communities. Focusing on shared values
fosters respect.

Final Thought

The fact that people see the same event differently isn’t a
sign that one group is irrational or dishonest. It’'s a sign
that we are complex, shaped by our stories, beliefs, and
experiences. Instead of being frustrated by differing
opinions, we can choose to be curious. We can seek
understanding. And in doing so, we might just find common
ground in the most unexpected places.



