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[Note: Sue and Bob are clients who consulted with me on the stories for their bestselling 
book. This is a sample chapter, edited down to include the entire story, plus a portion of 
the content so you can see the transitions. They followed this form for the stories in 
each chapter of the book.]  
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Chapter 4:  Positive Assumptions about People 

Jeff slumped down in his chair and stared at his phone. He was going to have to call his 

son and tell him he would miss another baseball game. As he reached for the phone, his boss, 

Jason, walked in. Three months ago, Jason had set the deadline for completing the new 

production line installation. It was now five weeks away. 

“I wanted to let you know as soon as I could”, Jason said. “That big Hartford order 

came through. We need to have that line up in two weeks.” Jason was the Operations Manager 

at Wilson Plastics, a mid-sized manufacturer of plastic toys. Jeff was the Plant Manager. 

“Two weeks?” Jeff exclaimed. “I wasn’t sure we could make the original schedule.” 

Jason and Jeff had worked together for eight years, and Jeff was familiar with project schedules 

being shortened.   

“I know”, Jason said as he headed for the door. “But we have to make this happen.”  

A bit shell shocked after Jason’s announcement, Jeff sat a few minutes before giving us a 

call. As soon as Bob answered the phone, he recognized Jeff’s voice. We had been working with 

Wilson Plastics for six months, helping them implement processes that would create a higher 

performing work environment.  

Jeff sounded exhausted as he told Bob what was happening. Bob said he’d meet with him 

first thing the next day. 

“Late night?” Bob asked, as he entered Jeff’s office. 

“That’s putting it mildly”, Jeff groaned. “I don’t know how we’ll make this new deadline. 

I’m just not sure the crew is up to it.  

Bob looked at the whiteboard on the wall near Jeff’s desk. “Are those your employees?” 

Jeff nodded.  

“So, what’s the problem?” 

Well, Mary and Sal always need to leave right at 4. Butch and Phil and Doug just don’t 

have the background or desire to offer more than they already do. Bud and Renee barely do 

enough to keep their job.”  

“And the rest?” Bob asked. 

Jeff pointed at the first name and began to go down the list. “No passion. No desire. 

Doesn’t care about the company. Doesn’t want to make decisions. Avoids any kind of 

responsibility – “ 
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Bob interrupted him. “What about these two?” 

 “She’s lazy and he’s lazier.” Jeff deadpanned. “Sometimes I wish I could just start with 

an entirely new group. If I had people who were enthusiastic and committed to getting this line 

installed, we might be able to get somewhere.” 

 Bob went on. “How much have you told your team about the project, about the new 

production line?” 

Jeff’s frustration was growing. “I’ve told them what they need to know. But most of them 

don’t want to know much. And that’s not the way we’ve done things around here.  

“Look, they’re production workers. They’re not supposed to be doing my job.” 

Bob looked at Jeff. “It sounds like you don’t think they’re really capable. Why is that?” 

  

 

Jeff is a perfect example of how negative assumptions about our co-workers can sabotage 

both our work environments, and our abilities to accomplish what we hope to. 

Why is it that we tend to have more negative assumptions about people than positive? Is 

it because most of what we see and read in the news is negative?  Is it because some of us have 

jobs that require us to deal with the small part of the population that lies, cheats and steals?  Have 

we personally had bad experiences where we were duped and now look at most strangers with a 

jaundiced eye?  It could be any of these and we’ll talk more about that in our chapter about 

Mutual Trust and Respect.  But first let’s talk about the impact our assumptions have on the way 

we behave as leaders.   

 

Beliefs Drive Behavior 

Douglas McGregor developed a philosophical view of people based on two opposing 

perceptions about how people behave in the workplace. His studies showed that leaders’ 

underlying assumptions about people drive these approaches. Theory X is a command and 
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control management style based on the perception that people have an inherent dislike for work 

and will avoid it whenever possible; they must be coerced, controlled, directed, or threatened 

with punishment to get them to achieve the objectives; and people prefer to be directed, do not 

want responsibility and have little or no ambition. Based on these perceptions, a command and 

control style would appear to be the most effective. 

But McGregor also offered Theory Y, the opposing belief that for most people work is as 

natural as play and rest; people will exercise self-direction if committed to the objectives; 

creativity, ingenuity and imagination are widely distributed among the population; and, people 

have potential. 

Generally, traditionally managed organizations operate from negative assumptions. Jeff 

personified this attitude, which seemed to match the overall philosophy of his company (“… 

that’s not we’ve done things around here.”) 

[CONTENT CONTINUES…] 

 

Jeff had no answer when Bob asked why he assumed his employees weren’t capable.  

“Look, let’s start here,” Bob continued. “Who are three of your best employees?” 

Jeff thought for a moment. “Probable Tim, Dan, and Angie.” 

Bob suggested that Jeff get Tim and Dan and Angie together that afternoon. Jeff would 

describe the project to them and tell them about the concerns that he had and what he was 

struggling with. He would emphasize how critical it was that the project get completed in two 

weeks, and he would challenge them with getting others involved.   

“But if I do that,” Jeff said, “it will look like they must figure this out, like I’m having 

them do my job. And even if they don’t think that, my boss will.”  



 5 

“Let’s say that’s true,” Bob said. “Isn’t he concerned about getting this up and running 

on time, and seeing that his employees are all doing their best? So, if that happens and you’re 

their leader, won’t he think you’re doing a GOOD job?” 

Jeff thought about that, and then despite his concerns, agreed to give this a try. 

The next morning Bob asked Jeff about the meeting. “It wasn’t what I expected.” Jeff 

said. He went on to describe the input he got when he laid out the blueprints. Dan had worked 

through a similar installation at his previous job six years ago, and Angie used to install 

conveyor systems. The employees continued to talk and to brainstorm, and they volunteered to 

stay late or work weekends to get the project completed on time. Tim was going to get four other 

employees together to create an action team to produce a day-by-day schedule to keep the 

accelerated project on track. 

“But now I just need to take all of this……stuff.” He looked around his office. “And put 

my new plan together and get this going.” 

“What about them? What about your people?”, Bob asked. 

“What do you mean? You wanted me to have the assumption that they cared, and I did. 

I’ve got their ideas and now I need to move forward.” 

Bob suggested to Jeff that he should continue to talk with them, involve them in the 

project, and challenge them. The meeting was evidence that they were capable of, and wanted to, 

contribute. Jeff disagreed and expressed his thoughts again that it would appear he wasn’t doing 

his job, or didn’t know how.  

Bob continued to challenge Jeff. “What will be the effect on your team when they see that 

you don’t want them involved in completing this project, when you have those negative 

assumptions? Will they be more, or less, likely to showcase their abilities?” 
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“I don’t know,” Jeff said, searching for an answer. “I hope it shows them that I know 

what I’m doing. I mean, I’m using some of their ideas.” He paused. “But I can see the message 

that would send, especially to the rest of the team.” 

The next day Jeff called another meeting with the entire group. He had clearly thought 

about Bob’s question, and gave the team time to discuss ideas. He recorded their thoughts and 

suggestions on flipcharts. Soon, one of the packaging operators, Blaine, spoke up. “We still have 

to reconfigure the access from the new line to the loading bay.” The team was silent for a few 

seconds. Jeff nodded. “I don’t think I had thought much about that. I’ve just been focusing on 

getting the line going. Can I get three volunteers to get together after this meeting to start laying 

out the details for that?” The meeting continued for another 45 minutes. Afterward, Jeff made 

his way back to his office, flipcharts in hand. “I think we’re going to make it,” he said quietly to 

himself.  

That Friday afternoon Bob got a call from Jeff. They had finished the job, and Jeff was 

excited and relieved. They still had to fix a processor software glitch and recalibrate one of the 

packaging units, but nothing that would keep production from starting on the new line. And he 

was amazed at the response he got from his people. “Once Tim and Dan and Angie got behind it, 

others started to help out too. I didn’t know that they cared so much about this place, and about 

helping me.  They’re certainly more than just production workers.” Jeff also mentioned that his 

boss, Jason, was very pleased with his hard work and effort to meet the deadline. “I told him it 

wasn’t me. It was the entire team. He said he agreed, but he was sure I had something to do with 

that.” 
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Once Jeff shifted his assumptions about his team, and started seeing them as 

conscientious and capable people who cared about the company – and about doing their best – 

the outcomes were startling. Not only was the production line up and running on time, Jeff’s 

relationships with his employees, and their feelings of satisfaction with their own jobs, were 

transformed.  

Even the setbacks they encountered were solved by the team in a spirit of cooperation 

rather than blame. And Jeff’s stress level – and standing with his own boss – were better than he 

thought possible. 

 

 Four months later Bob stopped by to see Jeff. He wasn’t in his office so Bob asked 

Kerry, a production team member working nearby, if he had seen Jeff. Kerry said he had left to 

get to his son’s baseball game. 

“He took off early?”, Bob asked, a little surprised.   

“Yeah, he’s been making it to most of Zach’s games lately. There are enough of us here 

to cover until he gets back.” 

“Gets back?”, Bob asked. 

“Yeah, he’s coming back in later. We had another big order come in just this morning, 

and we all have to put our heads together to figure out how to get it done.” 

 

 


