
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A B O U T  U S  

I Think I Can I Know I Can
By Stuart White

Printed in the Weekend Post
 
A girl friend of mine met this guy in a singles' bar and they talked for a while. He offered her a drink and she enjoyed his 
company. Then he offered to drop her back home. While driving back, she realised that they were moving through narrow and 
strange roads. 'Oh God where is he taking me?' she thought but did not have the guts to ask. She cursed her decision to get into 
his car. All of a sudden she saw him taking a familiar turn back on to the road just near her house. Smiling, he said: 'I took a short 
cut'. 
 
Chances are the story did not end the way you expected it to. And how you expected it to end reflects your belief system. No 
belief is right or wrong but it can be either empowering or limiting. Our individual belief systems are formed through a complex 
combination of nurture (upbringing and the intangible influence of our collective subconscious), nature (our own innate 
personality) and life experiences (past incidents which we give general credence to).  
  
In my view, all too often what we expect from people is exactly what we get. When employees enter the workplace with a 
conviction that managers are there to exploit and manipulate, and conversely managers believe that employees are lazy and 
troublesome, then by some mysterious force it comes about and becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. It demonstrates how 
expectations of people are often the key factors in what behaviors they will exhibit. 



 
 

 
In the early 20th century, there existed a very strange and unique horse named Clever Hans. Hans could add, subtract, multiply, 
divide, spell and solve problems involving musical harmony, giving his answers even in the absence of his trainer by tapping his 
hoof. It mystified almost everyone. However when Hans could not see his questioner, his cleverness seemed to vanish. It was 
discovered that without intention, people were subconsciously communicating the answers through visible signs. Hans was only 
clever when people expected him to be and they projected their expectations of superior horse sense onto him. 

Around the same time, George Bernard Shaw was writing his play, Pygmalion, a psychological study of the influence of nature 
versus nurture and the false perceptions that result from superficial assumptions. The main character, Professor Henry Higgins, 
insists that he can take a common flower girl, Eliza Doolittle, and ‘re-invent’ her by subjecting her to intense training to pass her 
off in high society as a Duchess. This he does with great aplomb, and the subsequent sudden change in her status and deference 
she is accorded is now referred to as Pygmalion effect.  As Eliza says, “the difference between a lady and a flower girl is not how 
she behaves, but how she is treated.”  
 
The self-fulfilling prophecy or Pygmalion Effect was described by J. Sterling Livingston in the September/October, 1988 Harvard 
Business Review. "The way managers treat their subordinates is subtly influenced by what they expect of them." He goes on to 
say how once our expectations are set, even if they are inaccurate, we act in ways that are consistent with the expectation and 
thus make the expectation come true! 
 
At work the way that we “see” people and the individual's opinion about his or her ability and self-expectations largely determine 
performance. Just as Eliza grew into her role the more she was taken to be of high-born lineage, if an employee thinks she can 
succeed, she will likely do so. Consequently, any actions the supervisor can take that increase the employee's feelings of positive 
self-worth will help the employee's performance improve.  
 
Ever heard the story of the four-minute mile? For years people believed that it is impossible for a human being to run a mile in 
less than four minutes until Roger Banister proved it wrong in 1954. Within one year, 37 runners had followed his lead and the 
year after that, 300 other runners did the same thing. The invisible barrier had been removed.  
 

So often success is simply a case of mind over matter – self-belief and fulfillment of the confidence others place in you. So I say, 
think positive, inspire your staff and imbue them with the confidence to respond and succeed. Or would you rather be the 
manager who bemoans his lot in life with his under-performing staff, all the while perpetuating poor performance by projecting his 
low expectations onto his subordinates and never realising that in management, as in so many other activities, it’s the thought 
that counts! 
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