
     

One of our favorite old sayings, invented by the elusive                                 “Unknown Author” (who 
said many brilliant things) is, “Never assume, for it makes an        ASS out of U and ME”.  For a 
phrase that is so well known, one rarely needs to get past, “you know what they say about 
assumptions…” it seems to be a hard one to live by.  Unfortunately, many of us consistently make 
assumptions in the course of our lives.  In business, it is essential to avoid making assumptions and 
start asking questions to uncover the information necessary in making progress.  So, unless your name 
starts with “The Great” as in, “The Great Kreskin”, you should give people the benefit (and respect) of 
explaining themselves.  Improve your dialogue with customers, colleagues and direct reports – ask 
them what they truly think instead of assuming that you know… what you discover might amaze you.  
On the other hand, it may scare the hell out of you!  Either way, you’ll be ahead of the game.  This 
month we urge you to brush up on your open-ended questions and cut down on making assumptions!   
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 This month: 

SCARY 
ASSUMPTIONS  

“Assumptions
allow the best in

life to pass you
by.”

- John Sales

…In the beginning was the plan and then came the 
assumptions and the assumptions were without form and the 
plan was without substance and the darkness was upon the 
face of the workers and they spoke amongst themselves 
saying "It is a crock of sh*t, and it stinketh". 

1.   And the workers went to their supervisors and said 
It is a pail of dung and none can stand the odour that 
rises from it. 

2.   And the supervisors went unto the managers and said 
It is a container of excrement and it is very strong, such 
that none can come near. 

3.   And the managers went to their directors saying 
It is a vessel of fertilizer and none can stand its strength. 

4.   And the directors spoke among themselves saying to 
one another It contains that which aids plant growth and 
it is very strong. 

5.    And the directors went unto the vice-presidents and said 
It promotes growth and is very powerful. 

6.   And the vice-presidents went to the President and said 
This new plan will actively promote the growth and 
efficiency of this company. 

7.   And the President looked on the plan and saw that it was 
good, and the plan became policy.  

The above story, unfortunately, is typical of the way many 
companies work. Rather than listening and communicating 
honestly, different levels within the organization pass on only 
what more senior management want to hear. This way the 
truth disappears, and policies are made that ignore reality - a 
classical business blind spot… 
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When you drive over to the mall at Christmas time, do you assume, because it is so 
busy, that the only place you’ll find a parking spot is near the back? If so, that’s 
where you’ll look.  But statistically, when it is that busy, you are just as likely to get a 
spot up by the front door as at the back of the lot.  
 
Assumptions are powerful things. They determine how we act. 
 
Some years ago, a colleague and I had similar jobs that required both of us to travel most of the
time.  On the rare occasion that our paths crossed, I would mention all the famous people that I
had seen in airports.  He, on the other hand, said that he never saw anybody famous, yet he
traveled as much as I did.  How could this be?  Simply put, it was our assumptions. He told me
that he never expected to see the famous of the world, so he didn’t keep an eye out for them.  I,
on the other hand, figured that they had to use the same airports as the rest of us and therefore I
was looking out for them all the time. In both our cases, our assumptions determined our
activities, and results, in airports. 
 

Douglas McGregor certainly understood the power of assumptions,
especially in the workplace.  The late social psychologist and Professor of
Management at MIT knew that, as leaders, the assumptions that we make
about the people that we lead, will determine how we treat these people. His
thoughts on the subject can be found in his famous book, ‘The Human Side
Of Enterprise” published in 1960.  Its’ message is just as valid and relevant
today as it was nearly forty-five years ago. 
 
McGregor presented two Theories, one known as X, the other Y.  
 
Theory X makes the assumption that people don’t particularly like to work,
are lazy, and would rather be anywhere else on the planet than working for
you.  If you, as a leader, believe that about your employees, you’d probably
be inclined to watch them like a hawk, cut them no slack at all, and not trust
them as far as you could toss them. 
 
On the other hand, Theory Y assumes that work is a natural part of life, that
people don’t hate coming to work, and maybe they even like it.  I’ll bet if you
assume this about your folks, you’ll probably coach them, give them the
skills they need, encourage risk taking, recognize both their efforts and
results, and involve them in the decision making process, to name a few. 

 
So what kind of a leader are you?  Theory X or Theory Y?  If experience has taught me anything,
you probably need to be both.  The reality is that some people hate work and are lazy and that
does require a Theory X approach.  But most people have proven to me that they do want to do
a good job, to contribute to the success of the team, and spend meaningful hours at work.  That’s
one assumption that has rarely let me down. 
 
Now, where did I park that car? 

Assume the best 
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