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Managing Performance: The Pygmalion 
Effect of Leadership 

Training Notes from Human Resources, Organization Development and Training Services (ODTS)
  ODdiTieS

“OK, that was not good. I want you 
to try it again…with passion. This 
time, I want to feel what you believe, 
rather than hear what you believe. 
I want you to forget what you have 
learned the content to be and give 
to me raw, what you believe in about 
the content of your presentation”, I 
said. “I know you can do this”.

The turnaround was amazing. From 
a stilted presentation that was hard 
to listen to and harder to believe – 
let alone get excited about – to a 
presentation that was passionate, 
gripping, and held my attention for 
every moment, even though I knew 
the content intimately. Our consul-
tant had just become a presenter. 
Prior to this, she had been willing, 
but unable. Afraid of the audience 
and self-critical of each word as it 
came from her mouth, she was afraid 
of presenting. 

I knew she had the capability and 
the capacity to present. In the office, 
when she strayed on to a topic that 
she was passionate about, she could 
easily hold the room.

Without provocation and guidance 
on what she had to do to present 
well, she would never have crossed 
the Rubicon of fear of presenting in 
large groups of intelligent people, 
who held opinions about the con-
tent she was delivering.

A “Good Effort” from me, on the 
other hand, delivered without 
conviction and no intent to use her 
as a presenter and develop her into 

a facilitator as she gained experience, 
would have left her underwhelmed 
and lacking even more in confidence.

Worse still, would be if I used extreme 
language and suggested that she 
‘always looked nervous’ or ‘never 
engaged her audience’, or if I used a 
label like ‘stupid’ or ‘useless’. The end 
result would have been not only a 
lack of confidence in herself, but also 
a justifiable lack of confidence in me 
as her manager.

When we have expectations of 
people and communicate them, 
more often than not those expecta-
tions will be met. If they are not met, 
we can generally be assured that the 
people’s behaviour and attitude is 
much more positive than when we 
do not have expectations or do not 
communicate them.

Not only that, the more we – as lead-
ers – engage our people in learning 
activities, the higher our expectations 
become and, in turn, our people en-
gage in more learning behaviour.

On Leadership...
“A leader's job is not to put 
greatness into people, but 
rather to recognize that it 
already exists, and to create an 
environment where that great-
ness can emerge and grow.” 

- Brad Smith 

“A unique characteristic of 
superior managers is the abil-
ity to create high performance 
expectations that subordinates 
fulfill.”

- J. Sterling Livingston

Upcoming Trainings  

Diversity & Cultural Competence 
Jan 8, Feb 4, Mar 12

Supervisor Policy Review
Jan 9

Employee Policy Review
Mar 31

Fostering a Culture of Respect
Feb 11

Work/Life Balanace
Mar 18

Managing Distressing Situations
Apr 29

For more information, please visit 
http:/intranet/odts/courses.html
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Pygmalion Effect

The effect of setting high expectations 
on people, coined the Pygmalion ef-
fect, was first postulated in a study of 
teachers’ impact on students (Rosen-
thal & Jacobson, 1968). In the study, 
students at an elementary school took 
intelligence pre-tests. Rosenthal and 
Jacobson then informed the teach-
ers of the names of twenty percent of 
the students in the school who were 
showing “unusual potential for intel-
lectual growth” and would bloom aca-
demically within the year. Unknown 
to the teachers, these students were 
selected randomly, with no relation 
to the initial test. When Rosenthal and 
Jacobson tested the students eight 
months later, they discovered that the 
group of randomly selected students 
scored significantly higher.

In the workplace, a study on the Israeli 
defence forces (Eden, 1992) revealed 
two effects of setting expectations:

1.  Leadership mediates the Pygmalion 
effect. Raising manager expectations 
improves leadership, which in turn 
promotes subordinate performance.

2.  Managers allocate leadership re-
sources to subordinates in proportion 
to their expectations.

The implications of the first effect are 
that setting expectations, and setting 
them high, improves our leadership 
capabilities and our people’s perfor-
mance.

The implications of the second ef-
fect were reported as, “Evidently, 
high expectations bring out the best 
leadership in a manager. This suggests 
the hypothesis that if managers would 
treat all their subordinates to the same 
quality leadership that they lavish 
upon those of whom they expect the 
most, all would perform better”.

Creating a Pygmalion Effect in 
the Workplace

So what does this mean for us, as 
leaders in the workplace? How do we 
motivate ourselves to become better 
leaders by setting higher expecta-
tions?

Remove negative expectations of 
performance

As leaders we need to remove any 
cultural, personal, gender, age or 
other stereotypes we and our peers 
might hold. It is imperative that we 
start with the premise that people 
can do almost anything with the 
right leadership and support.

Wipe the slate clean

If there has been a history of under-
performance in individuals, it is im-
portant to consign discussion about 
those performances to the dustbin of 
history. Give everyone the chance to 
make a change to find their purpose 
and understand their responsibili-
ties and what is expected of them in 
terms of performance.

Set high expectations

Don’t aim low or set small incre-
mental gains in performance. When 
people are given incremental perfor-
mance improvement targets, there 
is a high risk that their thinking will 
fit the norms of ‘work harder’, when 
what is definitely needed is ‘work 
smarter’. When people are given 
seemingly difficult goals, it forces 
them to think differently, especially 
if we help them with that different 
thinking.

Set the right expectations

Setting expectations of people can 
have a negative effect if we set the 

wrong ones, so some careful analy-
sis and thinking is required before 
we set off on our journey of get-
ting people to achieve things they 
thought were not possible. The law of 
unintended consequences applies to 
everyone setting performance indica-
tors and goals.

For example, when I ran a production 
centre, the prevailing goal for staff in-
volved in blending, filling and ware-
housing products was to achieve a 
minimum productivity rate. Initially, I 
set higher productivity targets. They 
responded and achieved higher 
productivity but at the expense of 
medium and small runs of products, 
which were slower to blend and fill. 
They constantly ran out of stock. Cus-
tomers and the marketing team were 
always unhappy, extra stocks were 
held ‘just in case’ and the warehouse 
was too small to house the increase 
in inventory we carried. When I 
changed the goal on reflection to 
having low levels of out of stocks, 
productivity actually improved, all 
stakeholders were happier and the 
warehouse space required reduced 
by more than 25%.

Train and coach our people to be 
self-efficacious

After setting our ambitious goals, it is 
important that we support our staff 
in being able to reach these goals. 
This may include skills or knowledge 
training and workplace coaching 
or mentoring. Our people must feel 
it is very important to try and that 
we will support them through a few 
missteps and, where necessary, assist 
directly in building their skills.

Give feedback

Even our most able and most willing 
people, who need little skill or knowl-
edge building, need feedback on 
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how they are doing. Even if they seem 
embarrassed by positive feedback, it is 
crucial that people who have accepted 
the challenge of higher expectations 
feel that warm inner glow of having 
delivered something difficult.

For those who are struggling, we must 
at first give positive feedback on their 
level of effort and give constructive 
feedback on how they can improve 
their performance.
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Adapted from:
https://www.changefactory.com.au/
our-thinking/articles/managing-perfor-
mance-pygmalion-effect-leadership/

Pygmalion Effect in Action...

See The Pygmalion Effect in action, 
to inspiring dramatic and sometimes 
comedic effect, by checking out the fol-
lowing films:

My Fair Lady – In this 1964 film set in 
England, a well-respected and snobbish 
professor sets out to win a bet by taking 
an uneducated woman who sells flow-
ers on the streets and molding her into 
a proper “lady”. While Professor Higgins’ 
“lessons” have an impact on Eliza Doo-
little, it is the belief in her on the part of 
a couple of other key figures that truly 
transforms her.

Stand and Deliver – Based on the true 
story of high school teacher Jaime Es-
calante, this 1988 film explores how this 
teacher took a class of low-performing 
students, many of whom could not pass 
basic math, and drove them to suc-
cessful performance on an Advanced 
Placement Calculus exam. His belief 
that these students could rise to higher 
expectations empowered and inspired 
them to achieve more than anyone else 
thought possible.

Princess Diaries – In this highly-
appealing-to-preteens film, a teenage 
girl named Mia is plucked from geeky 
obscurity and told that she is the heir to 
the throne of a tiny European country. 
While trying to navigate the day-to-day 
awkwardness of high school, Mia blos-
soms into her Princess role, surprising 
herself as much as everyone else in her 
life.

Robert Rosenthal defined the 
Pygmalion Effect as the 

phenomenon whereby one 
person’s expectations for

 another’s behavior serves as a 
self-fulfilling prophecy.

Speechcraft
Organiztion Development and 
Training Services (ODTS) is thrilled 
with the most recent crop of 
Speechcraft graduates!  

Speechcraft, a Toastmasters 
program, is a six-week exploration 
of public speaking where partici-
pants write and present speeches 
to a small group. 

Opportunities to improve public 
speaking skills are often cited 
when employees are asked to 
name their most important 
professional development 
needs. ODTS plans to run the 
next Speechcraft program in the 
Spring of 2020. Watch the ODTS 
schedule for start dates and a 
registration link.

Speechcraft offers a focused ap-
proach to building public speak-
ing skills, centered on speech 
structure, word usage, body 
language, eye contact, and vocal 
variety. Toastmasters incorporates 
all of that and offers access to 
learning pathways, not just for 
public speaking, but also leader-
ship development, coaching, and 
mentoring. 

For more information on Pleasant 
Street Toastmasters (our club on 
campus), visit https://pleasant-
street.toastmastersclubs.org/.

“The difference between a lady 
and a flower girl is not how she be-
haves, but how she’s treated.” 

- Eliza Doolittle, 
My Fair Lady

"Treat people as if they were 
what they ought to be and you 
help them become what they 
are capable of becoming."
 - Goethe
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Our Mission Statement

To meet the employee and organization needs of the Department of Health and Human Services 
by providing opportunities for change and growth.

 ODTS supports the DHHS workforce through a wide range of knowledge and skill-building opportunities, including 
professional development, employee and supervisor training, and policy-based Human Resources training.

129 Pleasant Street
Concord, NH 03301

Phone: 603-271-9249
Fax: 603-271-4810

E-mail: BHR-ODTS@dhhs.nh.gov

Have a great topic idea 
for a future newsletter?

Send it to ODTS! 

Most of us live our lives by accident – we live as it happens. Fulfillment comes when we live our lives 
on purpose.

Simon Sinek shares these words in Together is Better: A Little Book of Inspiration, a perfect gift for all 
of the leaders on your holiday shopping list. In this delightful “little book”, Mr. Sinek creates a fable 
(told largely through illustrations) about three young friends who dream of leaving their playground 
and freeing themselves from the “king of the playground”, who leads through fear and intimidation. 
On one remarkable day when the friends see a peer stand up to the king, they are inspired to start 
a journey in search of the better life they envision. They learn through their arduous adventure that 
“the ability of a group of people to do remarkable things hinges on how well those people can pull 
together as a team”.

Simon Sinek and illustrator Ethan M. Aldridge tell a powerful story through vivid images and words of 
wisdom that remind us that a real team is defined by trust and that true leadership is “not about be-
ing in charge”; it is about “taking care of those in your charge.”


