
HBR BACKTOBUSINESS       STAYINGONTARGET

www.hbr.org

 

The Set-Up-to-Fail 
Syndrome

 

by Jean-François Manzoni and Jean-Louis Barsoux

 

Included with this full-text 

 

Harvard Business Review

 

 article:

The Idea in Brief—the core idea

The Idea in Practice—putting the idea to work

 

1

 

Article Summary

 

2

 

The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome

A list of related materials, with annotations to guide further

exploration of the article’s ideas and applications

 

15

 

Further Reading

 

Improving employee 

performance

http://www.hbr.org


HBR BACKTOBUSINESS       STAYINGONTARGET

 

The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome

 

page 1

 

The Idea in Brief The Idea in Practice

 

C
O

P
YR

IG
H

T
 ©

 2
00

2 
H

A
R

V
A

R
D

 B
U

SI
N

E
SS

 S
C

H
O

O
L 

P
U

B
LI

SH
IN

G
 C

O
R

P
O

R
A

T
IO

N
. A

LL
 R

IG
H

T
S 

R
E

SE
R

V
E

D
.

 

That darned employee! His performance 
keeps deteriorating—despite your close 
monitoring. What’s going on?

Brace yourself: You may be at fault, by un-
knowingly triggering the set-up-to-fail 
syndrome. Employees whom you (perhaps 
falsely) view as weak performers live down 
to your expectations. Here’s how:

1. You start with a positive relationship.

2. Something—a missed deadline, a lost cli-
ent—makes you question the employee’s 
performance. You begin micromanaging 
him.

3. Suspecting your reduced confidence, the 
employee starts doubting himself. He stops 
giving his best, responds mechanically to 
your controls, and avoids decisions.

4. You view his new behavior as additional 
proof of mediocrity—and tighten the 
screws further.

Why not just fire him? Because you’re likely 
to repeat the pattern with others. Better to 
reverse the dynamic instead. Unwinding the 
set-up-to-fail spiral actually pays big divi-
dends: Your company gets the best from 
your employees—and from you.

HOW SET-UP-TO-FAIL STARTS

A manager categorizes employees as “in” or 
“out,” based on:

• early perceptions of employees’ motivation, 
initiative, creativity, strategic perspectives;

• previous bosses’ impressions;

• an early mishap; and

• boss-subordinate incompatibility.

The manager then notices only evidence sup-
porting his categorization, while dismissing 
contradictory evidence. The boss also treats 
the groups differently:

• “In” groups get autonomy, feedback, and 
expressions of confidence.

• “Out” groups get controlling, formal man-
agement emphasizing rules.

 

THE COSTS OF SET-UP-TO-FAIL

 

This syndrome hurts everyone:

 

•

 

Employees

 

 stop volunteering ideas and in-
formation and asking for help, avoid con-
tact with bosses, or grow defensive.

• The organization fails to get the most from 
employees.

• The boss loses energy to attend to other ac-
tivities. His reputation suffers as other em-
ployees deem him unfair.

• Team spirit wilts as targeted performers are 
alienated and strong performers are over-
burdened.

 

HOW TO REVERSE SET-UP-TO-FAIL

 

If the syndrome hasn’t started, prevent it:

 

•

 

Establish expectations with new employees 
early. Loosen the reins as they master their 
jobs.

 

•

 

Regularly challenge your own assumptions. 
Ask: “What are the facts regarding this em-

ployee’s performance?” “Is he really that 
bad?”

• Convey openness, letting employees chal-
lenge your opinions. They’ll feel comfort-
able discussing their performance and rela-
tionship with you.

If the syndrome has already erupted, discuss 
the dynamic with the employee:

1. Choose a neutral, nonthreatening location; 
use affirming language (“Let’s discuss our rela-
tionship and roles”); and acknowledge your 
part in the tension.

2. Agree on the employee’s weaknesses and 
strengths. Support assessments with facts, not 
feelings.

3. Unearth causes of the weaknesses. Do you 
disagree on priorities? Does your employee 
lack specific knowledge or skills? Ask: “How is 
my behavior making things worse for you?”

4. Identify ways to boost performance. Train-
ing? New experiences? Decide the quantity 
and type of supervision you’ll provide. Affirm 
your desire to improve matters.

5. Agree to communicate more openly: “Next 
time I do something that communicates low ex-
pectations, can you let me know immediately?”
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How bosses create their own poor performers.

 

When an employee fails—or even just per-
forms poorly—managers typically do not
blame themselves. The employee doesn’t un-
derstand the work, a manager might contend.
Or the employee isn’t driven to succeed, can’t
set priorities, or won’t take direction. What-
ever the reason, the problem is assumed to be
the employee’s fault—and the employee’s re-
sponsibility.

But is it? Sometimes, of course, the answer is
yes. Some employees are not up to their as-
signed tasks and never will be, for lack of
knowledge, skill, or simple desire. But some-
times—and we would venture to say often—
an employee’s poor performance can be
blamed largely on his boss.

Perhaps “blamed” is too strong a word, but it
is directionally correct. In fact, our research
strongly suggests that bosses—albeit acciden-
tally and usually with the best intentions—are
often complicit in an employee’s lack of suc-
cess. (See the insert “About the Research.”)
How? By creating and reinforcing a dynamic
that essentially sets up perceived underper-

formers to fail. If the Pygmalion effect de-
scribes the dynamic in which an individual
lives up to great expectations, the set-up-to-fail
syndrome explains the opposite. It describes a
dynamic in which employees perceived to be
mediocre or weak performers live down to the
low expectations their managers have for
them. The result is that they often end up leav-
ing the organization—either of their own voli-
tion or not.

The syndrome usually begins surreptitiously.
The initial impetus can be performance re-
lated, such as when an employee loses a client,
undershoots a target, or misses a deadline. Of-
ten, however, the trigger is less specific. An em-
ployee is transferred into a division with a luke-
warm recommendation from a previous boss.
Or perhaps the boss and the employee don’t re-
ally get along on a personal basis—several
studies have indeed shown that compatibility
between boss and subordinate, based on simi-
larity of attitudes, values, or social characteris-
tics, can have a significant impact on a boss’s
impressions. In any case, the syndrome is set in
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motion when the boss begins to worry that the
employee’s performance is not up to par.

The boss then takes what seems like the ob-
vious action in light of the subordinate’s per-
ceived shortcomings: he increases the time and
attention he focuses on the employee. He re-
quires the employee to get approval before
making decisions, asks to see more paperwork
documenting those decisions, or watches the
employee at meetings more closely and cri-
tiques his comments more intensely.

These actions are intended to boost perfor-
mance and prevent the subordinate from mak-
ing errors. Unfortunately, however, subordi-
nates often interpret the heightened
supervision as a lack of trust and confidence. In
time, because of low expectations, they come
to doubt their own thinking and ability, and
they lose the motivation to make autonomous
decisions or to take any action at all. The boss,
they figure, will just question everything they
do—or do it himself anyway.

Ironically, the boss sees the subordinate’s
withdrawal as proof that the subordinate is in-
deed a poor performer. The subordinate, after
all, isn’t contributing his ideas or energy to the
organization. So what does the boss do? He in-
creases his pressure and supervision again—
watching, questioning, and double-checking
everything the subordinate does. Eventually,
the subordinate gives up on his dreams of mak-
ing a meaningful contribution. Boss and subor-
dinate typically settle into a routine that is not
really satisfactory but, aside from periodic
clashes, is otherwise bearable for them. In the
worst-case scenario, the boss’s intense inter-
vention and scrutiny end up paralyzing the
employee into inaction and consume so much
of the boss’s time that the employee quits or is
fired. (For an illustration of the set-up-to-fail
syndrome, see the exhibit “The Set-Up-to-Fail
Syndrome: No Harm Intended—A Relation-
ship Spirals from Bad to Worse.”)

Perhaps the most daunting aspect of the set-
up-to-fail syndrome is that it is self-fulfilling
and self-reinforcing—it is the quintessential vi-
cious circle. The process is self-fulfilling be-
cause the boss’s actions contribute to the very
behavior that is expected from weak perform-
ers. It is self-reinforcing because the boss’s low
expectations, in being fulfilled by his subordi-
nates, trigger more of the same behavior on his
part, which in turn triggers more of the same
behavior on the part of subordinates. And on

and on, unintentionally, the relationship spi-
rals downward.

A case in point is the story of Steve, a manu-
facturing supervisor for a Fortune 100 com-
pany. When we first met Steve, he came across
as highly motivated, energetic, and enterpris-
ing. He was on top of his operation, monitor-
ing problems and addressing them quickly. His
boss expressed great confidence in him and
gave him an excellent performance rating. Be-
cause of his high performance, Steve was cho-
sen to lead a new production line considered
essential to the plant’s future.

In his new job, Steve reported to Jeff, who
had just been promoted to a senior manage-
ment position at the plant. In the first few
weeks of the relationship, Jeff periodically
asked Steve to write up short analyses of signif-
icant quality-control rejections. Although Jeff
didn’t really explain this to Steve at the time,
his request had two major objectives: to gener-
ate information that would help both of them
learn the new production process, and to help
Steve develop the habit of systematically per-
forming root cause analysis of quality-related
problems. Also, being new on the job himself,
Jeff wanted to show his own boss that he was
on top of the operation.

Unaware of Jeff’s motives, Steve balked.
Why, he wondered, should he submit reports
on information he understood and monitored
himself? Partly due to lack of time, partly in re-
sponse to what he considered interference
from his boss, Steve invested little energy in the
reports. Their tardiness and below-average
quality annoyed Jeff, who began to suspect that
Steve was not a particularly proactive manager.
When he asked for the reports again, he was
more forceful. For Steve, this merely confirmed
that Jeff did not trust him. He withdrew more
and more from interaction with him, meeting
his demands with increased passive resistance.
Before long, Jeff became convinced that Steve
was not effective enough and couldn’t handle
his job without help. He started to supervise
Steve’s every move—to Steve’s predictable dis-
may. One year after excitedly taking on the new
production line, Steve was so dispirited he was
thinking of quitting.

How can managers break the set-up-to-fail
syndrome? Before answering that question,
let’s take a closer look at the dynamics that set
the syndrome in motion and keep it going.
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Deconstructing the Syndrome

 

We said earlier that the set-up-to-fail syn-
drome usually starts surreptitiously—that is, it
is a dynamic that usually creeps up on the boss
and the subordinate until suddenly both of
them realize that the relationship has gone
sour. But underlying the syndrome are several
assumptions about weaker performers that
bosses appear to accept uniformly. Our re-
search shows, in fact, that executives typically
compare weaker performers with stronger
performers using the following descriptors:

• less motivated, less energetic, and less
likely to go beyond the call of duty;

• more passive when it comes to taking
charge of problems or projects;

• less aggressive about anticipating prob-
lems;

• less innovative and less likely to suggest
ideas;

• more parochial in their vision and strate-
gic perspective;

• more prone to hoard information and as-
sert their authority, making them poor bosses
to their own subordinates.

It is not surprising that on the basis of these
assumptions, bosses tend to treat weaker and
stronger performers very differently. Indeed,
numerous studies have shown that up to 90%
of all managers treat some subordinates as
though they were members of an in-group,
while they consign others to membership in an
out-group. Members of the in-group are con-
sidered the trusted collaborators and therefore
receive more autonomy, feedback, and expres-
sions of confidence from their bosses. The boss-
subordinate relationship for this group is one
of mutual trust and reciprocal influence. Mem-
bers of the out-group, on the other hand, are

regarded more as hired hands and are man-
aged in a more formal, less personal way, with
more emphasis on rules, policies, and author-
ity. (For more on how bosses treat weaker and
stronger performers differently, see the chart
“In with the In Crowd, Out with the Out.”)

Why do managers categorize subordinates
into either in-groups or out-groups? For the
same reason that we tend to typecast our fam-
ily, friends, and acquaintances: it makes life
easier. Labeling is something we all do, be-
cause it allows us to function more efficiently.
It saves time by providing rough-and-ready
guides for interpreting events and interacting
with others. Managers, for instance, use cate-
gorical thinking to figure out quickly who
should get what tasks. That’s the good news.

The downside of categorical thinking is that
in organizations it leads to premature closure.
Having made up his mind about a subordi-
nate’s limited ability and poor motivation, a
manager is likely to notice supporting evi-
dence while selectively dismissing contrary evi-
dence. (For example, a manager might inter-
pret a terrific new product idea from an out-
group subordinate as a lucky onetime event.)
Unfortunately for some subordinates, several
studies show that bosses tend to make deci-
sions about in-groups and out-groups even as
early as five days into their relationships with
employees.

Are bosses aware of this sorting process and
of their different approaches to “in” and “out”
employees? Definitely. In fact, the bosses we
have studied, regardless of nationality, com-
pany, or personal background, were usually
quite conscious of behaving in a more control-
ling way with perceived weaker performers.
Some of them preferred to label this approach
as “supportive and helpful.” Many of them also
acknowledged that—although they tried not
to—they tended to become impatient with
weaker performers more easily than with
stronger performers. By and large, however,
managers are aware of the controlling nature
of their behavior toward perceived weaker per-
formers. For them, this behavior is not an error
in implementation; it is intentional.

What bosses typically do not realize is that
their tight controls end up hurting subordi-
nates’ performance by undermining their mo-
tivation in two ways: first, by depriving subor-
dinates of autonomy on the job and, second,
by making them feel undervalued. Tight con-

 

About the Research

 

This article is based on two studies de-
signed to understand better the causal 
relationship between leadership style 
and subordinate performance—in other 
words, to explore how bosses and subor-
dinates mutually influence each other’s 
behavior. The first study, which com-
prised surveys, interviews, and observa-
tions, involved 50 boss-subordinate 
pairs in four manufacturing operations 

in 

 

Fortune

 

 100 companies. The second 
study, involving an informal survey of 
about 850 senior managers attending 
INSEAD executive-development pro-
grams over the last three years, was 
done to test and refine the findings gen-
erated by the first study. The executives 
in the second study represented a wide 
diversity of nationalities, industries, and 
personal backgrounds.
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The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome

 

No Harm Intended – A Relationship Spirals from Bad to Worse

 

1. Before the set-up-to-fail syndrome begins, the boss and the 
subordinate are typically engaged in a positive, or at least 
neutral, relationship.

2. The triggering event in the set-up-to-fail syndrome is often 
minor or surreptitious. The subordinate may miss a dead-
line, lose a client, or submit a subpar report. In other cases, 
the syndrome’s genesis is the boss, who distances himself 
from the subordinate for personal or social reasons unre-
lated to performance. 

3. Reacting to the triggering event, the boss increases his su-
pervision of the subordinate, gives more specific instruc-
tions, and wrangles longer over courses of action.

4. The subordinate responds by beginning to suspect a lack 
of confidence and senses he’s not part of the boss’s in-group 
anymore.

He starts to withdraw emotionally from the boss and from 
work. He may also fight to change the boss’s image of him, 
reaching too high or running too fast to be effective.
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5. The boss interprets this problem-hoarding, overreaching, 
or tentativeness as signs that the subordinate has poor judg-
ment and weak capabilities. If the subordinate does perform 
well, the boss does not acknowledge it or considers it a lucky 
“one off.”

He limits the subordinate’s discretion, withholds social 
contact, and shows, with increasing openness, his lack of 
confidence in and frustration with the subordinate.

6. The subordinate feels boxed in and under-appreciated. 
He increasingly withdraws from his boss and from work. He 
may even resort to ignoring instructions, openly disputing 
the boss, and occasionally lashing out because of feelings of 
rejection.

In general, he performs his job mechanically and devotes 
more energy to self-protection. Moreover, he refers all non-
routine decisions to the boss or avoids contact with him.

7. The boss feels increasingly frustrated and is now con-
vinced that the subordinate cannot perform without in-
tense oversight. He makes this known by his words and 
deeds, further undermining the subordinate’s confidence 
and prompting inaction.

8. When the set-up-to-fail syndrome is in full swing, the boss 
pressures and controls the subordinate during interactions. 
Otherwise, he avoids contact and gives the subordinate rou-
tine assignments only.

For his part, the subordinate shuts down or leaves, either 
in dismay, frustration, or anger.
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trols are an indication that the boss assumes
the subordinate can’t perform well without
strict guidelines. When the subordinate senses
these low expectations, it can undermine his
self-confidence. This is particularly problem-
atic because numerous studies confirm that
people perform up or down to the levels their
bosses expect from them or, indeed, to the lev-
els they expect from themselves.

 

1

 

Of course, executives often tell us, “Oh, but
I’m very careful about this issue of expecta-
tions. I exert more control over my underper-
formers, but I make sure that it does not come
across as a lack of trust or confidence in their
ability.” We believe what these executives tell
us. That is, we believe that they do try hard to
disguise their intentions. When we talk to their

subordinates, however, we find that these ef-
forts are for the most part futile. In fact, our re-
search shows that most employees can—and
do—“read their boss’s mind.” In particular,
they know full well whether they fit into their
boss’s in-group or out-group. All they have to
do is compare how they are treated with how
their more highly regarded colleagues are
treated.

Just as the boss’s assumptions about weaker
performers and the right way to manage them
explains his complicity in the set-up-to-fail syn-
drome, the subordinate’s assumptions about
what the boss is thinking explain his own com-
plicity. The reason? When people perceive dis-
approval, criticism, or simply a lack of confi-
dence and appreciation, they tend to shut
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down—a behavioral phenomenon that mani-
fests itself in several ways.

Primarily, shutting down means disconnect-
ing intellectually and emotionally. Subordi-
nates simply stop giving their best. They grow
tired of being overruled, and they lose the will
to fight for their ideas. As one subordinate put
it, “My boss tells me how to execute every de-
tail. Rather than arguing with him, I’ve ended
up wanting to say, ‘Come on, just tell me what
you want me to do, and I’ll go do it.’ You be-
come a robot.” Another perceived weak per-
former explained, “When my boss tells me to
do something, I just do it mechanically.”

Shutting down also involves disengaging
personally—essentially reducing contact with
the boss. Partly, this disengagement is moti-
vated by the nature of previous exchanges that
have tended to be negative in tone. As one sub-
ordinate admitted, “I used to initiate much
more contact with my boss until the only thing
I received was negative feedback; then I
started shying away.”

Besides the risk of a negative reaction, per-
ceived weaker performers are concerned with
not tainting their images further. Following
the often-heard aphorism “Better to keep
quiet and look like a fool than to open your
mouth and prove it,” they avoid asking for
help for fear of further exposing their limita-
tions. They also tend to volunteer less infor-
mation—a simple “heads up” from a per-
ceived under-performer can cause the boss to
overreact and jump into action when none is
required. As one perceived weak performer
recalled, “I just wanted to let my boss know
about a small matter, only slightly out of the
routine, but as soon as I mentioned it, he was
all over my case. I should have kept my
mouth closed. I do now.”

Finally, shutting down can mean becoming
defensive. Many perceived underperformers
start devoting more energy to self-justification.
Anticipating that they will be personally
blamed for failures, they seek to find excuses
early. They end up spending a lot of time look-
ing in the rearview mirror and less time look-
ing at the road ahead. In some cases—as in the
case of Steve, the manufacturing supervisor de-
scribed earlier—this defensiveness can lead to
noncompliance or even systematic opposition
to the boss’s views. While this idea of a weak
subordinate going head to head with his boss
may seem irrational, it may reflect what Albert

Camus once observed: “When deprived of
choice, the only freedom left is the freedom to
say no.”

 

The Syndrome Is Costly

 

There are two obvious costs of the set-up-to-
fail syndrome: the emotional cost paid by the
subordinate and the organizational cost asso-
ciated with the company’s failure to get the
best out of an employee. Yet there are other
costs to consider, some of them indirect and
long term.

The boss pays for the syndrome in several
ways. First, uneasy relationships with per-
ceived low performers often sap the boss’s
emotional and physical energy. It can be quite
a strain to keep up a facade of courtesy and
pretend everything is fine when both parties
know it is not. In addition, the energy devoted
to trying to fix these relationships or improve
the subordinate’s performance through in-
creased supervision prevents the boss from at-
tending to other activities—which often frus-
trates or even angers the boss.

Furthermore, the syndrome can take its toll
on the boss’s reputation, as other employees
in the organization observe his behavior to-
ward weaker performers. If the boss’s treat-
ment of a subordinate is deemed unfair or un-
supportive, observers will be quick to draw
their lessons. One outstanding performer
commented on his boss’s controlling and hy-
percritical behavior toward another subordi-
nate: “It made us all feel like we’re expend-
able.” As organizations increasingly espouse
the virtues of learning and empowerment,
managers must cultivate their reputations as
coaches, as well as get results.

The set-up-to-fail syndrome also has serious
consequences for any team. A lack of faith in
perceived weaker performers can tempt bosses
to overload those whom they consider superior
performers; bosses want to entrust critical as-
signments to those who can be counted on to
deliver reliably and quickly and to those who
will go beyond the call of duty because of their
strong sense of shared fate. As one boss half-
jokingly said, “Rule number one: if you want
something done, give it to someone who’s
busy—there’s a reason why that person is
busy.”

An increased workload may help perceived
superior performers learn to manage their
time better, especially as they start to delegate

Up to 90% of all bosses 

treat some subordinates 

as though they were part 

of an in-group, while 

they consign others to an 

out-group.
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to their own subordinates more effectively. In
many cases, however, these performers simply
absorb the greater load and higher stress
which, over time, takes a personal toll and de-
creases the attention they can devote to other
dimensions of their jobs, particularly those
yielding longer-term benefits. In the worst-case
scenario, overburdening strong performers can
lead to burnout.

Team spirit can also suffer from the progres-
sive alienation of one or more perceived low
performers. Great teams share a sense of en-
thusiasm and commitment to a common mis-
sion. Even when members of the boss’s out-
group try to keep their pain to themselves,
other team members feel the strain. One man-
ager recalled the discomfort experienced by
the whole team as they watched their boss grill
one of their peers every week. As he explained,
“A team is like a functioning organism. If one
member is suffering, the whole team feels that
pain.”

In addition, alienated subordinates often do
not keep their suffering to themselves. In the
corridors or over lunch, they seek out sympa-
thetic ears to vent their recriminations and
complaints, not only wasting their own time
but also pulling their colleagues away from
productive work. Instead of focusing on the
team’s mission, valuable time and energy is di-
verted to the discussion of internal politics and
dynamics.

Finally, the set-up-to-fail syndrome has con-
sequences for the subordinates of the per-
ceived weak performers. Consider the weakest
kid in the school yard who gets pummeled by a
bully. The abused child often goes home and
pummels his smaller, weaker siblings. So it is
with the people who are in the boss’s out-
group. When they have to manage their own
employees, they frequently replicate the be-
havior that their bosses show to them. They
fail to recognize good results or, more often,
supervise their employees excessively.

 

Breaking Out Is Hard to Do

 

The set-up-to-fail syndrome is not irreversible.
Subordinates can break out of it, but we have
found that to be rare. The subordinate must
consistently deliver such superior results that
the boss is forced to change the employee
from out-group to in-group status—a phenom-
enon made difficult by the context in which
these subordinates operate. It is hard for sub-

ordinates to impress their bosses when they
must work on unchallenging tasks, with no au-
tonomy and limited resources; it is also hard
for them to persist and maintain high stan-
dards when they receive little encouragement
from their bosses.

Furthermore, even if the subordinate
achieves better results, it may take some time
for them to register with the boss because of
his selective observation and recall. Indeed, re-
search shows that bosses tend to attribute the
good things that happen to weaker performers
to external factors rather than to their efforts
and ability (while the opposite is true for per-
ceived high performers: successes tend to be
seen as theirs, and failures tend to be attrib-
uted to external uncontrollable factors). The
subordinate will therefore need to achieve a
string of successes in order to have the boss
even contemplate revising the initial categori-
zation. Clearly, it takes a special kind of cour-
age, self-confidence, competence, and persis-
tence on the part of the subordinate to break
out of the syndrome.

Instead, what often happens is that mem-
bers of the out-group set excessively ambitious
goals for themselves to impress the boss
quickly and powerfully—promising to hit a
deadline three weeks early, for instance, or at-
tacking six projects at the same time, or simply
attempting to handle a large problem without
help. Sadly, such superhuman efforts are usu-
ally just that. And in setting goals so high that
they are bound to fail, the subordinates also
come across as having had very poor judgment
in the first place.

The set-up-to-fail syndrome is not restricted
to incompetent bosses. We have seen it happen
to people perceived within their organizations
to be excellent bosses. Their mismanagement
of some subordinates need not prevent them
from achieving success, particularly when they
and the perceived superior performers achieve
high levels of individual performance. How-
ever, those bosses could be even more success-
ful to the team, the organization, and them-
selves if they could break the syndrome.

 

Getting It Right

 

As a general rule, the first step in solving a
problem is recognizing that one exists. This
observation is especially relevant to the set-up-
to-fail syndrome because of its self-fulfilling
and self-reinforcing nature. Interrupting the
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syndrome requires that a manager understand
the dynamic and, particularly, that he accept
the possibility that his own behavior may be
contributing to a subordinate’s underperfor-
mance. The next step toward cracking the syn-
drome, however, is more difficult: it requires a
carefully planned and structured intervention
that takes the form of one (or several) candid
conversations meant to bring to the surface
and untangle the unhealthy dynamics that de-
fine the boss and the subordinate’s relation-
ship. The goal of such an intervention is to
bring about a sustainable increase in the sub-
ordinate’s performance while progressively re-
ducing the boss’s involvement.

It would be difficult—and indeed, detrimen-
tal—to provide a detailed script of what this
kind of conversation should sound like. A boss
who rigidly plans for this conversation with a
subordinate will not be able to engage in real
dialogue with him, because real dialogue re-
quires flexibility. As a guiding framework, how-
ever, we offer five components that character-
ize effective interventions. Although they are
not strictly sequential steps, all five compo-
nents should be part of these interventions.

First, the boss must create the right context 
for the discussion. He must, for instance, se-
lect a time and place to conduct the meeting
so that it presents as little threat as possible to
the subordinate. A neutral location may be
more conducive to open dialogue than an of-
fice where previous and perhaps unpleasant
conversations have taken place. The boss must
also use affirming language when asking the
subordinate to meet with him. The session
should not be billed as “feedback,” because
such terms may suggest baggage from the
past. “Feedback” could also be taken to mean
that the conversation will be one-directional,
a monologue delivered by the boss to the sub-
ordinate. Instead, the intervention should be
described as a meeting to discuss the perfor-
mance of the subordinate, the role of the boss,
and the relationship between the subordinate
and the boss. The boss might even acknowl-
edge that he feels tension in the relationship
and wants to use the conversation as a way to
decrease it.

Finally, in setting the context, the boss
should tell the perceived weaker performer
that he would genuinely like the interaction
to be an open dialogue. In particular, he
should acknowledge that he may be partially

responsible for the situation and that his own
behavior toward the subordinate is fair game
for discussion.

Second, the boss and the subordinate must 
use the intervention process to come to an 
agreement on the symptoms of the problem. 
Few employees are ineffective in all aspects of
their performance. And few—if any—employ-
ees desire to do poorly on the job. Therefore, it
is critical that the intervention result in a mu-
tual understanding of the specific job respon-
sibilities in which the subordinate is weak. In
the case of Steve and Jeff, for instance, an ex-
haustive sorting of the evidence might have
led to an agreement that Steve’s underperfor-
mance was not universal but instead largely
confined to the quality of the reports he sub-
mitted (or failed to submit). In another situa-
tion, it might be agreed that a purchasing
manager was weak when it came to finding
off-shore suppliers and to voicing his ideas in
meetings. Or a new investment professional
and his boss might come to agree that his per-
formance was subpar when it came to timing
the sales and purchase of stocks, but they
might also agree that his financial analysis of
stocks was quite strong. The idea here is that
before working to improve performance or re-
duce tension in a relationship, an agreement
must be reached about what areas of perfor-
mance contribute to the contentiousness.

We used the word “evidence” above in dis-
cussing the case of Steve and Jeff. That is be-
cause a boss needs to back up his performance
assessments with facts and data—that is, if the
intervention is to be useful. They cannot be
based on feelings—as in Jeff telling Steve, “I
just have the feeling you’re not putting enough
energy into the reports.” Instead, Jeff needs to
describe what a good report should look like
and the ways in which Steve’s reports fall
short. Likewise, the subordinate must be al-
lowed—indeed, encouraged—to defend his
performance, compare it with colleagues’
work, and point out areas in which he is
strong. After all, just because it is the boss’s
opinion does not make it a fact.

Third, the boss and the subordinate should 
arrive at a common understanding of what 
might be causing the weak performance in 
certain areas. Once the areas of weak perfor-
mance have been identified, it is time to un-
earth the reasons for those weaknesses. Does
the subordinate have limited skills in organiz-
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ing work, managing his time, or working with
others? Is he lacking knowledge or capabili-
ties? Do the boss and the subordinate agree on
their priorities? Maybe the subordinate has
been paying less attention to a particular di-
mension of his work because he does not real-
ize its importance to the boss. Does the subor-
dinate become less effective under pressure?
Does he have lower standards for performance
than the boss does?

It is also critical in the intervention that the
boss bring up the subject of his own behavior
toward the subordinate and how this affects
the subordinate’s performance. The boss might
even try to describe the dynamics of the set-up-
to-fail syndrome. “Does my behavior toward
you make things worse for you?” he might ask,
or, “What am I doing that is leading you to feel
that I am putting too much pressure on you?”

This component of the discussion also needs
to make explicit the assumptions that the boss
and the subordinate have thus far been mak-
ing about each other’s intentions. Many mis-
understandings start with untested assump-
tions. For example, Jeff might have said,
“When you did not supply me with the reports
I asked for, I came to the conclusion that you
were not very proactive.” That would have al-
lowed Steve to bring his buried assumptions
into the open. “No,” he might have answered,
“I just reacted negatively because you asked
for the reports in writing, which I took as a
sign of excessive control.”

Fourth, the boss and the subordinate 
should arrive at an agreement about their 
performance objectives and on their desire to 
have the relationship move forward. In medi-
cine, a course of treatment follows the diagno-
sis of an illness. Things are a bit more complex
when repairing organizational dysfunction,
since modifying behavior and developing
complex skills can be more difficult than tak-
ing a few pills. Still, the principle that applies
to medicine also applies to business: boss and
subordinate must use the intervention to plot
a course of treatment regarding the root prob-
lems they have jointly identified.

The contract between boss and subordinate
should identify the ways they can improve on
their skills, knowledge, experience, or personal
relationship. It should also include an explicit
discussion of how much and what type of fu-
ture supervision the boss will have. No boss, of
course, should suddenly abdicate his involve-

ment; it is legitimate for bosses to monitor sub-
ordinates’ work, particularly when a subordi-
nate has shown limited abilities in one or more
facets of his job. From the subordinate’s point
of view, however, such involvement by the
boss is more likely to be accepted, and possibly
even welcomed, if the goal is to help the subor-
dinate develop and improve over time. Most
subordinates can accept temporary involve-
ment that is meant to decrease as their perfor-
mance improves. The problem is intense moni-
toring that never seems to go away.

Fifth, the boss and the subordinate should 
agree to communicate more openly in the fu-
ture. The boss could say, “Next time I do some-
thing that communicates low expectations,
can you let me know immediately?” And the
subordinate might say, or be encouraged to
say, “Next time I do something that aggravates
you or that you do not understand, can you
also let me know right away?” Those simple
requests can open the door to a more honest
relationship almost instantly.

 

No Easy Answer

 

Our research suggests that interventions of
this type do not take place very often. Face-to-
face discussions about a subordinate’s perfor-
mance tend to come high on the list of work-
place situations people would rather avoid, be-
cause such conversations have the potential to
make both parties feel threatened or embar-
rassed. Subordinates are reluctant to trigger
the discussion because they are worried about
coming across as thin-skinned or whiny.
Bosses tend to avoid initiating these talks be-
cause they are concerned about the way the
subordinate might react; the discussion could
force the boss to make explicit his lack of con-
fidence in the subordinate, in turn putting the
subordinate on the defensive and making the
situation worse.

 

2

 

As a result, bosses who observe the dy-
namics of the set-up-to-fail syndrome being
played out may be tempted to avoid an ex-
plicit discussion. Instead, they will proceed
tacitly by trying to encourage their perceived
weak performers. That approach has the
short-term benefit of bypassing the discom-
fort of an open discussion, but it has three
major disadvantages.

First, a one-sided approach on the part of
the boss is less likely to lead to lasting improve-
ment because it focuses on only one symptom
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of the problem—the boss’s behavior. It does
not address the subordinate’s role in the under-
performance.

Second, even if the boss’s encouragement
were successful in improving the employee’s
performance, a unilateral approach would
limit what both he and the subordinate could
otherwise learn from a more up-front handling
of the problem. The subordinate, in particular,
would not have the benefit of observing and
learning from how his boss handled the diffi-
culties in their relationship—problems the
subordinate may come across someday with
the people he manages.

Finally, bosses trying to modify their behav-
ior in a unilateral way often end up going over-
board; they suddenly give the subordinate
more autonomy and responsibility than he can
handle productively. Predictably, the subordi-
nate fails to deliver to the boss’s satisfaction,
which leaves the boss even more frustrated
and convinced that the subordinate cannot
function without intense supervision.

We are not saying that intervention is always
the best course of action. Sometimes, interven-
tion is not possible or desirable. There may be,
for instance, overwhelming evidence that the
subordinate is not capable of doing his job. He
was a hiring or promotion mistake, which is
best handled by removing him from the posi-
tion. In other cases, the relationship between
the boss and the subordinate is too far gone—
too much damage has occurred to repair it.
And finally, sometimes bosses are too busy and
under too much pressure to invest the kind of
resources that intervention involves.

Yet often the biggest obstacle to effective in-
tervention is the boss’s mind-set. When a boss
believes that a subordinate is a weak per-
former and, on top of everything else, that per-
son also aggravates him, he is not going to be
able to cover up his feelings with words; his un-
derlying convictions will come out in the meet-
ing. That is why preparation for the interven-
tion is crucial. Before even deciding to have a
meeting, the boss must separate emotion from
reality. Was the situation always as bad as it is
now? Is the subordinate really as bad as I think
he is? What is the hard evidence I have for that
belief? Could there be other factors, aside
from performance, that have led me to label
this subordinate a weak performer? Aren’t
there a few things that he does well? He must
have displayed above-average qualifications

when we decided to hire him. Did these quali-
fications evaporate all of a sudden?

The boss might even want to mentally play
out part of the conversation beforehand. If I
say this to the subordinate, what might he an-
swer? Yes, sure, he would say that it was not his
fault and that the customer was unreasonable.
Those excuses—are they really without merit?
Could he have a point? Could it be that, under
other circumstances, I might have looked more
favorably upon them? And if I still believe I’m
right, how can I help the subordinate see
things more clearly?

The boss must also mentally prepare himself
to be open to the subordinate’s views, even if
the subordinate challenges him about any evi-
dence regarding his poor performance. It will
be easier for the boss to be open if, when pre-
paring for the meeting, he has already chal-
lenged his own preconceptions.

Even when well prepared, bosses typically
experience some degree of discomfort during
intervention meetings. That is not all bad. The
subordinate will probably be somewhat un-
comfortable as well, and it is reassuring for
him to see that his boss is a human being, too.

 

Calculating Costs and Benefits

 

As we’ve said, an intervention is not always ad-
visable. But when it is, it results in a range of
outcomes that are uniformly better than the
alternative—that is, continued underperfor-
mance and tension. After all, bosses who sys-
tematically choose either to ignore their sub-
ordinates’ underperformance or to opt for the
more expedient solution of simply removing
perceived weak performers are condemned to
keep repeating the same mistakes. Finding
and training replacements for perceived weak
performers is a costly and recurrent expense.
So is monitoring and controlling the deterio-
rating performance of a disenchanted subordi-
nate. Getting results in spite of one’s staff is not
a sustainable solution. In other words, it
makes sense to think of the intervention as an
investment, not an expense—with the pay-
back likely to be high.

How high that payback will be and what
form it will take obviously depend on the out-
come of the intervention, which will itself de-
pend not only on the quality of the interven-
tion but also on several key contextual factors:
How long has that relationship been spiraling
downward? Does the subordinate have the in-
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tellectual and emotional resources to make the
effort that will be required? Does the boss
have enough time and energy to do his part?

We have observed outcomes that can be
clustered into three categories. In the best-case
scenario, the intervention leads to a mixture of
coaching, training, job redesign, and a clearing
of the air; as a result, the relationship and the
subordinate’s performance improve, and the
costs associated with the syndrome go away or,
at least, decrease measurably.

In the second-best scenario, the subordi-
nate’s performance improves only marginally,
but because the subordinate received an hon-
est and open hearing from the boss, the rela-
tionship between the two becomes more pro-
ductive. Boss and subordinate develop a better
understanding of those job dimensions the
subordinate can do well and those he struggles
with. This improved understanding leads the
boss and the subordinate to explore together
how they can develop a better fit between the
job and the subordinate’s strengths and weak-
nesses. That improved fit can be achieved by
significantly modifying the subordinate’s exist-
ing job or by transferring the subordinate to
another job within the company. It may even
result in the subordinate’s choosing to leave
the company.

While that outcome is not as successful as
the first one, it is still productive; a more hon-
est relationship eases the strain on both the
boss and the subordinate, and in turn on the
subordinate’s subordinates. If the subordinate
moves to a new job within the organization
that better suits him, he will likely become a
stronger performer. His relocation may also
open up a spot in his old job for a better per-
former. The key point is that, having been
treated fairly, the subordinate is much more
likely to accept the outcome of the process. In-
deed, recent studies show that the perceived
fairness of a process has a major impact on em-
ployees’ reactions to its outcomes. (See “Fair
Process: Managing in the Knowledge Econ-
omy,” by W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne,
HBR July–August 1997.)

Such fairness is a benefit even in the cases
where, despite the boss’s best efforts, neither
the subordinate’s performance nor his relation-
ship with his boss improves significantly. Some-
times this happens: the subordinate truly lacks
the ability to meet the job requirements, he
has no interest in making the effort to im-

prove, and the boss and the subordinate have
both professional and personal differences that
are irreconcilable. In those cases, however, the
intervention still yields indirect benefits be-
cause, even if termination follows, other em-
ployees within the company are less likely to
feel expendable or betrayed when they see that
the subordinate received fair treatment.

 

Prevention Is the Best Medicine

 

The set-up-to-fail syndrome is not an organiza-
tional fait accompli. It can be unwound. The
first step is for the boss to become aware of its
existence and acknowledge the possibility that
he might be part of the problem. The second
step requires that the boss initiate a clear, fo-
cused intervention. Such an intervention de-
mands an open exchange between the boss
and the subordinate based on the evidence of
poor performance, its underlying causes, and
their joint responsibilities—culminating in a
joint decision on how to work toward elimi-
nating the syndrome itself.

Reversing the syndrome requires managers
to challenge their own assumptions. It also de-
mands that they have the courage to look
within themselves for causes and solutions be-
fore placing the burden of responsibility where
it does not fully belong. Prevention of the syn-
drome, however, is clearly the best option.

In our current research, we examine preven-
tion directly. Our results are still preliminary,
but it appears that bosses who manage to con-
sistently avoid the set-up-to-fail syndrome have
several traits in common. They do not, interest-
ingly, behave the same way with all subordi-
nates. They are more involved with some sub-
ordinates than others—they even monitor
some subordinates more than others. How-
ever, they do so without disempowering and
discouraging subordinates.

How? One answer is that those managers
begin by being actively involved with all their
employees, gradually reducing their involve-
ment based on improved performance. Early
guidance is not threatening to subordinates,
because it is not triggered by performance
shortcomings; it is systematic and meant to
help set the conditions for future success. Fre-
quent contact in the beginning of the relation-
ship gives the boss ample opportunity to com-
municate with subordinates about priorities,
performance measures, time allocation, and
even expectations of the type and frequency of
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communication. That kind of clarity goes a
long way toward preventing the dynamic of
the set-up-to-fail syndrome, which is so often
fueled by unstated expectations and a lack of
clarity about priorities.

For example, in the case of Steve and Jeff,
Jeff could have made explicit very early on that
he wanted Steve to set up a system that would
analyze the root causes of quality control rejec-
tions systematically. He could have explained
the benefits of establishing such a system dur-
ing the initial stages of setting up the new pro-
duction line, and he might have expressed his
intention to be actively involved in the sys-
tem’s design and early operation. His future in-
volvement might then have decreased in such
a way that could have been jointly agreed on at
that stage.

Another way managers appear to avoid the
set-up-to-fail syndrome is by challenging their
own assumptions and attitudes about employ-
ees on an ongoing basis. They work hard at re-
sisting the temptation to categorize employees
in simplistic ways. They also monitor their own
reasoning. For example, when feeling frus-
trated about a subordinate’s performance, they
ask themselves, “What are the facts?” They ex-
amine whether they are expecting things from
the employee that have not been articulated,
and they try to be objective about how often
and to what extent the employee has really
failed. In other words, these bosses delve into
their own assumptions and behavior before
they initiate a full-blown intervention.

Finally, managers avoid the set-up-to-fail

syndrome by creating an environment in
which employees feel comfortable discussing
their performance and their relationships with
the boss. Such an environment is a function of
several factors: the boss’s openness, his comfort
level with having his own opinions challenged,
even his sense of humor. The net result is that
the boss and the subordinate feel free to com-
municate frequently and to ask one another
questions about their respective behaviors be-
fore problems mushroom or ossify.

The methods used to head off the set-up-to-
fail syndrome do, admittedly, involve a great
deal of emotional investment from bosses—
just as interventions do. We believe, however,
that this higher emotional involvement is the
key to getting subordinates to work to their
full potential. As with most things in life, you
can only expect to get a lot back if you put a
lot in. As a senior executive once said to us,
“The respect you give is the respect you get.”
We concur. If you want—indeed, need—the
people in your organization to devote their
whole hearts and minds to their work, then
you must, too.

 

1. The influence of expectations on performance has been
observed in numerous experiments by Dov Eden and his
colleagues. See Dov Eden, “Leadership and Expectations:
Pygmalion Effects and Other Self-fulfilling Prophecies in
Organizations,” 

 

Leadership Quarterly

 

, Winter 1992, vol. 3,
no. 4, pp. 271–305.
2. Chris Argyris has written extensively on how and why
people tend to behave unproductively in situations they see
as threatening or embarrassing. See, for example, Knowl-
edge for Action: A Guide to Overcoming Barriers to Organiza-
tional Change (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993).
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Pygmalion in Management

 

by J. Sterling Livingston

 

Harvard Business Review

 

September–October 1988
Product no. 88509

 

Livingston would agree with Manzoni and 
Barsoux that managers’ expectations and per-
ceptions strongly shape their subordinates’ 
performance and productivity. Indeed, high 
expectations on the part of managers spur 
the development of a “superstaff.” Low expec-
tations—and the resulting damaged egos—
prompt employees to behave in ways that 
only increase the probability that they’ll fail.

But Livingston also believes that a person’s 
first boss plays a crucial role during the critical 
learning period in which an employee’s self-
image emerges. If companies can produce ef-
fective first-line managers who treat their sub-
ordinates in ways that prompt high perfor-
mance and career satisfaction, they can lay 
the foundation for a talented workforce in the 
future.

Primal Leadership: The Hidden Driver of 
Great Performance

 

by Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and 
Annie McKee
Harvard Business Review
December 2001
Product no. 8296

Your expectations aren’t the only things that 
strongly influence employee performance. 
Your moods have an equally powerful impact. 
In fact, they can either energize or deflate your 
entire organization.

Drawing on cutting-edge research on the im-
pact of emotional intelligence, these authors 
show how a leader’s emotions drive his com-
pany’s success—or failure—through a neuro-
logical process known as mood contagion. 
The article also describes a process of self-dis-
covery through which leaders can gauge their 
own moods, assess their impact on employ-

ees and peers within the organization, and 
project the positive energy that will inspire 
others to excel.

The authors make it clear that any leader 
can “rewire” his brain for greater emotional 
intelligence—and his organization for 
greater success.

Taking the Stress out of Stressful 
Conversations

 

by Holly Weeks

 

Harvard Business Review

 

July–August 2001
Product no. 9403

 

Having a frank discussion about the set-up-to-
fail syndrome with an employee is no easy task. 
Many managers find the very idea of admitting 
that they may be contributing to a worker’s 
performance problem difficult enough; the 
prospect of talking about it openly is virtually 
unbearable. Weeks acknowledges that stress-
ful conversations of any kind carry a heavy 
emotional load. Yet avoiding them can be even 
more costly, as problems deepen and relation-
ships sour further.

The author describes three of the most com-
mon stressful conversations in the workplace: 
the delivering of bad news, the eruption of 
unexpected conflict, and personal attacks and 
political manipulation. She then explains how 
to prepare for a stressful conversation and 
how to manage the interpersonal dynamics 
during the conversation. By conversing in new 
ways, people can resolve workplace prob-
lems—without damaging their company in 
the process.
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