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See below for the list of assumptions made in OB and their corresponding realities: 
	

Assumption Reality 
Employees have shared goals. People are working together toward goals that 

everyone is invested in. How do we possibly know that 
individuals in an organization are invested in the same 
goals? What if they are invested in different goals? 

The vision is clear. You may have the situation where your employees 
have the same attitude toward the goals and do not 
have alternative agendas, but that does not mean they 
all share the same perception of what exactly the goals 
mean. Take the following goal: Provide the best 
customer experience. One employee may believe that 
that just means make sure that the customers have a 
good in-store experience; he or she may not believe 
that employees are responsible for providing a great 
phone experience. And so, that employee may believe 
that the customer should experience an automated 
phone experience rather than have an employee talk to 
them directly. Another employee may completely 
disagree, believing that the customer experience should 
be the best in all aspects. So a better definition of 
“shared goals” is not made clear in OB’s flimsy 
definition.   

Labor is fairly divided. This is no surprise: People in an organization do more 
work than others. If they were working alone, they 
would put in more effort. However, since they’re 
working together, they put in less. We call this social 
loafing, so what ends up occurring is that some people 
take on more brunt work than others. The devised 
division of labor does not actually reflect who’s doing 
what. 

Employees do their work. Before you can even discuss a fair division of labor, you 
need to ask yourself, “Are my employees even doing 
their?” You may have set up a fair organizational 
structure where division of labor is fair, but are you 
certain that they will follow through on their 
responsibilities? 

Organization is well-structured. Even worse than the division of labor is the 
organization’s structure. Certain industries beckon 
certain organizational structures, and certain (executive 
management) personalities do so as well. Think the 
banking industry—the hierarchy is very tall and narrow, 
since you have a rigid chain of command, great degree 
of control by managers, and much oversight by the 
executive suite. Or, instead, think of the creative 
types—the hierarchy is flat, and very few individuals are 
managers; everyone is equal. But just because the 
organization belongs to a certain industry or is run by a 
certain personality does not mean that that is how the 
organization should be designed for maximum 
efficiency and effectiveness. 

Employees are well-suited for their jobs. We make the assumption that the right people are fitted 
with the right job. Rarely does that occur. How often do 
you find the person with the exact qualifications and 
values you need for the job you’re hiring for? 

Job descriptions are clear (as well as the tasks 
associated with them). 

We know that the work does not always get done, but 
sometimes employees don’t have a clear idea of what 
they’re expected to complete. You may be provided a 
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list of tasks to complete by the end of the day, but what 
if the tasks are not clearly framed or you misunderstand 
what your manager expects of you? So you end up 
completing the wrong task, and so, the work may not 
get done, and/or the wrong work may be completed. 
(This is similar to the unclear vision listed above and 
can also include role ambiguity.) 

Leadership is good. We hope that the organization’s leadership is 
competent, has the interests of its employees in-mind, 
and know what they’re doing. But this is sadly false too 
often. Organizations are under constraints: They need 
to replace past leaders quickly, so they hire the wrong 
ones; they don’t pay their leaders enough, so they loaf; 
they use their position to do whatever they want, 
including not doing their work—truly, there are so many 
things that can pop up. We hope that the leadership 
ends up being good, but what if it’s not? How do you 
handle that situation? 

Organizational politics exists. We don’t know what’s going on behind the scenes, so 
we like to believe that everything is honky-dory. Very 
false. Employees are often working behind-the-scenes 
so that they can move up the organizational ladder. 
One day, they aspire to be the CEO, so they manage 
their impressions by constantly complimenting their 
manager, doing additional work, or getting to know 
them outside of work. In reality, that employee has no 
interest in helping them out; they’re only doing it 
because they want their job. In the end, however, you 
get shortlisted for a job you’re more qualified for, and 
they’re promoted. Your coworkers are aware of all this, 
but they know that there’s not much they can do about 
it; they’ve given up on trying to change the system. 
Some might even say, “Get used to it, or leave.” 

Counterproductive work behavior (CWB) exists. Even worse, and scarier, than organizational politics is 
counterproductive work behavior. Theft, violence, 
physical bullying, sexual harassment, and cliques are 
just a few. Can you imagine one of your employees 
being a drug addict and snorting cocaine at work?! 

You’ve got a warm, friendly, positive culture. HR managers and I/O psychologists work very hard to 
get their employees to enjoy being around each other, 
be courteous and polite to each other, and even hang 
out outside of work. (Many of you may be reading that 
last one and thinking, “Yuck.”) The truth is that they 
don’t really want to be friends with their employees, or 
even be so friendly to them, and workplace friendships 
can sometimes be the cause for organizational politics 
and even poor decision-making (due to conformity). 

Decision-making is unbiased. You may look up to your managers and think, “These 
guys really know what they’re doing.” Often, they don’t. 
They may be trying out a decision. Sometimes, those 
failures don’t lead to catastrophe; other times, they 
do—and you suffer the consequences. (This is 
especially true at startups.) Their decision-making isn’t 
always of the highest quality, though we’d like to 
believe so. 

All work gets done. How often do you leave the office on a given day with 
the tasks you needed to accomplish for that day 
actually completed? What about your coworkers? More 
often than not, people procrastinate, run into other 
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conflicts and have to leave the office early, don’t come 
in to the office for the day (absenteeism), or cannot 
finish all their tasks because new tasks pile up (and 
these new ones take priority). Even worse, the 
organization may not have all the employees it needs to 
get all tasks done for that day, which is partly why some 
employees cannot finish all their tasks on a given day. 

Employee morale is high. How satisfied, committed, feel supported, involved, 
enthusiastic—you name it—are all employees about 
their work? They may just come into work at 9, work for 
3 hours, take their half-hour break, continue for another 
3 hours, take their second half-hour break, and finish 
their last hour of their 9-5 job. And they may just be so 
glad they are finally done for the day. 

There are enough resources. It’s assumed that employees have the technology, 
space, supplies, and money to get their work done. 
Instead, they’re often running on a limited budget, and 
they must get used to it. This severely constrains how 
much they can get done on a given day. 

 


