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Deming and McGregor: Bring Back the Individual 
 

Dr. Deming theorizes that management is in a stable state. To compensate for declining economic 
success in outcomes, leaders have taken upon themselves to resort to quick fixes and blaming 
people. Methods of increased control prevail, i.e., institutionalization of performance appraisal, 
ranking of people, MBO, MBR, incentive systems, merit increases, pay for performance, piece-
work and the like. All these practices only exacerbate the condition because they are based on 
faulty assumptions about the nature of people and work and a lack of understanding of Deming’s 
System of Profound Knowledge. 
 
Experience tells us extremely powerful belief systems are ever present that are not guided by 
effective theory. This human condition must be overcome in order to move out of this predictable 
state. Theory is available from several sources that suggest that a high-order paradigm shift can 
be achieved as part of personal transformation if the interdependency of these available theories 
can be optimized. 
 
Implicit in Dr. Deming’s Theory of Management is a predisposition for leaders to possess a 
positive, optimistic outlook about the nature of people in everyday work situations. Assisting 
individuals in understanding the sets of assumptions that they adopt naturally leads to more 
effective assimilation of the values, concepts and techniques typically associated with the 
Deming’s Theory of Management. 
 
The aim of this presentation is to demonstrate how Douglas McGregor’s Theories X and Y and the 
Pygmalion Effect (otherwise know as The Self-fulfilling Prophecy) augment testing of Dr. Deming’s 
Theory of Management. While similarities and differences exist between the theories, analysis 
suggests there is much to be gained by understanding their interdependency in the context of 
improving the process of leadership. 
 
First introduced in 1960, McGregor’s Theory X and Y provided a rationale for examining one’s set 
of assumptions about the nature of people and work. Specifically, he challenged leaders to closely 
examine personal beliefs to the extent that these sets of assumptions influence their interaction 
with the system of work. McGregor’s theories have withstood the test of time and are as viable 
today as they were nearly fifty years ago when first introduced. The essence of McGregor’s Theory 
Y taps into the intrinsic motivation that exists in all of us.  Working in accordance with Dr. Deming’s 
Theory of Management, it is speculated that this complementary theory can assist individuals with 
personal transformation.  
 
Similarly, the Pygmalion Effect offers an addendum perspective that demonstrates an important 
responsibility of leaders in the process of influencing others. What a leader projects on others, 
consciously or unconsciously, can set in motion an endless cycle of events that can perpetuate 
desired, as well as undesired responses from others. Often, leaders underestimate the significance 
of their influence on others and are unaware of how this phenomenon affects change in others. 
 
Comparing, contrasting and demonstrating the compatibility of these complementary theories with 
Deming’s System of Profound Knowledge will reaffirm Deming’s call to get back to the individual 
and reestablish joy in work. Viewing these theories as a system can assist leaders in the 
development of personal action plans for transformation. The key to breakthrough improvement is 
successive iterations in testing these theories in an environment of trust and respect. 
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Outline 
I. The current state – Where are we? 
II. Leadership as a process 
III. Four elements of a System of Profound Knowledge 
IV. McGregor’s Theories X and Y 
V. Pygmalion Effect 
VI. Compare and contrast elements of a System of Profound Knowledge and McGregor’s 

Theories X and Y 
o MO,PA 
o Growth in people 
o Etc 

VII. Implications for Personal transformation 
o Review Hall’s Model 

VIII. Observations, lessons learned and conclusions 
1. How can these theories get us back to the individual? 

a. First and foremost, these theories must be tested 
b. Risk has to be taken 
c. Application will yield learning which, in turn, will supplant old theory that will 

lead us back to the individual, joy in work and optimization of intrinsic 
motivation 

d. Outdated and destructive methods of PA, ranking of people, carrot and stick 
approaches to control people will subside and disappear 

e. As there is less reliance on extrinsic motivation, these methods will dissipate 
and the individual is restored 

f. Corollary: As there is less dependence on the use of extrinsic motivation, 
intrinsic motivation will flourish 

g. Top management will need to support test iterations of the theories 
h. Understanding McGregor’s theories are useful as a precursor to testing 

Deming’s Theory of Management 
i. Q: How do you apply Theory Y? – Stop using Theory X set of assumptions,  

adopt Theory Y set of assumptions, integrate the four elements of a system of 
Profound Knowledge into everyday decision-making and understand how the 
Pygmalion Effect will naturally drive your interaction with people and systems, 
or, the corollary, 

j. How do you apply Deming’s Theory of Management? – Start with a Theory Y 
set of assumptions and the risk of failing will be lower 

2. Hypotheses 
a. Adoption of Theory Y set of assumptions, complemented with the Pygmalion 

Effect, will lead to assimilation of Deming philosophy throughout the 
organization, i.e., resurgence of intrinsic motivation, the individual and success 

b. Adoption of Theory X of assumptions, complemented with the Pygmalion 
Effect, will lead to frustration, failure and extinction of the individual 


