
5 self-deception examples in
the workplace

We’ve  all  been  there:  brilliant  ideas  shot  down,  leaders
preaching work-life balance while pulling all-nighters. These
frustrating situations often stem from something deeper: self-
deception.  Self-deception  isn’t  always  malicious;  usually,
it’s  a  subconscious  way  to  protect  our  egos  or  avoid
discomfort. However, it can create a ripple effect in the
workplace,  impacting  team  dynamics,  project  outcomes,  and
overall company culture.

What is self-deception?
Have  you  ever  lied  to  yourself  or  tricked  yourself  into
normalizing an unhealthy habit? That’s self-deception! It’s a
common human behavior often used to avoid facing uncomfortable
truths  or  protect  self-esteem.  In  the  workplace,  self-
deception can create big problems that hold back personal and
professional growth. It can block effective communication in
teams by spreading false stories and distorted views. When
team members aren’t honest with themselves or others, they’re
unlikely to share their real thoughts, concerns, and ideas.
This  lack  of  openness  can  cause  misunderstandings,  reduce
trust, and ultimately harm collaboration and innovation within
the team. 
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By recognizing self-deception in the workplace, you can start
to understand and overcome it. This awareness paves the way
for better communication, stronger teams, and greater company
success.

When  thinking  about  self-deception  at  work,  consider  the
following questions:

The  different  faces  of  self-
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deception
As you read through the following self-deception examples, see
if any of them resonate with your workplace experiences or
those of your colleagues. By identifying these behaviors, you
can take steps to create a healthier and more productive work
environment.

The overconfident worker
The overconfident worker believes their skillset is unmatched,
superior.  This  form  of  self-deception  takes  the  shape  of
misplaced confidence. It can lead them to dismiss feedback,
reject learning opportunities, and overlook mistakes.

Example:  Sarah,  a  seasoned  programmer,  consistently
rejects code reviews from her colleagues, believing her
work is flawless. This prevents her from catching errors
and creates tension within the team.
Impact:  This  behavior  stalls  professional  growth,
introduces  potential  errors  in  work,  and  frustrates
colleagues who have to compensate for those mistakes.
The team’s efficiency and morale can suffer as a result.
Solution: Encouraging a culture of continuous learning
and humility can help reduce overconfidence. Leaders can
set  an  example  by  openly  accepting  feedback  and
demonstrating that seeking help is a strength, not a
weakness.

The perfectionist procrastinator
The  perfectionist  sets  unrealistic  expectations  for
themselves, leading to procrastination and missed deadlines
due to fear of failure.

Example: David, a graphic designer, avoids starting a
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project because he’s overwhelmed by the need to create
something perfect. This delays the project timeline and
creates stress for both him and his team.
Impact: This act of self-deception leads to increased
stress, missed opportunities, and potential damage to
team projects. The constant delay can erode trust in the
team’s ability to deliver on time.
Solution: Promoting an outward mindset and celebrating
progress over perfection can help team members with this
behavior.  Leaders  can  break  down  projects  into
manageable tasks and set realistic deadlines, providing
support  and  encouragement  throughout  the  creative
process.

The busy martyr
The busy martyr overloads themselves with work and wears it
like  a  badge  of  honor,  neglecting  their  well-being  and
potentially creating resentment among colleagues who maintain
a healthy work-life balance.

Example: During a busy season, Maria takes on all the
extra tasks, working late nights and weekends. While she
feels proud of her dedication, it leads to burnout and
resentment towards colleagues who leave on time.
Impact: This self-deceptive behavior results in burnout,
decreased productivity due to fatigue, and negative team
dynamics.  It  can  also  set  a  harmful  precedent,
suggesting that overworking is necessary for success.

Solution: To hack this habit, leaders should model healthy
boundaries and ensure that workloads are distributed fairly,
fostering a supportive and balanced work environment.
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The disengaged bystander
The disengaged bystander convinces themselves that they have
no power to influence positive change or address problems
within the company culture.

Example:  John  notices  a  toxic  work  environment
developing but tells himself he can do nothing to change
it. This not only makes him feel powerless but hinders
the team’s ability to address the issue.
Impact: This behavior leads to missed opportunities for
improvement, decreased employee morale, and a stagnant
work environment. The lack of action can cause negative
behaviors, further damaging the workplace culture.
Solution: Be bold and empower employees to voice their
concerns;  accountability  is  the  first  step  in
counteracting disengagement. Leaders should create open
channels for feedback and actively work to implement
positive changes based on employee input.

The “yes man”
The “yes man” agrees to unrealistic deadlines or tasks without
considering  availability,  leading  to  stress,  missed
expectations,  and  potential  resentment.

Example: During a brainstorming session, Michael agrees
to  take  on  an  overly  ambitious  project  without
considering his workload or the team’s resources. This
sets them up for failure and frustrates the team, who
has to pick up the slack.
Impact: This behavior leads to burnout, frustration for
colleagues  who  must  cover  for  the  “yes  man,”  and
potentially  damaged  relationships  with  superiors  who
feel misled. Unrealistic commitments can derail projects
and harm the team’s credibility.
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Solution:  Honest  communication  and  realistic  goal-
setting are essential in the workplace. Leaders should
create  an  environment  where  team  members  feel
comfortable  discussing  their  limits  and  negotiating
deadlines, ensuring that commitments are achievable and
aligned with available resources.

How to avoid self-deception at work
With a few key strategies, we can dismantle self-deception at
work.  The  first  step?  Cultivate  self-awareness.  Encourage



employees  to  reflect  regularly  on  their  behaviors  and
attitudes to help them identify biases. By unveiling these
blind spots, they can begin to recognize areas where they
might be deceiving themselves.

Open communication is another weapon in the fight against
self-deception. Create a safe space where team members can
share thoughts and concerns freely. Establish ground rules for
respectful communication, actively listen to others, and focus
on solutions rather than blame. Regular feedback sessions,
both  positive  and  constructive,  are  also  crucial.  Honest
communication sheds light on opportunities for improvement,
allowing individuals to course-correct before self-deception
takes root.

Finally, invest in the architects of a team’s culture: the
leaders. When leaders embrace an outward mindset, they inspire
others  to  do  the  same.  This  creates  a  ripple  effect  of
transparency that dismantles self-deception and paves the way
for  a  more  productive  and  fulfilling  work  experience  for
everyone.



Break free from self-deception
So, how can we shatter self-deceptive patterns? Leadership
holds  the  key!  By  providing  the  necessary  support  and
resources, leaders can empower their teams to recognize and
challenge  self-deceptive  behaviors,  ultimately  fostering  a
healthier  and  more  productive  work  environment.  Arbinger’s
best-selling  book,  Leadership  and  Self-Deception,  offers  a
powerful  roadmap  for  fostering  a  culture  of  honesty  and
empathy within a team.

The book reveals how self-deception, in the form of blind
spots and biases, shapes everyday work dynamics. We often
dismiss the impact of our actions on others, deflecting blame
and  hindering  collaboration.  Leadership  and  Self-Deception
demonstrates  how  leaders  can  confront  these  habits,
transforming  workplaces  into  environments  where  genuine
collaboration and innovation thrive.

Are you ready to unlock your full leadership potential? Order
the newest edition or download a free preview of Leadership
and Self-Deception. Discover how to break free from self-
deception and create a more productive and fulfilling work
experience for yourself and your team.
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