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The Faux Saboteur 
We’ll see it when we believe it 

By JT (Jerry) Fest 
 

Belief creates the actual fact 
~ William James 

 
 
I facilitated an exercise recently that involves having a group of people lay a light-weight pole across the tops of their 
index fingers and lower it to the ground. It is a deceptively difficult task. The pole seems to want to magically rise instead 
of descend. While there is a solution, it takes a tremendous amount of focus, collaboration, and problem-solving to 
successfully lower the pole. 
 
In this case I added a new element. Before starting the exercise I informed the group that I had asked one of them to, 
without being obvious, make it as difficult to complete the exercise as possible. In other words, there was a saboteur. 
 
The result was interesting. The group spent at least as much time trying to identify the saboteur as they did trying to 
solve the problem. Almost every difficulty was initially blamed on the saboteur and perceived as evidence of the saboteur 
at work. The initial solutions proposed were not about how to lower the pole, but about how to identify the saboteur; 
specific people were accused, motions were made to vote people out of the group, and an “honesty” test was 
implemented requiring each member to publicly state that they weren’t the saboteur, forcing the saboteur to either 
confess or live with the fact that they had lied to the group. And, the truth is that someone was lying, but it wasn’t a 
member of the group. The liar was their facilitator … me … because there was no saboteur. 
 
This was a classic example of seeing what you believe. Because the group believed there was a saboteur, when things 
went wrong it was easy to perceive that as evidence of the saboteur’s existence. If you believe something to be true, you 
will see evidence that supports your belief wherever you look. This is why, when working with young people, it is critical 
to check our beliefs. 
 
If you believe the young people in your program (classroom, etc.) to be manipulative, un-engaged, difficult to work with, 
uncaring, incapable … whatever … you will not be wrong. You will be able to see, cite, and document evidence of your 
belief every single day. Yet none of these things is what we want for or from young people. We want them to be 
engaged, excited about learning, caring, compassionate, and a million other more positive traits. So we keep working and 
waiting to see those changes take place in them. I’d like to suggest that we’re putting our energy into the wrong effort. 
Instead of looking for changes in them, we should be working on changes in us, and specifically in what we believe about 
and expect from young people. If we want them to be engaged and caring, it starts with us believing that they already are. 
Because if that’s what we believe about young people, we will see evidence that supports our beliefs and we will begin to 
respond to them differently … and the difference in our response will provoke different reactions from them. This is the 
Pygmalion Effect in action … where young people live up to (or down to) our beliefs and expectations about them (it is 
also the theory behind “High Expectations” in terms of a resiliency Protective Factor). 
 
Youth work is often perceived as the difficult job of helping young people change their lives. It is actually a job that is 
much harder than that, because in order to help young people change their lives, we have to begin by changing ourselves.  
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