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““LLiiffee  IISS  UUnnffaaiirr””  

by Andrea Sigetich 

 

 “It only put me in Gryffindor,” said Harry in a defeated voice, “Because I asked 

not to go to Slytherin.” 

 

“Exactly,” said Dumbledore, beaming once more.  “Which makes you very 

different from Tom Riddle.  It is our choices, Harry, that show we truly are, far 

more than our abilities.” 

 
Like Harry Potter, we find that choice is at the center of accountability.  We will only be fully accountable 
when we recognize that, no matter what happens in our life, we ALWAYS have choices.  While none of 
us can completely choose or control the circumstances of our life, we all can choose our reaction to 
those circumstances. 
 
What do you hear on your own team at work?  Do you hear people whine, or blame others for their 
failures or delays?  Maybe some of these phrases are familiar to you… 
 

• “I didn’t know you needed it right away.” 
• “It’s not my fault it isn’t done.” 
• “I’m waiting for approval.” 
• “No one told me to do that.” 
• “I didn’t get invited to the meeting.” 
• “He said he’d get back to me, but he didn’t.” 
• “I would have had it done, but the people in {insert your favorite target group:  accounting, 

quality, human resources, the planet Venus…} didn’t get their part done.” 
 
These phrases and similar “reasons” are clues that you have not yet built an environment of personal 
and team accountability.  You still have team members in the victim mode, not taking full responsibility 
for their commitments or their performance or the performance of the team.  Can you change this 
dynamic?  You bet you can! 
 

What is Accountability? 
Webster offers us a rather outdated definition of accountability, “Having to report, explain, or justify; 
being answerable.”  Connors, Smith and Hickman in their excellent book, The Oz Principle:  Getting 

Results Through Individual and Organizational Accountability, 1994, give us a new, more organizationally 
appropriate, definition of  accountability:  “An attitude of continually asking, ‘What else can I do to rise 
above my circumstances and achieve the results I desire?’”1  This definition is action-oriented, and 
completely destroys any sense of victim or blame.   
 
In an organization, then, we can view accountability as “an environment in which people can count on 
each other.”  As a coach and consultant who works to improve life in organizations, I experience a sense 
of relief, energy, and possibility every time I read that definition.  What IS possible if we could create 
that level of accountability in our department, on our work teams, and throughout our organizations?  
Such a level of accountability would create excellent working relationships – AND excellent work! 
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Life is Unfair 
Despite our best hopes, we all learned as we grew up that life isn’t fair.  Accountability, however, isn’t 
about fairness; it is about being responsible for our response to any situation that life throws at us.  Can 
you think of a recent time in which you felt life was unfair to you?  The grocery store ran out of your 
favorite orange juice … your colleague got the job you wanted … it rained on your Labor Day picnic.  The 
list can go on and on (and it does for some of us!)  
 
Gary Gore, President of TeamTrek and author of Navigating Change: A Field Guide to Personal Growth 

(2002) has created a retreat center in Arkansas where he orchestrates elaborate, powerful simulations 
for members of corporate groups, and other organizations.  Gary’s most compelling teaching is also his 
most eloquent.  He teaches us that whoever we are or whatever we do, we are 100% responsible for our 
response to every situation.2 
 
The good news about accepting Gore’s teaching is that accepting 100% responsibility is extremely 
powerful.  When we accept this universal truth, accountability happens.  The corollary question to ask 
ourselves, in addition to ‘What else can I do to rise above my circumstances and achieve the results I 
desire?” and that is … ”What did I do to create, promote, or allow the situation to occur?” 
 

What did I do to Create, Promote, or Allow? 
Imagine asking yourself this intriguing question during ALL of the undesirable situations in your life.  
Some examples: 
 
You have a staff member who is not performing as well as you expect.  Ask yourself, “What did I do to 
create, promote, or allow this situation?”  My bet is that you will come up with many answers, such as 
noticing where you have given him unclear expectations; seeing the ways in which you let him off the 
hook and didn’t hold him responsible; remembering the feedback you didn’t give him because you 

didn’t want to feel uncomfortable. 
 
For example two, let’s look at the more mundane:  your grocery store is out of the orange juice you 
want.  “What did you do to create, promote, or allow that situation to occur?”  If it is important to you 
to have that particular brand of orange, juice, you could call ahead.  If they are out, you can try another 
store. 
 
Example three is one many of us have faced:  your colleague, who in your view is less qualified, is 
promoted to the job you want.  How did you create, promote, or allow this situation?  What might you 
have done differently to get the visibility you needed; or to perform at a higher level; or to make your 
career desires clearer? 
 
It is also important to realize that accepting 100% Responsibility is not about transferring blame to you.  
Blame does nothing to build accountability -- it builds guilt instead!  Rather, 100% Responsibility is a 
perspective that helps us to see we need never fall victim to our circumstances.  When we are 100% 
responsible, we are empowered to take charge of the next situation, or this current situation going 
forward.  You can decide to give much clearer and more direct behavioral feedback to your staff 
member who isn’t performing well.  You can call ahead to the store to see if your orange juice is in stock.  
You can better prepare yourself for the next promotion. 
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The United States Military Academy at West Point has a great process for accountability.  They allow 
four responses to a question from a superior: 
 

• Yes, Sir! 
• No, Sir! 
• No excuses, Sir! 
• I don’t understand the question, Sir! 

 
As you can see – this is an excellent example of accountability in action!  There is no room for 
explanation, blaming, or excuses. 
 

The (really bad but too often used) Alternative to Accountability 
There IS an alterative to accountability.  It is called Victim.  In the “Victim Loop,” we spiral downward 
into a place that can include a sense of no power, shame, and even depression.  What happens in the 
“Victim Loop” is a pattern that looks like this: 
 

1. I have an intention to do something or to get something. 
2. I ignore the data that tells me this isn’t going to work the way I want it to. 
3. I deny the impact of that information. 
4. I blame another. 
5. I rationalize my blaming. 
6. I hide and become a victim. 

 
And, the “Victim Loop” sounds like this: 
   
Manager:   “The team report is due today.  Will I have it on time?” 
Employee:    “I don’t think so.  Carl is on vacation and we need his information.” 
Manager:   “Did you ask Carl for the data before he left on vacation?” 
Employee:   “Yes, I did … last Friday, right before he left.” 
Manager:   “So, how can you get the data to complete the report on time?” 
Employee:   “I can’t.  I would have done the report on time if Carl hadn’t blown it off.” 
 
The “Accountability Loop,” on the other hand, occurs when we are fully accountable for our actions.  
When applied to the same situation, accountability sounds something like this: 
 
Manager:   “The team report is due today.  Will I have it on time?” 
Employee:   “Yes.  I realized just yesterday that Carl was on vacation and I needed his data to 

complete the report, but I worked through that.” 
Manager:   “Oh?” 
Employee:   “Yes, I knew I was responsible for the report, so I took ownership.  I was a little irritated 

that Carl didn’t get me the data before he left, but I realize I was not very clear with him 
about how important it was.  So I let go of the irritation and began to ask around to find 
out where else the data might be.” 

Manager:   “What did you discover?” 
Employee:   “I learned that Carl’s administrative assistant inputs the data – and so, she had it!  I 

received it from her last night.” 
Manager:   “Excellent – and what did you learn from your own resourcefulness?” 
Employee:   “Next time, I will be clearer with others who must input to the report, and ask for 

specific deliverables by a specific date and time.” 
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Did you catch the steps in the “Accountability Loop?”  They are: 
 

1. I have an intention and a commitment to do something for which I am responsible. 
2. I recognize there could be glitches. 
3. When a glitch happens, I forgive the other person and myself for not having a sound process. 
4. I decide what action I can take now – and I take it. 
5. I learn from this event for the next time. 

 

Accountability as a Life Attitude 
To enjoy resurgence in energy, accept accountability as a life attitude.  Accountability begins with each 
of us.  We cannot hold each other accountable until we hold ourselves accountable.  It is a very 
intriguing process to accept the perspective that I am 100% responsible for my response to every 
circumstance of my life.  At first blush, you might think that is a huge burden to carry – how can I take all 
that responsibility onto my shoulders?  However, the truth is that just the opposite occurs.  When I hold 
myself as 100% responsible, I am also 100% resourceful.  I am empowered to take action and to manage 
my emotions.  I am accountable for my work.  I blame no one.  I am a victim to no circumstance. 
 
With 100% Responsibility as your attitude, “they” are no longer in charge – you are!  When we accept 
full accountability, our work becomes much more interesting.  We can take pride in our 
accomplishments because they are truly ours.  We can learn from our disappointments and failures – 
because they become our teachers.  We can help ourselves and our colleagues to move from a life 
attitude of “Victim” to a life attitude of “100% Responsibility.”  This shift in a life view and orientation is 
powerful and freeing.  I guarantee this shift will alter your life, and your organization. 
 
What are you 100% responsible for today? 
 
 
                                                           

1 Roger Connors, Tom Smith and Craig Hickman, The Oz Principle:  Getting Results Through Individual and 

Organizational Accountability, 1994, p. 65. 
2 Gary Gore, Navigating Change: A Field Guide to Personal Growth, 2002. 


