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that you can intentionally shift the weight of 
decision-making responsibility and in so 
doing shift the way people get things done 
together.  Good things are sure to follow. 

Unfortunately, our society has made major 
shifts in the direction of deflecting 
responsibility. Nowhere is this more obvious 
than in personal relationships.  Nearly one 
million couples divorce each year in the 
United States and Canada.  As someone with 
more than a passing interest in that topic, I 
must say that I occasionally meet people who 
acknowledge their own role in the break up.  
It is a refreshing occasion when it happens.  
For most, their partner did it to them and 
they were mere victims, entitled to something 
better than they were getting.  I myself acted 
on that very reasoning some fourteen years 
ago.  Accountability and personal 
responsibility do not come easily.  Getting 
there is vital for leaders in the 21st century 
who want to successfully get others to do the 
same.  The following Aesop fable speaks to 
how we protect ourselves by denying or 
rationalizing our role in driving results. 

A trumpeter, bravely leading on the soldiers, was 
captured by the enemy. He cried out to his captors, 
"Pray spare me, and do not take my life without cause 
or without inquiry. I have not slain a single man of 
your troop. I have no arms, and carry nothing but this 
one brass trumpet." "That is the very reason for which 
you should be put to death," they said; "for, while you 
do not fight yourself, your trumpet stirs all the others to 
battle."  

You are accountable for your role in how others perform  

Aesop’s Fables: The Trumpeter Taken Prisoner 

Deflecting responsibility onto others is also 
evident politically in the 21st century.  Greece 
is a present-day example of this.  Over the 
years, the Greek government slid down the 
slippery slope of giving the people what they 
wanted…and borrowing billions to do it.  
Spending tomorrow’s wealth for today’s 
benefit.  When it all collapsed in 2010, harsh 
economic measures ensued.  The people were 
upset, even to the point of violence.  One can 
understand why.  No one wants to lose their 
pensions, their jobs, their benefits, or accept 
pay cuts.  One Greek citizen interviewed by a 
major US television network spoke out 
passionately, “A job is a right, not a 
privilege!”  Fantasy thinking, most North 
Americans would say. There is no guaranteed 
Santa Claus.  Yet the people of many 
Western countries would undoubtedly have 
reacted the same way were such misfortune to 
have befallen them.  It just happens to be the 
Greeks who are actually living it out most 
severely.  We are all part of the whole, like it 
or not.  This is true at work too. 

Fortunately, the European Union has stepped 
in to lend billions to Greece, with tight 
conditions attached of course.  Prior to that, 
many Greeks cried out, “Default on the 
loans!  We need our scarce resources to 
maintain our jobs, our pensions, our social 
benefits.”  Ignoring those cries, Greece’s 
leadership has made tough decisions to live 
up to commitments and repay huge debts.   
They are inflicting short term pain and 
promising that among a set of tough choices, 
this one will have the best long term result.   
Like a parent with a rebellious teenager, the 
president of Greece, Karolos Papoulias, is in 
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a difficult leadership role.  His government’s 
decisions will affect the country for the next 
twenty years and beyond. 

On the home front, we have a new generation 
entering the workforce.  They are fondly 
named, Generation Y.  Born in the 1980s and 
1990s, they are the children of late Baby 
Boomers and Generation X.  In my business 
travels, one word has come to be tightly 
associated with this new generation:  
Entitlement.   And why not?   This is the 
generation whose parents involved them in 
most major decisions.  “Ashley, what colour 
car do you think daddy should buy?”  As a 
baby boomer, I’m sure such a question never 
entered my father’s mind, not even once.  His 
idea of involving us was to let us have a ride 
in it after he bought it.  I never even knew he 
was thinking of trading the car in the first 
place! 

And what about vacations?  Our family 
discussions were short and to the point.  “Get 
in the car. We’re going to New Brunswick.” 
Since that was only my third (and last) 
extended trip of my childhood, I was pretty 
happy to get in.  But wealth and education 

has caused my generation to give our children 
many delightful choices.  My fourteen year 
old son has already accompanied his well-
traveled mother to the Caribbean many times 
in his young life!  Combined with Generation 
Y’s penchant for the self-gratifying thrills of 
video games, I sometimes wonder how an 
employer will keep this next generation 
“engaged,” as the HR experts call it, for eight 
hours a day. 

I have great faith in humanity and I trust this 
generation will rise up to its challenges. The 
only question is whether it will be painfully or 
willingly.  This sea of social change, 
combined with the vast impact of technology 
on how we communicate, measure and 
control work, is leading to a great change.  
Leaders need to be flexible about how they 
get people to do things together or face a level 
of resistance not known by prior generations. 

John Kuypers is president of Performance Shift 
Leadership Tools.  He is the author of three books on 
personal and team performance.  John is a former vice-
president of sales and director of marketing in consumer 
products.  Go to www.performanceshift.com to learn 
more about team collaboration services. 

 


