“BUT IT’S NOT MY JOB!”

Let’s resolve to stop passing the buck

Returning to her office after a field safety inspection, Joanne noticed packaging littered all about her building’s main entrance.  Without hesitating, Joanne collected the litter and disposed of it in a trash receptacle.  Entering the office, a co-worker asked, “Why did you pick up that litter?  We have custodial staff for that job.  You could have called them.”  Joanne responded, “I couldn’t just walk by and let that mess deface our attractive building.”

Joanne’s experience is not only a story of taking personal responsibility; it illustrates a common technique of denying responsibility.  No one watching Joanne pick up trash ventured outside to help her.  They took toke to observe and criticize, but not to participate.

Certainly these onlookers did not view themselves as irresponsible or even lacking personal responsibility.  They had a handy excuse for not helping:  “It’s not my job.”  How many times have you heard that?  This probably the most common reason for not going beyond the call of duty to help another person.  This rationale for “passing the buck” is actually supported by the typical questions we ask when noticing a problem.

Questions that deflect

Questions beginning with who, what, and when avoid personal responsibility by putting accountability somewhere else.

Who made that workstation so messy?  

What safety regulation was not followed?  

When will the company install an adequate ventilation system?  

I’m not saying these are bad questions to ask, not at all.  They represent the kind of questions needed to identify and solve problems related to occupational safety.  But they do imply the problem is beyond the individual and a solution requires support and action from other people.  

Surely we can ask “why.”  But some “why” questions are nonproductive and facilitate denial of personal responsibility.  Why was I given this assignment?  Why me?  These “why” questions activate and support victim thinking and contribute to the avoidance of personal responsibility.

What can I do?

The simple question, “What can I do?”, reflects the essence of personal responsibility.  That’s the implicit questions Joanne asked when noticing a littered entrance to her office building.  She didn’t ask, “Who did that?” or “Why did they do it?” or “Whose job is it to fix that?”  

Instead, Joanne asked “What can I do to help?” and then she did what she could do.  She took personal responsibility.  That’s my proposal for a 2004 New Year’s Safety Resolution.  Instead of asking questions that give us an excuse to “pass the buck” to someone else sometime later, let’s ask, “What can I do right now to help?”  Let’s applaud people for taking personal responsibility for safety.

(From:  Psychology of Safety by Dr. Scott Geller)

