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Task Leadership

How to Take
Responsibility
Take ownership of situations
and understand what responsibility
entails.

I s n ’t
zz

i t i nt e r e st i n g?

What would you do in an emergency?

Calm in an emergency?
Everybody likes to think that they would keep a calm head in a crisis, help another in a time of
need or at least call the police in an emergency. However, research into a phenomenon known as
the ‘bystander effect’ may suggest otherwise.1 When others are present, observers can assume
that someone else will intervene, and so they each individually refrain from doing so; in effect we
feel less responsible. People may also assume that other bystanders are more qualified to help,
such as doctors or police officers, and their intervention would thus be unnecessary or even
unwanted. This can be due to a fear of losing ‘face’ in front of others or being superseded by a
better helper.

‘Using your loaf’
Before the discovery of the ‘bystander effect’ there was an investigation into a similar
effect which occurred in the structure of work. What was discovered is a phenomenon
commonly referred to as ‘social loafing’.2 This is where a group of individuals working on a
task together will personally contribute less effort than if they were working on their own.
This is a subtle effect and was first shown in a simple rope-pulling exercise, where
individuals exerted less energy pulling the rope as part of a group than as an individual.3
There are ways to prevent yourself and others from being a ‘loafer’, such as recording
individual work, assigning specific roles, and increasing communication and collaboration
within the team. Often, the most common reason for loafing is feeling that any effort will
not be utilised or recognised, so a sense of personal responsibility can be critical to our
overall effectiveness in work.
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This tool can help
Standing by or taking responsibility in an emergency is not a situation that most of us have to face
very often. However, there are everyday instances at work when there is the chance to take
responsibility. This tool is all about how to take responsibility and will help you to take ownership
of situations and understand what responsibility entails.

Ta ki n g
zz

r e s p o n s i b ili ty

Imagine you’re in the office, about to print off those reports but the copier’s out of toner. Why
didn’t whoever used it last replace it? The stationery cupboard is chaotic and you need to step
over things and look behind other things to find what you need. Why do people leave such a
mess? Why isn’t someone responsible for keeping it tidy – and checking the copiers, too, come
to think of it? And, why don’t you?
It’s the kind of mildly irritating situation we all recognise, and undoubtedly contribute to. What
about, however, a situation similarly caused, but cranked up to a critical level – resulting in major
catastrophe or even loss of life? What about the whole concept of ‘collective responsibility’ and
what history reveals about that?
It’s complex. However, for your purposes, we offer some general principles to help you to be more
responsible and thereby more productive, efficient and motivated. This diagram’s a good start:

Fear of failure

Expertise

Time
Taking
Responsibility

Knowing how

Interest

The ‘Taking Responsibility’ model presents us with five potential blockages to taking responsibility.
Here we will look at the evidence for how they can affect you and others, and show you how to
tackle the challenges they present.

Fear of failure
Psychologists would argue that we’re conditioned from childhood to seek approval from others.
This can result in many of us avoiding opportunities to try something new in case we might get it
‘wrong’. In the workplace we sidestep relatively trivial actions we wouldn’t think twice about at
home or elsewhere, rather than risk criticism or failure. However, there are ways of overcoming
fears which stop us from applying ourselves when we can’t guarantee success. We’ll also
demonstrate the benefits we can gain from our efforts, whatever the outcome. We’ll explain these
in the following sections.
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Lack of interest
If we don’t want to do something we’ll avoid it if we can, or get someone else to do it. In the
following pages, you’ll discover ways to motivate people by linking their personal goals to those
of the team, or the organisation.

Lack of time
You’d be surprised, but if you look closely you’ll notice how unproductive ‘busy’ people can be!
We’ll talk about this later, too.

Lack of expertise
Expertise, knowledge – they’re words that frighten a lot of us. Usually, you’ll discover you only
need to focus on what is specific to the task in hand, and it’s often easily available. We’ll describe
how to find it.

Not knowing how to take responsibility
You may be willing to take responsibility, but not sure how to or how to persuade others that you
are. We’ll guide you.

F ea r
zz

o f failur e

Step 1 – Identify
Take some time to think about what it is, exactly, that you’re frightened of. Write it down, all of it.
Once it’s defined, it’s easier to tackle.

Step 2 – Evaluate
Is your fear irrational? Again, write down exactly what might happen if you did fail. Will you have
to leave the country? Will it be the main item on the ten o’clock news? Or, are you just telling
yourself it’ll confirm all the negative self-talk that’s been going on since you let in that penalty,
when you were eleven? We’re often our own harshest critics. Consider whether you would be as
critical of a friend who failed at this task – then, treat yourself in the same way.
Here are some ways to get fears in proportion:
Challenging Your Worries
Keep a journal

Jot down what’s worrying you. In a few days or weeks, write the outcome.
Things usually work out better than we imagined.

Focus on now

The next time a thought threatens to escalate into anxiety, bring yourself
back into ‘now’. Snap your fingers, focus on your breathing or do something
else to distract yourself.

So, prove
you’re a failure

Visualise important events during the last 10 years. In most cases we can’t
remember how we worried about them beforehand. Even if you do
remember a little, it’ll help to prove that things generally turn out well. Tell
yourself that what’s worrying you now will fade away, too.

Step 3 – Re-interpret
If you think a thought often enough, it becomes a belief. Try to work through the layers of your fear
and find what the root of it really is. Is it, in fact, just that you really, really want to succeed and are
uncertain how to ensure you do? Or, is it something someone else has said, or experienced, which
you have ‘taken on board’?
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Step 4 – Take action!
Doing nothing is often counterproductive, because the longer you do nothing the more your fears
take root and grow! Think, instead, of the positives that will result from each small decision or
step you take, and what you will gain or learn from them. If you’re still convinced some of your
fears are justified, remember that there is more than one way to achieve anything – get creative.
Having alternative strategies will give you confidence.
If you can, it’s often useful to involve others, if only to sound out your ideas or put your fears
into perspective.

L ack
zz

o f i nt e r e st

Step 1 – What motivates you?
Each of us is motivated by different things. You may be surprised by research which reveals that
the opportunity to learn frequently motivates people more than money. So, what motivates you or
your colleagues, which could relate to the current situation? Suggesting what people may achieve
personally will often spur them into action.

Step 2 – Appreciate the bigger picture
The task you or others have been avoiding might seem mundane or unrewarding, but have farreaching overall impact. Recognising how a single issue or task dovetails into a ‘bigger picture’
can re-ignite flagging interest.

Step 3 – The ‘Psychological contract’
This is the implicit understanding and trust between people engaged in fulfilling objectives or
tasks together, or between those who give instructions and others who carry them out. Unlike a
legal contract, it’s unwritten and usually unspoken, yet understood and expected by those
involved. It accounts for the kind of things we all do (or don’t do!) in the workplace and elsewhere,
which aren’t detailed in job descriptions, but to which we ‘psychologically contract’, as members
of a larger group or organisation. (For example, checking the office building’s secure when you’re
last to leave is something you might do, even though you’re not the caretaker, it’s a pain to do and
you’re already late, anyway.)

Step 4 – Be the benchmark for others
They don’t, so why should I? An organisation’s ethos or ‘culture’ is determined less by its policies
and procedures than by the behaviour of its employees. It only takes the example of a single
individual to influence many others.
Remember, the tool ‘How to motivate others’ might help you to identify what motivates you.

L ack
zz

of ti m e

Step 1 – What is there to do?
Write it down, all of it. Simple, but best. This way, your mind stops buzzing and you can finally hear
yourself think. Not only does it look less than you were imagining or trying to remember, but you’ll
find you’ll start coming up with the ‘how to’s’ as you list and define things.
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Step 2 – The need to prioritise: ‘The 80:20 rule’
Why is it that some ‘busy’ people never seem to finish what they’re busying about? The Pareto
Principle (also called the ‘80:20 rule’) reveals that, generally, 80% of what we achieve results
from only 20% of the effort we put into it! There’ll always be ‘too much to do’ if we don’t focus on
the most immediate tasks, first. In other words, to be more effective, prioritise…

Step 3 – How to prioritise
High urgency and low importance

High urgency and high importance

Low urgency and low importance

Low urgency and high importance

zzPut each task on your ‘to do’ list in one of the boxes on the table.
zzBreak them down into smaller, manageable bits with a deadline for each bit.
zzAssess (seriously, now!) whether the less urgent tasks are, in fact, just distractions.
zzIf not, add them to the lower boxes on the table.
zzGet going with your priorities!

Step 4 – Ask for help
If you really do have too much to do, then get some help. You may be able to delegate some items,
or, if you’ve been given things to do by someone else, ask them to help you prioritise your
workload in the time you have available. Much overload results from our saying ‘yes’ out of habit
or because we want to appear helpful. If demand on your time is going to make you ineffective,
however, you’re not doing yourself or anyone else any favours.

Step 5 – Avoid distractions
Here are the worst offenders:
Distractions and Solutions
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Emails

Just because you can, you really don’t have to reply to that message RIGHT NOW!
The best thing about speedy communications and other techno wizardry is that
you can make it work around you. For now, you could turn your screen alert off.

Colleagues

Just let them know you need to concentrate for a while and that you look forward
to catching up with them later. It’s not a big deal, we all need a bit of time and
space from time to time to get on with important tasks. You’ll understand when
they ask the same of you.

Ourselves

It’s surprising, the things we suddenly notice that need our attention, before
getting down to whatever it is we haven’t had time to do yet! You may tell yourself
you’ll concentrate better once you’ve tidied the cupboard/desk/room, or nipped
out to get that thing before stocks run out, but we know it’s all nonsense. Just
think, once you really have done it, won’t that feel good?

Task Leadership

By applying the tips and skills in this section you can optimise your effort to ensure that
you concentrate as much of your time and energy as possible on the most important and
relevant tasks. This ensures that you achieve the greatest benefit possible with the limited
amount of time available to you.

K n owi n g
zz

h ow to ta k e r e s p o n s i b ili ty

Step 1 – What is your objective?
Make sure you know where your responsibility starts and ends and exactly what you’ve been
asked to achieve.

Step 2 – What needs to be done?
And by when? Once you’re clear about this you can ‘map’ separate stages against a timescale, so
you can monitor progress or delays. Reaching each stage will also give you a sense of achievement
along the way.

Step 3 – Who needs to be involved?
Even if a team has already been chosen for the task or project, check that each member is
assigned a role in which they feel confident.

Step 4 – Ensure others know you are leading
Make yourself a part of the team and easily available to give and receive feedback. It’s a mistake
to think you can lead effectively by marching ahead and shouting over your shoulder.

Step 5 – Get stuck in!
Look for some ‘quick wins’ to develop confidence and gain momentum – it’ll help confirm your
leadership to yourself as well as others!

N ext
zz

ste p s

Having read the tool the next step is to act in order to take responsibility. All the research
suggests that planning how you will achieve your goal makes it much more likely that you will do
so in reality:

zzConsider what you’ve read here, and what is most relevant to you
zzIdentify how you can apply it to a specific situation
zzThink, not only about what you could do but what may deter you
zzThink of solutions for these potential problems in advance, so you can deal with them or
produce alternatives, if necessary.

F i n a lly. . .
zz
Finally, enlist the support of others. Knowing you have access to advice will increase your personal
and professional effectiveness.
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F ur t h e r
zz

I n fo r mat i o n

If you found this tool useful then you are likely to find the following tools both insightful and relevant:

zzHow to take control
zzHow to develop strategic long-term goals
zzHow to focus on the bigger picture
zzHow to balance risk with potential benefits
zzHow to be confident in making judgement calls
zzHow to make timely decisions
zzHow to delegate.
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