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Michele Cushatt: Welcome to This Is Your Life with Michael Hyatt, where our goal is to help give you 
the clarity, courage, and commitment you need to do what matters. My name is Michele Cushatt. I’m 
your cohost, and I’m sitting in the studio today with Michael Hyatt. Welcome, Michael. 

Michael Hyatt: Hey, Michele. 

Michele: Well, over the past several weeks, the news has been ripe with stories of leaders who (I won't 
mention any names) lacked accountability, their resulting failures, and the many people who accused 
them. Quite honestly, it's uncomfortable to watch this happen. 

Michael: It is.  

Michele: It's painful. Nobody likes to see someone who's in a place of influence or leadership who fails 
or blows it or lacks the accountability we think they should have, but unfortunately, it almost seems 
like our culture is one that does not encourage accountability anymore. Have you noticed that? 

Michael: Yeah, absolutely. I think it's part of the political climate we live in, even in our churches, 
oftentimes. I don't know exactly why it is, but it is frustrating and painful to watch, and I think that in a 
sense we kind of have this attitude in our culture that we're victims or that somebody else is at fault for 
what we're experiencing, and that's the exact opposite of accountability. 

Michele: We almost seem to encourage that. Obviously, there's some benefit in empathy, compassion, 
hearing people's struggles, venting, and sharing with one another in our difficulties, but we've almost 
done that to the exclusion of a sense of responsibility and accountability where we've kind of thrown 
the baby out with the bathwater. We've lost that sense that sometimes we just need to step up and take 
responsibility. 

Michael: Well, if you think about the kind of mindset that goes into this… If you're a victim, what it 
really is saying is that the reason you are the way you are is outside of your control. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: It's not a very empowering thing because then, suddenly, I'm being pushed around by forces I 
don't fully understand and can't control. But once we accept accountability and responsibility, 
suddenly everything is back inside of our control. We really can make a difference in our lives and the 
lives of the people we lead. 
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Michele: Which is actually freeing. 

Michael: It is. 

Michele: You know, we tend to shy away from… I don't know if it's because we don't want to feel like 
we've failed or we've blown it, but we want to shy away from that accountability, but the truth is that 
just owning it is a very freeing thing. When I finally step up and say, "All right, I blew it. It's my fault," 
it's totally full of freedom. 

Michael: Well, then it kind of just stops. That's it. 

Michele: The pain stops. 

Michael: I mean, how many times have you thought, "If somebody would just admit to what it is they 
did wrong, they would get this behind them, but they keep it alive by denying it"?  

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: I'll never forget that when I was in the corporate world, I had one of my peers who just 
couldn't seem to take accountability for anything, and we were both accountable to the CEO, at least on 
paper. We would get into these meetings with the executive team, and he had something that would go 
wrong, and he would be blaming everything.  

It was the economy's fault. It was some vendor. It was some customer. He would never take 
responsibility. The CEO (Sam Moore at the time) would continue to press in and try to get some 
personal accountability, and the guy would never take it. Sam would get furious. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael:  This thing would just go on as a battle, whereas there were other people who would take 
responsibility, and then he was done with it. He was like, "Okay. Well, let's move on." 

Michele: Yeah. Own it and move on. 

Michael: Yep. 

Michele: It's really a skill. If we want to be leaders, influencers with maximum impact, we have to learn 
this whole skill of accountability. 

Michael: We do. 

Michele: It has to be a priority, and it's really what sets us apart as leaders, especially in this culture, as 
we just talked about, that seems to be more victim-minded versus victory-minded.  

Michael: Uh-huh. 
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Michele: So what does accountability look like then, just generally speaking? We'll get into more 
specifics as far as the actions of accountability, but what does it look like? 

Michael: Well, I think it means you ultimately are responsible to somebody else for your actions, for 
your attitudes. There's somebody who you're accountable to, somebody you have to give an account to. 
So you're not just this autonomous spirit, this sovereign entity that has no responsibility to anybody 
else. We live in an interconnected world.  

We have accountability to a lot of different people, and we can either embrace that or we can act like it 
doesn't exist. If we're going to grow, if we're going to develop our potential, and if we want people 
who are accountable to us, we have to be accountable, voluntarily make ourselves accountable, even if 
there isn't any kind of formal accountability. 

Michele: Yeah. It's something we can initiate. I think it was my dad who taught me that accountability 
is something that not only demonstrates respect for the other person but is also about self-respect. 

Michael: Yeah. 

Michele: Being an accountable person also demonstrates that you respect yourself enough to be 
truthful about that. 

Michael: That's right. Good. 

Michele: All right. So I've heard you say that until you take responsibility, you are a victim, and being 
a victim is the exact opposite of being a leader. That's kind of just recapping what you said. So we want 
to take that responsibility. We want to move past being victims to actually being leaders. What are the 
actions we need to take to demonstrate accountability in our leadership? 

Michael: Well, I think one is just defining it, making sure we're clear to whom we're accountable. The 
truth is we have various spheres of overlapping accountability. It may be our families. There's a certain 
accountability I have to my daughters, a certain accountability I have to my grandchildren and future 
generations, accountability that I may have to business partners.  

 

I don't specifically have a boss at this point in my life (other than my wife). But there's an accountability 
there too. We have a mutual accountability to one another in our marriage. I think that's where it really 
has to begin. 

Michele: So I need to define it, identify who I'm accountable to, which may be different people based 
on whatever circumstance or relationship I'm evaluating at that time. 

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: Okay. What would be another action I would need to take? 

Michael: Well, this list we have in front of us… I'm looking at this first one. 
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Michele: Okay. 

Michael: I'm looking at making heavy use of the pronoun I. I think it's really important to do that, to 
say, "I…" because it's very easy to deflect accountability and use sort of the editorial we.  

Michele: Mm-hmm. Oh yes. It softens the sting a little bit if we can just say, "Well, we're all 
responsible. We're all doing this." No. There's something about saying… 

Michael: There's something about us that has done this, that's responsible for the outcome we're 
experiencing. We talked about it in another episode, but I had a consultant (I'll just quickly repeat the 
story) who asked me one time when I was not delivering the results I had committed to in my 
corporation, "What was it about your leadership?" You could talk about the economy. You could talk 
about "our team." When you're giving credit, it's good to use those plural pronouns. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: "Well, we did this together, and it wasn't just me. It was us." But when you're talking about 
responsibility, it has to be I. "What was it about my leadership, my actions, that led to this result?" 

Michele: Because ultimately, that's where the buck stops. 

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: If you're in a leadership position, the buck does stop with you. 

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: Using the word I… This is so true in other relationships besides the workplace relationships. 
In marriage… Gosh, how many times have I heard a counselor or some kind of marriage book talk 
about the fact that when you are having conversations or conflict, you use those I statements? 

Michael: Yeah. 

Michele: You're talking about, "I did this," or, "I'm responsible," or, "I'm sorry that I hurt you in this 
way," rather than, "I'm sorry that you feel hurt." 

Michael: Because the exact opposite of that is you. 

Michele: Uh-huh. 

Michael: That's where we're shifting the blame. "Somebody else was responsible for this outcome. I 
wasn't." But to say, "I did this. I made this decision. I chose not to do this…" Whatever it is, it has to 
start with the I. 

Michele: So as a leader, if you want to grow in your sense of accountability, you want to first define it, 
know who you're accountable to. Then you want to make heavy use of the pronoun I, so when you are 
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owning some kind of result that did not meet your expectations, your employer's expectations, or your 
partner's expectations if it's in marriage, use the pronoun I. "I didn't do what I needed to do." 

Michael: Yeah. 

Michele: "Because of something I did, this is where we are." That's really where you can start to 
remedy the problem. So what would the next action be? 

Michael: I think the next one is just being specific about the decisions you made and the results you 
achieved. By the way, this is both positive and negative. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: What were the decisions you made, what were the actions you took, that led to that result? 
Now this is very helpful as a leader too because you want to figure out that there's a causal relationship 
between your thinking, your words, your behavior, and the results you achieve. So I think it's really 
important to state that right up front, because it's very easy to blame the bigger picture, to say it's the 
economy (if you're trying to deliver sales results) or it was that committee that kept you from doing… 

Well, what was it about your leadership? I'll give an example. Back in the corporate world, we might 
have had a salesperson who was making a call on a big account and they didn't get the sale, so they 
would come back and be complaining about the customer. "The customer didn't buy it. The customer 
isn't smart enough to realize they need this," or whatever. 

I always said (I probably wasn't this harsh), "Well, what was it about your salesmanship that couldn't 
sell into that situation? If all we were doing was sending you to that situation to take the order, we 
wouldn't need to be paying someone the kind of salary we're paying you." 

Michele: You wouldn't need a salesperson. 

Michael: That's right. But what we want is somebody who's able to go into that situation and develop a 
sales presentation that's compelling, that wins the sale. So that's what accountability looks like: when 
somebody takes responsibility. If they come back from a sales call where they didn't make the sale and 
they say, "Well, look. The truth is my presentation wasn't that compelling," or, "I just wasn't able to 
connect the dots so that my customer could understand how this product would meet their needs," 
now all of a sudden they're in a position to improve and grow and become more effective. 

But as long as they're blaming the customer, nothing happens. My experience is that in a corporate 
world, those people get away with that for a while until the manager feels out that that's always their 
song and dance, and then they get fired. 

Michele: You know, I'm listening to you… Just hearing those two different sentences, "Well, the 
customer didn't see the value in the product," versus, "You know, I just wasn't able to connect the dots 
so the customer could see the value…" They're just slightly tweaked, right? 

Michael: Mm-hmm. 
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Michele: They're just slightly different, yet I hear one and I hear the other, and my admiration for the 
person saying the second comment is so much higher because it does have that ownership and sense of 
accountability. I guess I'm just sitting here marveling at the fact that how we just change a few words 
can really change how we come across to the other person. 

Michael: It can really make a big difference, yeah. 

Michele: We don't realize all the time how the way we're saying things is coming across, which is 
another reason that this is so important to our leadership. 

Michael: Well, I know we're going to talk about this in a minute, but as an employer, that gives me 
hope. I would never fire somebody who missed the sale and who understood it was their responsibility 
to make the sale and they missed it because of the actions they took. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: I think, "Okay, there's hope. That person is going to grow." But the person who comes back 
from a sales call like that (again, this could be in any context) who's still blaming the other person or 
the committee or whatever… 

Michele: That's like a hopeless situation. 

Michael: Then I'm like, "They don't get it." 

Michele: Yeah, they don't get it, and how is that going to change? If they don't get it, that's not likely to 
change. 

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: All right, so define it, make heavy use of the pronoun I, and be specific about the decisions 
you made and the results achieved. What is the fourth action? 

Michael: Don't wallow in remorse or self-pity. 

Michele: Let's say that one again. I think that's a good one. 

Michael: Don't wallow in remorse or self-pity. 

Michele: Yeah. It's a waste of time. 

Michael: It's a total waste of time. It's unproductive. It's good to express regret in some of those 
situations. You wouldn't be human if you didn't say, "Gosh, I wish I would have made the sale," or 
whatever. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: But then to wallow in that… 
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Michele: Well, it takes us back to the victim mindset again. 

Michael: It does. It totally does. There's an appropriate level of that, but then you have to move on. 
Nobody is looking for that, and it can become kind of an excuse or a way of sort of deflecting the 
attention away from the issue and trying to make people feel sorry for you so that maybe they'll judge 
you less harshly or won't hold you accountable. 

Michele: Oh, yes. 

Michael: Ugh! 

Michele: We have so many kind of different ways to get around this sense of accountability at times. 

Michael: We do. 

Michele: Good advice. Don't wallow in remorse or self-pity even if, maybe, you blew a presentation or 
you didn't make the sale or whatever it is. You can have that disappointment where you're just kicking 
yourself, wishing, but then set a time limit and move on. 

Michael: Yeah, absolutely, because you're not going to grow if you don't do that. 

Michele: Okay, what would be the final action then to establish accountability in your leadership? 

Michael: Well, then take specific actions to correct the problem. What are you going to do differently? I 
think the army has this thing that they call an after-action review.  

Michele: Oh, okay. 

Michael: It's like when an operation goes well or badly, then they have a whole procedure they go 
through where they analyze what happened, what they can learn from it, and how they can do it better 
the next time. I think the same thing is true in our lives. The same thing is true in our businesses. Go 
through that process after the fact and say, "What went well? What didn't go so well? If it didn't go 
well, what am I going to do differently next time?" If we don't do that, we're just going to continue to 
repeat the bad behavior that led to that result. 

Michele: The whole point of these experiences is that they should be stepping stones to learning 
something new, overcoming, improving, and all of that. None of this is wasted, even if it's failure. Even 
if it's a lost sale, it's not wasted if you learn how to do the sale better next time. 

Michael: That's right, and I can tell you that as an employer, I expect that. I expect my people to fail. I 
expect things not to always go well. I don't expect them to be perfect. What I do expect is them to be 
accountable and for them to grow and to learn. 

Michele: Good advice. Now we've briefly talked about this. We've talked about accountability in 
leadership, the workplace, primarily, but we've also hinted at the fact that this is appropriate or 
applicable in marriage, in parenting, in friendship, in ministry, and in any other kind of relationship in 
multiple aspects. 
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Michael: Mm-hmm. 

Michele: Now I'm going to get more personal with you. Where have you practiced or demonstrated 
this kind of accountability in areas outside of your job? 

Michael: Well, certainly in my marriage. I've been married for 36 years now, and there have been lots 
of times when Gail and I have gotten into arguments, and I've wanted to focus on what she did wrong 
rather than accept responsibility for what I did wrong.  

Michele: I've never done that. Oh, wait. I'm lying. If Troy is listening, he knows I'm lying. 

Michael: Well, it's just human nature. 

Michele: Yes. 

Michael: You may be 90 percent responsible, but the other person may be 10 percent responsible, so 
you focus on their 10 percent rather than your 90 percent.   

Michele: Because it's so much more fun. 

Michael: It is, and it takes the spotlight off of you. 

Michele: It's fun in the moment. It's not fun in the long term. It's fun in the moment. 

Michael: It just really doesn't work. It's not sustainable. 

Michele: No. No. 

Michael: I think the breakthroughs we've had as we've gotten better at fighting have been when… 

Michele: Because there is something to be said for fair fighting, for good fighting. 

Michael: There is, and you can do it… First of all, it's inevitable. 

Michele: Uh-huh. 

Michael: You can do it well, or you can do it poorly. 

Michele: Mm-hmm, and one can grow your relationship, and the other will destroy it. 

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: There's no static… There's no neutral. It's either going to grow it or tear it down. 

Michael: Exactly right, and I can tell you that usually the time we get the breakthrough is when one of 
us has the courage to say, "You know what? You're right. That is my fault," or, "I should not have said 
that," or, "I should have done this." 
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Michele: You're using that pronoun I again.  

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: Good job. 

Michael: So even if at the beginning you say, "Look, I'm only 10 percent responsible for that," take 100 
percent responsibility for the 10 percent you did that contributed to the problem. Once you do that, one 
of the things that happens is it makes it easier for the other person to take responsibility for their part in 
it, but somebody has to go first. This is one of the marks of leadership: initiative. 

When you take initiative, then it encourages other people to take initiative and own their stuff too, and 
it makes it safe to own it. Because if I can take responsibility… I know this has happened before where 
Gail might take responsibility and say, "You know what? I should have said that, honey," and then I 
immediately go, "You know what? What I said wasn't too good either. I'm sorry I said that." 

Michele: Isn't that true? It ends up being this snowball effect in a good way once one person starts. 
Before you know it, it's over with, you're reconnected, and all is well. 

Michael: Well, in his book Love & Respect, Emerson Eggerichs talks about this Crazy Cycle that you get 
into in a marriage. It's not exactly what we're talking about, but it has a similar kind of function where 
you end up… You see this on political arguments where people are more concerned about making 
their point than listening to the other person, and it's like they're chasing each other around and around 
in a circle. It's not going anywhere until somebody stops and says, "Wait a second. You know what? 
You have a valid point. I probably was wrong in that situation." 

Michele: And then, finally, progress can be made. 

Michael: It changes the conversation. 

Michele: I would guess that you've probably found the same thing in parenting as well. There are 
moments you just need to own, even with your kids. Sometimes it's hard for us to admit things with 
our children, to sit there are go, "I made a mistake," or, "I was wrong when I did this," right? But it's 
important there as well. 

Michael: Well, I remember that early in my days as a parent (I have five daughters, so I have some 
experience with this, mostly in making mistakes), I thought, "Gosh, if I admit that I made a mistake, if I 
really own that, then the kids are going to lose confidence in me because I have to be the authority 
who's sort of above reproach and is wise and all-discerning and makes all of the right decisions." 

Michele: My kids figured out with me rather quickly that I'm not wise and discerning. 

Michael: No, that's true for all of us. 

Michele: Yeah. 
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Michael: But what I discovered is that when I acknowledged that I was too harsh or maybe I didn't 
listen as well as I should have or I came to the wrong conclusion, then my esteem with the kids actually 
went up. 

Michele: So true. 

Michael: The same thing is true in a work environment when you acknowledge what you've done 
wrong to your employees. This rarely happens, by the way, in the political world. Have you noticed 
that? 

Michele: Oh, as we were talking just a few minutes ago, I was sitting there trying to think of someone 
who does this really well. I haven't seen somebody in the political world do this really well, and I don't 
even remember the last time… 

Michael: I don't know if it's that they perceive that the political consequences are so great that they 
can't afford to admit the truth, but everybody recognizes it. Everybody sees it. It's like the story where 
the emperor has no clothes. I think that so many times, if the politician would just come out and say, 
"You know what? You're right. I did that, and it was wrong, and I'm sorry," then it would get behind 
them. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: By the way, there probably are good examples of this that we just can't think of. 

Michele: Yeah, there probably are. I'm just not… 

Michael: I can't think of many things. 

Michele: I keep thinking that if one person would step up with this kind of accountability mindset, that 
kind of leadership, people would just throng around them, would just flock around them. 

Michael: Right. 

Michele: Because we're so hungry for that kind of honest, strong but accountable leadership in our… 

Michael: Humility? 

Michele: Yeah, humility. It's a sense of honor. I think that's the word I'm trying to find. 

Michael: Yep. 

Michele: When there is somebody who's willing to kind of own their own place in the results that 
we're experiencing, that's very honorable. I want to follow that person. 

Michael: Again, it creates hope because you think, "If that politician admitted that he or she screwed 
up, that he or she made a wrong decision, okay, there's hope." 
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Michele: Well, something can change. Yeah. 

Michael: Something can change. 

Michele: Because the assumption is that if they see it and they own it, they're going to take action to 
correct it.   

Michael: That's right. Otherwise you just don't get it, and then there's no hope. 

Michele: Now I want you to talk from the standpoint of an employer. So you're an employer. You have 
multiple people on your staff, multiple people who you work with. How does accountability impress 
you? Let's say you're interviewing new employees or you have some new people who are working 
with you. Let's say you have two different people, one who definitely has accountability as part of their 
leadership approach and one who doesn't, who has more of a deflection-and-blame personality. When 
you look at these two different people, how does that impress you? What do you think? 

Michael: Well, the person who doesn't take responsibility, who deflects accountability… I have no 
patience for that. 

Michele: Is that something you would even try to coach them through, or…? 

Michael: Oh, definitely! 

Michele: Okay. 

Michael: If I were going to coach somebody who was coming on to my team, I'd say, "Look. Here's the 
way to win with me. First, be responsive, and second, be responsible. So if you screw up, it's okay, but 
don't try to blame somebody else. If you take responsibility… I think of an example. I had a vice 
president of marketing by the name of Pamela Clemens at Thomas Nelson. Pamela, if you're listening 
to this, this is a good story. 

Michele: She just exhaled a big, huge exhale of relief. 

Michael: Well, she was an excellent executive, but the thing that really stood out to me about her was 
the fact that she was always accountable. If she made a mistake, I heard it from her first, so I didn't 
have to hear it through the grapevine or from a customer or an author or a vendor. She would come 
into my office, and she would just say, "Look, I did this. I screwed up. I kind of made a mess," but then 
she would say, "Here's what I intend to do to fix it." 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: I loved that. 

Michele: Well, even hearing you talk about her, I'm like, "That's somebody I would want on my team." 
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Michael: Yeah, because I don't expect perfection. There are only people who pretend to be perfect. I 
mean, nobody is perfect, but if you take that compared to somebody who acts like they never do 
anything wrong… They, by the way, are a very insecure person. 

Michele: They are.  

Michael:  The thing about Pamela is that she's a very secure person. She's the kind of person who can 
live in her humanity, realize that she's not perfect, and be willing to admit that. I can suffer for those 
kinds of mistakes all day long because I can work with that. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. That's such a huge… It took me a long time to understand that was actually one of 
the greatest signs of maturity. 

Michael: Yes. 

Michele: It's your ability to just allow for your own humanness as well as the humanness of others. 

Michael: Exactly. 

Michele: To allow for that is a great sign of maturity. 

Michael: Remember when I was talking earlier about working for Sam Moore, my predecessor at 
Thomas Nelson? Boy, I just saw this clearly played out, and I learned very quickly in watching my 
peers when I came into that executive team as part of it. I would see some of my peers get completely 
skewered by him because they wouldn't accept responsibility. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: I learned very quickly that the fastest way to win with him was to accept responsibility. I 
remember one time, specifically, I went in to him because we didn't hit our sales numbers for the 
month in my area, and I said, "Sam, I really have some bad news. We missed the budget by about 10 
percent."  

I knew it was important to the whole corporation because our division was fairly large. I said, "I'm 
really sorry. Here's what I think went wrong, and here was my accountability and what I should have 
done," and he listened to me, and then he said to me (this was really interesting in a faith context), 
"Well, Michael, is Romans 8:28 still in the Bible?"  

That verse, for those of you who don't have a faith orientation (which is fine), just basically says, "God 
works all things together for good to those who love him and are called according to his purpose." So 
he was basically saying to me, "Look, there was a reason in that, and you get it, and I know you'll 
improve. It's okay. It was literally like a 60-second conversation. 

Michele: Wow. That's probably something you agonized about ahead of time too, right? 

Michael: Oh, I did. I thought, "My job is on the line. I'll probably lose my job over this because I missed 
that." He was completely gracious and forgiving, and we moved on. But I also watched that same man 
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in the context of somebody who wouldn't take accountability, and I sat there in a very uncomfortable 
executive committee meeting for an hour while he tried to get the guy who wouldn't take 
accountability to own it.  

Eventually… I can think of two executives in that situation who ultimately lost their jobs because they 
just demonstrated that they didn't get it at a very fundamental and important level.  

Michele: So the way that he responded to you… It wasn't that he was soft. It was the fact that he 
respected the fact that you were willing to own your own piece in the puzzle. 

Michael: That's right. 

Michele: You were willing to own and take responsibility for what you contributed to the issue. 

Michael: Well, I don't know if you have this with your kids, but some of my kids were and are really 
stubborn. It took a lot of effort to get their attention. 

Michele: Being a formerly stubborn kid, I resemble that comment. 

Michael: Well, I won't mention any names. 

Michele: Okay, no names here. 

Michael: But I had one daughter in particular who I never really had to discipline that much, because 
she took everything she did so seriously when she made a mistake. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: I would just kind of look at her, and she would burst into tears, and that was kind of like the 
end of it. 

Michele: Yes. 

Michael: There was no further action necessary.  

Michele: That was enough. 

Michael: That was enough. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. And then there are other children, some in my household, who need regular 
accountability. They don't have kind of like that same sense of, "Oh," and being self-aware. 

Michael: Yeah. Well, that's right. 

Michele: But that's part of the parenting process. All right. So now I want to switch. A minute ago I 
asked you how accountability impresses you from the standpoint of an employer. Now from the 
viewpoint of an employee, even though you own your own business, in a sense you're an employee to 
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your consumers, your customers, the people who are part of Platform University or the readers of your 
blog or your book or even those who hear you at a speaking engagement. So then how do you practice 
accountability on a daily basis as an employer? 

Michael: Well, I think the most fundamental level of accountability is being accountable for your word, 
what you give your word to. In our culture, this used to be sacrosanct. We didn't need contracts. We 
might have needed them just to clarify expectations, but we didn't need them to enforce our word, 
because people governed themselves.  

If I gave my word to something, if I told you I was going to do something, particularly in small-town 
America, if I didn't do that, my reputation would be ruined in that small town. So people were very 
careful, very deliberate, to keep their word. They were very deliberate about giving their word to 
something, because they were going to own that and fulfill it. 

I try to do that with my word in my business, and I learned that lesson early on. I don't know if I've 
told the story on this podcast before. I've told it in print before. I worked for a man for one of my first 
jobs out of college, and he told me he was going to give me a raise after about 90 days, assuming that 
my performance was at an acceptable level.  

I took the job at a salary I couldn't really afford to take it at, but there really wasn't an alternative, and I 
thought, "Well, I can demonstrate that I'm committed to this job and that I'm going to do a good job, 
and then I'll get the raise." Well, at the end of the 90 days, he called me into his office and said, "Well, I 
have some really bad news. The corporation has put a hiring freeze and also a salary increase freeze on 
the company, so I can't give you that raise we talked about. 

Well, I was crestfallen because I had really worked hard at it, so I said, "Okay." I understood. I was 
really disappointed because I had really burned the candle at both ends to make sure I did a great job. 
The next morning he called me, and it had really been troubling him. He called me up to his office, and 
he said, "Look, I need to have a further conversation about yesterday."  

He said, "The truth is the corporation didn't make that commitment to you. I did." He said, "You can't 
say no to this. In this envelope, I have… My wife and I have discussed this, and I have personally 
written a check to you for the difference in what you would have made had we given you the salary 
increase and what your salary is now." 

 

He was personally standing up for his word. I think it would have been totally understandable, given 
the context, if he hadn't done that, but that's how much he honored his own word, how much he 
valued it. That gave me an incredible lesson in life and business. 

Michele: Oh yeah. That's just not one of those situations you ever forget. 

Michael: Oh, you don't forget it. So like 35 years later, now I was at the helm of Thomas Nelson. I 
discovered that one of our vice presidents had committed to a vendor a certain amount of money that 
was actually north of $1 million. They didn't have it in writing, but this vendor had (just because of our 
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own bureaucracy, we didn't get the contract done) taken some action based on that commitment from 
us, but then that vice president had left the company. 

Michele: Oh. 

Michael: So now what we had was the word of the vendor, and we could have easily said, "Well, look. 
We don't have a contract. I'm sorry. You're just up the creek without a paddle," but we said that as an 
organization, one of our values at Thomas Nelson was that we kept our word even when it was 
difficult, inconvenient, or expensive. So we said, "We're going to stand up for that. We don't want to 
have to pay this, but honestly, you acted in good faith, and we're going to act in good faith too." 

Michele: Both of those are such great stories about how real leaders demonstrate accountability. If you 
want to be that kind of leader, just to recap, you can take the following action in order to establish that 
in your leadership. First, define it. Define who you're accountable to. Second, make heavy use of the 
pronoun I. Own your own stuff.  

Third, be specific about the decisions you made and the results achieved. Fourth, don't wallow in 
remorse or self-pity, even if you're tempted to. Finally, take actions to correct the problem. Your 
accountability as a leader makes a huge impact on the influence you have with others.  

Michael: Mm-hmm. 

Michele: Well, if you've enjoyed today's conversation, you can get all of the show notes and a complete 
transcript of the entire episode at michaelhyatt.com. If you would prefer to watch rather than listen, 
you can also find the video at Michael's website. Again, that address is michaelhyatt.com. Any final 
thoughts, Michael? 

Michael: Yeah. You know, living with accountability is so liberating. 

Michele: Mm-hmm. 

Michael: You can kind of throw out the pretense, the need to impress. When you make a mistake, you 
just own it. It's just a much easier, less stressful way to live. 

Michele: So true. Well, thank you again for being with us today. Until next time, remember: Your life is 
a gift. Do what matters. 


