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Foreword

John Izzo’s Stepping Up is one of those books with a strong 
message that can benefit everyone who is open to it. John’s 
message, “Stepping up is seeing a need and deciding YOU are 
the right person to do something about it,” hits home at a time 
when the world needs people to do just that—step UP!

I work with organizations every day, and what I find is 
that very often there isn’t a lot of stepping up during or after 
a crisis. There is a lot of finger-pointing, blaming others, and 
passing the buck. It’s the CEO’s fault; it’s a team member’s fault; 
it’s the boss’s fault. After a crisis at home, the same rule applies. 
Blame it on the spouse, the dog, the kids, the sprinklers. Very 
few people point the finger of responsibility at themselves. 
People are more inclined to pass the buck than they are to take 
responsibility.
	 The fact is, though, passing the buck doesn’t build your 
character or give you the opportunity to learn from your mis-
takes. In a nutshell, it doesn’t make you rich. This behavioral 
flaw is as significant a negative attribute as the positive quali-
ties of brainpower, courage, and resourcefulness. A leader who 
cannot shoulder the blame is not someone people will follow 
or trust. They will, however, question the leader’s character, 
dependability, and loyalty, and they will hold back their loyalty 
from him or her. 
	 You know people who accept responsibility—aren’t they 
great to be around? These people do things like help more and 
judge less. They try to get people to focus on a future they can 



x	 S T E P P I N G  U P

influence, not a past they cannot change. They help others 
take responsibility for their own behavior. They reflect on past 
events and ask, “What can we learn from that?” They don’t, 
and they encourage others not to, speak when angry or out of 
control. And they think before they speak, asking themselves, 
“Will this comment help?”
	 In this book you will read about many people and groups 
who do all of these things, how they navigate taking responsi-
bility and grow a culture where this is the norm. You can also 
learn to be more like them if you’re not already. Stepping Up 
is a wonderful testament to those individuals and teams who 
do step up! I encourage you to read it and enjoy it—and if you 
change a little bit because of it, that is OK too.
	 Life is good.

Marshall Goldsmith

Executive coach and author  
of the New York Times bestsellers  

MOJO and What Got You Here  
Won’t Get You There



Preface to the  
Second Edition

It has been almost a decade now since I first wrote Stepping 
Up. The idea was simple, but I hoped profound, that taking 
responsibility changes EVERYTHING! Over this past decade 
I have given over five hundred keynote speeches on Stepping 
Up, and my team has conducted several thousand workshops 
challenging people to step up to see the power of personal 
responsibility in life and work.

Although I have authored or coauthored a total of eight 
books, this is the first time I made the choice to write a second 
edition of a book. So I thought it would be valuable to tell you 
why I made that choice as well as the changes I chose to make.

It seems to me that there are only two reasons to publish 
a new edition of a book. First, because the book and its ideas 
are having a real impact on readers and those exposed to the 
ideas and new examples can extend the life of that impact. Sec-
ond, because the author has something new to add that was 
not available when the book was written. These were the two 
reasons I took the time to create this second edition.

The book and the ideas presented in it have proven to be 
of great value to both individuals and the organizations that 
have adopted its principles. Hundreds of organizations are 
now using the ideas from the book, and some of them, like 
Qantas Airlines, have put thousands of people through train-
ing experiences to shift them to stepping up to 100 percent 
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responsibility. I have witnessed personally the profound shift 
that occurs when people choose to see themselves as agents 
of change and when organizations create a climate for step-
ping up.

While there are many examples that come to mind, let me 
illustrate two—one personal and one organizational. About 
two years after the book was published, I was doing a series 
of leadership speaking events for Northrop Grumman, the 
aerospace company. Leaders were given copies of the book to 
read ahead of our sessions. At one of the sessions a woman in 
her forties told me that she had to apologize for not reading 
the book. Her sixteen-year-old son had seen the book lying 
around and started reading it. She went on to tell me he loved 
it so much he had refused to surrender it until he was finished. 
She then said, “I’ve seen a huge positive shift in him over the 
last few weeks.”

The second story is what happened when we put almost 
twenty thousand team members at Qantas Airlines through 
a program on stepping up over a several-year period. Over 
that period, we got to witness a shift in the culture of an 
entire organization toward focusing on what each person 
can do to make things better. People went from pointing the 
finger out at others to looking in the mirror. The then CEO 
of the domestic airline division, Lyell Strambi, said “For the 
first time, when we went through a crisis it felt like we were 
on the same side.”

This mirrors the hundreds of companies around the world 
that are using the 100/0 Principle that is featured in the book. 
Most months I get emails from companies all over the world 
that have adopted this simple idea with profound impact.

My first motivation for a new edition was to update the 
book with new examples of people who stepped up and to 
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update those from the first edition. I hope this will bring a 
fresh coat of paint to what have turned out to be enduring 
ideas.

The second reason to do a new edition is because there is 
something new to be said. Since the time I wrote the book a 
decade ago, my colleagues and I have had the opportunity to 
learn a great deal of what it means to step up. People often ask 
us, How do I know when I am stepping up?

So one of the big additions is a new chapter titled “Step-
ping Up or Stepping Back—How to Know the Difference.” 
Since the first edition we have identified five behavioral mark-
ers to know when we are stepping up. This new chapter makes 
clear what it means to step up and what it means to step back. 
It helps each of us decide, moment to moment, what it means 
to be in a place of 100 percent responsibility.

I have also added two self-assessments. The first helps us 
assess whether we are in a place of self-responsibility person-
ally, and the second helps leaders assess whether we are creat-
ing a culture conducive to responsibility in our organization 
or team. Both of these tools have proven to be valuable to our 
clients.

Finally, I am even more convinced now than I was in 
2010 about the crying need for personal responsibility in soci-
ety and the power of it in our personal lives. In my talks and 
workshops around the globe, I often ask people this binary 
question: “Over the last decade, do you think we have become 
more of a society of ‘innies’ and personal responsibility or a 
society of ‘outies’ where we mostly blame others and the out-
side world for our circumstances?” I ask for a show of hands. 
Across the many countries and types of audiences I speak to, 
about 90 percent of hands vote for a shift away from personal 
responsibility. The need for this book and its core ideas is 
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greater than ever. Now more than ever, we need to take 100 
percent responsibility to solve the challenges of our time and 
pursue the opportunities in our own lives.
	  



Preface to the First Edition

This book is for people who want to make a bigger difference 
in their community, organization, or the world. It is for anyone 
who wants a better marriage or to improve career prospects. It 
is a book for all leaders or business owners who would like to 
help their people act more like owners. It is a book for anyone 
who believes in, or wants to believe in, the power of individu-
als to create change.

I began writing this book when I was ten years old. At the 
time, my television set was filled with images of people step-
ping up. All over the world, people were taking great personal 
risks to make the world a better place: African Americans 
withstood fire hoses in the streets of the South, peace activ-
ists sounded a warning call about the nuclear arms race, dis-
sidents spoke out in totalitarian regimes, and women asserted 
their rights as equal citizens. I decided I wanted to become a 
journalist so I could tell the stories of those who made things 
better.
	 In my smaller personal world I listened with rapt atten-
tion to the sermons of the Reverend Robert Kelly at Calvary 
Presbyterian Church in New York City, challenging each of us 
to do what we could to combat racism and the ills of our day.
	 “The world is waiting for us to step up,” he admonished us. 
He noted that the need lay not just in the large issues of the day 
but in the “smaller world in which we live every day, where we 
can make a large difference in the lives of others.”

	 xv



xvi	 S T E P P I N G  U P

	 The stories of those who step up and make things better 
have always fascinated me. As human beings, we learn through 
stories, and it has been that way for thousands of years. We 
remember the stories long after we forget the lectures, which 
is why my life has been devoted to telling stories. In my books 
on corporate culture I tell the stories of great companies and 
leaders who inspired passion at work. In my book and television 
series The Five Secrets You Must Discover Before You Die I tell the 
stories of two hundred fifty people from age 60 to 106 who had 
been identified as having found true happiness. Through their 
stories I hoped to show the path to lasting fulfillment.
	 After I finished that book, which became a bestseller and 
was translated into over a dozen languages, it seemed to me 
that another story had yet to be told. Why do some people 
step up and make a bigger difference than others? What role 
does taking personal responsibility play in creating happiness 
and creating change? How can the stories of those who step 
up inform each of us about solving the great issues of our day, 
whether the issue is making better families, stopping bullying, 
making our marriages better, improving a company, or tack-
ling the many societal issues we face?
	 It occurred to me that each case comes down to respon-
sibility. The definition for stepping up in this book is simple: 
Stepping up is seeing a need and deciding you are the right per-
son to do something about it. It is about doing what you can 
in your sphere of influence to create change, not looking to 
anyone else. The responsibility I speak of is not a wagging 
finger telling you to step up, but an empowering message of 
what happens when we stop worrying about what anyone else 
is doing and choose to do what we can do. Whether trying to 
change our family, our company, or the world, we are powerful 
only when we focus on what we can do.
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	 Because I believe we learn best through stories, my research 
for this book involved finding stories of people who had stepped 
up and created change. I did not want to tell stories we have all 
heard before nor find famous people to hear their tales. Instead, 
I set out to find stories that few of us know about that illustrate 
the incredible power to create change when we decide to act 
in our sphere of influence. I tried to find people whose stories 
of taking action were broad and instructive, rather than seek a 
scientific random sample of people who had stepped up. The 
stories range from a homeless man who started a recycling rev-
olution and a shopkeeper in Italy who stood up to the Mafia 
to a group of nurses and housekeepers who helped transform 
the image of their hospital and a woman who turned a dying 
business into a profit center. Some were trying to save the world, 
some were trying to grow or improve their business, others just 
wanted to have a positive influence on the people around them, 
and some wanted better relationships.
	 The book has two main thrusts: the value of taking respon-
sibility and how to step up. The first three chapters make the 
case for why taking responsibility matters. My intention is not 
to lecture you but to show how our lives, careers, relationships, 
organizations, and communities will be radically better if we 
start looking to ourselves to change things and stop looking 
to (or pointing at) someone else. The principle is simple but 
profound. When we decide to do what we can, where we are, 
instead of looking for others to do it, we feel more powerful 
and accomplish more. What’s more, beyond our personal world 
most of the great problems of our day can be solved only by each 
of us deciding to take action in our sphere of power.
	 The second thrust of the book identifies the keys to step-
ping up and having more influence. Through the inspiring 
stories of individuals who stepped up to make things better, 
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I hope to show you that stepping up is neither a great mys-
tery nor reserved for a chosen few. By following the example of 
these people, we too can step up and make a difference in our 
relationships, our companies, and our communities. Finally, I 
show how we can create a culture for stepping up in a company, 
family, or society. At the end of each chapter, I offer practical 
ways for each of us to step up and take responsibility starting 
right now.
	 Unless otherwise noted the stories in this book come from 
personal interviews with the people whose stories I tell. At the 
end of the book I have a list of some resources to help you con-
nect with others who are stepping up.
	 For me, this is more than a book; I hope it is part of a 
movement. Now more than ever we need people to step up. We 
need each of us to stop pointing out and start looking inside 
instead. My hope is that by telling these stories, the book will 
inspire you to tell your story.
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C H A P T E R  1

The Five Rows of 
Responsibility

Each of us influences only about five rows, but in 
that sphere of influence the world is changed.

Responsibility changes everything. The moment we decide 
that we are the ones who are capable of and responsible for 
changing things everything shifts. This is a book about how 
your marriage, your career, your life, your company, and our 
world gets better whenever one of us simply decides to step up 
and do what we can do in our sphere of influence. 
	 Seeing ourselves as responsible and powerful to change 
things is a game changer in the deepest sense. The shift is 
akin to the childhood game of tag. When I was a child in 
New York City, we played endless hours of this game. One 
person was It and had to run around trying to tag someone 
else. The moment you were tagged, the whole game changed. 
	 Well, you are It! You are responsible for your own happi-
ness, for the success of your relationships, for the morale of 
your workplace, for the success of the company where you 
work, and for your life. What’s more, you are responsible for 
poverty, for global warming, for your neighborhood, for your 
school, and for homelessness. Better said, we are all It. That is, 
when each of us takes responsibility, stepping up to do what 
we can, everything gets better. Not only that, but when we step 
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up and take responsibility, the game of life and work is more 
fun and more rewarding. We find more success.
	 This is not to say that there aren’t times when our lives, 
our happiness, and our success are significantly influenced by 
outside forces.  Sometimes our manager is a tyrant, sometimes 
parents aren’t able to give us a good foundation, sometimes our 
spouse is more to blame than we are, and sometimes the prob-
lems we face (such as global warming) seem so intractable that 
it is easy to feel like we can’t make a difference. But when we 
choose to focus on what we can do and how we can act, we are 
suddenly powerful. Victims simply don’t create change.
	 I am not talking about “the burden of responsibility.” 
Many of us already feel too responsible, taking on the blame 
and feeling a need to fix everything. The responsibility I refer 
to is freeing. It is about choosing to do what you can in your 
sphere of influence without worrying about what anyone else 
is or is not doing.

The Five Rows of Responsibility
One of the simplest yet most profound experiences of my life 
happened to me on an airplane almost twenty years ago. It 
was an icy, snowy day in Cleveland, and I arrived just in time 
to be the last one on the plane before they closed the door. I 
quickly realized that everyone around me was in a foul mood. 
No sooner had I sat down than the stranger next to me said, 
“My boss is such an idiot! He is sending me up here to this 
godforsaken place. The client never buys anything and never 
will buy anything. My boss is such an idiot.” Having overheard 
her diatribe, the man across the aisle chimed in with his own 
commentary: “Not only is your boss an idiot, lady, but the peo-
ple who run this airline are idiots too. We have no leg room, 
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we are late as always, and look at the ice on these wings—we’re 
probably going to die on this thing.”
	 Once we took off, the mood continued, and the negative 
virus spread. Soon everyone around me was complaining 
about the world, their companies, and their spouses, and it 
just kept getting worse. Even I was calling my boss an idiot, 
and I work for myself! It was a veritable feast of negativity and 
victim thinking. Like all feasts of junk food, the feast felt good 
going down but left all of us feeling worse.
	 About five rows in front of me at the bulkhead a mother 
sat with her two-year-old son. All through the first half hour 
of the flight, the kid kept trying without success to get his head 
above the seat to look back. A few times I saw his head, another 
time his eyebrows, but it was not until about forty minutes into 
the flight that he finally got his head above the seat and rested 
his chin and hands on the seat. He looked something like a 
chipmunk.

When he saw all of the passengers behind him, he smiled 
the biggest, most natural smile you’ve ever seen. Within 
moments that child transformed the five rows behind him. The 
boss-is-an-idiot lady started talking to me about her kids. The 
airline-is-run-by-idiots guy stopped complaining and began 
making faces as he tried to get the boy to smile again. Some-
one said, “We should all be a little more positive like that kid,” 
and suggested I go borrow him. When I offered to take the 
child off the mother’s hands for a little bit, his mother gladly 
accepted the break, and the boy’s visit to row six changed the 
mood within minutes.
	 Sitting there at thirty thousand feet rattling across the 
Midwest, I had an epiphany that I have come to call The Five 
Rows Principle: most of us have tremendous power to influ-
ence about five rows around us, but we spend most of our time 
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thinking about and talking about what someone else should 
do in some other plane or row. What’s more, almost every 
problem we face—from global warming and terrorism to poor 
morale in a business and bullying in schools—is a five rows 
problem. That is, the problem is merely the aggregate of what 
each of us is doing in our five rows.
	 Let’s take an example of a seemingly intractable problem. 
Why is global warming and a deteriorating environment such 
a vexing problem? Because the environment, like most prob-
lems, is a five rows problem. You could say the government 
needs to step up, but the problem is the aggregate result of 
decisions each one of us (and our companies) makes in our 
five rows—the cars we drive, the trips we take or don’t take, 
the food we eat, the choices we make in terms of what we buy, 
what we reuse or recycle, and so on. On one hand our five 
rows don’t matter very much at all, but on the other hand the 
problem will be solved only when each of us does what we can 
in our five rows.
	 Take a company where bad service and low morale have 
become the norm. You could say that the CEO needs to fix 
it, but soon you would realize that for the most part service 
and morale are both five rows problems. Things will change 
only when individuals step up in their five rows and treat the 
customer better or do their part to improve morale. What’s 
more, individuals need to focus on what they can do in their 
five rows instead of what someone else should do. The CEO 
should be worried about what she can do in her sphere, the 
managers in theirs, and the frontline people in their sphere. 
The more people focus on taking action themselves, the more 
likely we are to make progress. If we focus on our five rows, 
we can create change. We can’t control what anyone else does, 
only what we do.
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	 This conclusion applies as easily to our personal lives as 
to these larger landscapes. Reeling from a quarrel with my 
wife that day on my ride to the airport, I was focused on what 
my wife needed to do to fix our marriage instead of taking 
responsibility for my “five rows.” The more I focused on what 
she should do, the less powerful I felt, and the less impact I 
could have. Whether it is in our personal or our communal 
life, we must always begin by asking what we can do, not what 
others should do.
	 If we all begin in our five rows, every problem we face can 
be fixed. Every challenge we have can be solved. Every time 
you are tempted to think it does not matter if you step up, 
remember the five rows principle: if each of us begins where 
we are and does what we can, anything is possible. Pointing 
to someone else is easy and ultimately means no one does 
anything.

Stepping Up: Claiming Our Power  
to Change Things
The good news is that every day some people decide they can, 
must, and will change things. I call this stepping up. It is the 
simple act of seeing a need and deciding that you are the right 
person to do something about it. 
	 That is exactly what happened in 1992 when two young 
teachers, Dave Levin and Mike Feinberg, began their teach-
ing careers in Houston, Texas, through Teach for America, an 
innovative program established in 1990 to place top college 
graduates as teachers in high-need public schools. Teach for 
America is an organization that was founded by Wendy Kopp, 
an example of someone who stepped up. Her undergraduate 
thesis at Princeton convinced her that an elite corps of teachers 
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would draw many of the best and brightest of her generation to 
teach in low-income communities. As a twenty-one-year-old, 
she raised $2.5 million and started with a corps of five hundred 
teachers in 1990. Today, Teach for America has a corps of over 
twenty-eight thousand teachers. Wendy has written a book, A 
Chance to Make History (Public Affairs, 2010), which details 
some of the lessons learned from Teach for America.
	 Mike and Dave left the program in the fall of 1992 and 
their first assignment was at two inner city elementary schools 
with poor records of academic success. The first months were 
hard, and by midyear their classes were, by their own descrip-
tion, a disaster. While they were failing miserably with the kids, a 
teacher named Harriett had a classroom just down the hall filled 
with enthusiastic students chanting, having fun, and learning. 
Maybe it was not the kids; maybe it was the teacher. Recognizing 
that situation was Mike and Dave’s first act of responsibility.
	 They befriended Harriett, and she became their mentor. 
The young teachers learned how to reach even the most diffi-
cult kids. By the end of the year, their classrooms were lively 
and engaged. The year ended on a high note, with students 
doing homework and performing well. The youngsters pro-
ceeded enthusiastically to middle school.
	 “We naïvely thought we had done it. In one school year we 
had reformed education,” Mike told me.
	 Then reality set in. The next term, the students who had 
gone off to middle school started calling Dave and Mike saying 
things like, “They don’t give us any homework, and we can’t 
take the books home.” By midyear, their former students—
kids they were sure they had prepared for life and success—
had joined the chorus line of underperformers smoking dope, 
playing hooky, and joining gangs.
	 When they first realized the outcome of their good work, 
Dave and Mike went into a several-month funk. They found 
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themselves sitting alongside others in the teachers lounge 
pointing outward.
	 “We pointed fingers at everyone,” Mike said. “We blamed 
the district, the superintendent, the parents, the community, 
and even society itself. We had done our job, and everyone else 
had failed these kids.”
	 Then one night in 1993 Mike and Dave had their road to 
Damascus, a Jerry McGuire–like moment of clarity.
 	 “That night, we suddenly stopped pointing the finger out 
and instead pointed the finger at ourselves,” Mike said. “We 
looked in the mirror instead of the magnifying glass. We real-
ized that we were the ones who had failed. Whatever we had 
done as teachers was not enough to prepare them to succeed 
after they left our class. We asked the question, How could we 
prepare them for middle school, high school, college, and life? 
What could we do as teachers that would form a foundation 
that could not be broken?” 
	 The pair put U2’s Achtung Baby CD on repeat, and by 5:00 
a.m. they had outlined an educational revolution called KIPP 
(Knowledge Is Power Program) on their computer screen. 
The idea was simple and profound. Start earlier, end later, hold 
classes every other Saturday morning, give two to three hours of 
homework every night, and ask the parents, teachers, and stu-
dents to take personal responsibility by making commitments.
	 “It was a very spiritual night,” Mike told me. “That night, 
we realized that if we stepped up we could change things.”
	 He said, “The basic principle was simple. If we commit-
ted ourselves to becoming truly great teachers, to increase 
the amount of time we were willing to teach the kids, then 
it was possible to prepare them for success in college and in 
life. We did not have to revamp the system; we just had to 
work hard to become better teachers, thus motivating kids to 
stay longer.”
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	 They went to the principal at Garcia Elementary in 
Houston and found a receptive audience. When it came time 
to get approval from the district, however, the answer was 
initially no.
	 “They asked us if we were changing the curriculum, and 
we said no,” Mike said. “We told them smart people have  
created the curriculum. They said, ‘How can it be educational 
reform if you are not creating new curriculum?’ Then we said, 
‘The kids will start at 7:30 a.m. and end at 5:00 p.m.’ So they 
said, ‘So you want to do an early hours and after-school pro-
gram?’ We said, ‘No. The kids will start early and end late and 
come in every other Saturday, but it will be one long school 
day.’ In the end they told us, ‘Look, we don’t get it, but, if you 
can find fifty parents and kids crazy enough to do it, we will let 
you do it.’ So Dave and I went door to door like vacuum cleaner 
salesmen, and when we were done, we had the fifty parents and 
kids who had said yes.”
	 Years of hard work and many setbacks followed, but 
the model turned out to be incredibly successful. As of 
July 2011, KIPP had one hundred and nine schools, sixty- 
one of them middle schools (grades 5–8), thirty elemen-
tary schools (grades pre-K–4), and eighteen high schools 
(grades 9–12) serving over thirty-two thousand students in 
twenty states and the District of Columbia. All but one is a  
charter school within public school systems, and students 
are accepted regardless of academic record, prior conduct, 
or socioeconomic background. About one-third of KIPP’s 
teachers and over half of its principals are alumni of Teach 
for America (www.teachforamerica.org). Over 80 percent of 
KIPP students are from low-income families, and 95 percent 
are African American or Latino. Nationally, over 90 percent 
of KIPP middle school students have gone on to college- 
preparatory high schools, and over 85 percent of KIPP 
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alumni have gone on to college. These numbers are far above 
the averages for their respective communities, and the public 
wants more. In Houston alone, eight thousand students are 
on a waiting list for twelve-hundred seats.
	 Most of all, the work of these two teachers and others who 
followed them has challenged a longstanding paradigm that 
inner city kids were destined to be defined by demographics.1 
	 I asked Mike what it takes to step up and change things. 
“First you can’t be about blaming others,” he said. “Our first 
reaction was to point out. But you can’t do anything about 
what is out there. When you look in the mirror, suddenly you 
have the power to do something.” Not coincidentally, KIPP 
schools are built on the same simple philosophy that there are 
no shortcuts. If you work hard, you will achieve. It is a message 
of self-responsibility in its purest form. If you are not succeed-
ing, look in the mirror. 
	 Such sentiments are enough to craze a person who has 
a disdain for motivational speakers or inspirational books, 
but the results are too compelling. The moment we look 
outside instead of inside, we are like Superman around 
kryptonite: our power disappears. Even the message at 
KIPP is right on. They don’t say that demographics don’t 
influence destiny, only that it does not determine destiny. 
The distinction is subtle but profound. Our community, 
our parents, our zip code, our upbringing, our height, our 
looks, and the lucky breaks we get—all of these things influ-
ence our destiny, but they don’t determine it. That is why 
personal responsibility is vitally important. The moment we 
focus on what we can change instead of what others must 
do, everything changes.
	 Malcolm Gladwell takes a look at this concept in his 
fascinating book, Outliers. Although he shows that being in 
the right place at the right time does significantly influence 
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achievement, he also demonstrates that ten thousand hours of 
practice will make you an expert in just about anything. My 
point is that you can’t do anything about the right time and 
the right place, but you can do something about yourself, and I 
believe what you do is ultimately the most important factor in 
achievement.

The Responsibility Ripple
Have you ever noticed that, when you yawn, it’s highly likely 
someone around you will also yawn? Recently, I yawned, and 
even my dog yawned! We all know that yawning is contagious, 
but have you ever wondered why?
	 After years of trying to answer that question, researchers 
concluded that the most obvious answer is the correct one: 
we yawn because imitating the behavior of others is a natu-
ral human trait. We yawn together for the same reason that 
we smile when a stranger smiles at us or that we laugh when 
someone else laughs at a joke, even if we don’t get the joke.  
We humans are social beings, and fitting in matters to us. This 
tendency to imitate may have its roots early in our evolution, 
because the more we mirror the behavior of others the less 
likely we are to be seen as a threat. 
	 Human behavior is contagious, good and bad. All of us 
have had the experience of entering a break room and see-
ing how one person’s complaining about how bad things are 
“around here” leads to everyone else’s joining in the whining 
feast. We have also had the opposite experience, witnessing how 
the energy shifts when a few people start talking about how to 
fix things instead of how broken things are.
	 Responsibility is contagious. I call this the responsibility 
ripple. When someone steps up to change things, others step 
up and find courage they had not previously found.
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The responsibility ripple is an important principle because 
the moment we choose to act, the potential for a viral response 
is always there. Often, however, there is a need for one person, 
or a few, to be the catalyst that encourages others to step up. An 
example is the story of Jalen Thompson, a seventeen-year-old 
in O’Fallon, Missouri, who wanted to join protesters follow-
ing the death of George Floyd in 2020 in Minneapolis. Floyd’s 
death had ignited protests across the globe against racial injus-
tice and police abuse amidst the backdrop of a global pan-
demic related to COVID-19.

Thompson and his high school friends had never orga-
nized a protest, but they believed that there needed to be 
protests not only in large cities like nearby Saint Louis but in 
their smaller community. Thompson also felt it was critical to 
bring people together, not tear them apart, so he not only ini-
tiated the plan for a local protest but met with the local police 
chief and city officials. When the day for the planned protest 
arrived, over two thousand people joined in, with Thompson 
at the front arm in arm with the local police chief. More people 
participated in the protest there than in much larger cities like 
Los Angeles on the same day. The story went viral. Like the 
little boy on my plane ride years ago, Thompson had shown 
others a path forward to a new way of seeing things. 

Standing Up to the Mafia in Naples
Another case in point is Silvana Fucito, a shopkeeper in Naples, 
Italy, who decided to stand up to the Mafia and ignited a 
firestorm of resistance right in the heart of Mafia territory. 
Naples is known for its pizza, but what concerned Silvana was 
il pizzo, the Italian term for protection money merchants pay 
to local Mafia thugs. 
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	 Alongside her husband, Silvana ran a wholesale paint store, 
a family business that had been around almost thirty years. After 
years of hard work the business had become quite profitable and 
grown to have ten employees, but along with the growing prof-
its came more-frequent visits from local thugs and requests for 
ever-increasing sums of money. The payments were common 
throughout her neighborhood and had become a resented but 
accepted part of doing business. Thugs manhandled her hus-
band, helped themselves to merchandise, forced business own-
ers to cash checks of dubious origin, and issued demands that 
kept getting larger. Silvana reached a boiling point and visited 
the home of the thugs. She confronted them, saying that she 
could no longer pay, but pay she did.
	 In September 2002, the apartment building that housed her 
family paint store was torched. Except for the good fortune of 
a mother who happened to be awake late at night feeding an 
infant, the fire might have cost many lives. At first Silvana was 
outraged about losing the business she had worked hard to build 
and the fact that twenty families had come so close to perish-
ing. Yet it was the reaction of many of her neighbors that finally 
spurred Silvana Fucito into stepping up.  Instead of blaming the 
Mafia, many of her neighbors blamed her for speaking up and 
fighting back. Sadly, this is often the case; when someone steps 
up, his or her actions so disturb the status quo that bystanders 
blame the one who steps up for kicking a hornet’s nest.
	 Turns out, the Mafia burned the wrong woman’s store. 
	 A few months after the fire, Silvana founded the San 
Giovanni Anti-Racket Association aimed at getting residents 
and the government to put an end to intimidation. In the year 
before the association was founded, residents reported fewer 
than two hundred cases of extortion to the police but the number 
grew to over two thousand within a year! “No Pizzo” signs began 
to appear in the windows of merchants throughout Naples. The 
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Italian government, inspired and perhaps embarrassed by the 
courage of ordinary citizens, began to crack down on the Mafia 
by seizing properties and closing Mafia enterprises. But Silvana 
and her association made a big dent in the problem. 

In a Time magazine article in 2005 she was quoted as 
saying, “Everyone talks about the politicians and the police, 
but it is first of all up to us, the citizens. If it’s a pizzo or mug-
gings or drugs in your neighborhood, it should make you 
burn with anger. It must always be the citizens first to demand 
respect for themselves.” (You can read about Silvana Fucito 
in the Time article “Taking on the Mob” by Jeff Israely, dated  
October 2, 2005, and about the movement in a Financial Times 
article, “Naples Fight to Reclaim the Mafia Badlands,” by Guy 
Dinmore, dated September 27, 2010.)
	 Silvana Fucito acted and inspired others to do the same. 
Her actions created a ripple effect, prompting others to step 
up even though some people at first blamed her for the poten-
tially deadly fire. While she still requires round-the-clock pro-
tection, her choice to step up when most would have backed 
down started a ripple that continues to advance. 
	 Her story is not unique. Throughout this book you will 
see time and again that choosing to act inspires and challenges 
others to act. Responsibility has ripples.

The Responsibility Ripple in Daily Life
While the responsibility ripple has an impact on large is
sues such as standing up to thugs and transforming inner 
city schools, the effect of this principle can be much more 
personal. Anyone in an intimate relationship has experi-
enced at some point the cycle of blame that occurs when 
each partner sees the couple’s problems as the other per-
son’s fault. 
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Early in my career I did marriage counseling for sev-
eral years. In those sessions, I noticed an interesting pattern. 
Almost inevitably during the first appointment, one member 
of the couple would announce that whatever issues they had 
were mostly the fault of his or her partner. In fact, only once in 
all my sessions did someone say, “Before we get started, I want 
you to know that it’s me we need to work on.” Yet it almost 
always became obvious that both people were contributing. 
Responsibility begins when we own our part, however large 
we think it may be.
	 A friend of mine experienced this cycle of blame when his 
wife blamed him for her lack of personal time, saying that if he 
would step up and take more responsibility around the house 
then she could have more time for herself. From his perspec-
tive, she took on duties that did not need to be done and she 
needed to get their teenage children to take more responsibil-
ity. He also felt that part of her enjoyed playing the martyr and 
that she focused on the family even when she had free time. 
The two were locked in a turf war with each one blaming the 
other.
	 I suggested to him that the situation might shift if he took 
responsibility for his part. “Maybe she does take on duties that 
are not necessary,” I told him. “Perhaps the kids do need to take 
more on for themselves. Maybe part of her does want to play 
the martyr, but you can’t do anything about that.” I advised 
him to step up and take responsibility for whatever part of the 
problem he thought was his. He did just that, telling his wife 
that she was right, that he had let her take on too much, and 
that he needed to step up and do more. He began taking on 
more duties, helping around the house, and taking on more 
responsibility with their teenage children.
	 An amazing thing happened. A few weeks later she said 
to him, “You know, I know that some of this is my doing too. 
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You are probably right that the kids have learned to count on 
me for everything. Maybe I need to do what I need to do for 
myself and trust others to step up.”
	 Now don’t get me wrong; marital bliss did not immedi-
ately follow, but the energy suddenly shifted from who was to 
blame to who could do what to fix things. But someone had to 
take responsibility first. Responsibility created ripples.
	 Here is another example. My partner, a teacher, had a  
run-in with a fellow teacher. Her colleague decided to esca-
late the situation and asked the school principal to intervene 
and facilitate a conversation about the incident. My partner 
was furious, as she felt her colleague was entirely at fault, had 
blown the situation out of proportion, and now had violated 
an unwritten rule among teachers by not dealing with her 
directly.
	 The night before she was going into the facilitated meeting 
with her fellow teacher, she told me how she was going to “let 
her have it” and show her how it was all her fault. I suggested 
that perhaps she might have had some small part in creating 
the problem. Through discussion, she began to realize that in 
some small but important ways she too had escalated the situ-
ation. The next day, she began the meeting by apologizing for 
some things she had done that aggravated the problem and said 
she was even more sorry that her colleague had felt she’d been 
insensitive. Not surprisingly, that act of taking some respon-
sibility opened up the possibility for her colleague to look at 
herself. The meeting wound up being productive instead of 
confrontational.
	 In every situation, we bear some of the responsibility. 
When we focus on our part instead of other people’s part, 
something shifts. This simple idea is one of the greatest lessons 
we can give our children: focus on how you are contributing 
to any problem instead of what someone else is doing. Take 
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responsibility, and most of the time someone else will take 
responsibility in return.

The Fascinating Study of Lights  
in the Theatre
A friend of mine told me about a fascinating study he had read 
about in university. Researchers filled a movie theatre with par-
ticipants and projected a small light on the front wall.  The study  
participants were told to raise their hand any time they saw the 
light move. Several confederates—that is, research team mem-
bers posing as participants—also sat in the theatre.
	 After about ten minutes one confederate raised his hand 
indicating that he had seen the light move. A minute later, 
another confederate raised his hand. Soon, large numbers of 
participants also raised their hands to say they had seen the 
light move. By the end of the study, most participants had said 
the light had moved, even though the light never moved.
	 Our human tendency to follow the behavior of others is 
deeply engrained, as illustrated in that study. This tendency 
has negative consequences when groups of people act together 
as a riotous mob. But this trait also means that when we choose 
to step up to create positive change chances are very good that 
we will start a chain whose end we cannot ascertain.
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Ways to Step Up
✔	 Catch yourself blaming someone for a problem. When 

you find yourself in that position, ask yourself, “In what 
way am I contributing to the problem?” Ask, “What can 
I do to make things better?”

✔	 Identify your five rows. Notice who around you might 
be affected by your actions. If you start smiling more, 
think how many people around you will be smiling back!
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NOTE

	 1.	 The KIPP story is not without controversy. Mike Feinberg was let go 
by the board of KIPP in 2018 following a sexual abuse accusation in 
2017. While no criminal charges have been levied to date, the board 
felt there was enough evidence to let him go. Mike has repeatedly 
denied the charges and has retained support among some longtime 
allies in the charter school movement. He’s since started a new 
organization called Texas School Venture Fund and worked as a 
consultant at the Center for Education Reform, a Washington, DC–
based group that supports charters and vouchers. 

		      Some people have also suggested that organizers have skimmed 
the best students and the most involved parents so that the KIPP 
student group is unique. Thus, the theory goes, such students would 
have thrived in any school, and putting them in a separate program 
may even harm the schools they vacate.

			   Still, the KIPP program has inspired many other efforts that have 
produced similar results. Geoffrey Canada, in his book Whatever It 
Takes, credits KIPP for influencing what he accomplished in Harlem. 
My own view is that the results speak for themselves. If you want to 
see this in real time, rent the film Waiting for Superman.

 			   People also ask whether KIPP teachers are paid extra for those 
extra hours. Rodrigo Herrera, KIPP’s chief people officer, told me, 
“Teacher salaries in many KIPP regions are between 5 and 10 percent 
more than what local districts pay. For recruiting, we notice that the 
great teachers in a traditional district who give their students their  
all are typically already working longer hours. The difference is that 
at KIPP they get paid for that. The reality is that the people we attract 
aren’t driven by the salary. We want to pay them enough so they don’t 
worry about the money, but they come to us because of the high 
expectations for student achievement and want to work with other 
teachers who share the same perspective.” 
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