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ABOVE THE LINE 

STAY ACCOUNTABLE -STAY ABOVE THE LINE 
Accountability is key to making great teams and great places to work. The Above the Line concept, developed by 
Connors, Smith and Hickman in the Oz Principle, describes the attributes of the Above the Line mindset, and 
Below the Line mindset. A Below the Line mindset doesn’t solve anything. In fact, it makes the situation worse. 
People in victim thinking believe things that are happening to them are out of their control. The truth is that 
they have a choice, to remain stuck or to get better results. An Above the Line mindset helps you achieve 
success through taking accountability, responsibility and being proactive. 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPLEMENTING THIS TOOL WITH YOUR TEAM 
This tool gives everyone a common visual and language to use with each other to keep each other on track.  Of 
course everyone has moments when we slip Below the Line.  These are opportunities to catch ourselves and/or 
offer encouragement to each other to come back Above the Line.  Try saying to each other “Hey, I completely 
understand what your experience is right now, (normalize/empathize)  What are your ideas about how to step 
back Above the line in this case?” 

As a leader, this tool might be helpful to walk through before you notice any of the Below the Line behaviours 
occurring among team members.  It can be a way to address the potential of these behaviours occurring 
without singling out individuals.  Simply have a water cooler conversation about the tool and explain that a high 
performing team requires people to do their best to stay Above the Line with each other. 
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RISKS/ROAD BLOCKS 

 

This is best used when individuals are self-monitoring. Be careful not to use this concept in 
judgement or assumption of others’ behaviour.   
Everyone has moments where we go Below the line. These might be noticeable behaviours or just 
self-talk.  Try not to make this a big deal, the idea is to simply minimize the amount of time we spend 
here and do our best to pull ourselves out of the negative pattern. 

 

WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE OR LOOKS LIKE WHEN WE ARE BELOW THE LINE: 

Ignore/ Deny: I pretend not to know that there is a problem, or I deny that a problem exists or avoid seeking 
more information about the problem. (I choose not to see it) 

It’s Not My Job: I have awareness that something needs to be done, yet I avoid getting involved. This comes 
from the perception that there is no benefit from me putting in any additional effort to make things better 

Finger Pointing: Trying to shift blame to others, laying accountability and power elsewhere. 

Tell Me What To Do: By claiming I don’t understand the expectations, I view myself as not being responsible 
for the results. The responsibility shifts to the person who gives me the instructions. 

Cover Your Tail: I fabricate stories to explain why I am not to blame. (These stories are usually crafted after 
the fact.) This can also take the form of hiding, avoiding meetings, not opening email or answering the 
phone to avoid bad news or feedback. 

Wait and See: I do nothing to see if the problem will magically fix itself or go away on its own. I 
procrastinate, not to let creative energy occur as deadlines approach, simply to avoid taking any action at 
all. 

STAYING ABOVE THE LINE 
See It: Whether you discover the issue yourself or someone gives you feedback that alerts you to the 
problem, ask yourself: “What has happened? What is the gap between reality and the desired result? How 
did this happen? (facts and context) What am I aware of now that I wasn’t aware of before?” 

Own It: What did I do, or not do, for this to happen? What facts did I choose to/not to acknowledge? What 
would I do differently? How has my behaviour prevented me from getting the results I wanted? 

Solve It: What possible solutions can be applied to improve the situation? What else can I do? What 
assumptions am I making? How do I challenge these beliefs? 

Do It: What are you prepared to do to get the results you want? How will you report on your progress and 
clarify who is doing what to get results? What will you do when faced with any obstacles? 

Be It: It takes work to stay above the line. How are you showing up with this team/relationship? What else 
might be going on here that you can choose to inquire about? How can you be accountable to yourself and 
others when you see below the line behaviour? 
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