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Abstract 
 This article considers the phenomenon of responsibility, particularly in organizations, and 
focuses on ways to establish dialogues on responsibility as an essential part of organizational 
culture. Dimensions of responsibility are differentiated, and the idea of a system of 
responsibility is explained. The concept of symbiosis is revisited and described as a 
disturbance in responsibility systems in organizations. Finally, dealing with symbiotic 
relationships and developing a culture of responsibility through prevention and corrective 
confrontations is suggested.  
 ______ 

 

 No one questions the fact that responsibility is important for organizations. However, it is often 

simply presupposed, until things go wrong and accusations begin to fly. Because responsibility is so 

important in organizational life, it deserves more attention as an aspect of professional competence 

and as an essential part of organizational culture. The more complex the organization, the less it can 

be micromanaged or governed by central authorities. Organizations can only function successfully and 

develop adequately if there is a common shared culture of responsibility, on the basis of which things 

are maintained by individual members through self-governance and cooperation.  

 

Responsibility 

 Dictionaries describe many dimensions of responsibility as it applies to the focus of this article. For 

example, WordNet (2001) offers three meanings for the noun form: 

1.  “The social force that binds you to your obligations and the courses of action demanded by that 

force.” This definition is useful because responsibility is defined not only on an content level but 

also on the level of social bonding. 

2.  “The proper sphere or extent of your activities.” This definition is good because it focuses on 

activities and how they are defined as proper. 

3.  “A form of trustworthiness; the trait of being answerable to someone for something or being 
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responsible for one’s conduct.” This definition is helpful because it presents responsibility as a 

question of personality and self-control bound to relationships. 

 Tracing the adjective form (responsible), the American Heritage Dictionary (2004) offers eight 

descriptions, most of which focus on aspects that are relevant to this discussion: 

1.  “Liable to be required to give account, as of one’s actions or of the discharge of a duty or trust.” 

2.  “Involving personal accountability or ability to act without guidance or superior authority.”  

3.  “Being a source or cause.” 

4.  “Able to make moral or rational decisions on one’s own and therefore answerable for one’s 

behaviour.” 

5.  “Able to be trusted or depended upon.” 

6.  “Based on or characterized by good judgment or sound thinking.” 

7.  “Having the means to pay debts or fulfill obligations.” 

8.  “Required to render account; answerable.”  

 

 Returning to the word’s etymology, we find the following: “It ultimately relates to Latin respondere (to 

reply)” (Wikipedia, n.d.). This definition focuses on relationships and interaction; answers are required, 

and their focus and quality relates to good questions. Thus, lively and serious dialogue improves a 

common shared frame of reference concerning the idea of responsibility and commits people to it. 

 However, in specific situations, what is “proper” (meaning 2 from WordNet) it is not often defined a 

priori. What is right for a specific organization in a specific situation must be defined by those who are 

responsible in that situation. Even if the “what” is fairly clear, the “how” must be defined in dialogue 

among people in action.  

 

Dialogue on Responsibility in Systems of Responsibility 

 As just mentioned, the word “responsibility” contains the word “response.” Starting from that idea, 

Figure 1 distinguishes between four dimensions of a system of responsibility. 

 

Person Organization

is 
dedicated 
to (values)

provides the 
means

(resources)

is able to
(qualifications)

requires 
(obligation)

Responsibility 
means

to give a
response

 
 

 The Four Dimensions of a System of Responsibility (Schmid with Messmer, 2004, p. 46) 
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 Response-ability means that, with reference to their positions at work, people: 

$  Want to respond (are dedicated): This is a question of values. Does someone want to 

acknowledge the responsibility that comes with his or her role at work? Do the role and the 

responsibility contained within it fit his or her values? 

$  Are able to respond: This is a question of being qualified to respond. Does a person have the 

necessary qualifications to be able to give the required response? Does he or she have good 

command of his or her tasks? Does he or she understand the context of his or her job? 

$  Have the resources to respond: This is a question of being sufficiently equipped. Does the job 

provide the means required to respond adequately? Does the individual have access to the 

necessary authorization and resources? Is he or she empowered by those in control and supplied 

with suitable means of power? 

$  Have to respond: This is a question of obligation. Which questions must the employee answer and 

to whom? Is he or she exempt from responding to questions? What kind of wrongs (lack of) 

against whom carry what consequences for whom? 

  

 Being dedicated to responding and being able to respond are connected to the person himself or 

herself, with identity and core competence playing an important role. Having resources and being 

obliged to respond are more closely related to the organizational environment. The functional role as a 

part of the organization’s construction (in terms of core processes, roles, and responsibility) must be 

adequately equipped. The organization also requires that members take responsibility for their areas 

of obligation (through leadership). All four dimensions of responsibility should be viewed in relation to 

one another and in terms of how they fit together. 

 The diagram of the four dimensions of a system of responsibility and the careful clarification and 

balance of these is not a new, unrealistic picture of ideals. In reality, we will always be confronted with 

situations in which the responsibility of an organizational member cannot be optimized in all four 

dimensions. For instance, it is possible for someone not to have some of the necessary qualifications 

for his or her job. From a systemic perspective, it is not important for all of the requirements to be 

fulfilled 100% by one person. Rather, it is important that, for example, missing qualifications are 

activated somewhere else and meaningfully integrated into the system of responsibility. Similarly, the 

necessary authorization to fulfill certain tasks may not be available in a specific area of the 

organization. In this case, a functional system of responsibility can be developed by including the 

authorized person in any relevant processes. 

 

 Responsibilities as complementary, related parts of a whole system of responsibility. The 

aforementioned points make it obvious that responsibility cannot be viewed only in relation to 

individuals and their jobs. Rather, responsibility roles must be understood and designed as 

complementary, related parts of the system as a whole. We therefore distinguish between (see Figure 

2): 

$  Responsibility for . . . (e.g., a certain job with corresponding tasks and performance): This 

responsibility implicitly includes formal obligation, which if neglected can have legal 

consequences. 
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$  Responsibility related to . . . particular cooperation with (internal and external) “customers” and 

“suppliers” in value-gaining and leadership processes. “Responsibility related to” also requires the 

development and maintenance of an organizational ethic and (self-)commitment to the integration 

of one’s own actions into the overall system. 

 

Responsibility 
for ...

Responsibility
related to ...

e.g. 
Marketing

e.g. 
Finances

e.g. 
Selling

e.g. 
Organiz.
developm.

e.g. 
Logistics

e.g. Human 
resources

 
 The System of Complementary and Related Responsibility Roles 

 (Schmid with Messmer, 2004, p. 47) 

 

 Levels of Responsibility. It makes sense to further distinguish between two levels of responsibility: 

$  Responsibility related to tasks: An employee has responsibility for a certain set of tasks that he or 

she must complete. For example, the safety officer of a chemical company has the responsibility 

for ensuring the working order of 10 safety levels. He has certain responsibilities related to each 

safety level (e.g., ensuring the quality of emergency procedures). 

$  Responsibility related to the logic of the system of responsibility: An employee is also responsible 

for the configuration of the entire system of responsibility in relation to his or her work role. For 

example, during a reorganization process lasting several years, the possibility to really control 

safety gets lower and lower and others do not care enough in respect to his responsibility for 

safety. This necessarily results in employees beginning a dialogue on responsibility with other 

members of the organization. If the person responsible for safety can no longer adequately 

complete the work he is responsible for, it is his duty to initiate a discussion about responsibility. If 

he does not do so—perhaps for fear of losing his job—he causes risk to himself and the vitality of 

the organization. 

 

Symbiosis as a Substantial Disturbance in the System of Responsibility 

 If responsibility in a system is not acknowledged, a so-called dysfunctional symbiosis may emerge. 

Symbiosis is a natural form of relationship in which people are linked by a shared purpose that 

provides a communal advantage. However, a dysfunctional symbiosis can be damaging to one’s own 

interests and/or those of the surrounding environment. It appears to the people involved (usually 

unconsciously) to be a “good deal,” but in the long run it leads to a reduction of health and well-being. 
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The ability to recognize an existing dysfunctional symbiosis between oneself and someone else is an 

important step toward living in an appropriate culture of responsibility. 

 The Cathexis school (Schiff et al., 1975) of transactional analysis developed the concept of 

dysfunctional symbiosis in the context of psychotherapy for severe mental disturbances. In this frame 

of reference, therapists who “know” what reality is claim the authority to confront others who aim to 

adapt to that reality. 

 The frame of reference in the organizational field is different. There is no “right” reality and no 

“natural” requirement to share it. There are many options and a necessity to choose among them. The 

authority to define which options are to be preferred is gained through competence and organizational 

position. But even these authority structures need to be discussed from time to time, especially in 

terms of whether they are still functional. It is necessary to convince others to integrate the suggested 

reality and to feel committed to it while acting autonomously and being engaged in dialogue about 

improving the guiding frames of reference. 

 I use many of the valuable ideas of the Cathexis school but restate them for use in organizations. 

Elsewhere (Schmid, 1994, pp. 87-97; 2003, pp. 109-117), many other transactional analysis concepts 

have been altered for use in fields other than psychotherapy, including Cathexis concepts. For 

example, the notion of “account” is added as a counterpart to the notion of “discount,” and the idea of 

“defining” is use as a counterpart to “redefining” because there is no a priori defined reality, but a 

necessary internal and external communication process to make reality valid. 

 According to Schiff et al. (1975) a symbiosis can be imagined as two or more individuals acting as 

though they form one person and thus not using their full complement of ego states. Symbiosis is, 

therefore, related to not acting autonomously and to discounting abilities and aspects of reality that 

can be defined by an psychotherapist. In organizations, these realities are part of the discussion 

among professionals with very different frames of reference that must come into dialogue among 

people in their organizational roles. Even the nature of these roles and relationships changes during 

and through these dialogues. 

 

 The Symbiotic Relationship. I define a symbiotic relationship in terms of two complementary 

dimensions: 

$  A dysfunctional symbiotic relationship is one in which responsibility is either not taken or is shifted 

somewhere else or, alternatively, the discomfort that results from not taking one’s own 

responsibility is shifted somewhere else. 

$  A dysfunctional symbiotic relationship is, therefore, one that supports someone’s not taking 

responsibility or developing to do so. 

 

 How Symbiotic Relationships Develop and Function. 

$  Not taking responsibility: A symbiotic process begins when someone (person A) does not accept 

responsibilities connected with his or her work role. This creates malfunctioning and discomfort in 

the system. For example, the human resources (HR) department of an organization in a 

reorganization process should really find a new position as a result of new challenges and 

restricted resources. The boss, however, passes the increasing pressure he feels onto 
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employees, without considering fundamental strategic questions (which are a part of his 

responsibility as a manager). This causes conflict within the team because of dwindling resources, 

and they begin to argue about what “correct” HR work is. 

$  Causing discomfort somewhere else: By not taking responsibility, the uncomfortable 

consequences are shifted to somewhere else in the system. The person responsible (or the other 

people concerned) should perceive the growing discomfort as a chance to think about his or her 

responsibility (possibly in relation to others). If this responsibility is not taken, a symbiosis is 

created, with other individuals in the system feeling compelled to take up the experienced 

“invitation” and to take over the discomfort or the responsibility that is not theirs. In this way, they 

become part of the dysfunctional symbiosis with the individual responsible. 

$  Stabilizing the symbiosis: Either the symbiotic relationship is continued because there is no 

awareness of how it functions and what would be appropriate instead or because there is no 

motivation or power to change it. If someone challenges it, an effective dialogue on responsibility 

is evaded so that confrontation can be avoided and/or people’s own “advantages” protected. 

There are many ways of avoiding confrontation and thus dialogues about shared understandings 

of the responsibility system. They can be observed and discussed on a meta-level. For example, 

an employee in the HR department, who in the past often appealed for more cooperation, 

recognizes the discomfort and tries to encourage various forms of strategic dialogue. In response 

to her pressure, the supervisor eventually appoints a consultant to work with the team on strategic 

questions. In a two-day workshop, the situation is analyzed, initial solutions are developed, and 

work groups are established. All this is done without the boss’s commitment to do his part. 

However, the work groups remain ineffective because the boss does not contribute, does not 

represent or take responsibility for the scope and requirements of the organizational environment, 

and shows little interest in leading himself or the department. Another contribution to this problem 

is that most of the team has little interest in challenging the boss because they do not want to give 

up the freedom to do their jobs according to their individual preferences and to work, instead, 

toward a mutual strategic arrangement. Perhaps the external consultant also plays a symbiotic 

role in this situation if he or she continues working on “improvements” without confronting the 

symbiotic relationships. 

 

 Background-reasons for symbiotic processes. The following situations relate to the development and 

maintenance of symbiotic relationships: 

$  A symbiosis often develops simply because the people involved are unclear about expected 

contributions or because proven ways of doing things have lost their validity due to new 

challenges and people are not aware of it. 

$  In the early stages, useful criticisms are often delayed. In our culture, people tend to spare one 

another from criticism inappropriately because of the fear of emotional complications. At the other 

extreme, people tend to criticize excessively or offensively when they have had enough. 

$  Sometimes opportunistic attitudes are also involved in symbiotic processes. Not taking 

responsibility, or enduring the discomfort caused, is often related to compensatory symbiotic 

“deals.” One’s own responsibility is neglected at the cost of discomfort felt by partners or others 
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who are not involved. Together, the symbiotic partners pull other individuals into administrating the 

lack of responsibility or into carrying the consequences. For example, “I (as your employee) do not 

expect you (as my boss) to make your priorities known or to clarify and plan your strategies with 

your supervisors, etc. In return, you will not control whether the quality of my work is satisfactory, 

and you will tolerate that I use the lack of clear priorities as an excuse not to organize my work 

effectively. Together we will not deal with the problems that arise for others as a result of our 

behavior.” 

$  A symbiosis can also develop from a high degree of commitment. If, for example, workers cannot 

handle a large number of organizational changes and gaps develop in the work completed, often 

others, in their enthusiasm and commitment, try to fill such gaps. For example, an assistant to a 

member of the board of directors might be tempted to push something through against another 

member of the board because his boss avoids this conflict with his colleague. This can be 

successful and certainly a solution if it is planned and handled fairly in conflict situations. However, 

it becomes dysfunctional if the assistant is driven by misplaced loyalty and the board of directors 

does not recognize the extent of the upcoming task or believes in the usefulness of unsuitable 

solutions, qualifications, and responsibilities. In a conflict situation, the assistant usually ends up 

paying the price (e.g. by being kicked). 

$  A symbiosis may also be connected to certain kinds of dilemmas: A common example in service 

organizations occurs when employees sell or promise a certain result that cannot, in reality, be 

produced by the organization’s workers. If the individual does not want to clarify the contract or 

take responsibility for the impossibility of success, a dilemma can occur (Schmid with Messmer, 

2004). This occurs especially when the process has already proceeded so far and cost so much 

that an up-front admission would expose previous faults. The person wants to push through 

instead of letting go and writing off the unsuccessful investment. Consequently, the losses 

increase and the energy in the system is increasingly engaged in avoiding taking responsibility for 

the situation (and its consequences) (Schmid with Jaeger, 1984, pp. 107-118). 

$  A symbiosis may involve tactical avoidance of responsibility. Sometimes unclear responsibility is 

encouraged from the beginning so that individuals can hold open an escape door rather than 

engaging in an early dialogue about risk and responsibility. In view of the nontransparency of 

processes, symbiotic behavior also exists when we expect security from others where there is 

none and when we do not decide what we can take responsibility for in light of the lack of security. 

 These descriptions are not aimed at accusing anyone of malicious behavior. Symbiotic relationships 

are understandable considering the growing complexity of organizations today. However, such 

relationships also damage and/or hinder development, which is why it is exceedingly important for 

cultures to create dialogues about responsibility. 

 

 Types of Symbiotic Invitations. We distinguish between four types of invitations to enter a 

dysfunctional symbiosis (following Schiff et al., 1975). These various forms of not taking responsibility 

all result in others being pushed into taking on inappropriate responsibility.  
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 Table 1 

 Types of Symbiotic Invitations (Schmid with Messmer, 2004, p. 48)  

 Type  Impact 

Do nothing 

Through an individual who should do 

something but who does nothing . . . 

. . . others are invited to assume the 

individual’s responsibilities, even though the 

responsibilities are not theirs. 

Carry the wrong responsibility 

Someone has the uneasy feeling that he 

ought to do something, but instead of 

clarifying his own responsibilities, he 

fantasizes about this and adapts his behavior 

to these fantasies. Through such dedicated 

but inappropriate actions . . .  

. . . others are invited to agree to a 

contribution that they do not want, to release 

the individual from his responsibility, or to 

make an extra effort to correct the wrong 

ways to fulfill those responsibilities. 

Agitation 

Here agitation means a flurry of activity that is 

unrelated to the tasks that are (currently) top 

priority. Agitated behavior . . . 

(Agitation refers to various forms of 

operational hectic behavior, for example, 

completing one’s own operational business 

and thereby avoiding consideration of 

strategic questions. In crises, this is a 

common behavior.) 

. . . creates an atmosphere of hectic efforts 

and invites others to spare the agitated 

person from the avoided responsibility and to 

take over, because he seems to be engaged 

fully in other important things. 

Develop a state of emergency 

The individual demonstrates that he is really 

hard pressed and escalates this into a threat 

to himself or others. He thus creates within 

himself or his environment a state of 

emergency that conceals the lack of 

responsible behavior. Through this 

emergency . . . 

. . . others feel forced to take over his 

responsibilities to protect the person, 

themselves, or others. 

 

The Creation of a Dialogue on Responsibility 

 In view of the interrelationships just described, it becomes clear that clarification of responsibility is a 

complex process. To develop relationships of responsibility within a system thoroughly and effectively, 

dialogues on responsibility are necessary. This should be implemented as a continual process in 

which a culture is created that supports discussions about responsibility. I distinguish between two 

starting points for dialogues on responsibility: 

 1. Preventive care of a system of responsibility 

 2. Corrections through confrontation when breakdowns of responsibility occur 
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 Preventive Care of a System of Responsibility. It is natural for people to take responsibility as long 

as everything works well. However, if normal structures dissolve and new structures develop—as 

occurs when organizations are undergoing significant changes—it makes sense to assume that, at 

first, responsibilities will not fit together and must be clarified. In such situations, examples of 

preventive care then might include: 

$  Key players in the organization’s culture oblige themselves and others to engage in an active and 

committed interaction about responsibility. Mistakes while learning about the culture of 

responsibility are allowed. Learning is best supported through setting a good example and 

discussing unsatisfactory examples. 

$  “Routines” in the dialogue on responsibility are developed. These are activated during times of 

change (such as after new recruitment, during processes of change, and following the allocation of 

new tasks). Responsibilities are carefully matched, not only in relation to the optimization of the 

four dimensions of responsibility, but also in terms of complementarity and the integration of these 

into the overall system. 

$  Consulting interventions can help those involved to initiate discussions on the dimensions of 

responsibility using examples from the current process. 

$  In workshops, individuals can test their understanding of a culture of responsibility and their 

competence in participating in a dialogue on responsibility. Learning about the dialogue on 

responsibility and about confrontation within appropriate roles and contexts becomes increasingly 

important. 

 

 Corrections through Confrontation When Breakdowns of Responsibility Arise. To correct 

breakdowns in responsibility, these must be confronted in an obvious way. Confrontation means 

articulating one’s own perceptions in the context of personal interest, respect, and often courage in 

order to find a constructive way of dealing with differences. Confrontation means active 

communication about frames of reference and conclusions about them. If someone has the authority 

because of her organizational role, it can also mean pushing someone into accepting a given frame of 

reference as part of a specific role. Different perceptions should be compared and mutual expectations 

and responsibilities discussed so that a vigorous community and effective cooperation can be created. 

 Symbiosis usually goes along with discounting i.e. signals for example not paying attention to 

objective data from outside or to intuitive judgments or feelings. There may be a diffuse or strong 

feeling of discomfort that is not attributable to the issue of responsibility; as a result, it may be 

necessary to initiate dialogues about it or to do something to change the situation. The checklist in 

Table 2 suggests ways to improve awareness and to develop actions. 
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Table 2 

Self-Check for Clarifying Breakdowns in Responsibility 

1. Becoming aware of discomfort: Do I feel clear and confident in relation to a particular 

arrangement or plan? If not, how and in what situations do I notice this discomfort? How can I 

describe it in words or pictures? 

2. Locate the discomfort: Where and when does the discomfort arise? In which relationships 

does it appear? What changes would cause it to disappear? Does it have anything to do with a 

lack of responsibility 

3. Establish a connection to responsibilities:  Who has the responsibility for what is causing the 

discomfort? The discomfort must be turned into a definition of responsibility. What dimensions 

of responsibility are relevant? 

4. Reflection on the reasons:  What are possible reasons for the avoidance of responsibility? 

How could these be taken care of? What aspects should I discuss with whom? 

5. Bringing up the issue: What is an adequate situation in which to bring up the issue? How 

can I address others within their organizational roles and matching their personal style? Which 

options and authority match my role in this organization? 

6. Define self-help strategies:  If necessary, one-sided actions must be taken to protect oneself. 

Are such options available? What are the potential consequences and costs? If changes are 

not possible at present, how can suffering be minimized? 

7. Shift of the discomfort to the person responsible:  This sounds a little presumptuous, 

especially if the individual is difficult to reach and has a lot more power. However, it is 

important to at least learn how to go about it. 

 



On the Way to a Culture of Responsibility in Organizations 11

Working on a Culture of Responsibility 

 It is necessary within an organization to develop skills that invite responsibility through appropriate 

communication. Often employees try to live with uncomfortable situations for a long time and then 

confront authorities in a one-up Way. For example they tell their boss, that it is state of the art, to run a 

group with two trainers, expecting, that this must compel him to agree, i.e. tries to overpower authority 

from a position of professionalism, thus provoking a authoritarian reaction rather than responding to 

the implied invitation to discuss responsibility. In addition, using different levels of escalating 

confrontation can help to improve the impact of the confrontation while protecting oneself and not 

overpowering other people unnecessarily. In many cases, it is useful to make sure that an unclear 

contract is clarified, for example, if a partner did not complete a task adequately, to check what he 

understood his obligations to be. How invitations to take responsibility can be effectively framed 

depends on the type of symbiotic invitation and also on the relationship between the people 

concerned. The way in which responsibility is assumed and transferred must be initiated according to 

the type of organizational relationship. A dialogue on responsibility does not take place only between 

individuals of the same status; it can also occur between a boss and his or her employee. In that case, 

there is a difference because the boss has the right and the duty to create a definition and to take 

responsibility for that definition. In such circumstances, it is not a matter of an equal competition of 

ideas, but of control by the boss and also protection of an employee against consequences for which 

he or she cannot and does not want to take responsibility. Finally, the supervisor has the right to 

relieve an employee of a responsibility and work role if he or she cannot associate himself or herself 

with the supervisor’s idea of responsibility. 

 

Conclusion 

 It is not possible to force an organization to adopt a culture of responsibility. Every effort to 

encourage an organization in this direction should involve an attitude of humility, an acknowledgment 

of others, and an orientation toward resources and solutions. This are the systemic attitudes (also TA) 

of focusing on what can be addressed in a positive way, looking for solutions instead of focusing on 

what is missing and what are the problems. It is particularly important for consultants to keep these 

dimensions in mind when working to foster an organizational culture of responsibility.  
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