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THE HIGHER YOU WANT TO CLIMB THE 
MORE YOU MUST HOLD PEOPLE 
ACCOUNTABLE 
By Jeff Janssen, Janssen Sports Leadership Center 

Here's a special sneak peak excerpt from our all-new How to Hold People Accountable Manual: 

The first step in holding someone accountable originates in discovering, defining, and declaring 
your Desired Result. Understand the principle below: 

WHERE YOU SET YOUR SIGHTS DETERMINES WHERE YOU MUST SET 
AND SUSTAIN YOUR STANDARDS 

This means that until you know what level you want to get to, you won’t know the Standards you 
need to set and hold people accountable to in order to get there. 

CLIMBING MOUNT EVEREST 

For example, if you wanted to climb a small hill in your 
neighborhood for the fun of it you’d just go do it. No 
preparation, training, equipment, investment, or team is 
required because it is super easy and nothing is on the 
line. 

However, if you wanted to climb snow-crested Mount 
Everest at over 29,000 feet, it’s a completely different 
story. 
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Because the two-month long trek is such a daunting and potentially deadly task, you would need to 
train intensely, prepare diligently, ensure you had all the right equipment, find a highly competent 
and capable group of guides to lead you, trust them completely to have your back, and hold people 
accountable at the highest level to have the best chance of reaching the imposing summit, and quite 
frankly, surviving. 

This life and death expedition is not one where laziness, forgetfulness, or excuses would be 
acceptable or tolerated – because lives are on the line with such extreme conditions and such an 
arduous ascent to reach your desired destination. Everyone would need to hold everyone else fully 
accountable for being completely prepared, 100% focused, and totally committed to playing their 
part for the entire team’s success and survival. 

FAILING TO HOLD PEOPLE ACCOUNTABLE = THE DEATH ZONE 

It’s not okay if someone forgot to bring their boots or gloves. IT'S DEADLY. 

It’s not okay if someone wasn’t focused and let go of the rope supporting the climbers. IT'S 
DEADLY. 

It’s not okay if someone looked out only for themself and seflishly devoured the food supplies that 
were needed for other people. IT'S DEADLY. 

It’s not okay if someone wasn’t in a good mood that day and didn’t feel like contributing to the team. 
IT'S DEADLY. 

 
 



 
 

The top portion of the climb above 26,000 feet is 
actually known as the "Death Zone" because over 200 climbers have died there in their failed 
attempts to summit Mount Everest. 

Not living up to the group’s Standards and expectations is potentially DEADLY to: 

1. yourself 
2. your teammates 
3. your team's mission 
4. all of the above 

  

Obviously this is an extreme example but hopefully it proves the point that the higher you want to 
climb with your team and the more that is on the line, the higher you must set your Standards and 
the more people must be accountable and hold each other accountable. Failing to hold someone 
fully accountable can be potentially fatal to the whole team, not to mention your dreams of reaching 
the summit. 

Similarly, the higher you want to climb with your team with your Desired Result, the loftier you 
will need to set your Standards, the more you will need to prepare and invest, the less forgiving your 
margin for error, and the more you will need to hold people accountable. The higher your goals, the 
more you must invest and the less tolerance you can have for people not getting the job done. 

IF YOU WANT TO WIN A CONFERENCE, STATE, NATIONAL, OR WORLD 
CHAMPIONSHIP… 

● It’s not okay to blow off offseason workouts. 
● It’s not okay to skip a set in the weight room. 
● It’s not okay to take plays off. 

 
 



 
 

● It’s not okay to damage your team’s hard-earned reputation by acting like a fool. 
● It’s not okay to lose your composure with the officials and hurt your team. 
● It’s not okay to miss a sign or not know or execute your team’s plays. 
● It’s not okay to blame your poor performance on the adverse weather/field/court 

conditions. 
● It’s not okay to disrespect your teammates or coaches. 

IT’S DEADLY TO ACHIEVING YOUR TEAM’S DESIRED RESULT AND JUST 
CAN’T HAPPEN! 

  

DEATH BY 1,000 CUTS 

These seemingly small problems add up over time and often are dream killers and team 
killers. They are what’s often called “death by a thousand cuts.” 

If you continually permit, tolerate, and accept these things and don’t call people out and hold 
them accountable, you sentence your team to death by a thousand cuts and you will never get to 
your Desired Result. You will never make it to the summit of the mountain your team wants to climb, 
your dream will die, and you’ll look back with regret. 

Whatever level you aspire to, you must set and sustain your Standards of preparation, focus, 
effort, and execution at that particular level. If you’re not willing to meet the Standards and hold 
people accountable to them, you’re just not going to get there. Someone else who is willing to invest 
the time, effort, and energy - and is willing to hold their teammates accountable - ultimately will. 

 
 



 
 

“If you want to be good, you really don’t have a lot of choices, because it takes what it takes. You 
have to do what you have to do to be successful. So you have to make choices and decisions to 
have the discipline and focus to the process of what you need to do to accomplish your goals.” 

Nick Saban, Alabama Football Coach 

Bottom Line: If you set your sights on winning a championship, you must set and sustain your 
team’s Standards at a championship level – and consistently hold people accountable to them. 

What kinds of actions, attitudes, and behaviors can no longer be considered okay and 
acceptable in your program if you truly want to win a championship? 

How will you effectively hold people accountable to your team's Standards? 

 
 

 
 


