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Owning Your Part

What would life be like if you knew how to be powerful in previously powerless situations?

It is human to resort to blame when something challenging happens, yet placing blame only drains us of the power to change the situation, or even to get out of bed on some mornings. The best cure for the malady of blame is to take responsibility. When we take responsibility, we tell ourselves, “Because something’s happening in my life, it has to do with me.” The minute you own your part in any situation, you can see how to change it. This gives you power to use your energy effectively.

The Victim Connection


Blaming leads to victimization. Every time you blame someone, you allow yourself to be their victim. Every time you blame an institution, you permit yourself to be its victim. Every time you blame yourself, you become your own victim. The role of victim leaves you helpless to improve your life. When you take responsibility, you become empowered to change whatever is not working.


Suppose your rent is due and, desperate to make the payment, you accept a humdrum job that neither challenges nor interests you. You may immediately blame your boss for your dissatisfaction, failing to acknowledge that it is you who sold yourself short. Ongoing anger or resentment is apt to keep you in the cycle of selling yourself short. Owning your part, however, will allow you to breathe more fully and do your best. In time, you may decide to find a different job, or you might find discover that with your improved attitude the work is enjoyable after all. In either case, taking responsibility for your part in this situation will ensure you don’t find yourself in a similar one next time. 


You are the only person who can improve your life. Once you realize you have gotten into a jam, you can get yourself out and move forward. This holds true for jobs, career choices, relationships, and even the city you’ve decided to live in. Whenever an area of your life feels uncomfortable, see it as a learning opportunity—a time to turn inward, take responsibility for the part you played, and then find what is authentic for you. Every time you uncover more of your authenticity, you become better able to take care of yourself and enhance you happiness.



In turn, the more you take your life on and express your authenticity, the sooner you will know that you are responsible for any uncomfortable or victimizing situation that arises. When you are responsible, there is no one to blame—including yourself. Should discomfort show up, it is simply an occasion to identify more of your true nature and make the necessary changes. 

Hidden Links to the Past


Feeling empowered to change your life for the better often calls for revisiting a painful past. Only then can you recognize why  you end up in a cycle of upsetting situations. Finding the reason for these choices can then help you attract more fulfilling circumstances into your life.


Cassandra divorced her husband after learning that he was unfaithful to her. Distraught by his lack of fidelity, Cassandra blamed him for the whole situation. Her friends sympathized, encouraging her to find someone else. Two years later Cassandra met Bruce, a man she was convinced she’d spend the rest of her life with. She moved in with him and lived in blissful domesticity—until she had an abrupt awakening. Bruce often worked late at the office, and respecting his work ethic, she rarely called him there. One night his mother was trying to get in touch with him, so Cassandra phoned his office, but no one answered. When he arrived home at midnight, she confronted him and he admitted he was having an affair. Dazed by the shock and pain, she found the courage to look at this situation differently. She asked herself, “What is the same in both my marriages?” The men were as different as could be in appearance, career, hobbies, and background. What was the same was Cassandra.


As agonizing as it was to have to own her part, it allowed Cassandra to see that she probably attracted men who cheated because her father had cheated on her mother. It was the model of marriage she knew best. In the process of exploring her past and healing childhood pain, she succeeded in attracting a man who would be faithful to her.


When you see that as a result of your history you have allowed people to treat you badly, you can take your power back. There is no cause for blame:  you were doing the best you could, and unconsciously you gave permission for painful situations to arise. Now empowered and enlightened, you can make more fulfilling choices in life.

Owning Up


Grace had terrible luck with bosses. She had quit three jobs because of her bosses’ unreasonable demands. One Monday, after her fourth boss, Mona, blew up at her for forgetting to deliver an important phone message, Grace broke down. “I can’t stand it anymore,” she sobbed to Fran, a coworker. “Why does every boss I’ve ever had bully me?”


Fran patted her shoulder sympathetically. “I’ve never heard Mona yell before, Grace. Maybe it’s you.”


Grace couldn’t get Fran’s words out of her head. Throughout the day, she wondered whether she somehow attracted bullying behavior. Lying in bed that night, she had a sudden memory of her mother standing over her and screaming, “I can’t believe you broke that glass. Now I only have five left in the set. You’d better start saving your allowance to pay me back, young lady!”


Grace recalled feeling as powerless in the face of her mother’s anger as she had with her bosses. She remembered that at school she was the one kids would pick on during recess, threatening her taking her lunch away. Eventually comfortable in the role of victim, she learned to feed on the sympathy that others offered.


Once Grace owned her part in letting others bully her, she was able to shower herself with compassion, lovingly climb out of the role of victim, and take control of her work life. Empowered by her vulnerability, Grace decided to avert future scenarios by addressing Mona directly.


Grace explained, “I’ve discovered that I have something to do with why you yelled at me. I’ve looked at my past and seen that I’ve set myself up to be victimized because of things that happened in childhood. I have often behaved in ways that cause people to  yell at me, but I’m trying to change and I’d like your help. I would really appreciate it if you could tell me when I do something that makes you want to yell at me.”


Mona was intrigued but skeptical. “It’s great that you want to change, Grace, and I would love to avoid getting upset with you. But I really don’t see how I can help. I don’t know what else to do to get your attention.”


“I think it would help if you could just say, ‘Grace, is this one of those times when you’re being a victim?’” Grace replied. “Then I could see what I’m doing and change it.”


Mona agreed to work with Grace. Neither one got it perfect right away—Grace still sabotaged herself and Mona’s first reaction was still to yell. But determined to break out of an unhealthy pattern, Grace gradually became more cooperative. In response. Mona, no longer placed in situations where she felt compelled to yell, began changing her own pattern of abusive behavior.


Owning your part face-to-face, although well worth the effort, may not go as smoothly as it did for Grace. Not everyone will be receptive to helping you change conditioned behaviors. Most people, though, will gladly support you in increasing your awareness of sabotaging incidents. Ultimately, you are the only one in charge of the direction of your life.


Owning your part overtly is a huge step forward, cleaning your window to the world. When combined with tenderness, gentleness and self-love, it clarifies your vision looking outward and that of others gazing in your direction. Owning up lets you know you can’t be where you want to be until you’re there, all the while helping you inch forward. And it affords others an unclouded view of how to reestablish their relationships with you. All around, owning up provides great relief.

Making Changes


Olivia had many friends and a busy social schedule. Ever the proverbial life of the party she was witty, charming, and happy-go-lucky. But a bomb fell on her carefree demeanor just after her thirty-second birthday, when her mother

was diagnosed with cancer. Olivia was devastated. She called six friends for support, but they all seemed too involved in their own lives to listen. They would offer sympathy, then change the subject or come up with an excuse to get off the phone.


Olivia felt betrayed and angry. What was wrong with these people? She had listened to them complain about boyfriends, husbands, and parents, and had helped them move, attended their parties, and babysat their children—yet they couldn’t take 10 minutes to assist her in a time of need. Confused, she stopped reaching out and vowed to deal with her mother’s news on her own.


When her mother went into remission, Olivia began to examine what had happened with her friends. At first she couldn’t see why they had distanced themselves from her. Then struck by the fact that six of the people closest to her had identical reactions, she began to suspect that she had somehow triggered them. Olivia realized she had never before tried to talk to her friends about serious personal matters. She’d been comfortable in the role of the good-time girl, the one people could count on to spice up a gathering or listen to their problems after a few too many rounds of drinks. So, she concluded, her sudden shift to needing support had caught her friends off guard. Olivia wondered why she had chosen as friends people who liked to have fun, not people who were nurturing.


She remembered that in her childhood her parents had entertained often. When they had cocktail parties, they would dress up Olivia and her brothers and let them serve snacks to the guests. Olivia loved all the attention that came her way at these times. One day she dropped a tray of cheese and crackers and started to cry. Her mother took her firmly by the arm, led her to her room, and said sternly, “You will not cry in front of my guests. If something bad happens, just smile and clean it up.” The lesson stuck. Filled with self-blame and shame, Olivia mastered the art of putting on a happy face and refusing to reach out for help. She also attracted friends who enabled these efforts. This realization helped her see that to have more in-depth friendships, she must allow herself to be more authentic, more open and vulnerable. Little by little she came to feel strength in her vulnerability and established a handful of supporting relationships based on emotional honesty. 


As you own your part and tap into your authenticity, you too will free up precious energy for transforming your life. No longer will you be investing vast stores of energy in reenacting painful circumstances that keep you trapped in victim roles or in magnetizing people who reinforce these expectations. Instead, you will have a deepened sense about who you are and the power to realign skewed views of you life.


Owning your part quickly disappears what doesn’t work and liberates energy for enhancing your happiness and fulfillment. It can feel daunting at first to take responsibility for events that repeatedly “happen” to you, but with practice comes ease. The resulting change brings its own rewards: positive feedback, a quieter mind, deeper breathing, increased relaxation, and more time and energy available for meaningful pursuits. Soon you’ll want to wake up every morning so you can make the contribution you are here to make.

Taking Your Power Back
If you feel victimized in certain situations, you have probably been placing blame on others or on yourself. Instead, take responsibility for the part you have played and you will become a powerful instrument of change. Begin by asking yourself these questions:
What recurring situations make me feel powerless?

What part have I played in creating them?

How has my history shaped this behavior?

What new outcomes do I want in these circumstances?
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