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The Subtle Sabotage:
Unpacking the Art Of
Passing The Buck

In every organization, from the smallest family unit
to the largest multinational corporation, there is a
curious and often destructive social phenomenon
at play. It is rarely taught in business schools or
management seminars, yet it is practiced with
surprising skill and frequency. This phenomenon is
known as the Art Of Passing The Buck. At its
core, it is the practice of shifting responsibility or
blame for a task, decision, or failure onto someone
else. While it may seem like a harmless or even
strategic way to avoid criticism, its long-term
consequences are deeply corrosive to trust,
productivity, and moral integrity.

To pass the buck is to engage in a delicate dance
of deflection. It is a survival instinct gone awry, a
shortcut to self-preservation that ultimately
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undermines the very foundations of collaboration.
This article will explore the origins of this behavior,
the psychological drivers behind it, its
manifestation in various spheres of life, and, most
importantly, how individuals and leaders can
recognize and combat it. Understanding this subtle
yet powerful force is essential for anyone seeking
to build a culture of accountability and genuine
progress.

A Brief History: Where Does the Phrase
Come From?

The phrase "passing the buck" has a surprisingly
concrete origin, rooted in the games of the
American frontier. In poker, a marker, often a knife
with a handle made of buckhorn (deer antler), was
used to indicate whose turn it was to deal the
cards. This marker was known as the "buck." If a
player did not wish to deal, they could "pass the
buck" to the next person. Over time, the term
migrated from the card table into general parlance,
taking on the broader meaning of shifting a
responsibility or duty to another person. The
metaphorical leap from a poker marker to blame
and accountability was a short one, and by the
mid-20th century, Art Of Passing The Buck had
become a recognized term for dodging
accountability in business and politics.
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The Psychology of
Deflection: Why We Do It

Understanding why people engage in Art Of
Passing The Buck requires a look at basic human
psychology. It is rarely, if ever, about malice in its
purest form. Instead, it is driven by a powerful set
of emotional and cognitive biases.

Fear of Failure and Reputational
Damage

The most primal driver of buck-passing is fear.
Failure, in most organizational cultures, is not seen
as a learning opportunity but as a personal
indictment. The prospect of being labeled
incompetent, careless, or ineffective triggers a
powerful aversion response. Passing the buck
becomes a shield against reputational damage. By
associating a failure with someone else's action or
inaction, the individual protects their own image,
even if it means sacrificing another's. This is a
short-term gain that leads to long-term
dysfunction.

The Diffusion of Responsibility

Another powerful psychological force is the
diffusion of responsibility. In large organizations or
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group settings, individuals often feel less personal
accountability for outcomes. The logic is simple: "If
everyone is responsible, then no one is
responsible." This creates a perfect breeding
ground for Art Of Passing The Buck. When a
problem arises, it is easy to point to the system,
the other department, a vague policy, or a third
party. This diffusion allows individuals to avoid the
discomfort of owning a mistake, as they can
credibly (in their own minds) argue that the
responsibility was never truly theirs alone.

The Comfort of Victimhood

Paradoxically, passing the buck can also provide a
strange sense of comfort. By framing oneself as a
victim of circumstances, poor leadership, or
another person's incompetence, the individual
abdicates agency. If the problem is always "out
there," then there is no need for introspection,
growth, or change. The Art Of Passing The Buck
becomes a coping mechanism, a way to maintain a
sense of control by blaming the loss of control on
external factors. This mindset is incredibly difficult
to break because it provides emotional safety at
the expense of personal development.
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The Many Faces of Buck-
Passing in the Workplace

The workplace is the primary arena for Art Of
Passing The Buck, and it manifests in a variety of
recognizable patterns. Recognizing these patterns
is the first step toward neutralizing them.

Inter-Departmental Blame Games

This is perhaps the most classic form. The sales
team blames the product team for poor features.
The product team blames engineering for slow
development. Engineering blames IT for server
issues. IT blames the budget committee for lack of
funding. This circular firing squad is a hallmark of a
culture that lacks a unified problem-solving
approach. Instead of collaboratively diagnosing and
fixing a root cause, each department seeks to
prove its own innocence by highlighting the
culpability of another.

The Ambiguous Email and the Cc Trap

A modern, digital form of buck-passing is the "Cc
trap." This involves sending an email that includes
a vague request or problem statement and copying
multiple managers or stakeholders. The sender is
not actually seeking collaborative input; instead,
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they are building a paper trail. The subtext is: "I am
alerting everyone to this potential problem. If it
fails, you can't blame me because | made sure
everyone knew." This practice shifts the burden of
action from the sender to the recipients, effectively
dispersing responsibility into a cloud of deniability.

The "That's Not My Job" Syndrome

While role clarity is important, a rigid adherence to
a narrow job description can be a form of buck-
passing. When an employee or team refuses to
address an issue that falls slightly outside their
defined scope, they are practicing Art Of Passing
The Buck under the guise of process adherence.
This rigid siloing prevents the flexibility needed to
solve real-world problems, as everyone waits for
the "correct" person to take action, often to the
detriment of the organization.

Micromanagement as a Preemptive
Strike

Surprisingly, micromanagement can also be a form
of buck-passing in reverse. A manager who
micromanages is, in effect, saying, "l don't trust
you to do this correctly, so | will retain all control. If
it fails, it is because you did not follow my
instructions to the letter." By removing autonomy,
the manager also removes accountability from the
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subordinate and places it squarely on themselves,
but in a way that is framed as a failure of execution
by the employee, not leadership. It is a complex
and subtle form of responsibility shifting.

The Art Of Passing The
Buck in Politics and Public

Beyond the office, the phenomenon is a staple of
political discourse. Politicians, regardless of
ideology, are masters of Art Of Passing The
Buck. It is a survival tool in a world of constant
scrutiny. Blame is attributed to the previous
administration, the opposing party, the media, the
bureaucracy, or even the electorate itself. This
serves a dual purpose: it deflects criticism from the
current administration and provides a narrative
that absolves them of responsibility for complex
problems.

This is not limited to elected officials. In public
institutions, from schools to hospitals, the same
dynamic plays out. A failing school might blame
inadequate funding from the state, while the state
might blame the school's administration for
mismanagement. A patient's poor outcome might
be blamed on a systemic protocol failure rather
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than a specific clinical decision. The Art Of
Passing The Buck in this context is particularly
damaging because it erodes public trust in
institutions that are meant to serve the common
good. When no one will own a problem, the
problem rarely gets solved.

The Personal Cost:
Relationships and Self-
Growth

The habit of passing the buck is not confined to
formal organizations. It leaks into personal
relationships, friendships, and family dynamics. A
person who consistently blames their partner for a
relationship's difficulties is practicing a form of
buck-passing. A friend who always blames traffic
for being late is deflecting from their own poor time
management. A teenager who blames a sibling for
a broken household item is learning the Art Of
Passing The Buck.

The personal cost of this habit is high. It prevents
genuine intimacy, as relationships require a
foundation of mutual trust and the willingness to
own one's mistakes. Furthermore, it stunts
personal growth. If every problem is someone
else's fault, there is never a reason to improve.
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Resilience, emotional intelligence, and competence
are built through the uncomfortable process of
owning our failures and learning from them. The
buck-passer, in their quest for self-protection,
denies themselves this essential growth.

How to Recognize a Master
of the Art

How can you spot someone who has refined the
Art Of Passing The Buck to a fine art? Here are
several telltale signs:

e Language of Deflection: They use passive
voice extensively ("Mistakes were made"
instead of "I made a mistake"). They use
phrases like "It was decided that..." without
naming who decided.

e The Blame Sandwich: They frame their
own role as minimal and heroic, while
framing others' roles as central and deficient.

¢ Vagueness: They avoid specifics. When
asked about a failed project, they speak in
generalities about process failures, market
conditions, or team dynamics, avoiding
naming any single responsible action or
decision they themselves took.

¢ Preemptive Excuse-Making: They are
masters of setting up an alibi before a task
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even begins. "l can do this, but with the
limited resources we have, | can't guarantee
the outcome." This sets the stage to blame
resources later.

e Paper Trail Obsession: They are overly
concerned with documenting who said what,
when, and where, not for learning but for
protection. Their goal is to build a fortress of
documentation that proves they were not at
fault.

Fighting the Art: Building a
Culture of Accountability

If Art Of Passing The Buck is a learned behavior
and a cultural symptom, it can also be unlearned.
Countering it requires a deliberate and consistent
effort from leadership and individuals alike.

Lead by Example: Own Your Mistakes
First

The single most powerful antidote to buck-passing
is leadership that openly and humbly admits its
own mistakes. A leader who says, "l made a poor
decision in that meeting, and here is what |
learned," creates a safe space for others to do the
same. This is not weakness; it is the highest form
of strength. It signals that accountability is
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rewarded, not punished. When the most powerful
person in the room is willing to own their part, the
Art Of Passing The Buck loses its power and
appeal.

Redefine Failure as a Learning
Opportunity

Many organizational cultures pay lip service to
"learning from failure" but practice the opposite. To
truly combat buck-passing, an organization must
reward the honest post-mortem. When a project
fails, the goal should not be to find a scapegoat but
to understand the system's weaknesses. The
question should be, "What can we learn from this
to improve?" not, "Who can we blame for this?"
When the fear of punishment is removed, the
incentive to pass the buck disappears.

Clarify Roles and Responsibilities

Ambiguity is the mother of buck-passing. When
roles are unclear, it is easy for responsibility to slip
through the cracks. Using frameworks like RACI
(Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, Informed)
can help clarify who is truly accountable for a
deliverable. This does not mean creating rigid silos,
but it does mean ensuring that for every critical
decision or task, there is a single, named individual
who is accountable for the outcome. This clarity
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makes it harder to credibly pass the buck.
Encourage Direct Communication

Buck-passing often thrives in a culture of indirect
communication. Encourage team members to
address concerns directly with the person involved,
rather than discussing them with a third party or
hiding behind Cc'd emails. A culture of direct
feedback and respectful confrontation makes the
Art Of Passing The Buck much more difficult to
practice because it forces individuals to own their
statements and concerns.

Measure Outcomes, Not Just Activities

In many workplaces, people are measured on their
activities: how many emails they sent, how many
meetings they attended, how many reports they
filed.



