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Whose 

Fault? 
 

 

99-Word Story 

My friend Jean informed me that 25% of the 

pollution in California actually comes from 

China.  The culprit?  Coal-fired power plants.  

The Chinese plan to build more than 500 new 

coal power plants in the next 10 years!   

 

It’s something of a relief to discover that we 

aren’t responsible for all the pollution in 

California, that it isn’t our entire fault.  In New 

England we often have to contend with the 

pollution from power plants in the Midwest.  

And I imagine that the pollution in Eastern 

Europe goes to… Asia?   

 

Wow!  What goes around keeps blowing around! 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

 When something doesn’t go as planned, we often try 

to find the person at fault.  How do you explain this 

tendency? 

 Describe a time when it was later discovered that a 

different person than originally suspected was 

responsible for a problem.  How did that change the 

eventual outcome? 

 Talk about a situation when your own well-meaning 

actions eventually caused a problem for someone 

else.  How did you react or respond? 

 How far “downstream” is it reasonable to be 

responsible for your own actions? 

 

 

Interpretation 

We often say that one man’s trash is another man’s treasure.  

But in our global village, one man’s trash can also be 

another man’s trash, and another man’s – and eventually, 

my own again!  It doesn’t take long to see that we are all 

connected in one way or another.  When pressure is applied 

to one region of the web, the stress is felt throughout. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Read this story aloud or make copies 
for your group or team members. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can build upon the theme of this 
99-Word Story by using some of the 
following questions for your own 
reflection or to spark a discussion 
within your team or organization. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are many ways to understand 
this story as the discussion questions 
suggest.  If you or your group would 
like to compare or contrast your 
interpretation with an outside 
viewpoint, consider this analysis.   
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Of course, this situation is not unique to garbage.  You can 

apply the same thinking to rumors in the office, poor 

quality control on the factory floor, trash talk on TV, or 

congressional gridlock.  Whatever is left unfinished, poorly 

crafted, sloppily shared, or tinged with malice has negative 

consequences that spill over and influence the next iteration 

of the system.  Since it’s so difficult to see the whole all at 

once, we are unpleasantly surprised when last year’s 

brilliant decisions have morphed into this year’s dark 

monsters. 

 

When the present begins to smell sour we look for a cause, 

either to assign blame or find a solution.  Blaming someone 

else feels good but it doesn’t resolve the issue.  Instead, it 

merely assigns more responsibility to one party than all the 

others.  I may decide you are at fault but we all still have a 

mess to clean up!   

 

On the other hand, when we realize the circular nature of 

the systems in which we operate, it becomes clear:  there is 

nothing for which each of us is not both part of the problem 

and part of the solution.  You and I have the ability to 

determine how much responsibility we will accept for both 

the creation of a problem and for its resolution.   

 

Now, my intention is not to dump more trash in your yard 

by spreading a load of guilt.  But it is important to become 

sensitive to the many opportunities we have to reduce the 

circular garbage flow.  What if the next time we heard of a 

negative consequence or a project that turned bad, we did 

not look for someone to blame.  What would happen 

instead, if we looked for our own contribution to that 

problem – no matter how small – and disposed properly of 

at least that much of the trash?   

 

Perhaps then we will all begin to breathe a bit easier! 
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