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	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1THE ABC’S OF ACCOUNTABILITY
Ability / Barriers / Consequences


	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Accountability

“This is a story about people named Everybody, Somebody, Anybody, and Nobody.  There was an important job to be done and Everybody was sure that Somebody would do it.  Anybody could have done it, but Nobody did it.  Somebody got angry about that because it was Everybody’s job.  Everybody thought Anybody could do it, but Nobody realized that Everybody would not do it.  It ended up that Everybody blamed Somebody when Nobody did what Anybody could have done.”




Anonymous


A
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1nd so it goes in our organizations, nobody doing what anybody could have done and somebody being blamed by everyone.  In fact, being accountable has often been interchanged for “blamed” or “blamable.”  When the question is asked—who is accountable for such and such—it tends to mean, who will be blamed if the results are poor or something goes wrong.  

But there is another paradigm for accountability.  It’s not really new because it has its roots deeply in the past, but, as noted by Peter Block in the book Stewardship, we have built most current systems on a model of governance rather than stewardship, on hierarchy rather than purpose, on self-interest rather than service to the system in which we live and work.

System-wide accountability frees everybody to do what nobody did in the past.  Now anybody can measure and recognize somebody and together they can account for their results and build high performance through making and keeping commitments with each other.

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Stewardship is the willingness to be accountable for the well-being of the larger organization by operating on service, rather than control of those around us. ...It is accountability without control or compliance.”










Peter Block


	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“The joy of this quest is not in triumph over others, but in the search for the qualities we share with them and for our uniqueness, which raises us above all competition.”


Theodore Roszak


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ABILITIES
W
e’ve had some fun with Nobody and Everybody, etc.  But it is important to understand that to build a system which has a stewardship-based accountability system, there are some basic abilities which individuals must possess.  This may sound like a play on words, but the concepts are extremely important to our understanding.  The paradigm has shifted from Control to Commitment—a major change in thinking.

The Ability to Respond

If you change the word “responsibility” into the “ability to respond” you create a new way of thinking.  “Who’s responsible” has all the ear-markings of a blame ambush.  It is normally tied to the hierarchy and denotes a limited set of objectives, people, resources, etc., which a “manager” must oversee.  Those “serfs” who are “overseen” are often asked which one of them is “responsible.”  The real answer is always “Nobody.”

If we think instead, “am I able to respond” to changes, problems, schedules, etc., it shifts the emphasis.  “Who’s responsible” would mean, who has the power to change the schedule, to order a new part, or to shut down the equipment in light of a problem.  It is truly an indicator of empowerment.  Do I really have the power, authority, and skills to effectively respond to the needs of my area, role, and “responsibility.”  This is a critical element; people cannot be accountable if they have to ask permission to respond.  The person with the power, knowledge, and skills to act can be, and usually is, accountable.

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
“As the basketball team joined hands at the center of their huddle, the coach once again reminded them, “the score is tight and so is their defense.  We have to make every shot count.”




 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Ability to Account
A sports team knows how to account for their major results.  The scoreboard shows it.  In addition, a set of statistics is kept on each player which notes errors, scores, assists, defensive actions, and so forth.  This is how they individually account for their performance.  

In our organizations, there are also lots of numbers.  However, most of the “players” are not really able to account for their performance or the performance of their team.  But they can watch the clock.  Most employees inherently want to “measure” their progress, and, in the absence of productivity measures, the time they have been on the job becomes the measure of choice or convenience.  

If the employees have the “ability” to account for their results and/or the results of the team, a shift takes place.  Now they may be able to see that they have made a difference, impacted the quantity, quality, or cost of their output.  They can compare themselves with the performance of others and question the results.  If they learn and understand the activities which “count,” they can follow the lead of the basketball players and make their activities “count.” 

Abilities We Need to Develop So We Are Able to Respond or Account

· To Define that for which we are responsible and to whom.

· To Trust and be open.

· To Envision options/choices for the future.

· To Observe the present to understand our current processes.

· To Anticipate the consequences, both pluses and minuses.

· To Communicate freely through questions as well as responses. 

· To Feel comfortable and self-confident.

· To Learn from every experience and every person.

· To Connect activity to purpose with integrity.

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Those who succeed and do not push on to greater failure are the spiritual middle classers.  Their stopping at success is the proof of their compromising insignificance.  How petty their dreams must have been!... Only through the unattainable does man achieve a hope worth living and dying for—and so attain himself.”


Eugene O’Neill


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1BARRIERS
The early stages of building system-wide accountability processes are fraught with barriers or obstacles sure to frustrate, antagonize, or just get in the way.  Most are smoke-screens or old paradigms that blur our vision.  The good news (and possibly the bad news as well) is that these barriers are mostly based on our past successes, on victories which another battle could discredit, on our own feelings and fears about the role accountability, blame, and risk will play in our future.  The world loves the victor, and the barriers we build to protect that victor from the past prevent great new victories in the future. 

For example, no one wants to report to the stakeholders that the numbers are bad.  A failed project might transfer as a failed person.  Those to whom we provide the accounting wanted results and we let them down, or if we didn’t let them down, we still are the messenger of doom (and some of those messengers got shot anyway).  And besides, “these accounting meetings take up too much time,” “all we do is waste time talking about what we did—I need the time to do something,” “it’s just another fluffy, feel-good meeting; what a waste.”

These barriers are difficult, if not impossible, to overcome without changing the system to see accountability from a different perspective.  System-wide accountability is not another way to evaluate or value each other, but a way to value (assess) our results and target the next opportunity for improvement.  It becomes a way to share a clear picture of our results in a variety of areas: satisfying customers, stakeholders, teams, individuals; meeting commitments to each other; upholding our values; reaching our purpose; and planning for the future.  System-wide accountability allows us the opportunity to account for our stewardships, broaden our understanding of the rest of the system, and demonstrate real commitment to each other and to our mutual success.

	THE SHIFTS

Overcoming barriers to accountability requires several shifts in what we do and the roles we think we are in.  Below are some of the shifts which are critical for us to make.



	Where We’ve Been
	Where We Need to Go

	Being held accountable by someone “higher-up”
	Account for your performance to each other and your environment

	Blaming poor results on individuals or groups
	Analyzing poor performance together

	Boss/Subordinate
	Partnerships between people

	Boss determined consequences
	Natural—real consequences

	Single point accountability
	All account together to the team, to each other, to other teams (360o)

	Private feedback
	Public feedback

	External control
	Internal commitment

	Compliance
	Willingness

	Participatory dictatorship
	Democracy

	Centralized control
	Control at the point of effect

	Accounts to....
	Accounts for....

	Dependent
	Interdependent

	Self-Interest
	Service

	Leaders and subordinates
	Shared leadership

	Job, position, and behavior as the drivers for extrinsic (monetary) reward systems
	Results (organizational, team, personal) as basis for intrinsic and extrinsic rewards

	Functions, levels, and hierarchy
	Knowledge, skill, ability, and need based

	Some accountable
	All accountable

	Narrowly defined jobs & doing 

whatever you’re told
	Roles and the desire to do whatever 

needs to get done for the team

	Thinking of self
	Thinking of others and self

	Performance appraisals
	Performance feedback



	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“My role is to continually keep people in touch with the economic realities of the business we are in.”


Ralph Stayer


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1CONSEQUENCES
F
or individuals and organizations to become stewards who truly account, they must also have the opportunity to face and deal with the consequences of their results.  The word “consequences” immediately leads us to think blame, when really it is neither positive nor negative.  From physics, we learn that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Still, in the organization, we often “buffer” people from the real consequences or “fabricate” consequences and impose them.  

As we build our system, it is important to confront individuals and teams with the natural consequences and allow them to respond to or be rewarded for the results which created the consequence.

Rewards and Recognition

As the basketball team accounts to the audience and the other team by way of their scoreboard, they receive immediate recognition for outstanding plays, on-target passes, that long three-pointer.  When most employees score in the plant, few ever notice, let alone receive recognition.  Even reward may be slow in coming.

When we are truly accountable, we understand the economic principles and realities of what it takes for the business to thrive and for us to earn more.  We understand the impact of our decisions, our contribution to the business, and begin to gain a sense of the fairness of rewards.  This can seem dangerous, and is dangerous in a system which takes advantage of the worker.  But in a system based on stewardship, we learn to reach beyond self-interest and serve each other toward our mutual success and reward.

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Putting decision-making and the authority to act right where the work gets done recognizes the contribution and ability of the individual.  This type of intrinsic reward is a powerful force in creating real and natural accountability.”
Dave Felten


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1BUILDING A PROCESS
Critical Elements for Building Accountability Systems
· Require public accounting between:

· Individuals to each other and to the team

· Teams to each other and to the larger system

· The larger system to the environment

· Design for wholeness so that the knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary for the team to fulfill its purpose reside within the team.

· Build information systems that are “team friendly” and provide real-time information from both the internal and external environments (safety, quality, quantity, cost, timeliness...).

· Connect natural consequences to rewards and recognition.

· Revisit support systems so they are congruent with this accountability.

· Re-define roles and responsibilities.

Current Leadership’s Role

· Require the system to account, as opposed to holding people accountable.

· Become part of the system, as opposed to “in control” or “in charge” of the system.

· Be willing to be held accountable by others around you.

· Be active and involved, as opposed to passive or hands-off.

· Encourage, facilitate, enable, and support the groups as they account.

· Connect to a long-term vision while allowing others to fill in the blanks.

· Coordinate and integrate—help individuals understand their interdependence.

· Continue to push and challenge the envelope.

· Be willing to do what’s right, as opposed to what’s popular.

· Communicate more through questions than responses—require everyone to think.

	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Leadership is the ability to establish a creative climate where people are self-motivated toward the accomplishment of long term constructive goals in an atmosphere of mutual respect compatible with personal values.”


Mike Vance
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