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The Annual Windsor Leadership Dialogue, 25.01.10

Topic: Accountability

1.
Terminology

It helps to understand, think about and to use these terms correctly. They are often used loosely (witness references in job descriptions to ‘duties, responsibilities and (principal) accountabilities’.

‘Responsibility’
· Responsibility for some people or something (e.g. borrowing a lawnmower from a neighbour and treating it well). Responsibility for one’s actions and for one’s employees or juniors.
· Responsibility to some people or something (e.g. to one’s own children, to the neighbour for one’s own children not causing a nuisance. Responsibility to one’s employees, shareholders, locality, etc.
‘Accountability’
· The process of being accountable to a higher official (very often one’s boss) or a team/board for the discharge of those responsibilities. Those higher officials act on behalf of their employer and, in turn, have a responsibility to their organisation for how well they discharge their own responsibility in that respect (requiring them to be properly equipped to fulfil their responsibility). This is largely a matter of knowing what questions to act to subject the person to disciplined challenge.
· Can be ‘called to account’ (or ‘held’, ‘brought’, ‘required’ or ’asked’) for decisions, actions or omissions – at any time, and not just when something has gone wrong. These expressions are sometimes used by those who have pre-judged people guilty and want them punished. Similarly, ‘must be held (to have been) accountable’ (or ‘responsible’); i.e. blameworthy. But these terms are used here to mean a specific and challenging process of questioning as part of the organisation’s performance management.
· Takes place in the context of a particular project, not to fit with an annual general performance review.
‘Duty’ and ‘Duties’
· Legal obligations under company law.
QUESTION 1: In your own organisation (or those you consult in or advise), where is there scope for greater clarity, sharpness and use of these terms?

2.
Systemic responsibility and accountability (for the fishtank as well as the fish)
Nominating a senior official in the organisation as being responsible for monitoring, advising, and improving the healthy functioning of the organisation as a system. This covers such matters as:
· How freely is information enabled to flow unimpeded by rules, protocol, status, hierarchy, etc?

· How easily can people gain access to those they feel a need to talk to?

· How truthfully can people speak to colleagues and managers?

· How are people allowed to participate in decisions that affect them?

· What attitude is taken towards staff members working across organisational boundaries?

· How up-to-date and relevant are the organisation’s mental models, mindsets and assumptions?

· How is a process of rigorous accountability practised?

Having a clear process in place for holding that official to account.

Example: An unhealthy and out-of-date mindset in a local authority
‘This organisation has to defend itself against its employees with a myriad of rules and restrictions because they cannot be trusted to act in the best interests of their employer; e.g. a ban on internet access, blogging, using social media.’ 
Potential for conflicts, confusion and avoidance in being held to account
· Too close relationships between officials.

· Matrix organisations. 

· Assumption that it has to be one-to-one.

· Assumption only for when things go wrong.

· Associated with a formal Inquiry rather than part of performance management.

· Neglected in the management of change.

· More difficult in contracted-out services and partnerships.

QUESTION 2: How clear is responsibility and accountability for how well your organisation functions as a system?

3.
Change management: Case study 1: A county council
Many leadership programmes fail to achieve their potential because ownership of the various aspects is ill-defined. Officials may not be identified as accountable in a way that contains practical implications for the successful management of the project, with clear expectations created in advance. Dysfunctional behaviour may result from ambiguity. Directors may feel/say ‘that’s not my job’, for example, or ‘that’s an HR initiative’. The chief executive may discuss plans, costs, timescales etc but then stand back and expect it to deliver. The vacuum may leave HR officials feeling unfairly exposed. The company may blame consultants, who in turn may believe the organisation’s project management was a shambles.
If you are the chief executive, identify where you want to place responsibility for successfully implementing the outcomes from a change programme. Make this clear to these people, and say that you will be holding them to account in a specific way. Responsibility at either level may lie with a single person, but may be shared. If the latter, then the accountability process may be conducted via one-to-ones, but is often better undertaken in a group setting (fostering a group responsibility – rather like board directors wear two hats: a head of function hat and a board member hat, with responsibilities to colleagues). The aim is to require them to cooperate with each other over the programme.
QUESTION 3: What stops you from discussing the accountability process as part of contracting?

4.
Change management: Case study 2: Royal Air Force
There was a serious silo problem at a large air transport base. My consultancy briefed the chief executive (a group captain) on how to use a demanding process of accountability to get members of the ‘executive board’ (wing commanders) to find a solution. His own role was not to come up with the solution or impose it, but to hold them accountable as a group for finding the solution. He first got them to agree with him that there was a problem that was adversely affecting group performance (resulting in serious external complaints and pressure), that it had to be solved, set a date by which he needed to be satisfied that there was a solution, fixed an early date when they would again come before him to reassure him that they had the solution in hand, that they would all come together, that they would solve the problem together, that they would involve those at lower levels in a similar manner (i.e. through involvement and not edict or top-down enforcement, because we had collected data that showed the problem was inherent in the way people were required to use the hierarchical structure).
Two things happened. I will explain these in the meeting.

QUESTION 4: How can you use an accountability process as an integral part of the management of change?
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