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How Did That Happen 
Holding People Accountable for Results the Positive, 
Principled Way 

by Roger Connors and Tom Smith 

In the aftermath of the bungled government response to Hurricane 
Katrina, the question on everyone's lips was: How did that happen? 
It was the same with the 2008/9 economic meltdown. Nobody saw it 
coming and everyone seemed powerless to halt it. How did that happen? And it's 
the same in business where, more practically, leaders ask: How do we prevent 
the surprises that blindside us despite all our best efforts to make things happen 
the way we expect? 

The answer, in each case, say Roger Connors and Tom Smith, is accountability, 
the choice individuals and organizations make to take ownership of an issue and 
to take responsibility for putting it right — "to see it, own it, solve it and do it." This 
type of accountability is not about apportioning or taking blame; it's not about 
punishment or taking revenge; it is a "way of being," a sense of ownership that 
empowers you, each individual on your team and every single person in your 
organization, to meet and perhaps surpass their highest expectations. 

The authors have helped make accountability a buzzword in current business 
practice. Along the way, they established what has become the premier provider 
of accountability training services around the world and authored three books, of 
which How Did That Happen is the third. It is a sequence, the earlier volumes 
being The Oz Principle and Journey to the Emerald City. All three became instant 
best sellers and, ideally, the accountability practitioner should be familiar with 
each. 

In "Oz" the authors focused on what individuals can do to take accountability for 
their performance. Just like the characters in the eponymous Wizard of Oz movie, 
people are encouraged to find their own solutions, thereby overcoming problems 
that otherwise seemed beyond their control. "Emerald City" concentrated on the 
organizational approach to creating a culture of accountability in which people 
think and act in a way that achieves desired results. 

Elements of both complementary approaches are here in this latest book whose 
purpose is to examine not so much how you or your organization take 
accountability but rather how you hold people accountable, without playing the 
blame game, indeed to the point where they actually feel good about it. And that, 
not surprisingly, requires significant effort and skill. 

The route Connors and Smith propose follows what they call the accountability 
sequence, which is represented by two rings, one inside the other. The Outer 
Ring involves a four step process that deals with establishing what you expect of 
others, which in turn provides the foundation for their accountability. The Inner 
Ring offers a set of strategies for responding to the "How did that happen?" 
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question when things don't go as planned. 

The Four Processes of the Outer Ring of Accountability 

To hold someone accountable means "to effectively form, communicate, align and 
inspect the fulfillment of an expectation in the positive, principled way that enables 
people to achieve results now and in the future." 

Each of those actions — to form, communicate, align and inspect expectations — 
are the initial steps in the accountability sequence. They extend to every individual 
or group, inside an organization or outside, up and down its hierarchy, on whom 
delivery of the desired outcome depends — this is the expectations chain. 

Forming expectations: You cannot hold someone accountable if they do not know 
what they are supposed to be doing — if you do not say what you expect of them. 
And you cannot do that if you haven't, first, formed those expectations in your own 
mind. 

Is this you? If you find yourself often wondering why people "just don't get it," if 
you're frequently disappointed by the result of their efforts, if they are unable to 
articulate your priorities, and if you are always re-explaining things to them, it may 
be the result of poorly formed expectations. 

A truly effective expectation, the authors suggest, starts with a statement of what 
you want to happen. Under the acronym FORM they offer a checklist of the four 
characteristics you can use to establish a desired outcome. It should be: 

1. Framable – consistent with the current business vision, strategy and 
priorities.  

2. Obtainable – achievable in terms in current resources, capacity and 
constraints throughout the expectations chain.  

3. Repeatable – in the sense of being able to be effectively communicated.  
4. Measurable – you can track progress and measure the outcome.  

Communicating expectations: You have formed your expectation. Now you must 
ensure that people understand, with absolute clarity, what is expected of them 
and why it is important for them to deliver. 

Use the "why-what-when" approach to engage people's minds and hearts. 
Explaining the "why" behind your expectation is intended to inspire people to 
convince them that accomplishing the "what" and "when" matters to them on a 
personal level. 

Explaining the "why" goes beyond the rationale of a project. It sends people a 
signal they are worth the time and effort of informing them, motivating them to 
own the project and make it happen. It says that you respect them and value them 
as contributors. 
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The "what" element involves explaining the expectation you have formed, the 
boundaries of the project (for example, acceptable business practices to be used, 
budget, resource, time constraints, priorities and strategies), and the availability of 
support (for example, training or mentoring). In a sense, these "what" elements 
also address "how" the expectation will be delivered. 

Finally, you should attach a "by when" to every key expectation. Otherwise, the 
authors warn, people may approach their work too casually or rush it too much, 
both of which can lead to disappointing results. 

Aligning expectations: Alignment, at its best, is akin to "buy-in." Complete 
alignment energizes people to deliver on expectations and motivates others to do 
the same. And you can detect it when people talk with conviction about the 
importance and impact of what they are doing, when they think creatively and 
stretch themselves to overcome obstacles. 

Ensuring complete alignment, with everyone moving in the same direction, 
depends on the ongoing communication about your expectation, an "alignment 
dialog" that comprises three steps: 

1. Continually restating the expectation and asking people to honestly score 
their alignment with it on a scale of 1 to 10.  

2. Establishing whether the expectation is clear, and that it's needed, 
achievable and linked to business strategy and priorities.  

3. Resolving any concerns and confirming the original expectation or revising 
it using why-what-when.  

The alignment dialog is an ongoing activity. It can be incorporated into existing 
project coordination meetings, creating a regular alignment checkpoint. 

Inspecting expectations: Beyond ensuring continued alignment with expectations, 
you also need, of course, to ensure that work on delivering them is actually going 
according to plan. It takes conscientious effort to keep people on track through the 
expectations chain. 

A positive and principled inspection is a thoughtful and planned activity that 
checks how closely key expectations are being fulfilled, ensures continued 
alignment, provides needed support, reinforces progress and promotes learning. 
And it is during this step that people begin to see accountability at work, validating 
that you are totally serious about holding them accountable. 

Don't be surprised if people don't like the idea of such an inspection, thinking you 
don't trust them or that they won't live up to your expectations. This type of 
concern has to be addressed upfront. Use the Outer Ring approach — forming an 
expectation of how you will inspect progress, communicating the expectation 
using why-what-when, and ensuring you have alignment about doing it. 

The inspection process itself follows steps marked by another appropriate 
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acronym — LOOK: 

 Listen for heart-and-mind commitment by asking pertinent questions, 
focusing on the issue not the person.  

 Observe what is going on by staying close enough to the implementation 
of your expectation to see clearly what is happening.  

 Objectify your follow-up by identifying the reports and other performance 
indicators you want to see to indicate progress.  

 Know what is going on by staying engaged — in other words, repeating 
the first three steps.  

Managing Unmet Expectations via the Inner Ring of Accountability 

When, despite following the processes of the Outer Ring, you do not get the 
results you expect, it may be time to switch to the Inner Ring of the accountability 
sequence to deal with the resultant disappointments. 

There is a traditional view of why people fail to deliver on expectations: either they 
are unwilling or unable to do the task they've been set. And the solutions, 
respectively, are either to motivate them or to enable them (usually via training). 
However, the authors argue that there are two further potential contributors to a 
shortfall — lack of accountability and/or the culture of the business. People may 
be both willing and able to do a job, they say, but fail to deliver because of one of 
these second pair of factors. 

These four components provide a more complete model for managing unmet 
expectations and provide direction for those who hold others accountable. They 
make up the Inner Ring solutions and thus are crucial to the accountability 
conversation you will have with individuals or groups who are falling short of 
expectations. The purpose of that conversation is to help those people produce 
the results you want — not to chastise them — or to take action to relocate or 
remove them. 

Visually, the accountability conversation is at the core of the Inner Ring — the 
bull's eye of the dartboard if you like. It involves three simple steps: 

1. Making sure the problem is not on the outer ring. To do this you need to 
examine your own accountability and how well you established the 
expectation in the first place. Is someone else's failure actually down to 
you?  

2. Selecting the appropriate variable from the Inner Ring that underlies the 
failure. Does the difficulty stem from the business culture or is the issue 
lack of training, motivation or accountability? These are discussed further 
below.  

3. Using the Outer Ring sequence to establish your expectations for any 
improvement you are seeking.  

Your approach to the conversation should avoid the obvious pitfalls of attaching 
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blame, making comments that magnify mistakes, voicing frustration, threatening, 
or suggesting you have lost faith in their ability to deliver. 

The authors advise: "Conducting the conversation with the intent of solving the 
problem and lending your sincere support in helping them succeed will do a lot to 
energize people, move them forward, and encourage them to make the necessary 
changes to deliver the result." 

Now, let's take a closer look at the four variables of the Inner Ring — the possible 
issues you will need to address in an accountability conversation. 

Examining motivation: Lack of motivation does not equal laziness. Motivation is 
about giving people a compelling reason to work hard for a cause. They may 
function without this but they will be putting nothing more than their hands and 
feet into their work. Morale suffers and results fade. Successfully motivating 
people hinges on getting them engaged in the cause and that depends on how 
you convey your ideas to them. 

The authors recall a well-known story about a person who, seeing two bricklayers 
at work, asks what they are doing. One replies: "Laying bricks"; the other says: 
"Building a cathedral." You need to get people to see the cathedral, say Connors 
and Smith. Ultimately, the great motivator is a cause that makes people feel they 
can make a difference if they accomplish it. 

To enroll them in the cause, follow these steps: 

 Define it — state the cause in the form of a story, with a plot, setting and 
characters. This is not intended to be a fictional story but a vision of how 
your plan will unfold — a sequence of events, with conflicts and a climax, 
just like in a good story.  

 Sell it — use "why" questions to become a good story-teller, answering 
others' theoretical questions:  

o Why is it important?  
o Why me?  
o Why now?  
o Why do it this way?  
o Why would I want to do this?  

 Re-sell it – continue to support the cause publicly, reinforcing the story 
with additional supporting evidence and telling and retelling the story over 
time.  

 Celebrate it – acknowledge progress and success publicly, not just at the 
end but also along the way.  

To put these concepts into practice, the authors suggest, consider someone in 
your expectations chain who seems to be letting you down. Write down the story 
you think will capture their imagination and then, in your accountability 
conversations, apply the four stages above. 
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Evaluating training: It's a startling fact, but in a recent poll most firms said the vast 
majority of their employees did not have the skills necessary to do their jobs at an 
industry-leading level. What were they doing about it? Not a lot; and where they 
were, there was a tendency to rely on recruitment to fill the skills gap. Yet the right 
training can quickly improve results and make the difference between success 
and failure. 

If you identify a training need as the primary cause of unmet expectations, you 
can frame your accountability conversation around finding the appropriate 
solution. There are four levels of intervention, each dependent on how much effort 
is required to improve performance and how often the individual fails to deliver 
results: 

1. Coaching – a simple one-off approach that shows the individual how a 
particular task should be done.  

2. More intensive coaching with feedback to tackle a more consistent pattern 
of missed deliveries.  

3. Formal training to respond to a serious pattern of shortfall, in which it is 
clear the person will not succeed without developing much greater 
capability.  

4. Coaching to placement – when the individual does not respond to the 
above, you place them in a job better suited to their abilities or counsel 
them out of the organization.  

To use this approach, identify a shortfall in your expectations chain where a skill 
shortage is clearly a problem, then consider which of the above levels of 
intervention might help. Then sit down with the individual(s) you have identified 
and have the accountability conversation, working towards an agreement that 
training will help solve the problem. 

Assessing accountability: Sometimes people fail to take sufficient personal 
accountability to overcome obstacles and to identify what else they can do to 
achieve a desired result. 

"The truly accountable person doesn't ask 'Who can I blame for this problem?' but 
'What else can I do to achieve the result?'," say Connors and Smith. "The 
principle of positive accountability enables people to rise above their 
circumstances and overcome the obstacles they face." 

Sometimes, getting people to this point, where they take personal ownership of an 
issue, is the best solution to resolving unmet expectations. It arms them with the 
right mindset and attitude for solving problems and helps them become more 
resourceful and imaginative when looking for ways to move forward. 

Of course, people do not always want to take accountability. They may deflect it, 
reacting defensively when things go wrong. Deflectors are identified by their 
unwillingness to take risks and their sense that somehow they are a victim. They 
often operate in a "tell me what to do" mode and run for cover, denying 
responsibility, when things go wrong. 
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Alternatively, individuals may accept accountability selectively, carefully choosing 
situations in which they will or will not become personally invested. These people 
can quickly resort to the blame game and can be extraordinarily inconsistent, 
sometimes showing great commitment to a project, other times working half-
heartedly. They often tell carefully-crafted stories about why things went wrong 
and why it was not their fault. 

If this lack of accountability is the main factor behind unmet expectations, you 
need to explain to the individual(s) about the blame game and ownership, 
identifying why they might have resorted to the former and what they need to do 
to move to the latter. 

Considering culture: This subject is discussed at length in Journey to Emerald City 
and focuses on how an organization's culture can either help or hinder people as 
they work to fulfill expectations. To identify if your organization suffers from 
cultural malady, the authors suggest the following questions: 

 Do otherwise resourceful people seem unable to overcome obstacles?  
 Do they complain about lack of cooperation in the organization?  
 Do they frequently seek support to move things along?  
 Do they warn others with statements like "That's not how we do things 

here"?  
 Do they appear willing to do a job but wary when it comes to getting others 

on board?  
 Do they hesitate to commit to timelines?  
 Do they cite aspects of the culture as a roadblock to getting things done?  

If the answer to any of these questions is "yes," then you may have culture issues 
in your business. The route to solving them starts with a simple model the authors 
use that explains why people do things the way they do, a sequence that traces 
behavior from the experiences we have in work, and the beliefs these experiences 
produce about the way we should behave. These, in turn, influence our actions, 
and our actions influence the results we seek. 

Simply put, the model posits: experience à beliefs à actions à results. 

If you can create a culture that gives people the right experiences and beliefs, you 
will be able to influence their actions and ultimately the results they achieve. 

To do this, work backwards. Since accountability begins with defining the results 
you expect, a culture of accountability begins with asking yourself what actions 
people need to take to fulfill those expectations. Perhaps you need them to show 
more initiative, cut costs, hire more sales staff, plan a product launch or search for 
innovation. Draw up a list. 

The next step is to consider how people need to think differently to the way they 
do now to achieve the results you want. What beliefs will propel people to 
embrace a new approach? For example, how will the ground rules have to change 
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so that decision-making happens at the appropriate level, how will the 
organization create the level of openness and trust that may be required? 

Now, ask yourself how people will get to this point. What experiences must they 
have to adopt these beliefs or perspectives? These may be activities they 
undertake but they could also be "experiences by proxy," stories which create and 
sustain new beliefs. 

"If the right stories about the right experiences travel throughout your 
organization," say the authors, "they will contribute greatly to a positive 
environment of accountability and trust." 

The aim is to achieve a culture of accountability, where people choose to take 
personal accountability for both their successes and failures, applying the 
principles and practices of the Outer and Inner Rings. They feel a strong sense of 
what the authors called organizational integrity expressed in the statement: "We 
will do what we say we will do." 

"When people do everything in their power to do what they say they will do, the 
work becomes predictable and commitments become a reality," say Connors and 
Smith. "When you can count on the people you work with to follow through, the 
process of holding people accountable becomes more positive." 

Conclusion 

Building on their earlier books in which the authors explained how individuals and 
organizations can take ownership and become accountable for their actions, this 
latest book moves to the other end of the telescope to look at how to hold others 
to their accountability commitments. 

Using the Outer and Inner Rings of the accountability sequence, they demonstrate 
how true accountability is founded on clearly establishing, communicating and 
reviewing expectations, then taking positive action to deal with shortcomings that 
arise from lack of motivation, training, accountability or a counter-productive 
business culture. 

And how do you know whether you should be working in the Inner or Outer Ring? 

You should be in the Outer Ring if: 

 People are unable to accurately articulate what you expect.  
 They signal they find the expectations you have expressed as confusing or 

unrealistic.  
 They do not seem to understand the "why" behind expectations.  
 They shows signs they are not aligned with the directions you set.  
 They do not proactively report the progress you expect.  

You should be in the Inner Ring when: 
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 People fail to deliver the result you expect.  
 They lack the resourcefulness that signals a "hearts and minds" 

commitment.  
 They lack the skills to deliver.  
 They resort to the blame game and repeatedly make excuses for failure.  
 Their beliefs about the organization and the way it does things impede 

performance.  

Armed with these proven insights, you too can hold people accountable for results 
the positive, principled way. 

There are additional resources, including relevant charts, diagrams and 
questionnaires on the authors' website for this book — 
www.HowDidThatHappen.com. 

 

http://www.howdidthathappen.com/

