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12
Creating Organizational 

Accountability

COMING OUT OF OUR COMPANY-wide meet-
ing, we realized that our environment had to change. For em-
ployees to engage in culture-building, management must first 
create an environment where employees trust that their ideas 
and participation will not result in retribution. Company 
meetings must be interactive listening sessions, not lectures. 
There must be ground rules (as we discussed in Chapter 11) 
to ensure you attack the problem and not each other. Every-
one must be reminded that the premise behind these meet-
ings is the greater good of the company and, by association, 
its employees. 

When cultivating a value-driven culture, all levels 
of the company must be held accountable to operate and 
behave within the established norms. Accountability is fun-
damental to building and sustaining a vibrant organizational 
culture. Without a culture of accountability,  it is impossible 
to learn from our mistakes and continuously improve. As we 
begin the journey to create a vibrant company culture, we 
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must remember that employees cannot be held accountable 
if the organization itself does not behave with accountability.

The difference between individual and organiza-
tional accountability is often overlooked, but the difference 
is profound. Individual accountability flows from the acts or 
omissions of an individual. For example,  take an employee 
who is properly trained and educated on a given process but 
unilaterally fails to adhere to that process. The employee may 
improvise in contravention of the policy, causing something 
to backfire.  In contrast,  organizational accountability stems 
from an act or omission committed by your company—
which usually impacts the company as a whole. 

Often, when something goes wrong,  we perform a 
root-cause investigation. We ask questions such as:

•	 What happened?
•	 What malfunctioned?
•	 Who was most closely associated with the negative out-

come? 

These questions lead us to the machine that failed or 
to the front-line employee who was most closely associated 
with the outcome. Maybe the inquiry will lead us to his or her 
supervisor. However, it will often not lead us to the underly-
ing systemic process or failure that went wrong at an organi-
zational level. 

Take, for example, our drivers at Jetco who are re-
sponsible for securing their cargo. This action is essential to 
prevent damage and accidents. We asked ten of our drivers 
the best way to secure a certain type of cargo, and we received 
ten different answers. It was clear that there was not a single, 
published and digestible best practice in place. There was not 

a “Jetco Way” of handling this particular type of cargo. Now, 
let’s say that a driver used his/her best judgment, but an ac-
cident occurred. While the driver would still have been in-
dividually accountable, the organization would also need to 
look in the mirror to determine the larger cause of the acci-
dent. Part of the root-cause review would surely be that we 
did not have a well-communicated best practice for that pro-
cedure. 

Examine your company.  Consider something that 
may have gone wrong or an area that could be improved. Re-
view the circumstances and ask whether they resulted purely 
from an individual’s failure or from a flaw in the company’s 
process. These questions should help you probe for organiza-
tional accountability:

•	 Were roles and responsibilities clearly defined? 
•	 Was there proper planning, monitoring and communica-

tion prior to execution? 
•	 Were the employees trained? Was the training clear and 

documented? 
•	 Were all levels of the company behaving in alignment 

with the process or objectives? 

Your answer to these questions will allow you to de-
termine whether the challenge relates to one employee—act-
ing on his own—who went astray, or whether there is a deep-
er issue inside your company. After all, how can we expect our 
employees to stand up and be accountable if our organization 
fails to do the same? 
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Organizational Accountability

Individual Accountability Organizational Accountability

•	 Individual	employee	fails	to	follow	
process;	cuts	corners

•	 Machine/piece	of	equipment	fails	
due	to	operator	error

•	 Customer	service	representative		
ignores	details	and	enters	wrong	
data

•	 Company’s	operating	procedures	are		
not	understood

•	 Process	is	not	taught	or	communicated
•	 Audit	and	review	program	does	not	exist	

or	is	insufficient
•	 No	institutional	memory	—	company	

makes	the	same	mistake	over	and	over
•	 A	preventative	culture	is	not	in	place		

to	promote	and	enforce	acceptable		
behaviors

If respect and accountability are core values of your 
company, how do you treat employees who come forward af-
ter making a mistake? Is the employee scolded or thanked for 
coming forward?

Take the example of the near-miss incident. Each of 
our companies has experienced a near-miss—likely several of 
them. In the safety world, a near-miss is the accident that did 
not happen. Think of two planes that almost collided in mid-
air. Near-miss incidents come in all shapes and sizes:

•	 The critical production deadline that was almost 
missed

•	 The overlooked detail that might have caused errone-
ous financial reporting

•	 The wrong shipment that was caught just prior to 
pick up

It is painfully difficult to capture near-misses. The 
reason is simple: if managers blame employees for the near-
misses, then employees will have a disincentive to report 

them. This means that managers will know less about what 
is really going on, and the number of near-miss occurrences 
will only grow. If a root cause cannot be identified, fixing the 
problem becomes increasingly difficult. Ultimately, the near-
miss turns into a serious incident. If you dig deep enough, 
you will often find that the flaw lies somewhere inside the 
company and not with a single, wayward employee. 

In a positive culture, employees are empowered and 
encouraged to report signs of trouble. If the problems are out 
in the open, then the root causes can be attacked and elimi-
nated. As leaders, it is our job to praise those who spot and re-
port trouble, thereby fostering an environment that is recep-
tive to change. In essence, this is how we build organizational 
accountability.

Once you have created a culture of accountabil-
ity and empowerment, your employees will not be afraid to 
come forward. They will become your company’s champions 
of change. They will know that recognition, not retribution, 
is the result of protecting the organization. This environment 
ensures that you have a culture in place that embraces and 
promotes change.

In order to create an environment that welcomes cul-
tural change, try these ideas:

•	 Abandon command and control. Management’s 
role moves from controlling the outcome to empow-
ering the team to create and implement the change.

•	 Open the doors of communication. Make it OK 
for an employee—or for the organization—to admit 
a failure, accept accountability and commit to im-
proving. There can be no fear of retribution. 

•	 Understand and eliminate the threats. Don’t leave 
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your employees wondering “Will the change result in 
the loss of my job or someone being promoted above 
me?” If these questions are not being asked overtly, 
they are lying below the surface. Anticipate and ad-
dress your employees’ fears directly.

•	 Clearly set forth the case for change. People 
should not be expected to embrace what they do not 
understand.

•	 Set milestones for deliverables. Most people have 
no patience for an initiative that could take years to 
bear fruit. Even if the goal is time consuming and 
long term, ensure that the team can enjoy many tan-
gible milestones along the way.

The Answer Is Not In the Handbook.

Traditionally drafted handbooks, rules and 
regulations are overrated.

While legally necessary, many of us invest a 
fortune in handbooks and standard operat-
ing procedures that, if we are lucky, five per-
cent of our people read and even fewer will 
absorb the material. The real training and 
development occurs when teams work to-
gether and are guided by shared values. 

It’s about sharing what happened—and why. 
It’s about holding each other accountable for 
continuous improvement.

As this is happening, ask your employees 
to document a day in their life. This will be-
come the basis for a more powerful hand-
book which is drafted and owned by the very 
people who are responsible for following it. 


