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by Sam Lloyd

A common complaint in organizations of all types and sizes is the lack of accountability at all levels. Why is this concern so prevalent and what can be done about it?

Accountability simply means being willing to accept responsibility and own the results of the decisions and actions made. Why are so many people uncomfortable with this? Based on my experience as an employee, a manager, and a consultant over a 40-year period, I believe the answer lies primarily with the systems and management practices of organizations.

In most organizations the most common response to someone making a mistake or a poor decision is some form of punishment. This can range from termination to demotion to reprimand or just teasing, but it is punishment. No wonder people are uncomfortable with accepting responsibility – who wants to take the risk of being punished? To make matters worse, most people know that if you do an acceptable job or even a really good job, you are unlikely to be rewarded in most organizations. Good performance is expected and taken for granted!

Another contributing factor is the lack of skill with delegation. Many managers only assign tasks (usually unpleasant ones) and fail to delegate responsibility for results. This results in little or no ownership on the part of the employee. The employee thinks of his or her job as doing tasks rather than being responsible for outcomes.

A third practice that feeds the accountability problem is the lack of performance feedback. When employees are asked, “How often do your receive feedback about your work?”, almost all will say once or twice per year at the formal performance appraisal. We have known for many years that frequent feedback is required for employees at any level to feel valued and to know whether or not they are meeting expectations. Few actually receive such regular feedback.

Closely related to the problem of infrequent feedback is the lack of skill for giving feedback. When a manager does give feedback it is an opportunity to reinforce and encourage good work. Behavior that is recognized gets repeated! Unfortunately, the common pattern in organizations is to ignore desirable behavior and give attention to undesirable behavior. The result is predictable – more and more undesirable behavior!

Many supervisors and managers do not believe that people will repeat behavior that is punished. Behavioral scientists have proven that punishment reinforces behavior just like reward does! The need for attention and recognition is so powerful that people will subconsciously choose behavior that results in some form of attention even if it is negative attention.

What can organizations and managers do to improve accountability? Improving the skills of supervisors and managers and consistently rewarding desirable behavior will produce amazing results! Making sure that every supervisor and manager learns how to delegate effectively (most have never had any actual training in how to delegate!), how to involve employees in the process of goal setting and action planning (rather than just telling them what to do), and how to give performance feedback frequently and skillfully will produce significant improvement in accountability.

When employees know that they have the support and confidence of their supervisors and that their mistakes or poor decisions will result in coaching rather than punishment, they are much more comfortable accepting responsibility and being accountable. When good work is immediately recognized with a verbal ‘thank you’ or specific feedback about what was done well, the good work will be repeated and will get even better!

Another important missing ingredient in many organizations is lack of rewards for supervisors and managers who do a good job with their employees. Reward systems usually focus on easy to measure things such as sales, costs, completed projects, calls made, etc. and managers rarely even get a “thank you” for developing people, using effective delegation skills, coaching and counseling employees well, etc. People do what gets rewarded so what motivation does the typical supervisor or manager have for doing the things that promote and support better accountability?

Too many training programs provide information, concepts, models and talk about what you “should do” but fall short of teaching participants what to do and how to do it! Supervisors and managers need to have training that will help them learn what to say and how to say it, what to do and how to do it.

The key to getting the best results with people in any endeavor is developing and maintaining effective relationships, which requires a number of specific skills. It is difficult to develop these skills on your own – it is much easier to learn and improve skills in training where a skilled trainer/coach can help you learn and practice. Self-instructional format books, e-learning, tapes, etc. can help, but “people skills” are best developed with live training, positive reinforcement when the skills are used, and personal coaching.
(
[image: image2.jpg]



Sam R. Lloyd is President of SuccessSystems, Inc. in Boulder, CO, the Past President of the Rocky Mountain Chapter of ASTD and is Diversity Chair for the Boulder Area HR Association (BAHRA). He may be reached at (303) 998-0248 or by email at succsyst@comcast.net .            His popular book, Accountability: Managing for Maximum Results, may be ordered from his company on their website at www.trainingforsuccess.com.
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