
ACCOUNTABILITY
PROCESS?

WHAT’S YOUR



“HOW DO I HOLD MY 
TEAM ACCOUNTABLE?”

An accountability process helps you think through all the moving parts to a project.

because adept professionals, like your direct 
reports, do not need to be babysat (unless they 
do, which is a  different topic).

very manager has asked this question at 
least once, if not once a week. But here’s 
the thing: the question itself is a trap. You 
shouldn’t have to “hold” people accountable

It’s about taking the complicated, messy, 
shifting work your team does, and boiling it 
down to firm commitments that make it clear 
who’s accountable for what.

These might seem like simple concepts, but the 
moving parts in a given project make them 
complex. Add in humans, miscommunication, 
and competing priorities, and the end result can 
feel darn near impossible. Which is why you 
need an accountability process!

An accountability process helps you think 
through all the moving parts to your project so 
you can identify pitfalls and problems as they 
happen (sometimes even before).

It's not your job to make sure other people do 
what they said they would do; it’s the 
responsibility of your reports to be accountable 
to their commitments. 

Instead, as the manager, it’s your job to lead a 
productive process that ensures accountability. 

E



s a manager it’s your job to take all the moving parts 
of a project, translate them to your team, and get 
them (and the work) to a deadline.

The first part of this process starts with you. 

A

IDENTIFY THE NEEDS OF THE PROJECT1

4 STEPS TO IDENTIFYING
PROJECT NEEDS



The next step is to take the project to your team with an effective request. Your ability to 
get your requests right will put you on the path to making sure work is happening how and 
when you need it.

Seems like it should be simple, right? And sometimes it is… especially if the ‘ask’ is straight forward. 
But, it can get a whole lot harder to make an effective request when the work is complex.

MAKE AN EFFECTIVE REQUEST2

WHO WHAT HOW

WHEN WHY

Clarifying roles is critical to 
get work underway quickly 

and shift the work from 
your to-to list to that of your 

team.

Establishing a clear dead-
line creates the right level 

of urgency and clarifies the 
priority relative to other 

tasks, allowing you to move 
on to other things until that 

deadline nears.

Understanding the ‘why 
behind the what’ is import-

ant to human beings. We all 
like to understand why we 
are putting our time and 

energy into something and 
how our part fits into the 

larger picture.

Being specific about what 
you want the person(s) to 
do, the acceptance criteria 

(or definition of “done”), 
allows them to spring into 

action and creates an 
opportunity for further 

alignment.

Providing details about how 
you envision the work 

getting done, or how much 
flexibility and choice you 
want the person to have.



CORRESPONDING COMMITMENT3

Obviously the ideal is that your team member flat out accepts and the project gets started. The 
counter offer works, too, as your team member is clearly taking on the request and has solved a 
problem from the original request. This is great because he’s not putting the work back on you -- 
thank you very much!

The delay, while not ideal, is a commitment because he is taking action and has communicated his 
plan. Now, you might not like his plan and choose to pivot, but his intentions are clear. Same story 
with the choice to decline.

The non-accept, acceptance is problematic. It creates tension for you because you don’t know for 
sure if he’s going to do the project and it leaves a lot of room for the possibility that you won’t get 
what you need. 

As managers, we have to be on the lookout for delays, non-accept, acceptances, and non-responses. 
In all three of the situations, the load is still sitting on your shoulders. Make sure you have 
commitment before moving to the next step.

Finally, if you give someone a project, you’ll likely want to have periodic check-ins to make sure the 
project is on track.

Have you ever found yourself wondering, “What ever happened to that report I asked my 
team to create?” or “Hmm, did that meeting we discussed in our status call ever get set 
up?” If so, you may need your team to give firmer commitments to executing your requests.

Once you’ve asked a team member to shoulder the load, you have to make sure they are really 
accepting your request. Team members could respond in multiple ways:

“Got it! I’m on it. I’ll let you know when I start and I’ll ask you if I have any questions.”ACCEPT

“I can do that, but I don’t know how to do part of it. I’ll ask Lila to help with that part. I’ll let 
you know if Lila can’t help.”

COUNTER

 “I’ve got to move some things around to make sure I can do that. I’ll let you know 
by noon.”

DELAY

“I’m really too busy to take that on.”DECLINE

 “Got it! I’ll see what I can do.”NON-ACCEPT,
ACCEPTANCE



This is where it really pays off to have an accountability process. Depending on how complicated 
the project is, you might be checking in with them along the way, or simply waiting for them at 
the end to see how they did. But, no matter what, you are checking in. 

Your mechanisms will be determined by the project, your team, and their abilities, so they may shift. 
But ultimately, your team, whether they know it or not, is looking for these mechanisms to help them 
stay accountable to their commitments.

DAILY STANDUPS
Reserve 15–30 minutes of your team’s time on a daily basis for a check-in. Make an 
opportunity for your team to give updates, discuss any blockers, and align as a team. 
The more you normalize this, the less check-ins will feel like babysitting.

If done thoughtlessly, the act of following up can feel a bit like babysitting. But with the right 
mechanisms in place, it shouldn’t. While the mechanisms for follow-up will vary, all successful 
mechanisms share four traits:

Everyone knows the mechanism exists

Everyone understands its purpose

Everyone agrees to, and participates in, the mechanism

Everyone engages until the group agrees to a different mechanism

EXPECTED

EXPLICIT
AGREED-UPON
HONORED

MECHANISMS FOR FOLLOW UP4

PROJECT TRACKERS
Create a place where you and the team can see “the work”, ask questions, and seek 
updates in real time. When you first start a process like this it can feel burdensome for 
some items, but if made a part of a team’s routine can help save time, avoid miscom-
munication, and stop project delays before they happen. Plus, you probably already 
have access to software that allows this level of team integration. And it doesn’t have 
to be complex. For instance, Google Docs has the ability to tag and message people 
built into its functionality.

SCHEDULED CHECK-INS
These will vary depending on the project and the work. But taking the time to calendar 
a check-in on your and your team’s calendars means you all have a real-time reminder 
the work is ongoing, due, or scheduled. Take 5–10 minutes to schedule repeating 
meetings at a time that works for all involved so that the project doesn’t get lost in   
the shuffle.

MECHANISMS MANY EFFECTIVE MANAGERS USE


