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CULTIVATING ACCOUNTABILITY Ɗ  

RE-INVENTING THE INDIVIDUAL 

PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM  / 

PROCESS 
 
Care and Growth is about people and relationships ï it is NOT about systems and structures. 
Implementing Care and Growth, nevertheless necessitates, at some point in time, a 
modification (more often a re-invention) of the performance management system in the 
organisation. This is because in most organisations the performance management system is 
seriously at odds with the Accountability aspect of the Care and Growth framework. 
 
The analogy which springs to mind is that of the pig farmer who returns his freshly cleaned 
pigs to a dirty sty and wonders why they are soon back to the colour they were before he 
removed them! Convincing leaders of the principles of accountability (through Care and 
Growth workshops) when their day to day context is blatantly in contravention of these 
principles is at best an exercise in futility. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alignment of a companyôs performance management system to the principles of 
accountability is therefore a key enabler in translating Care and Growth into day to day 
leadership practices. 
 

PRINCIPLES OF ACCOUNTABILITY  

 

When people are being held accountable one of four things is happening to them ï they are 
being punished, censured, praised or rewarded. At a very fundamental level therefore the 
question arises as to what people should be paid for ï what they give (contribute) or what 
they get (results)?  To pay people for the results, not only sabotages the cultivation of 
accountability in an organisation, it is   fundamentally wrong for the following reasons:  

 

+ = 
 

1. People should be held accountable for what they give (their contribution)  not for 

what they get (the  results). 
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- Firstly, paying for results is ultimately like 
playing a game in a casino. Results are 
always, at least in part, due to factors 
outside of peoplesô control. When people 
are paid for results they are paid for what 
they have no control over. 
A retail manager in a small town in the 
Karoo earned an obscene bonus for one 
reason only ï he got lucky. Without him 
doing anything, his only competitor moved 
out of town, store revenue almost doubled 
instantaneously and he was rewarded for 
the result óachievedô. Luck was also a 
decisive factor in determining which CEOôs in South Africa earned the most in 2005. 
According to A. Crotty and R. Bonorchis in their book ñExecutive Pay in South Africa: 
Who gets what and why?ò (2006) the highest earners were those in the ñrightò sector 
(retail/banking) compared with their less well placed counterparts in media, technology 
and construction. 

 
- Secondly, there is a time lag between contribution and the result which eventuates 
which can lead to a person riding on the back of a predecessorôs past excellent 
contribution or, conversely, paying the price for the previous incumbentôs poor 
performance. 
A talented manager in a South African insurance company, known for his ability to turn 
around under performing regions, learnt this the hard way. Just as his Herculean 
efforts were paying off and beginning to come through on the scoreboard, the 
company moved him on to the next trouble spot. Eventually after three years of 
mediocre remuneration he refused to move, preferring to stay and reap the rewards of 
his turnaround efforts.  
 

- Thirdly, since most organisational results are collectively produced, it is not easy to 
ensure that the right people are rewarded or punished. The ñpassengersò in the group 
share in the fruits when the results are positive. Conversely, when the overall result is 
bad, the individual ñhigh contributorsò have to suffer along with the rest. A good overall 
CSI (Customer Service Index) can put money in the pockets of individuals who 
couldnôt care less for the customers, while a poor CSI ensures that those dedicated to 
their clients are punished for being so. 

 
- Finally, paying for results leads to short term thinking and expedient action, sometimes 

with disastrous medium to long term consequences. The business press abounds with 
stories of executives who have stripped out costs and been paid handsomely for the 
subsequent knee jerk improvement in the bottom line, only to leave behind a disabled 
organisation, sometimes beyond recovery. 
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In practice though what do corporations actually pay their employees for? Despite all the 
hype around ñpay for performanceò it is highly debatable whether it is the results which 
actually determine the reward handed out.  
 
Employees, almost by definition, are protected from the vicissitudes of life in a way that 
business owners ï who genuinely share in the good and bad fortunes of their companies ï 
do not. Despite the plethora of variable pay schemes, the primary determinant of what an 
employee gets to take home at the end of the month is a function of which box he occupies in 
the hierarchy and possibly also length of service ï not the results in his area.  People are 
paid for their presence which is a necessary precondition for making a contribution; but not a 
contribution per se. 

 
In many companies the performance management 
system is not even set up to reward for results but 
for personal óattributesô like skills / competencies or 
how a person is perceived by others. (the 3600  

feedback currently in vogue). Whatever companies 
actually reward, for it is certainly not for contribution 
ï for what a person has actually delivered in a 
specified time period of added value to someone 
else.  
 
 
 

To be consistent with the first principle of accountability, the base building block of 
the performance management system must be individual contribution. Reward should 
follow on from and be a direct consequence of contribution made. 
Not only is this fair; it is truly empowering because it enables people to focus on that which 
they can do something about. 

 
Responsibility and Accountability are different. People in organisations are assigned areas of 
responsibility from the top down. Plant Manager X, for example, may be assigned 
responsibility for one of four Plants on a manufacturing Site. The Plant Manager, along with 
everyone else in the Plant, is then collectively responsible for the Plantôs performance i.e. the 
results achieved in terms of safety, quality and output. 
 
 
 
 

2. People can only ever be accountable for their own actions. There s hould only ever 

be one person accountable. 
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Accountability, however, is different. Accountability is unique to the person ï it relates to what 
an individual personally does. The Human Resources Manager may have overall 
responsibility for the HR function but can hardly be accountable for an error made by the pay 
clerk at month end. 
 
In Schuitemaôs Care and Growth workshops we often, tongue in cheek, use the following 
example. A Trainer is standing innocently next to the flipchart when a Stranger enters the 
room, whips a rolled up newspaper out from behind their back, whacks the Trainer around 
the ear and departs. The Trainer then proceeds to smack the smallest Trainee in the room 
with the newspaper left behind by the Stranger. 
 
Workshop participants are unanimously in agreement that the Trainer is accountable, and 
should be punished, for laying into the poor trainee. Who is accountable for what befell the 
Trainer however generates more debate. Maybe the Trainer deserved to be smacked? 
Maybe the person who is accountable is the guard at the gate for letting the Stranger in with 
the rolled up newspaper? 
 
This is absurd! People, at least adults who are mentally sane, should be accountable for their 
own actions. There is no such thing as ñthey made me do itò (Adam is not off the hook for 
eating the forbidden fruit, just because Eve told him to.) or ñthey should have stopped me.ò  (I 
cheated but itôs not my fault ï you didnôt put a monitor in the room to watch me). 
 
Accountability, unlike responsibility, is also not something which should be shared. Once 
more than one person is accountable no one is accountable. When accountability is shared, 
everyone takes the credit for what is well done, but no one owns up for what was done badly. 
 
Most organisations, nowadays, are very good at specifying the results that need to be 
achieved. The use of balanced scoreboards with their lead and lag measures adhering to the 
needs of all stakeholders and sophisticated goal alignment processes have meant that most 
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employees ï from the Call Centre Agent to the Managing Director ï know exactly what the 
company desires to get out of them. 
 
Sadly the same is not true of what people need to give as their unique contribution to the 
desired result(s). Assumptions as to what is ñmyò job as opposed to ñyoursò are made. 
Consequently, accountabilities are duplicated, overlap and are not balanced with some 
employees being overwhelmed by what they have to do while others are woefully under 
utilized.  
 
Who is accountable for what, moreover, becomes increasingly opaque as one moves up the 
hierarchy. Any one level in the management structure is not differentiated, in terms of its 
unique value add, from either the level above or below it. 
 
Worse still is the tendency to make managers accountable for what is done by those who 
report to them. Since the results to be achieved at each level subsume the results of a level 
down, managers take both the glory and the flack for what does not sit in their hands. In so 
doing, they inadvertently take away the accountability from those who should be accountable. 
 
To be consistent with the second principle of accountability each individualôs unique 
contribution in the context of the results to be achieved needs to be clarified and 
agreed on a regular basis.  
 
People cannot be held accountable if what they are accountable for is not clear. Once 
contribution has been clarified, that is what people should be held accountable for. 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Those performing a task should be accountable for doing so. Leaders should be 

held primarily accountable for the Care and Growth of their subordinates.  

be one person accountable. 
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There are in essence two types of contribution. The first type is the doing of tasks which 
impact directly on the results to be achieved. This is the contribution made by the 
salesperson, the business analyst, the forklift driver. Then there is the type of contribution 
made by those who are leading others wherever they sit in the line of command.  
 
The two types of contribution are fundamentally different. The direct contributor gives to the 
task. There is a direct line of sight between what is done by the contributor and the results to 
be achieved. A leaderôs primary contribution is not to a task but to the people who report to 
her directly. The players are there to play the game. The coach is there to enable the players. 
 
In a very real sense therefore a leader has as many pieces of work / tasks as she has people 
reporting to her. For each direct report the leaderôs job is that of caring for and growing the 
subordinate. As such the leadership role presents itself at any point in time as one of only 
seven possibilities or things that the leader needs to give - care, means, ability, discipline, 
censure, praise or reward to each one of his/her direct reports. 
 
In most organisation leaders are measured and rewarded, not for what they give to their 
people but for what they get out of them. They are held accountable for getting work done 
through people not for getting people done through work. 
 
To be consistent with the third principle of accountability the success criteria for 
anyone in a leadership role has to change. Success has to be not about making the 
self successful or even making the business successful, but making oneôs people 
successful. 
 
 The primary criterion against which leaders should be judged is the calibre of their people. 

 
To make the unique contribution required of 
them, people need to be provided with the 
means and ability to do so. Without adequate 
means (tools, resources, standards, and 
authority) people are not allowed to contribute. 
When they lack ability (in terms of how and or 
why) they canôt do so. However this is not 
enough. People must want to make the 
contribution required of them.  What engages 
peoplesô will to contribute is accountability. A 
personsô contribution can either be above 
standard or below standard. When a personsô 

4. People can only be held accountable once they have been given the means and 

ability to contribute. If they have the means and ability, they should be appropriately 

punished or rewarded for their performance.  

held primarily accountable for the Care and Growth of their subordinates.  

be one person accountable. 
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contribution is above standard either the person is going the extra mile, in which case it is 
appropriate to reward the person, or the person is careful to meet the standard in which case 
the person should be recognized. Similarly if the person has the means and ability but is 
below standard it is for two kinds of reasons; either the person is careless and should be 
censured or they are malevolent in which case they should be punished. In the business 
context punishment means discipline up to and including dismissal. Censure implies a verbal 
reprimand or warning, which also suggests that there is an incremental process at work 
between censure and punish.  
 
There are in essence two ways of getting empowerment wrong. The óhardô mistake happens 
when the person either does not have the means and/or ability to contribute to standard but 
is nevertheless held accountable (censured / disciplined) for below standard performance. 
The óhardô mistake happens because means and ability issues are treated as accountability 
issues.  
 
The ósoftô mistake is the inverse of the óhardô mistake. It happens when accountability issues 
are treated as means or ability issues. When, for example, a personós performance is below 
standard due to carelessness or malevolence and should therefore be held accountable, but 
instead is sent for retraining or given additional means. 
 
Of the two mistakes the ósoftô mistake is the more dangerous for an organisation because it 
cultivates malevolence. The problem with the ósoftô mistake is that eventually no one is held 
accountable. 
 
In most organisations it is the ósoftô mistake rather than the óhardô mistake which is most 
prevalent. If the óhardô mistake happens at all it is at the bottom not at the top of the 
organisation.  In the last decade Schuitema has only come across one organisation, both in 
South Africa and internationally, guilty of the óhardô mistake. The leadership failure is not one 
of a lack of generosity but rather a lack of courage. 
 
More specifically, failure to hold people appropriately accountable in an organisation 
evidences itself in the following: 
 
- Carelessness and deliberate malevolence are tolerated. Disciplinary action is not 

taken even in cases of serious misconduct (sleeping on duty), while ñretirement on the 
jobò is accepted. If sanctions are imposed, they are generally too lenient. Disciplinary 
action is taken mainly for misconduct not poor performance. 

- There is a hesitancy to move beyond censure to discipline with people being verbally 
reprimanded over and over for the same issue. Just like the child learns that mum is 
not really serious about picking up the dirty clothes and putting them in the wash 
basket, employees realise that management is not serious about the standards they 
impose. 

- Irrespective of the level of reward, people feel unappreciated for their contribution. In 
the words of a mine overseer ñthank you is very much expensive around hereò. The 
focus is on finding what is wrong rather than deliberately catching people doing things 
right and recognizing them for it. Holding people accountable is then misconceived as 
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being only about discipline and not reward. If we assume that most organisations 
work, then by implication more things go right than go wrong. Therefore more 
recognition and reward should be handed out than anything else. 

- People are compared with each other rather than against a standard. Competitive 
reward schemes both elicit unhealthy internal competition and severely demotivate, if 
not terrorize, the losers. 

 
The sum effect of these leadership practices, over time, is mediocrity. 
 
To be consistent with the fourth principle of accountability the consequences (rewards 
/ sanctions) for people in an organisation must match the intent behind their 
contribution.  
 
People who are careless must be cautioned, whilst those who are deliberately malevolent 
have to be disciplined. Equally deliberate benevolence / going the extra mile must be 
rewarded, whilst those who show good concern for their jobs should be recognized. 
 
In summary then, when a performance management system is aligned to the Care and 
Growth principles of accountability the following applies: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total alignment of an organisationôs performance management system with all four principles 
of accountability is clearly not a trivial exercise and should not be under estimated. Alignment 
does not happen overnight ï it takes time to effect. 
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ELEMENTS OF AN ALIGNED P ERFORMANCE 

MANAGEMENT SYSTEM  
 

A number of Schuitema client organisations have embraced 
the challenge of aligning their performance management 
system to the Care and Growth framework. What is 
generically referred to as the 90 Day Accountability Process 
has been given various labels ï The Deliverables Process, 
The Accountability Review Cycle, Contribution Contracting 
and so on. Every system rightfully has its own forms and 
methodologies tailored to the organisationôs context and 
culture. Those systems which have delivered ï cultivating 
accountability and unleashing a spirit of generosity and 
courage in the work environment ï have all comprised of four 
elements or steps as shown in the slide. 
 
Clearly each element does not happen in isolation of the 
other, but rather takes place in an ongoing accountability 
cycle. Elements One and Three happen in one-on-one 

discussions between the boss and the subordinate, while Elements Two and Four take place 
outside these regular, diarized 
conversations.  Most performance 
management systems emphasize 
elements One and Two.  While the 
one-on-one discussions are vital to 
the process, they are not where the 
primary emphasis should be placed. 
The emphasis in the performance 
management system / process 
needs to be on the action part 
(assessing contribution and holding 
people accountable) rather than on 
the reflection piece (reviewing the 
contribution of the last reporting 
cycle and clarifying contribution for 
the next) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


