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BO O K SH E L F

ACCOUNTABLE
LEADERSHIP

AS A LEADER, HOW SHOULD ONE THINK OF THE CONCEPT OF ACCOUNTABILITY?
FOR MOST, ACCOUNTABILITY IS SOMETHING THAT HAPPENS WHEN THINGS GO WRONG – THE NOTION
OF TAKING OWNERSHIP OF ONE’S MISTAKES. BUT HERNANI ALVES HAS A DIFFERENT POINT OF VIEW.

“If you have high turnover on your team, or your employees are
regularly not hitting their goals, or just aren’t engaged, it’s because
you’re not harnessing the power of effective accountability in your
leadership,” Alves, an author and management expert, explains.
“It really is the crux of workplace problems, both big and small.”
Alves spent over twenty years as an executive at a $3-billlion
company and now works as a consultant with major clients. His
passion is spreading the word about balanced accountability – and
how it can help transform organizations.
“When people think about accountability, they think about punishment,”
he says. “They think about it as motivating with a stick instead of a
carrot. That’s why I talk about balanced accountability, because on one
side you can be too positive and too permissive and not a strong leader,
and on the other you can be a micromanager and a harsh leader.”
For Alves, the journey toward balanced accountability began at the
latter extreme. When he was first promoted to management, he
micromanaged his team – and got positive results doing so.
“My team was getting bonuses, we were getting awards – we were
on top of the world,” he recalls. “But my manager told me that my
team didn’t want to work with me anymore.”
Surprised and hurt, Alves began making changes that eventually
informed his entire approach toward leadership with a strategy he
calls the Three P’s of Accountability..

PERSONAL ACCOUNTABILITY
The first step Alves asks leaders to take is one of personal
accountability.

“When you really embrace balanced accountability, it creates a culture where even
when you’re not there, your employees are holding themselves accountable.”
“Personal accountability is the most
important and challenging aspect of
this program. It’s important because,
although it may not always feel like
it, your employees want to follow
you. Just as your kid will mimic you,
employees will copy you too. It’s just
human nature.”

“We have to be hard and honest with ourselves,” Alves says. “We
discover how to lead by changing how we think and act.”
Leaders who take personal accountability seriously and have the
self-awareness to know when they’ve made a mistake are leaders
employees can trust. For example, demanding that employees
arrive on time then personally showing up late every day is a
surefire way to sow discord and resentment. Only by being honest
with oneself and acting as an example to one’s team can a leader
find true success.

POSITIVE ACCOUNTABILITY
Positivity is a key element of strong leadership, but it’s one that
many leaders shy away from. After all, it sounds a little fluffy.

“Personal accountability is the most important and challenging
aspect of this program,” he explains. “It’s important because,
although it may not always feel like it, your employees want to
follow you. Just as your kid will mimic you, employees will copy you
too. It’s just human nature.”

“Positivity may seem like a soft subject, but it’s essential to
improving your bottom line and getting the results you want,” Alves
says. “Research tells us negativity is contagious and can have a
detrimental effect on the workplace.”

Personal accountability necessitates holding ourselves as leaders
to a high standard. At its core, it’s simply leading by example.
However, to take full personal accountability requires a honed
sense of self-awareness.

Positivity reduces stress and creates a more engaging atmosphere,
but it’s not easy to stay cheerful when the stresses of the industry
seem overwhelming. Even so, positive accountability isn’t about
sugar-coating a bad situation.

“You owe it to your employees to tell them what they need to know,
even when it’s not what they want to hear,” Alves explains. “It’s
possible to do this and be positive at the same time, even if the
message itself isn’t great. Whatever is appropriate to share, you
should share honestly.”
But the most important party of positive accountability isn’t cheerful
words – it’s affirming actions. Positive accountability means
rewarding your team for their successes just as you would hold them
accountable for their mistakes.
“Sometimes these things seem unnatural to leaders who aren’t used
to them, but they’re really powerful. Praising a team member in front
of others or handing out thank you notes for specific actions – these
are really effective tactics that cost nothing but a few minutes of
your time.”

PERFORMANCE ACCOUNTABILITY
Holding employees responsible for meeting their performance goals
is familiar to most leaders, but many do not couple discipline or
performance reviews with coaching sessions.
“After leading more than five-thousand people, I’ve seen many
seemingly obvious expectations become issues because they
were not explicitly laid out,” Alves says. “When you hold
someone accountable for their performance, don’t be afraid
to communicate your expectations clearly. Employees actually
love this. Even when conversations around this are difficult,
employees still appreciate them.”
Sometimes when employees exhibit problem behaviors – such
as tardiness, missed deadlines or poor communication skills –
it’s baggage from a former workplace. All workers come from
previous experiences that have created their own personal
expectations. Leaders who beat around the bush rather than
addressing these types of problems head-on are doing those
employees a disservice.
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“Once you embrace performance accountability, you’ll be able
to set expectations from a new recruit’s first moments, and
be confident in dealing with unexpected or even unforgivable
behavior,” Alves says. “When you set expectations, you’re not
just covering your butt and providing a paper trail for disciplinary
actions further down the line. You’re engaging your employees
and raising the standard of their work.”

PRIORITIZING ACCOUNTABILITY
Implementing these three principles of accountability may seem less
important than filling key positions or managing major risk factors,
but Alves argues that embracing them can actually help you with
those pressing problems.
“I know it can feel overwhelming, particularly if your life is busy
with challenging work situations,” he says. “High turnover, mediocre
performance and poorly engaged employees might tempt you to
shelve these ideas until things are quieter, but I actually believe that
the Three Ps are what will get you to that quieter, more productive,
less stressful place.”
Taking balanced accountability seriously means holding oneself
and one’s employees to a higher standard, but using positivity and
openness to do so.
“Before exploring accountability, I knew I needed a new approach
to get the best from my employees,” Alves says. “When you really
embrace balanced accountability, it creates a culture where even
when you’re not there, your employees are holding themselves
accountable.” §

Hernani Alves’ book, Balanced Accountability: Three Secrets to Win
Hearts and Maximize Performance, is available from Amazon now.
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