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 BUILD ING CAPACITY

Building Capacity Through 
an Accountability Framework

Imet with a long-time colleague this week. 
Our careers took di
 erent paths. While we 
talk less frequently, it is always fascinat-

ing to delve into her world. In her position—
a dream job with a dream company—the 
leadership employs a “corporate” vocabulary, 
characterized by rapid-fi re acronyms, initial-
isms, and vague jargon. “It’s meaningless,” 
she complained. “I often have to go back and 
ask what was really agreed on.”

As  Lucy Kellaway of the Financial Times 
has noted, corporate language often sounds 
like action without substance. For example, 
“Bob will ping Sally by year-end and circle 
back on the KPIs to ensure alignment” is 
the kind of sentence that makes everyone 
nod while nothing actually happens (or is 
expected to happen). Kellaway calls it “cor-
porate gu
 .” Perhaps we can borrow the term 
as “government gu
 ” for our line of work.

Just for fun, browse Kellaway’s Gu�  pedia 
for a listing of business jargon and corporate 
nonsense at https://ig.ft.com/sites/gu�  pedia.

Government and public health are replete 
with acronyms and initialisms, a practice 
that makes insiders feel e�  cient and leaves 
everybody else feeling somewhat confused 
and uninitiated.

Accountability
One word that I have seen during my entire 
career is accountability. It is the word that is 
emphasized when something is both impor-
tant and attributable to the actions of a single 
person or group.

But the word choice left me wondering. When 
my boss says, “Help Quinn understand that 
they are accountable for getting the program 
going,” does that mean that Quinn could be 
fi red or disciplined? Do we have an agreement 

on the task and implications between Quinn 
and our leadership? What if things change? 
What if this task cannot be accomplished?

According to author and speaker  Peter 
Bregman in his online essay, The Right Way 
to Hold People Accountable, the phrasing 
“accountable” is e
 ective and fair when we 
have clarity in fi ve elements:
1. Expectations
2. Capability
3. Measurement
4. Feedback
5. Consequences

Expectations
Here, leaders should invest the time to defi ne 
what is expected and the potential conse-
quences. Bregman counsels setting expecta-
tions on outcomes, measures, and methods. 
In my world, the defi nition of “done” is some-
times poorly defi ned. If the software works, 
is it done? What about testing, documenta-
tion, and training materials? Those elements 
would go into my defi nition of done.

Under methods, we could use the example 
of delegation. If Quinn has authority and per-
mission to delegate, but those resources are 
unavailable, then that expected methodology 
is not really valid.

Capability
Does Quinn possess the ability, authority, 
and resources to achieve the goal? If not, 
how is that gap going to be closed and by 
whom? Is that person also accountable for 
Quinn’s outcomes?

Measurement
It seems obvious, but I will point out that 
this element is key. The defi nition of done 
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is usually nuanced. The element can be best
accomplished by breaking down the objective
into smaller, measurable parts. Here is the
opportunity to avoid surprises. Leadership
hates surprises.

Feedback
The ongoing discourse on the objective and
its parts should go both ways. That is, Quinn
can tell the leader where they are struggling
and need help, and the leader can augment
and clarify Quinn’s understanding of the
task. This feedback also covers the inevitable
“things change” question.

Consequences
By including consequences, Bregman taps
into my basic question: What does it really
mean to be accountable?

Bregman suggests that leaders have three
choices: repeat, reward, or release:
• Repeat if the five steps above were not fol-

lowed e�ectively. This responsibility is
shared by the employee and leadership.

• Reward if successful. This choice could mean
praise, promotion, or something similar.

• Release from role, position, or authority if
Quinn could not be accountable.
So, accountability is a participative exercise

in which leadership and the organization work

continuously through the five elements, which
include making adjustments all along the way.

I suppose it goes without saying that release
should not be needed very often and, even
then, release would rarely mean termination.

Building Capacity
Bregman’s model establishes for me that
accountability has little to do with termination
or punishment. It is much more about disci-
pline to adhere to a process. The five elements
are really a test of leadership, setting up Quinn
and the whole organization for success.

When we talk about building capacity in this
column, we are exploring strategies to accom-
plish and expand on the important work done
among environmental health professionals.
The call to action is twofold. First, to encour-
age and expect accountability, which is a nec-
essary concept. The second is to acknowledge
the entire framework around accountability, a
framework that seems to be equal parts lead-
ership, communication, and action. Without
that framework and a commitment to it, per-
haps one should refrain from choosing the
word accountability in this sense.

All this information is to respectfully sug-
gest that accountability is a superpower,
invoked when the stakes call for the organi-
zation’s full commitment. In my own organi-

zation, I think I will choose my words care-
fully before I utter the word accountable. But
when I do, I will know that leaders also are,
of course, accountable.
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