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““IInntteerrlloocckkiinngg  AAccccoouunnttaabbiilliittyy””  
by Andrea Sigetich 

 
In organizations, where we accomplish work with and through others, we need more than 
individual accountability – we need TEAM accountability.  Team accountability occurs when we 
take ownership and answer for our own conduct and obligations with others; where we create 
an environment in which people can count on each other.  This team accountability is also 
known as "Interlocking Accountability." 
 
Imagine your team is asked to create a company overview for a prospective client.  The task 
requires many members of the team to contribute. With interlocking accountability, we can 
think of the team members as spokes in the same wagon wheel; each contributing to the 
balance and smooth functioning of the larger entity.   In interlocking accountability, each team 
member is accountable to all effected team members for his or her relationships, performance, 
and agreements; and each team member is accountable for holding other team members 
accountable for either breaking an agreement or keeping it. 
 
The behaviors of interlocking accountability are simple – we use each situation, task, and 
opportunity at work to learn and improve our self, and to support others.  We emphasize 
individual accountability as it contributes to the whole. 
 

The Accountability Continuum 
 
 
 
 

Accountability is a priority everywhere, no matter the size, revenues, geographic locale, 
number of employees, or industry in which an organization operates.  One challenge is to get 
employees to the point of individual accountability; however, this achievement is but an early 
milestone in the progression toward Interlocking Accountability.  Accountability spans a 
continuum that begins with entitlement mentality and ends with interlocking accountability.  In 
an entitlement mentality, an employee expects to be paid for showing up on the job, regardless 
of effort.  With this mindset, morale is threatened by indifference to the work and to each 
other.  Some of the language that pervades this mentality includes, "All I have to do is show 
up;" or "You owe it to me;" or "It's not my job."  Here, sadly, no one addresses performance 
issues.  Far too many organizations remain mired in this place, unable or unwilling to establish 
the systems – reward systems, performance management systems, cultural systems, and more 
– to eradicate these wasteful and detrimental attitudes and behaviors. 
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Moving forward on our accountability continuum, employees begin to accept individual 
accountability, and take full responsibility to complete their own assignments.  The down side 
of this phase is that employees are neither aware of nor concerned with how their outputs 
affect others.  Inconsistency and redundancy can lead to employee confusion, inefficiency, and 
frustration. 
 
Moving beyond individual accountability, individuals working together progress to a phase of 
team accountability, characterized by an attitude that team success is more important than 
that of individuals.  Though we have witnessed many intact work teams – from sales teams to 
product design groups – operate synergistically in this mode, what's missing is the critical 
interaction among and between these teams throughout the organization. 
 
When a company reaches the pinnacle – interlocking accountability –achievement of the 
overarching organizational goal is more important than the priorities of individuals and teams.  
Here, the organization is adaptable and agile because resources are efficiently used across 
functions, decision-making is based on the organization's needs, and coordination is high, 
territorialism and competition are low. 
 

Accountability and Culture 
The reality of today's competitive global workplace creates more risk and a rockier road than 
ever before.  Even small organizations can be playing in the international arena – an 
environment that can be politically charged and culturally demanding.  In the global workplace, 
organizations are competing against complex processes, technologies, and products, with little 
room for trial and error.  Organizations that establish a culture to support and encourage 
individual AND organizational accountability will attain the most success.  In these successful 
organizations: 
 

• Each employee feels responsible for the success of the organization – there is pride in 
and ownership of work product and results. 

• The culture supports the surfacing and exploration of mistakes and errors – there's no 
such thing as failure; employees do not fear mistakes – they embrace them as 
opportunities to learn and improve. 

• Skeptics and doubters are encouraged – it's a culture that welcomes challenges and 
"push back" in which important questions such as "Why?" and "Why not?" are readily 
asked and answered.  

• Diversity of thought is the norm – multiple points of view are solicited for decision-
making, problem solving, and other creative processes. 

• Recognizing, accepting, and resolving conflict is seen as something to "lean into," 
embrace, and manage – not something to avoid.  

• Every employee in the organization understands and appreciates the fact that front-line 
workers see and hear everything – that they have access to important information 
regarding customer perceptions, operational effectiveness, employee relations, and 
much more.  Connectivity with the front line occurs in every direction, including through 
vendor, client, and top management relationships.  This insight is continuously sought, 
weighed, and acted upon. 
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• Adjustment and recovery plans are created, and the organization is fully ready to flexibly 
implement them – contingencies and fallback positions are well thought out and ready, 
allowing the organization to be nimble and agile. 

• Decision-making shifts to those with the most expertise by which to make them – 
politics and power plays are left behind in favor of the right people being involved in the 
right decisions to make the right choices. 

 
 

Your Action Planning 
Ironically, Interlocking Accountability ultimately circles back around to Individual Accountability 
– what can and will you do to make this happen?  When it comes to the tactics you'll pursue, 
it's simple – it's your choice, so you decide!  Here are some questions that can help… 
 
First, what actions do you choose in order to create personal accountability and model it for 
others?  Second, what actions can you take to improve team accountability?  Third, what do 
you commit to?  How will you get started?  When?  What support and buy-in will you need?  
Finally, how will you know when you and your team are successful? 
 
Remember to: 
 

• Follow-up on commitments you've made 
• Monitor progress – yours and that of your direct reports 
• Challenge team members to hold each other accountable with acknowledgement and 

support, building safety for the team 
• Facilitate the team in creating action plans for accomplishing a vision 
• Design clear team commitments, periodically check on progress and re-negotiate as 

needed 
• Assist the team in measuring performance 
• Provide the team with clear choices 
• Delegate accountabilities 
• Link actions to visions. 

 
As a leader, how can you create and promote organizational interlocking accountability?  
Wouldn’t it be great to work in an organization where we each can truly count on one another?   
 
 


