Why Can't I Get Them to Do It?
Helping Others Be Accountable for Their Work
Patrick H. Sullivan
Summary
All of these stories and the many more I have have some common tenets:
(1) the managers involved demonstrated a large degree of self-awareness, an ability to use that awareness to understand the people around them and build relationships that balanced a clear focus on the work at hand with the needs of the people working for them;
(2) each manager demonstrated a sense of mutuality with his or her people. There was a feeling on all sides that "we are in this together"; 
(3) the managers who were successful at influencing others to take accountability were able to perform three functions: communicate a clear purpose that was linked to people and their work, give them the authority to execute, and ensure that knowledge and resources to perform the work were accessible.

Every manager needs to work with all three functions simultaneously in order to create an environment in which people will assume personal accountability for their work. It is this environment and the resulting personal investment and ownership that can produce extraordinary results.
The Challenge
As a manager, when you ask yourself, "Why can't I get them to do it?" try refraining the question to something like, "What do my people need in order to feel like they can take accountability for this project or task?" Invest the time both in your people and in yourself to develop the kinds of relationships that will produce results. It seems like
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common sense, but as we all know that, with the pressures of deadlines, constant demands, and conflicting priorities, it is difficult to maintain a focus on what is really important—the people who do the work.
"Why can't you get them to do it?" The simple answer to this perennial lament is because they won't, and you can't make them.

Have you found yourself in any of these situations?
•	Project deadlines approaching and staff unwilling to go the extra mile to
make the deadlines
•	Peers telling you they will help, but then not following through
•	A boss not providing you with the resources to do the job
•	Customers complaining that staff is not responsive
•	Colleagues in other departments withholding information
•	Staff not following through on commitments
•	Doing the work yourself because you can't trust that others will do it the way
you want it done
In over thirty years of working in various industries, organizations, and roles, whether as an organizational consultant, manager, or project leader, I was frequently confronted with the issue of persuading someone else to help me, to buy into an idea, to finish a task, to share information, or to provide resources. I have encountered most of the above situations. So I became intrigued by why some people seem to be able to follow through and be consistently trustworthy, while others are not, and, similarly, why some groups or even organizations could be so productive and accountable for their actions, while others would rather go out of business than accept responsibility.
Curiosity about this drove me from informal conversation to doing over fifty formal interviews with executives, managers, and individual contributors in a variety of industries, non-profits, and governmental agencies. Interestingly, the meaning of accountability for most of the people interviewed was found in challenging times, those near or actual failures, those times when they were skating on the crack in the ice.
The solutions generated by interviewees to the absence of accountability often felt personal and unique to the individual and/or situation with which he or she was confronted. Does that mean that there are no guidelines, signposts, or tenants you can follow? No, there are several common elements that, if present, promote accountability. And when a manager implements them, they make a difference. Successful introduction of and use of these elements will help produce more consistent business results and job satisfaction.
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The stories contained here illustrate how to utilize the three functions to promote accountability and get individuals and teams to do extraordinary things.
The Reiational Nature of Accountability
Results of my interviews suggested that three common functions drove accountability: purpose, authority, and knowledge. Each had a set of meanings, as expressed in the stories of individual managers.
Everyone talked about accountability in the context of relationships with others. No one reported that he or she was more accountable for his or her work in isolation. No manager reported that he or she successfully got others to take accountability by sheer force of will. Accountability was always spoken of in relationship to a team, a manager, or a group. The interviews revealed that as people we perform for others, in the context of things, ideas, and incentives that have meaning for us. Money alone was not the prime motivator. Mutuality was most often present, that is, "You recognize and respect me, and I will do extra for you." The desire to be accountable is internally generated; you cannot force someone to be accountable. It is almost always expressed in the context of a relationship. The bottom line is that what you do and say as a manager makes the difference The relationships you create as a manager will either encourage or block accountability in others.
Making the Right Choices
Managers make choices every day. You choose where to spend your time: on the computer, on figuring out how to solve a problem on your latest project, producing a report for your boss, going to status meetings, or spending time with your people. Which comes last on your list most days? That is the first telling point. Time is a very precious commodity these days; there is never enough of it, so what do you want to do about it? Avoiding those tasks that are the most challenging for you, the ones perceived as onerous, usually having to do with people (either those who are working for you or peers who are uncooperative or the boss who just doesn't seem to get it) will lay seeds for future problems. It may seem easier to spend your days trying to fix things that you feel you can control or at the computer sending missives (sometimes actually missiles) to those you are trying to convince, cajole, or otherwise browbeat into supporting you. But what you are missing is the human element—the painstaking process of really understanding what motivates, drives, and excites that other person to act. It may be easier to ignore your employees, but it will usually come back to haunt you. The illusion of control is very seductive, especially in the management realm, where so much is
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about people and their needs. The consequences of not taking enough time are felt throughout organizations today and have a profound impact on people's willingness to commit to what is needed to succeed. "In the United States today just 29 percent of employees are energized and committed at work," according to a recent Gallop poll. Perhaps even more distressing is that 54 percent are "neutral"—they show up and do what is expected, but little more. Of the remaining employees, "two out of every ten are disengaged." (Fleming, Coffman, & Harter, 2005).
So if control of others is only an illusion, what can you do as a manager? What does it mean to influence others to want to be accountable? The answer starts with your understanding both what makes you feel accountable as well as what drives others to want to be accountable. The key is tapping into the desire of others to be accountable and remembering that it is a matter of them choosing to be so. The rest of this paper is devoted to some success stories of managers and the three functions that drive accountability (purpose, authority, and knowledge).
Purpose
Purpose is the first critical function in building an environment in which people want to take accountability for the work. It provides the emotional energy for accountability as well as the reasons why a task, project, or action is important. The defining elements of purpose are as follows:
•	The vision/mission of the organization is dear and meaningful to the average
employee
•	The meaning of their work and how it links to what the organization is trying
to achieve is dear
•	Goals and objectives are well-articulated, employees are clear about what is
expected and feel they have input
•	The driving motivation for the individual as expressed through the job (i.e.,
exciting challenges, something new to do, more money, promotion oppor
tunities, recognition from peers and boss) are recognized and supported by
manager
•	A set of shared expectations exists between the manager and individual, as
well as within the team (a sense we are all in this together) is present
The first step in helping employees to contribute more is to answer the question: "Why is this work important?" both for the employee and for the group or firm. As Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi says in Good Business: "We have to feel that despite chaos and
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entropy, there is some order and permanence in our relationships and that our lives are not wasted, and will leave some trace in the sands of time. In short, we must have the conviction that our existence serves some useful purpose and has value" (2003, p. 11). The sense of personal value and purpose expressed in the above statement can be manifested in many ways. For younger workers, it can be through recognition from their bosses, their first promotions, or a pay raise or promotion. As people progress in their careers, their breadth of responsibility, their impact on the business, and the recognition of peers, as well as bosses, make the difference. Toward the end of one's career, the legacy issues (What mark will I leave behind?) matter the most. What is true at every stage in one's career is the need to be recognized as significant, the need to belong to something greater than oneself, and to be a part of something that is important, even if one's role is small.
Finding Purpose in Moral Conflict—Mark M.
As a leader or manager, sometimes it is a struggle to find the purpose in a given activity or task and to convey it in a way that has meaning for the people you manage. Take Mark M., who is an IT executive for a major defense contractor, an energetic and intellectually inquisitive man in his early forties with significant responsibilities. Mark was an experienced leader and had been managing for over fifteen years. He also considered himself a very moral man and made his decisions from a strong value base. Six months before my interview with him, a request had come to his team to send someone to Iraq. This was a conundrum for Mark. He had not supported going to war in the first place, and yet he was working for a defense contractor, which of course meant that this kind of request would be inevitable Mark felt he could not send any of his people unless he himself was willing to go. He agonized over the decision, talking with his family, his priest, senior professional colleagues, and close friends. All the while he was looking for congruence between what he valued and the work being requested. Finally, after a discussion with his boss and acquiring a deeper understanding of the experience of military officers on the ground in Iraq, it became dear to him that the purpose of his work would be to create a networked collaboration system that could help limit exposure to lEDs or roadside bombs. When that became clear, Mark was able to say to himself that the purpose of the work was to save soldiers' lives. This was in alignment with his personal values and therefore a justification for the work. He volunteered to be first and help develop the overall plan before asking for volunteers from among his staff. This was in spite of great resistance from his family and concern for his own well-being. For Mark, leadership by example was critical, and having a purpose aligned with what he valued was the motivating force to get him to set that example. He later had discussions with staff and let those who wanted to volunteer for the project.
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Supporting Your Staffs Purpose-Bill Q.
For a very different view of the struggle to find and connect purpose to the work, take the case of Bill Q. Bill is the owner of a small business newsletter publishing company in Upstate New York. Bill had been a senior manager and editor with Harcourt for many years before starting his own business, so he knew the ins and outs of running a successful publishing enterprise. What he had not counted on was the type of workforce he would be confronted with in Upstate New York, particularly in a theatre arts community. His purpose was to publish and deliver a weekly newsletter on business practices and employment law to an established list of clients. The purpose of his employee pool was to get that new acting, directing, or stage-managing gig. There did not seem to be much in common. However, Bill decided early on that he needed to meet his employees where they were. He started attending their performances, letting them go early for auditions, asking them how their rehearsals were going. They returned the favor ten-fold. They responded to his commitment to them and returned it by staying late when he needed them, making sure deliveries were done on time, and using their acting skills to soothe irate customers when needed. As Bill said, "After a while, the business almost ran itself, and besides I got to see some good plays for nothing."
How can this apply to you? After all, you may not have any aspiring actors on your team. But you do have people with aspirations, with interests outside of work as well as within the workplace that you might be able to support and show an interest in. People want to be acknowledged for who they are as well as for what they bring in terms of skills. That, combined with making your own needs dear, can help ensure both needs will be met.
Building Purpose Through Challenging Work-John V.
Finally, let's look at the case of John V., a senior vice president in a financial services firm. He was given a project to develop a cutting-edge client management system for his company's clients. Another team had been working on it for a year and was nowhere. After assessing the project, John gave his boss an estimated budget and timeline. They negotiated, and he ended up accepting half the budget and three-quarters of the time he actually needed. He also inherited the same team, plus three new people. He knew he had a challenge: "I knew from the start that the only way I was going to be successful was to hook into the intrinsic motivation of the team members." So what was important to them? At the time he took over, the team was pretty demoralized, so the first thing John did was create a vision for the product. What would it look like to the customer? What would make it special in the marketplace? Once he answered those questions, he was able to devise a compelling story of a product that did not exist yet in the marketplace and excite his team about being part of something new. He repeated that vision to
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them many times, until everyone on the team or involved in the product in any way could repeat it back to him. It became the mantra of the group.
The next step was figuring out the division of labor. To John that meant aligning the people with tasks according to what they did best. He would ask people on the team, "What gets you excited about your work?" They knew he respected them and their contributions. Team-member-driven assignments resulted in them being more than willing to sign up for the tasks that were left over and go beyond what was expected. The combination of a compelling and meaningful vision and the freedom to do what they did best provided the energy needed to focus the team and make them productive. They came in on time and under budget.
"There is one quality that sets truly great managers apart from the rest; they discover what is unique about each individual and then capitalize on it. Second, capitalizing on uniqueness makes each person more accountable" (Buckingham, 2005). What John had done was create a purpose that motivated people. He understood the individual needs, drives, and skills of his people and ensured that their purpose on the team was aligned with the larger purpose of the project.
All three of these stories have the common element of purpose. They highlight some common sense things that managers often forget in the day-to-day pressures of getting things done. Very simply these are
•	People want to belong to something greater than themselves at work.
•	People want to know their contributions fit into the greater purpose of the
company, even at the project level.
•	Everyone has a need to feel special.
•	Meeting the needs of your people (their purpose in life) can pay great divi
dends in performance.
•	As a manager, demonstrating your own purpose at work goes a long way to
motivating others.
Authority
So now that we've established purpose as the driving motivation behind the desire to be accountable, the issue is to find what enables people to execute what they believe they are accountable for. In a nutshell, it is the belief that one has the authority to make things happen. We all want to have some control over the work we do and the results that we produce. Authority provides the means to execute one's responsibilities and includes the following elements described in managers' and employees' stories:
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•	Feeling in control of the outcomes and of being able to make the decisions
•	Support from the manager to take risks
•	A recognition from peers that the decisions lie with the individual who is
accountable for the result
•	An expressed desire to take on the responsibility
Delegating and Supporting in the Impossible Project-John V.
So how can a manager ensure that people have the authority they need? Let's start with the continuation of John's story and the completion of the "impossible project." Faced with half the budget and three-quarters of the time he felt he needed, John had begun by setting a clear purpose, building team commitment, and deciding on the division of labor. It was in this effort to divide the labor that the issue of appropriate authority emerged.
Although, as stated before, John allowed a great deal of freedom of choice on project task assignments and tried to align everyone with what he or she did best, it was not an act of magic. In John's own words, "I did my homework on everyone and assessed their skills and experiences and talked with previous managers and the employees. I also made sure in team meetings that everyone understood how and why the assignments were made. My primary goals were to both meet the needs of the team members and at the same time make sure I had a strong team that believed in each other."
Using this approach helped him not only to gain the commitment of each individual, but also caused team members to volunteer for uncovered tasks to ensure the overall success of the project.
The next thing John did was, in his words, "To open the boundaries of decision making and, as much as possible, put it in the hands of the people who have to do the work." Given the tight time frames and limited resources, he knew that his people had to feel a sense of ownership for each task they were performing. "They had to know they had the option to act, that they could change the rules, even invent them to get things done." He also set up both formal and informal feedback mechanisms and regularly talked with his people. "I had to trust that, if the boundaries were too loose, it could be corrected between me and the team."
The ultimate success of this project and the team was built on the trust and relationships among team members and between John and his team. "Managers succeed only when they can identify and deploy the differences among people, challenging each person to excel in his or her own way" (Buckingham, 2005). It was a difficult and pressured experience at times, but one that "people talked about years later as one of the best in their work life." John had taken the time to understand the needs and skills
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of each person on the team and trusted that, with support from himself and other team members, they could succeed.
Is John's approach to managing authority and accountability the only one that works? What about structure and measures that can help you as a manager know what is really going on? Let's take the story of Jeff, a senior marketing executive for a large biotechnology firm. Jeff started his career as a manager believing in what he called "performance freedom." In other words, if you just encouraged people enough, gave them clear direction, and rewarded them, they would perform. He soon learned that this approach worked for some people, but that many needed dear direction and a structure in which to perform. It took a situation that almost derailed his career for him to see it differently.
Creating the Structure for Success-Jeff
Jeff was managing a sales team that was not performing. They loved him because of the freedom he had given them and the lack of bureaucracy, which allowed them to be out in the field. Said Jeff: "I had a happy team, but we weren't getting much accomplished. We were missing our sales targets, and I was under a lot of pressure So I started by setting up a weekly sales call that was my meeting. I created a mandated forecasting document that would be the focus of the meeting. I then asked specific questions about what they were doing and how they were going to accomplish the targets they had set. I would ask them, 'What is going on with that account?' and 'What are the next steps?' I would ask the same two questions at every meeting. I learned how to take detailed notes and created a system for tracking results against promises. I would review my notes at the beginning of the meeting and set the stage for my questioning. They began to see that I took their forecasting as a commitment—that it was not a game. I also kept the meeting to no more than an hour and the reporting form was only one page so that reporting and 'bureaucracy' were kept to a minimum. I also told them that they could schedule time during the rest of the week with me to discuss any issues they were having or help they needed to achieve their targets. That time would be theirs."
Although this seemed like a simple approach and common sense, it was not always easy to implement. His staff did not "love" him in the same way they had, and there was some tension on the team. "I began to wonder, 'Is this what management is?' I had always thought a leader focused on the big picture, rallied people, and gave out really cool tee-shirts. I felt like a broken record asking them over and over again about status and next steps." It took a while to see results from his approach, but within two years his sales team became the top selling team in the company. The process he put in place became almost self-managing, with much less control from him. "What I learned was that being an empowering, non-micro manager was not enough. To get people to take accountability, you need some kind of a mechanism that keeps them focused. After a
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while the people in the field felt really good about it. It gave them a way to measure their own progress and a sense of pride in what they accomplished. They realized they were in control of their own success."
In both of these stories, the managers involved set direction and expectations with their people. Their focus was on getting the work done, but also on giving their people a sense of accomplishment along the way. The authority for their success, for accomplishment of business results, rested with them, not with their manager. One manager did it through his relationships with the team. The alignment of work to skill and interest of his people established a team that felt accountable for results and performed above and beyond the call of duty. The other manager used a simple "accountability mechanism" of sales forecasting and questioning as a way to build discipline and tracking of results into the team, which led to superior results.
Knowledge
The last function is that of knowledge. It consists of several elements, including individual skill and experience and access to resources and relationships. It provides the confidence, know how, and support required to be successful. The common elements are
•	A sense of confidence that one can do the work
•	An experience base that supports the work required
•	The individual accountable has access to a network of people that provides
the necessary support, information, and guidance
•	A system of knowledge, information, and tools is readily available and used
A manager needs to ask: "Does the individual have the skills and experience to do what is being asked?" "Are they consistent with expectations and norms in the working environment?" "Does he or she have the network of people who can help if there is trouble?" And last, "Does the organization have systems and mechanisms, both human and technological, to ensure that information and knowledge are accessible within the company?"
Translating Culture-Mark P.
Mark is an entrepreneurial manager and business creator. He is a friendly, inquisitive, and adventurous man who throughout his life has taken risks. Having been an Army Ranger and served in the first Gulf War, Mark knew what it was like to take risks with your own life and with the lives of others. He was also a helicopter pilot and avid downhill skier. In 1993 he was asked by his company to start a sales and marketing
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group just outside of Moscow. This was during Perestroika and the infancy of Russia's transition to capitalism. American companies were pouring enormous business investments into the country and losing them. They chose Mark because he had also spent two years in Russia during his Army career and was somewhat familiar with the language and people. They also recognized his ability to handle risk and take on difficult assignments. This assignment proved to be one of the most rewarding and challenging of his career.
The first challenge was that "There was no concept of working on a commission basis, or of having a binding contract. Contracts were never binding. They could always be rewritten." The basics of American business were an anathema to most Russians, particularly those who had grown up under the Soviet system. Mark set about trying to find young Russians who had not grown up under that system. The pool turned out to be very limited, as the majority of qualified candidates had grown up under that system. Mark also encountered difficulties with Russian worker attitudes: "Most Russians grew up without a service mentality. The typical experience of going into a store was that you had to practically throw something at the clerk to get his attention, and once he did come over, you had better know what you wanted because, if you were the least unsure, he would walk away in a huff. Clerks had a surly approach to the customer, acting like they were there to do you a favor." The American idea of consultative selling and working with your customer to come up with the best product or service solution was truly a foreign language to the Russians.
The next challenge for Mark was the literal nature of the Russians. If he used a pen to describe how to tell the customers about the features and benefits of a product, they would reply, "I am not a pen salesman." They wanted to be given a script and told exactly what to say. This is what most of them had been used to under the Soviet system. The difficulty was that they were selling business information, and the script had to be tailored to the needs of the particular customer. The main ingredient was trust. The customer had to trust that the information was accurate and that it would help them in planning their own business activities and decisions. However, this was not how the Russians were interpreting the information. As Mark discovered, "Most Russians were used to being lied to—by their government, by the party, and by their bosses. They had learned that information was something to be manipulated and not to be trusted. I soon realized I had to get my own people to believe that the product they were selling was the best in the business and that it could be trusted. It meant helping them unlearn their own culture. I had a lot of turnover during the early stages of getting them ready to sell." Mark was faced with the task of reordering how his staff made sense of both the product and their role. "In organizations, the sense organs are human beings, and it is the nature of human beings to be not only sense organs but sense makers, giving meaning to the ongoing flow of experience and the structured accumulation of
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data. It is through such acts of sense making that knowing takes place within organi-zations"(Petranker, 2005).
Even though most of Mark's sales force was highly educated (most had at least a master's degree and many a Ph.D., in everything from the arts to physics), they were complete novices when it came to selling. The other problem was, "In Russia formal learning ends when you are young. Education and work are separate phases in your life, and there was no sense of adult education. Further, Russians, unlike Americans, don't improvise, and this was particularly difficult for me, as that was both in my nature and what I learned to do in twelve years in the Army. I became very frustrated with them, and after a while I began to take over. I felt like I had to carry the burden myself and do things for them. It felt self-defeating. I wanted them to take over and show initiative, but my own management behavior was getting in the way."
Just when things were looking bleak, a few bright spots started to emerge. A couple of people who had earned advanced degrees in the UK and United States and a former Army officer who had served in Afghanistan all began to show some leadership potential. Mark was able to build a relationship with these folks and eventually to ask for help about what to do with the others. The majority were still in the mode of, "Tell me what you want and I will give it to you." Through coaching from his "stars," he was reminded that there was a real translation problem on a cultural level. "In America we grew up in a sales culture; Americans are always being sold something. It's in the air here. In Russia you stood in line and hoped you could get some of what you wanted. I began to realize I had to re-educate my sales staff on many different levels if I was going to be successful."
Mark took on this challenge with gusto. He began by holding classes, on company time, on sales and marketing, teaching them from the ground up. Then he went on sales calls with them, first modeling the behavior and then, over time, letting them take the lead. The most important thing Mark realized was that his own staff had to learn to trust him. "For the Russians, they have to be able to look into your soul before they will trust you. That comes from how you treat them. Are you fair? Will you tell them the truth? and Are you human like them? I would go out with them at night after work, drink vodka, and tell stories from my Army days, some funny, some sad, and they got to know me. I learned I had to be both their boss and their friend in order to build trust. When at work and out on sales calls, I would give them immediate feedback, and when we closed a deal, no matter who took the lead, I would give him the whole commission. Often I was asked how much did I want? They expected to give their boss a kickback; it was what they were used to. It took a while, but I finally convinced them that I was there to help them succeed, not to use them. It took a long time, but their performance really began to improve. I lost some people along the way, but those who made it through became good salespeople."
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During this period, Mark got little or no help from the home office in New York. "My boss didn't know what I was talking about, and for the most part was only interested in the numbers." So Mark had to find his support, guidance, and information elsewhere, which he did with his own staff and from the tight-knit ex-pat community. They were his lifeline, his source of information and ideas, and his sounding board. Despite all the challenges, Mark stuck it out for two years and in the end built a successful sales team that had the best sales record in a Russian subsidiary. When asked what got him through the experience, Mark said, "I am basically an optimist; I don't even think about failure. Besides, my Army training taught me to be self-reliant and look for what you need in your surroundings, which is what I did."
Mark's story illustrates the essential power of knowledge for both the manager and for his or her people. For Mark it was about meeting his team where they were, getting to know them, building trust, and then accepting his role as an educator and coach. Through that approach, he was able to obtain results. He also learned to use his environment and local resources to educate himself. It was a mutual process of educating each other. Many managers in today's global working environment must have the ability to work with teams in different locations, with different cultures, and with differing levels of understanding. It is therefore critical to be open to learn and to be focused on who your team is and what they need. This same approach is important in a purely domestic environment.
Understanding the strengths and limits of the people on your team is critical to enabling accountability and obtaining results. It requires building relationships and trust, something that requires an investment of time but, as it did in Mark's case, it can pay big dividends.
Conclusion
The primary drivers of accountability, purpose, authority, and knowledge, are all related to the basic human need to understand why one's work is of value, how much control one has, and whether one can do it. This is all common sense; most of us have experienced either the fulfillment of these needs or the frustration of them and know the difference. Then why is it so difficult to respond to staff, to help guide them to the answers, and to identify and support their natural tendency to want to be accountable? It all lies in the choices managers make, their desire and ability to form relationships with their staff whereby real discussions can happen about what it means to be accountable and to give their staff the authority and information required to succeed.
As the stories illustrated, each manager involved took great pains to understand the problem facing him and the needs of the people and to provide consistent follow-up,
me 2007 Pfeiffer Annual: Human Resource Management. Copyright ° 2007 by John Wiley ft Sons, Inc. Reproduced by permission of Pfeiffer, an Imprint of Wiley, ww.pfeiffer.com
258	The 2007 Pfeiffer Annual: Human Resource Management
structure, and process to resolve issues and remove barriers to accountability. Doing these things moves the manager from the role of working manager to leader. It requires him or her to let go of authority and enable staff to act, and this is a challenging transition for most managers. It requires self-insight and lots of support. Human resource professionals can play a critical role in helping managers to better understand themselves and what they need to do to unleash the potential for taking accountability among their staff.
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