
Accountability Without Blame
Holding standards in a human way

Accountability is not about blame.  

It's about clarity, ownership, support and follow-through.

When accountability is handled well, people understand what is 
expected, feel able to speak honestly, and know that standards 
matter. 

The issue
Many leaders and managers want to 
create supportive, human workplaces. 
But this can sometimes make 
accountability feel uncomfortable.

Difficult conversations may be delayed, 
expectations may stay unclear, and poor 
behaviour or performance may be 
tolerated for too long.

At the other extreme, accountability can 
become harsh, fearful or blame-
focused. This may create compliance in 
the short term, but it can damage trust, 
learning and psychological safety.

Healthy accountability sits between 
avoidance and blame. It combines clear 
expectations with curiosity, support and 
fair follow-through.

Psychological safety research 
reminds us that people need to 
feel able to speak up, ask 
questions and admit mistakes 
without fear of humiliation or 
punishment.

Just culture thinking helps 
distinguish between human 
error, risky choices and reckless 
behaviour, so that organisations 
can respond fairly rather than 
simply blaming individuals.

Together, these ideas show that 
accountability is strongest when 
people can be honest about 
what happened, while still taking 
responsibility for what needs to 
change.

Key Question
Before asking “Who is to blame?”, ask:
What was expected, what got in the way, and what needs to 
happen next?



What Accountability Is
(and Is Not)
Accountability works best when expectations, support and 
consequences are clear.

Accountability is often misunderstood.

Some people hear the word and think of blame, criticism or formal 
performance management. Others avoid it because they worry it will damage 
relationships or make people feel unsupported.

But healthy accountability is not the opposite of compassion. It is part of it. 
People need clarity, feedback and fair follow-up to do their best work.

Accountability is 
… Accountability is not … What this means in 

practice

Clarity about 
expectations

Assuming people know 
what good looks like

Define the standard, 
behaviour or outcome early

Honest 
conversation

Blame, criticism or 
personal attack

Focus on the issue, impact 
and next steps

Shared ownership Leaving people to 
struggle alone

Explore what support, 
resources or clarity are 
needed

Fair follow-through Avoiding the issue until it 
escalates

Address concerns early and 
consistently

Learning from what 
happened

Looking for someone to 
punish

Understand causes, 
patterns and system issues

Holding standards Being harsh or uncaring Be respectful and clear at 
the same time

Consistency Applying standards 
inconsistently

Make expectations and 
consequences fair and 
transparent

Accountability becomes healthier when leaders move from blame to clarity, 
curiosity and follow-through. 



The 5 Accountability Questions
A simple diagnostic for holding standards
without jumping to blame

When something has not happened as expected, it is easy to move quickly 
into frustration or judgement.

A more useful approach is to slow down, understand the situation and create 
a clear route forward.

These five questions can help managers hold people to account in a way that 
is both fair and human.

What actually happened?  Focus:  Facts and impact
Ask:
• What happened in practice?
• What was the impact on people, work or outcomes?
• What evidence do we have?
• What do we still need to understand?

What got in the way?  Focus: Curiosity and context
Ask:
• Were there barriers, pressures or competing demands?
• Was there a knowledge, skill or confidence gap?
• Did systems, workload or communication contribute?
• Is there anything we need to own as leaders?

What support is needed?  Focus:  Learning and improvement
Ask:
• What would help this person succeed?
• Is coaching, feedback, training or clearer guidance needed?
• What needs to change in the environment?
• What support is reasonable and proportionate?

What happens next? Focus: Ownership and follow-through
Ask:
• What needs to happen now?
• Who will do what, and by when?
• How will progress be reviewed?
• What are the consequences if nothing changes?

Accountability is not just a conversation about what went wrong.  It is a 
conversation about what needs to happens next. 

What was expected?  Focus: Clarity 
Ask:
• Was the expectation clear?
• Did the person understand what good looked like?
• Were priorities, deadlines and standards agreed?
• Was anything assumed rather than explained?



Making Accountability More Human
Clear standards and compassionate leadership are
not opposites.  They need each other. 

Before the conversation:  Prepare with clarity.

• Be clear about the specific issue.
• Separate facts from assumptions.
• Consider the impact.
• Check whether expectations were clear.
• Think about what outcome you want from the conversation. 

Evidence base
Amy Edmondson — Psychological Safety
Psychological safety is the belief that people can speak up, ask questions and admit mistakes without fear of humiliation or punishment. 
It supports learning, honesty and improvement.
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=44698
Just Culture
Just culture approaches encourage fair responses to errors by distinguishing between human error, risky behaviour and reckless 
behaviour. This supports learning while maintaining accountability.
https://www.england.nhs.uk/patient-safety/a-just-culture-guide/
Radical Candor — Care Personally, Challenge Directly
A practical feedback approach that highlights the importance of combining care with clear, direct challenge.
https://www.radicalcandor.com/our-approach/
Goal-Setting Theory — Locke and Latham
Goal-setting theory highlights the importance of clear, specific and appropriately challenging goals, alongside feedback, in supporting 
performance.
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2002-01721-001 

The next time accountability feels uncomfortable, pause and ask:

“Am I avoiding this because it feels kinder, or am I being clear in a way that 
helps the person, team and organisation succeed?”

Healthy accountability is not less human. Done well, it helps people 
understand, improve and trust that standards matter.

During the conversation:  Balance honesty with curiosity.

• Describe the issue clearly and respectfully.
• Ask what happened and listen properly.
• Explore barriers without removing responsibility.
• Agree what needs to change. 
• Be clear about support, ownership and next steps. 

After the conversation:  Follow through fairly.
• Check progress as agreed.
• Recognise improvement.
• Address repeated issues consistently.
• Look for patterns that may indicate wider system or culture issues.
• Do not let avoidance undermine the standard. 
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