
 

 

CORPORATE TABOOS 

Leadership Failures We All See But No One Fixes 

Issue #1 

Why Accountability Dies 

in Most Teams 

— and the 5-Step Framework to Bring It Back 

 

The newsletter for leaders who prefer honest diagnosis over comfortable denial. 
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The War Story 

 

Sarah had been missing her deadlines for six months. 

Not dramatically. Not by weeks. Just consistently — a day here, a Friday deliverable that 
showed up Monday, a client report that went out half-finished because 'there wasn't enough 
time.' Her manager, Marcus, knew it. Her teammates knew it. HR probably knew it, in that 
vague, no-one-has-officially-complained way. 

And yet, every one-on-one, Marcus found a reason not to bring it up. Once it was because she'd 
just had a rough personal week. Once because her numbers were 'basically there.' Once 
because there was a big product launch coming and he didn't want to 'rock the boat.' Once — 
this is the one that should sting — because he simply forgot to prepare for the conversation and 
figured he'd do it next time. 

Next time never came. What came instead was a full team blowup when another member — 
Jamie, who had been covering for Sarah for months — finally snapped in a team meeting. The 
missed deadlines were suddenly public, the resentment was poisonous, and Marcus was sitting 
across from HR trying to explain six months of inaction in a single sentence. 

 

Every day a performance problem goes unaddressed, you're not avoiding 
conflict. You're scheduling a bigger one for later. 

 

Name the Failure: The Accountability Void 

 

Avoiding accountability conversations is the most common leadership failure in corporate life. 
It's not the most dramatic — no one writes exposés about it — but it is almost certainly the one 
causing the most damage on your team right now. 

Here's the basic dynamic: a leader sees underperformance. They feel uncomfortable about 
confronting it. They wait. The behavior continues or worsens. The waiting now becomes harder 
to explain. More time passes. The problem is now both the original behavior AND the fact that 
it's been silently tolerated. When the reckoning finally comes — and it always comes — it's 
catastrophic in ways that the original difficult conversation never would have been. 

This is not a story about bad people. Marcus isn't a villain. He's a person who avoided 
discomfort at the cost of his team's trust and his own effectiveness. It happens in virtually every 
organization, at every level, and it's survivable — if you understand why it happens and have a 
concrete way to do better. 

 

Why It Persists: The Psychology of Avoidance 
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Leaders don't avoid accountability conversations because they're lazy or cowardly. They avoid 
them because the human brain is remarkably creative at constructing reasons why now is not 
quite the right time. 

 

The Rationalization What's Actually Happening 

"I don't want to demotivate them." Fear of emotional reaction. Leaders 
confuse temporary discomfort with lasting 
harm. 

"They've had a tough time lately." Compassion weaponized as avoidance. 
Context matters, but it doesn't cancel 
consequences. 

"They'll improve on their own." Wishful thinking. Unaddressed 
underperformance almost never self-
corrects. 

"I'll bring it up at the next review." Deferral loop. The review arrives, the same 
rationalization recycles. 

"It's probably not that big a deal." Minimization. Usually said by someone who 
knows it's a big deal. 

"I don't want to be the bad guy." Identity protection. Leaders protect their 
self-image at the expense of their team. 

 

The deeper issue is that most managers were never explicitly taught how to have performance 
conversations — they were promoted for technical skill or individual output and then dropped 
into a role that is fundamentally about navigating human behavior. The skill set required is 
completely different, and the training is usually nonexistent. 

Add in corporate cultures that treat 'nice' as synonymous with 'good manager,' and you have a 
system almost perfectly engineered to produce the accountability void. 

 

What the Accountability Void Actually Costs 

The underperformer keeps underperforming. Your best performers quietly update their resumes 
— they came to do good work and they're watching mediocrity go unremarked. Trust in 
leadership erodes; teams always know when the boss is avoiding something, even if they can't 
name it. And when things finally blow up, the leader faces consequences for months or years of 
inaction compressed into a single event. The cost of the conversation you're avoiding is always 
lower than the cost of not having it. 

 

The 5-Step Framework: How to Bring Accountability Back 
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None of this requires becoming a harder person. It requires becoming a clearer one. Here's a 
framework that works — not because it eliminates discomfort, but because it makes the 
conversation structured enough that discomfort stops being the deciding factor. 

 

Step 1: Name the Specific Behavior, Not the Person 

This is where most accountability conversations fail before they start. Leaders go in with a 
vague complaint ('Your attitude has been off lately') or they make it about character ('You just 
don't seem to care'). Both are conversation-enders. Instead, anchor the conversation in 
observable, specific behavior. 

 

Try This Script 

"I want to talk about something specific. In the last six weeks, the [X deliverable] has come in 
late three times — on [dates]. I want to understand what's been happening and figure out what 
we need to do differently." That's it. Specific. Behavioral. No character indictment. Room for 
their perspective. 

 

Step 2: Ask Before You Tell 

After naming the behavior, your next move is a question, not a lecture. This serves two 
purposes: you might learn something that changes the picture (a bottleneck you didn't know 
about, a personal situation that warrants accommodation), and it demonstrates that the 
conversation is about understanding, not ambush. 

Ask: "What's been getting in the way?" Then actually listen. The answer shapes everything that 
follows. 

 

Step 3: Set a Clear, Measurable Expectation 

If the conversation ends without a clear expectation, it wasn't an accountability conversation — 
it was a venting session. Define what 'good' looks like, by when, and how you'll both know. 

Vague: "I need you to do better with deadlines." 

Clear: "Going forward, deliverables are due by 5 PM on the agreed date. If something is going 
to be late, I need to know by noon on that day so we can communicate with the client. Can we 
agree on that?" 

The question at the end matters. You want explicit buy-in, not grudging silence. 

 

Step 4: Follow Through Visibly 

Accountability conversations fail in Step 4 more than anywhere else. You had the talk. You felt 
good about it. Three weeks pass. Things improve slightly, then drift. You don't say anything 
because — progress! 

Accountability requires follow-through that is visible to the person: a two-week check-in ("How 
has the new process been working?"), immediate recognition when the expectation is met 
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("That report came in on time — I noticed and appreciate it"), and equal immediacy when it isn't 
("The Thursday report came in late again. I want to talk about that today."). 

The behavior you let slide after the initial conversation is the behavior you've now officially 
approved. 

 

Step 5: Escalate with Clarity, Not Surprise 

If the behavior continues after Steps 1–4, the next conversation must be explicit about 
consequences. This isn't punitive — it's honest. And it's the part most leaders skip, which is why 
they're always surprised by the outrage when someone is eventually let go for something that 
was 'never a problem before.' 

"We've talked about this twice. I need you to understand that if this continues, it's going to affect 
your standing on the team in a real way. I don't want that outcome — which is why I'm being 
direct with you now." 

That conversation is uncomfortable. It is also the kindest thing a leader can do for a struggling 
employee, because it gives them full information to make decisions about their own 
performance. 

 

Quick Reference: Accountability Conversation at a Glance 

 

Step The Move What to Avoid 

1. Name It Specific behavior, specific dates, no 
character judgments 

"Your attitude..." / "You don't seem to 
care..." 

2. Ask First "What's been getting in the way?" — listen 
to the answer 

Launching straight into lecture or 
solution 

3. Set 
Expectations 

Specific, measurable, time-bound, 
confirmed with explicit agreement 

Vague directives: "do better," "be 
more reliable" 

4. Follow 
Through 

Check-in in two weeks; acknowledge 
improvement; address recurrence 
immediately 

Assuming the conversation alone 
fixed it 

5. Escalate 
Clearly 

Name consequences honestly and early 
enough for the person to course-correct 

Letting it slide until a crisis forces 
your hand 

 

The Wider Truth About Accountability Culture 

 

Individual accountability conversations are necessary. But the goal is a team where 
accountability doesn't require heroic acts of courage from the leader — because it's woven into 
how the team operates. 
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That means a few structural things: 

 

• Expectations are written down. Not in some long-forgotten document, but actively 
referenced in one-on-ones and team meetings. 

• Progress is visible. Dashboards, shared trackers, team check-ins — when performance is 
transparent, accountability becomes distributed, not a leader's solo burden. 

• Consequences are real and consistent. If missing a deadline has no visible consequence 
but meeting it has no visible recognition, you've built a system that says nothing matters. 
Both praise and correction need to land. 

• Leaders model accountability themselves. The fastest way to create an accountability 
culture is for the leader to say, publicly, 'I said I'd have this done by Thursday and I didn't. 
Here's why, and here's what I'm doing about it.' One moment like that is worth six months 
of framework training. 

 

Teams don't lack accountability because the people are bad. They lack it 
because no one was willing to be the person who named what everyone 
already knew. 

 

The Bottom Line 

 

Marcus's team eventually recovered. It took a new team structure, two difficult conversations 
with HR, and Jamie's departure for a competitor who 'actually valued people who showed up.' It 
also took Marcus sitting with the uncomfortable realization that his avoidance — motivated by 
wanting to be liked — had cost him exactly the thing he was protecting: his team's trust. 

The conversation you're avoiding right now is not the problem. The problem is every 
conversation you'll have to have after avoiding it long enough. 

Pick the specific behavior. Set the time. Use the script. Follow through. 

Your team already knows what the conversation needs to be. They're waiting to see if you do. 

 

Coming Up in Issue #2 

Playing Favorites — How 'Nepotism Lite' Quietly Destroys Team Trust, and the Transparency 
System That Levels the Playing Field. The in-group. The golden employee who can do no 
wrong. The opportunities that mysteriously never seem to open for anyone outside the inner 
circle. Next issue, we name it and fix it. 

 

 

Corporate Taboos is written for leaders who prefer honest diagnosis over comfortable denial. 

Forward it to someone who needs it. You know who they are. 
 


