[Fostering Peer

Accountability in a SelfManaged Environment

By Crystal Farh and Elizabeth Campbell-Bush
o we’ve fired all the managers, now what? Gary Hamel’s
article in the December 2011 issue of Harvard Business
Review sings the praises of Morning Star’s uniquely selfmanaged environment. The many advantages earned through
a flat hierarchy, however, admittedly hinge on an important
mechanism—peers’ willingness to hold one another accountable
for their agreements.
For centuries, organizations have constructed layers of managerial hierarchy for the sole purpose of exerting control and maintaining high standards of quality. In the absence of such a hierarchy, colleagues are empowered to make decisions and more freely
adapt to needs of the business; however, they are also required to
shoulder the responsibility of ensuring colleague engagement and
performance—an accountability function that was traditionally
retained by supervisors. We define peer accountability as unsolicited actions taken by a colleague when he or she perceives that
another peer has not fulfilled agreed upon work responsibilities
or expectations. In a work environment where peer-based work
agreements are everything, the willingness of members to hold
one another accountable—when the occasion arises—is integral
to getting things done well. On the flipside, as Hamel aptly puts
it, “failure to deliver a strong message to colleagues who don’t
meet expectations…can become a conspiracy of mediocrity.” 1
Sounds like an easy solution, right? Except that holding others
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accountable is challenging because it can seem punitive, even if
doing so can benefit the performance of the organization, work
unit, or even the approached peer. When peers speak up to clarify
expectations, suggest a better way of doing things, or confront a
peer about their work, it inherently puts a spotlight on the approached colleague’s efforts and abilities. Not surprisingly, such
actions could be met with defensiveness or spark conflict.
Given the potential risk involved, decisions to engage in peer
accountability ultimately boil down to a complex weighing of
costs and benefits, both to the relationship with the colleague
in question and to the larger organization. Holding someone
accountable can benefit the organization by bringing ineffective
work patterns to a halt or suggesting alternative approaches to an
old problem, but can also strain work relationships and cost you
social capital. Conversely, choosing not to hold someone accountable may preserve the relationship but compromise the organization’s effectiveness.
In sum, holding colleagues accountable serves as a critical
enabler of Self-Management but how and when it occurs—and
what factors influence it—remains an area that scholars and
management gurus have yet to answer. To shed light on this selfmanagement mechanism, we turned to Morning Star. With help
from the Self-Management Institute, we jump-started a joint
research project and set out with the initial objective of understanding what peer accountability actually looked like in a SelfManaged context. Themes from interviews with the year-round
colleagues of Morning Star, coupled with existing research on
self-managed environments, revealed that effective peer accountability takes on several forms: (a) confronting peers (i.e., speaking
up to peers, asserting that their performance needs to improve),
(b) clarifying agreements (i.e., directly approaching peers to clarify
expectations of what was agreed upon), or (c) training peers (i.e.,
teaching peers better ways of fulfilling their duties). All of the

KEN EVERETT Continued from page 5
KE: [Laughter] Well, [let’s] talk about the red mist situation, and
explain it to those reading this. Red mist syndrome, in the sporting context, is when a sporting person gets so charged, so carried
away, that they do something silly, stupid, perhaps violent to the
opposition.
In the business world, it might be when somebody breaks the
rules, if you will, within the community. We had one case once
where somebody targeted the clients of somebody else. There’s
nothing wrong with healthy competition; but this person actually
went to China and picked those people off, simply by targeting
them and asking them how much less they needed to charge to
get the business. Well, that wasn’t very productive for anybody
and it wasn’t looked on very well by the community.
We had a network meeting; and in this location, it wasn’t
ostensibly for this purpose. But as we discussed the issues and we
allowed them to use a process called lingo-serious play to start the
meeting, people started talking about the issues on their minds.
This issue popped out and it was clearly the issue de jour, and we
dealt with it as a group.
And eventually, we invited the person who was responsible
for that situation to leave; and she did, and we helped make that
transparent. In fact, they handed over their own accounts very
easily to other people; and we’re on good relationship terms with
them now. But that’s how it happened, through the group deciding on what should happen.
6

| SPRING 2012

[Professionals

Speak Up—Even When
It’s Hard

By Bill Weirsma
etting people to speak up on an issue that brings into
question a fellow colleague’s accountability is one of the
most difficult things we have to do in organizations.
Some of the (so-called) best organizations around constantly
wrestle with this challenge. It’s reasonable to assume that some
Morning Star colleagues struggle with it as well. Two primary
things (human nature and under-developed institutional norms)
usually prove to be the culprits. Let’s address each.
A colleague of yours (let’s call him Stan) isn’t meeting expectations. You know it…everyone else does too. What Stan is doing
(or not doing) threatens the organization’s results. That means a
lot of people (you included) will likely get hurt if Stan’s shenanigans continue.
Your gut screams for you to have a heart-to-heart with Stan—
you know, colleague-to-colleague. What do you do?
It’s interesting the things we tell ourselves when faced with a
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Our findings showed that peer accountability is a story all about relationships.
colleagues we spoke with noted that being willing to reinforce
each other’s work agreements and holding each other accountable
when those agreements weren’t kept was essential for Self-Management to thrive. However, colleagues also noted that it doesn’t
always happen when it needs to. Our next step was to understand
why.
We surveyed 191 seasonal colleagues about their experiences
at Morning Star and their willingness to hold peers in their
immediate work cluster accountable, should the occasion arise.
Our findings showed that peer accountability is a story all about
relationships. The relationship between two colleagues can be
characterized as a two-way street for the exchange of desired
resources, such as friendship (or “emotion-based” trust relationships) and/or work advice (or “ability-based” trust relationships).
Over time, these exchanged resources form the context in which
the relationship is housed and influences how future actions—including peer accountability actions—are interpreted and received.
When performed in the context of a friendship, for example, peer
accountability may be construed not as judgmental, but rather an
act of concern for the colleague’s best interest. Friendships also
reflect strong bonds formed over the course of time, affording
sufficient resilience to recover from a relationship-threatening
event, like a confrontation. Advice relationships, on the other
hand, are developed narrowly around task problems and persist
conditionally upon work-related needs. Such relationships may
lack the bandwidth to withstand the threat of holding someone
accountable, and further, to imply that an expert colleague has
not performed well, could deplete future opportunities to acquire
information and advice from that colleague. In short, because the
costs of peer accountability are experienced very differently in the
context of a friendship versus advice relationships, we find that
peer accountability is more likely to occur in the former because
interpersonal costs are not as high in friendships.
situation like this:
* “If I speak up, our relationship may never be the same.” (Stan
happens to be our friend)
* “I don’t have the communication skills to pull this off.” (To a
certain degree, that may be true)
* “It isn’t my place to judge.” (Certainly a common explanation)
And I’m sure you can think of plenty of additional examples.
Notice what great lengths we will go to justify not speaking up.
Certainly, the situation with Stan requires good judgment and a
great deal of decorum, but rest assured that many of us are masters at finding “cause” for not speaking up.
In my work as an organizational consultant I’ve observed that
a great deal of the motivation underlying one’s unwillingness to
speak up (and to be more direct with others) is often grounded in
their desire to be liked—to be thought of well by others. The desire to be liked is an especially powerful human motivation (one
that Facebook, with over a billion users, knows only too well).
The trouble is, when we make the situation with Stan about us,
it becomes that much more difficult, adding a big dose of human
nature to overcome.
To be sure, not all feedback is the same. Certainly, it’s easier to
speak up when you see someone who is about to put themselves

What makes this story more complex (and interesting!) is that
each colleague also maintains a relationship with the organization. Especially at Morning Star, where colleagues are stewards
of the company’s resources and often perceive the organization
as extensions of themselves, engaging in peer accountability may
present a personal benefit to the extent that individuals see the
organization’s successes and failures as their own. Indeed, this is
what we found—colleagues highly committed to Morning Star
were, on average, more willing to hold their peers accountable.
However, we found that highly committed colleagues were even
more willing to hold peers accountable in the context of friendships, suggesting that the combination of high commitment
to the organization and high emotional trust fosters the best
situation for peer accountability. Although greater commitment
generally increased peer accountability willingness, the presence
of high commitment did not influence the likelihood of holding
peers accountable in advice relationships. This suggests that, to
foster peer accountability, it’s not enough to compose an organization full of experts, but rather individuals who are committed to
the organization and trust each other emotionally as well.
Our efforts are but one step towards understanding the behaviors that promote self-management in practice. Our hope is
that these insights serve two purposes: (a) support Morning Star
in its efforts to perfect Self-Management, and (b) inform other
organizations of the norms and collective behaviors needed to
successfully implement and maintain self-management principles...because after “firing all the managers” and before becoming
a “choreographed dance troupe,” there is a great deal to be done
and learned along the way. 2
1 Gary Hamel, “First, Let’s Fire All the Managers,” Harvard Business Review 0017-8012
(December 2011): 58.
2 Ibid, 52.

(or others) at risk because they’re working unsafely. But it’s quite
another thing to call into question someone’s competence or
commitment.
Yet, I’ve observed that (despite the inherent inter-personal risk
or under-developed communication skills) professionals speak
up. They know that, in the course of discharging their professional responsibilities, not everyone is always going to like them.
They also know that professionals constantly have to make tough
choices—it just comes with the territory.
Professionals are uncommon; they see the world in a unique
way. There are distinct patterns in their thinking. I’ve identified
seven mind-sets that are held by trusted professionals (for a list
and description of each of these mindsets, visit the URL below.).
These mind-sets define the professional.
Two mind-sets in particular really help people overcome
their tendency not to speak up: 1) Professionals Have a Bias for
Results and 2) Professionals Realize (and Act Like) They’re Part
of Something Bigger than Themselves. “Stan’s” colleague must
remember that the result is their north arrow. Absent Stan getting
better, the results are at risk. Of course, managing the relationship
is important too, but for the professional, not speaking up proves
the greater risk.
A client of mine, a plant manager, made a commitment to his
people that he’d always put the best interests
Cont. on page 8
http://www.wiersmaandassociates.com/index.php/the-power-of-professionalism/
the-seven-mind-sets
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