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INTRODUCTION -  WHEN OVERSIGHT DISAPPEARS

The checks and balances that once
curbed excess have thinned out, leaving
leaders free to operate without
meaningful oversight.

This is the danger zone. 

When no one is accountable, trust
collapses. 

Edelman’s Trust Barometer shows that
fewer than 50% of people now trust
business leaders to “do the right thing.”
Gallup research links low trust to higher
turnover, lower engagement, and slower
growth.

Today’s ethical leaders face a stark
reality: if you don’t create your own
accountability, you may not have any at
all.

The leaders who will excel in the next
decade aren’t those who put a new
cover on the old playbook. They’re the
ones who design a new operating
system - one built on self-generated
ethical accountability.

The old checks are gone.

Regulators, hierarchies, and corporate
traditions once acted as guardrails.
Leaders were “kept in check” by boards,
by the press, by cultural norms. But
those structures have eroded.

We are now living in an accountability
vacuum. From parliaments to
boardrooms, the pattern repeats:
political leaders rewrite rules to suit
themselves, corporate giants sidestep
regulation, and tech titans move faster
than lawmakers can keep up.

When those at the very top evade
consequences, the signal is clear —
accountability is optional. And that
message cascades down through
organisations, industries, and cultures:
power can act without restraint.

This isn’t just about individuals. It’s
systemic. 
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Fragile Trust in a
High-Sensitivity
Age

CHAPTER I  -  THE PROBLEM

Trust is Brittle.

One misstep can travel globally before
the apology is drafted.

Old models of leadership assumed
external checks:

Boards to restrain CEOs.
Regulators to restrain industries.
Culture to restrain behaviour.

But in an era of contested truths,
misinformation, hyper-transparency,
overnight shifts in perception, remote
teams, and cultural fragmentation,
oversight is patchy at best.

The result:
Performative ethics - glossy
statements with no practical
substance.
Leaders who drift into ego,
unchecked.
Cultures where silence replaces
challenge.
A workforce that simply walks away
or quits at their desk and still
collects a paycheck.

Examples:

In the UK, repeated “rule-bending”
by political leaders weakened faith
in democratic norms. Surveys show
plummeting public trust in
government competence and
honesty.

The Volkswagen “Dieselgate”
scandal revealed software
deliberately designed to cheat
emissions tests. The fallout cost VW
over $30 billion and destroyed years
of brand equity.

The FTX collapse in late 2022
showed what happens when
systems lack transparency and
governance - short-term wins,
catastrophic collapse. It triggered
billions in losses and widespread
scepticism across crypto markets
almost overnight. While parts of the
sector have since rebounded, the
collapse remains a cautionary tale of
fragile trust when accountability is
absent.

When the external watchers fail, only
one option remains: leaders must
watch themselves.
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Leaders as Their
Own Regulators

CHAPTER II  -  THE SHIFT

The rules of the game have changed

.Ethical accountability is no longer
compliance, it’s capacity. It’s not an add-
on, it’s the operating system.

Future-fit leaders:

Anchor their integrity internally, not
in the policies of yesterday.
Invite accountability relationally, not
just vertically.
Build systemic guardrails that
outlast them.

The question isn’t “who holds me
accountable?”

It’s “how do I build accountability into
how I lead, every day?”

This is where the License to Lead: Five
Domains of Leadership come in - Self,
Senior Management, Team,
System/Culture, and Future. 
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.In each, accountability must run on
three levels:

Internal → values, self-honesty, non-
negotiables.
Relational → feedback, peer
challenge, cultural honesty.

Systemic → structures, rituals, and
legacies that embed accountability
beyond the individual.
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DOMAIN I :  SELF

Quote It: “The first watcher of a leader must be the leader themself.”

Internal: Accountability begins where no one is watching. It’s the courage to
confront your own self-deception. If you can’t trust yourself, why should anyone else
trust you?

Relational: Accountability needs safe mirrors. Psychological safety is essential - not
just for teams but for leaders themselves. Without trusted confidants who will
challenge you, reflection collapses into denial. Consider Uber’s leadership implosion:
when safety to challenge disappears, ego fills the vacuum.

Systemic: Self-accountability needs rituals: reflection practices, values audits,
regular pauses to ask, “am I living my standards, or just speaking them?” Leaders
who skip this drift into ego; those who embed it build credibility.

In Practice: Create a personal “non-negotiables” list. Revisit it quarterly. Share it
with one trusted peer who has permission to call you out when you drift.
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DOMAIN II :  SENIOR MANAGEMENT

Quote It: “Your leadership team doesn’t just execute strategy - it broadcasts
your ethics.”

Internal: As roles expand, accountability becomes identity. Leadership identity isn’t
static — it evolves. The higher you rise, the more ethical responsibility you carry.

Relational:  Congruence at the top cascades down. Senior teams take their cue from
what the leader tolerates. If leaders invite challenge - “what am I missing?” -
accountability becomes cultural currency. If they punish dissent, silence reigns.

Systemic: Accountability at senior level must be baked into decision-making: clear
minutes, transparent rationales, follow-up reviews. Without it, boards become echo
chambers. With it, they become credible governors of culture and results.

Story: When Indra Nooyi introduced “Performance with Purpose” at PepsiCo, she
hardwired accountability into strategic decision-making. Board discussions weren’t
just about profit but about ethics, sustainability, and legacy. The system forced
leaders to answer not only “what are we doing?” but “why are we doing it?”

In Practice: End every leadership meeting with: “What decision did we take today
that most needs to be challenged?” This is called a Challenge Round — a short ritual
where everyone has the chance to question decisions before they are acted on. It
makes truth-telling safe, stops groupthink, and shows accountability is welcomed,
not punished.
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DOMAIN III :  TEAM

Quote It: “Accountability is only real when it travels down the line.”

Internal: Leaders set the tone by consistency. Moving the goalposts destroys trust
faster than any speech about values. Accountability begins with showing up the
same way, every time.

Relational: Accountability only exists when teams are built on trust and healthy
conflict. Research by Gallup shows that teams with high psychological safety are
27% more likely to deliver strong performance. Without candour, people collude in
silence. With it, they commit, own, and deliver.

Systemic: Ethical accountability shows up in job design. Fair practices, sustainable
workloads, dignified roles - not “nice-to-haves” but accountability in action. When
staff experience broken promises or unfair demands, trust leaks away.

Story: At Patagonia, accountability shows up in their job design and culture.
Employees are empowered to challenge practices that don’t align with values. That
system has made them one of the most trusted brands in the world.

In Practice: Run a quarterly “accountability audit” in your team. Ask three
questions: Are expectations clear? Are resources sufficient? Do we hold each other
to commitments?
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DOMAIN IV:  SYSTEM / CULTURE

Quote It: “Culture without accountability is branding. Accountability without
culture is bureaucracy.”

Internal: Leaders must bust their own myths. Many “best practices” are untested
habits. Ethical accountability requires evidence, not folklore.

Relational: Beware performative responsibility - the glossy report, the staged
charity, the empty pledge. Nothing erodes trust faster. Accountability requires truth,
even when uncomfortable.

Systemic: To last, accountability must be ritualised: stakeholder scorecards,
independent audits, transparent reporting. Volkswagen’s Dieselgate scandal
showed what happens when culture prizes performance over integrity. A culture
without accountability is branding theatre. A culture with it is resilient, credible, and
magnetic.

Data Point: Research by PwC found that 85% of CEOs whose companies faced
scandals believed the crisis was due to “culture drift” - gaps between stated values
and lived behaviour.

In Practice: Introduce an external “devil’s advocate” annually - an outsider who
interrogates whether your cultural symbols and rituals reflect reality.
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DOMAIN V:  FUTURE

Quote It: “Culture without accountability is branding. Accountability without
culture is bureaucracy.”

Internal: Accountability is not only to today’s results but to your future self.
Complexity demands trust, adaptability, and humanity - traits that outlast this
quarter’s KPIs.

Relational: Future accountability requires conversations about long-term impact
and unseen stakeholders. “Presencing” means acting today in service of the future
that wants to emerge.

Systemic: How we do anything means everything. The FTX collapse in late 2022
showed what happens when systems lack transparency and governance - short-
term wins, catastrophic collapse. It triggered billions in losses and widespread
scepticism across crypto markets almost overnight. While parts of the sector have
since rebounded, the collapse remains a cautionary tale of fragile trust when
accountability is absent.

Story: At Unilever, Paul Polman abolished quarterly reporting to shareholders to
force a shift toward long-term accountability. That decision reset incentives and
made future impact a daily conversation.

In Practice: Each year, run a “future audit.” Ask: What decisions are we making
today that our successors will thank us for - or regret?
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Risks:
Without internal accountability → you lead from
ego, not integrity.

Without relational accountability → silence
becomes collusion.

Without systemic accountability → culture becomes
theatre, trust collapses, talent leaves.

Real-World Risks:

Johnson’s government weakened trust in
institutions through rule-bending.

Volkswagen’s deception cost billions in fines and
reputational collapse.

Boeing’s 737 MAX crisis (2018–2019) showed how
cultural silence and pressure to cut corners can
lead to catastrophic consequences — two crashes,
billions in losses, and long-term damage to trust in
the brand.

Leaders who avoid this work don’t avoid
consequences; they simply defer them - until they
arrive all at once.
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Impact of
Avoidance

CHAPTER III  -  THE RISKS AND PAYOFFS
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The Payoff
Leaders who embrace ethical
accountability build:

Resilience in complexity - clear
values steady the ship when
conditions shift.
Durable credibility - people believe
leaders who prove it, not just say it.
Trust capital - the only resource that
multiplies the more it’s spent wisely.
Future fitness - a leadership identity
that stands up not just today, but
tomorrow.

Case in Point: PepsiCo’s “Performance
with Purpose” strategy showed how
embedding accountability into culture
and governance can align profit with
ethics - leaving a lasting legacy of
credibility. 

Research shows that purpose-led
companies grow 3x faster than their
peers.

Emotional Resonance: Accountability is
not a burden, it’s a lifeline. 

Leaders who choose to carry it don’t
just protect their reputation - they
protect the people, the culture, and the
future entrusted to them.
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Your Ethical
Operating System: 

CHAPTER IV -  DIAGNOSTIC TOOL

Before moving into action, take a moment to assess your current accountability
landscape. Use the grid below to score yourself honestly.

How to use it: For each domain, consider the three lenses (Internal, Relational,
Systemic). Rate yourself 1–10 on each. Low scores reveal potential “leaks” in your
accountability bucket.
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Do I consistently live by
my non-negotiables,
even under pressure?

Do I act with integrity
when nobody is
watching?

/10

 TotalInternal Relational SystemicDomain

Senior Management

Team

Self Do I have trusted peers
who challenge me
when I drift?

Do I regularly seek
feedback, even when
it’s uncomfortable?

Do I have rituals
(reflection, audits,
journaling) that keep
me honest?

Do I build pauses into
my schedule to check
my alignment?

/10 /10

Do I model integrity as
my role and
responsibilities
expand?

Do I see accountability
as part of my identity,
not just my tasks?

/10

Do I invite challenge
from my leadership
team?

Do I make dissent safe
in the boardroom?

/10

Do we document and
review decisions
transparently?

Do we follow through
on commitments
beyond the meeting
room?

/10

Am I consistent in how
I set expectations?

Do I avoid moving the
goalposts or
favouritism?

/10

Do team members feel
safe enough to speak
up?

Do we handle conflict
openly and
constructively?

/10

Are jobs designed with
fairness and dignity?

Do we have clear
accountability
processes for promises
and delivery?

/10

/30

/30

/30
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Do I challenge my own
assumptions and
myths?

Do I rely on evidence
over folklore when
making decisions?

/10

 TotalInternal Relational SystemicDomain

Future

Systems/Culture Do I avoid performative
ethics (glossy reports
with no action)?

Do I confront
uncomfortable truths
in our culture?

Do we have audits,
scorecards, and
transparent reporting?

Are accountability
rituals embedded (not
optional extras)?

/10 /10

Do I hold myself
accountable to my
future self, not just
today’s results?

Do I prioritise
adaptability, trust, and
humanity over short-
term wins?

/10

Do I regularly discuss
long-term impacts
with my peers?

Do I consider
stakeholders not yet in
the room?

/10

Have I designed
structures and legacies
that will hold
successors
accountable?

Do we stress-test
today’s decisions
against their long-term
consequences?

/10

/30

/30

/150

Interpretation:

Each domain has three scores (Internal, Relational, Systemic). Add them up for a
domain total out of 30. 

Five domains together give a maximum of 150.

If you prefer a simpler scale, average the three scores in each domain to reduce to 1–
10. Five domains together then give a maximum of 50.

Either way, focus on your lowest scores - these reveal where accountability leaks are
most likely.
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How to Read Your Results
Surface Level: What the Scores Show:

25–30 per domain (or 8–10 average) →
Strong accountability. Habits are
consistent, challenge is safe, systems
are reliable.

15–24 per domain (or 5–7 average) →
Leaks emerging. Some areas hold
firm, others slip. Action needed.

Below 15 per domain (or below 5
average) → Significant risks. Trust is
fragile, accountability is not
embedded.
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Step Deeper: Patterns That Emerge

It’s not only about which domain is
lowest - it’s about the patterns:

Relational consistently low across
domains  → A safety debt. Truth is
not being spoken. Challenge feels
unsafe.

Systemic consistently low across
domains → Dependency on heroics.
Things only work because of good
people, not good systems.

Internal high but Relational low →
Moral licensing. “I’m ethical, so I
don’t need to be challenged.”

Self strong, Team/Culture weak →
Cultural shadow. Your standards
aren’t travelling down the line.

Future low while present strong →
Time-horizon bias. Short-termism
undermines legacy.

Here are some common archetypal shortcuts - familiar traps leaders fall into:

The Lone Crusader → You set high standards for yourself, but don’t invite others in.
Action: Choose one trusted colleague and ask them to call you out when you drift.

The Policy Mirage → You’ve got all the rules and reports, but people don’t trust the
system.
Action: Scrap one unnecessary policy and replace it with one real conversation.

The Agreeable Swamp → Everyone’s nice, but nothing moves.
Action: Invite one piece of constructive conflict in your next meeting.

The Top-Seal Leak → Senior leadership looks strong, but the culture and team below
are weak.
Action: Ask your team directly, “Where do you see me break my own rules?”

The Quarter Chaser → You focus on short-term wins but ignore long-term impact.
Action: Before making a major decision, ask: “How will this look in five years?”

These are not labels - they are shortcuts to recognise repeating traps. They help you
see the deeper story behind your scores and give you a clear first action.
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Your First Steps
CHAPTER V -  THE ACTION PLAN

First Steps to Change

1. Identify your three lowest-scoring areas - these are your accountability priorities.
2.Choose one small, practical action for each (see examples in the Plan of Action).
3.Don’t stop with self-perception. Share this diagnostic with an Honesty

Committee - a trusted group of peers, team members, or board colleagues. Ask
them to score you too. Compare the results. Where perception gaps exist,
conversations must follow.

The purpose of this diagnostic is not to punish, but to illuminate. It shows where
integrity, safety, or systems need reinforcement and invites you to start the work of
repair.

THE NEW ERA OF ETHICAL ACCOUNTABILITY IN LEADERSHIP

Examples of First Steps:

Self (low score): Write down your top 3 non-negotiables. Share them with a trusted
peer and ask them to hold you to them.

Senior Management (low score): Add a “challenge round” at the end of every
leadership meeting. Ask: “Which of today’s decisions most needs to be questioned
before we act?”

Team (low score): Run a quarterly accountability check-in. Use 3 simple questions:
What did we promise?
What did we deliver?
What will we change next time?

System / Culture (low score): Introduce one visible accountability ritual (for example: a
public scorecard, an independent audit, or a rotating “red team” that pressure-tests
plans).

Future (low score): Before signing off any major decision, ask out loud: “How will this
look in five years’ time?” Build that question into your meeting template so it
becomes a habit.
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🔎 Research & Evidence

Amy Edmondson — Psychological Safety → foundational research on team
trust and truth-telling.
Zeynep Ton — The Good Jobs Strategy → evidence that treating workers well
drives performance.
Anand Giridharadas — Winners Take All → critique of performative
responsibility in business.

📚 Thinkers & Books

Jerry Colonna, Reboot → radical honesty and courageous leadership.
Herminia Ibarra, Act Like a Leader, Think Like a Leader → identity evolution for
leaders in transition.
Indra Nooyi, My Life in Full → purpose-driven leadership in practice.
Patrick Lencioni, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team → frameworks for trust and
accountability.
Adam Grant, Think Again → myth-busting, evidence-based organisational
behaviour.
Margaret Heffernan, Uncharted → leadership in complexity and uncertainty.
Dov Seidman, How → “how we do anything means everything” as an ethos for
leadership.
Otto Scharmer, Theory U → presencing and accountability to future
stakeholders.

🛠️ Practical Tools - (Implied through frameworks)

Team trust diagnostics (from Lencioni).
Psychological safety exercises (from Edmondson’s work).
Stakeholder mapping / presencing (inspired by Scharmer).
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