The First Word Was "Chaos"
I asked a room of accountancy firm leaders one question: What happens when accountability is low in your firm?
The first word someone said was "chaos." And it went downhill from there.
What followed was one of the most honest conversations I've had in a training room. Not theory. Not textbook stuff. Real leaders talking about what actually happens when ownership, accountability, and responsibility isn't woven into the culture of a firm.
Here's what they said. And here's why it matters more than most firms realise.
The Problem You Can't See on the P&L
One leader made a point that stopped the room: "When clients are on a monthly direct debit, it's easy to push billable hours into later weeks, we don’t need to be responsible for getting jobs complete that week. It doesn't noticeably affect this month's financial results."
On the surface, the numbers look fine. But underneath, jobs are being knocked forward. Deadlines are quietly sliding. Scope creep is eating into fixed fees. And nobody's having the conversation about it - because nobody feels accountable for raising it.
That's the danger. Low accountability doesn't announce itself. It hides inside "good enough" months until the cumulative cost becomes impossible to ignore.
Panic, Blame, and the Culture That Builds Itself
One of the most powerful moments came when someone described what happens when mistakes surface in a low-accountability environment.
First comes panic. Then comes the defensive reaction - the instinct to shift blame before anyone else can point the finger. Then silence. People sit on problems for weeks, sometimes months, asking themselves: "Am I going to be found out? Should I have said something? Can I get away with it?"
And when the issue finally surfaces? The wider team's trust is at risk. "Well, I didn't know about that" becomes the default response. Everyone's first move is to get it off their own back.
That pattern, repeated over months and years, IS the culture. Nobody designed it. Nobody wanted it. But without deliberate accountability around weekly performance, it's what grows in its place.
The Trust Equation in Action
One group made a connection that deserves more attention. They linked accountability directly to the trust equation — specifically, reliability.
If you're not delivering to clients on time, not communicating proactively, not following through on what you promised - you're not just being disorganised - you're being untrustworthy. And clients feel it, even if they don't recognise it as a trust breakdown.
The consequences cascade. Clients won't give you referrals if jobs are slow. Clients who currently refer others to you will quietly stop. And here's the one that should keep firm owners awake: if a client is sitting on your entry-level service and you're not delivering well, they will never move up to your premium offering. Why would they? You haven't earned the right to ask.
Worse still, if a client does take the top-tier option and you fail to deliver - you don't hold the quarterly meetings, you don't produce the management accounts - they'll drop straight back down. You lose the revenue because you didn't keep the promise.
You Lose the Wrong People
This was perhaps the thorniest insight of the day. When accountability is low, you don't just lose clients - you lose the wrong clients.
The good clients leave. And your best team members leave too. Because the best quality people have high standards, and they won't tolerate an environment that doesn't match them.
The clients who are happy with mediocre service? They stay. The staff who are comfortable coasting? They stay too. And slowly, quietly, the culture tilts toward the people who are least invested in its success.
That's not a success problem. That's a survival problem.
What It Does to the Owners
The leaders in the room were candid about what low accountability feels like at the top. Your work-life balance disappears. You become reactive instead of proactive. You lose sight of the vision because you're firefighting constantly. Morale drops, poor behaviour goes unchallenged, and the whole ethos of the firm comes under pressure.
One person asked: "Does the firm even survive?"
The honest answer was: probably - but it doesn't thrive. It just exists.
The Real Question
We ended the session before lunch feeling heavy. The picture was bleak. But that honesty was the point. It prepared us well for unpacking the solution in the afternoon.
Because you can't build ownership, accountability, and responsibility into a culture unless you first face what happens without it. Not in theory. In your firm, with your clients, with your team.
The question isn't whether your firm has an accountability problem. The question is: what is it costing you that you haven't yet measured? And what are you doing about it?

I work with ambitious accountancy firms to build cultures where people take ownership, clients stay loyal, and the numbers actually reflect the potential of the firm. If this article resonates, I'd welcome the conversation.

