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Managers are in a really tough spot. They need to 
deliver more and more, but organizational systems 
get in the way more often than they help.

It’s not that organizations aren’t concerned. Many 
undertake valiant efforts to ensure processes are 

in place and organizational design and systems are 
right. And yet there is still a tremendous amount of 
unfocused effort in organizations, and managers 
simply aren’t clear on what it is they need to focus 
on, and what they need to do their work.

THE RESEARCH

So what is really going on inside organizations that 
make it so difficult for managers to be effective in 
their jobs? Effective Managers™ and the Telfer School 
of Management at the University of Ottawa partnered 
to fill this void in the management sciences literature. 
The research focus was to understand and, more 
importantly, identify those dynamics that impact on 
managers being effective in their work. As a result, 
we hoped to help CEOs understand how they can 
improve productivity in their organizations.

We realized from a review of the literature that a 
variety of factors are at play that obstruct manager 

effectiveness. For our research purposes, we 
identified the key dimension: accountability. In 
an organizational context, accountability is “an 
obligation for which one can be held to account 
for one’s results and actions by a specified other.” 
The phrase specified other is important. To be 
accountable, there must be someone else involved to 
hold the manager to account. Thus, a self-held belief 
cannot be accountability, but is rather a responsibility.

The research was conducted during 2013. Data was 
gathered from managers in 8 organizations of varying 
sizes in a cross section of sectors. 

Why do your best managers return home every evening feeling bad about what they didn’t get 
done instead of feeling satisfied with what they accomplished during the day?

IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM

Why do so many managers feel over-worked and 
under-resourced? 

Part of the problem is human nature, and the fact 
that we tend to be overly optimistic in terms of 
what we can realistically accomplish in a certain 
time frame. How many times on a Saturday morning 
have you said you were going to spend a few 
hours cleaning the garage so you could spend the 
afternoon at leisure, only to find yourself waist-deep 
in boxes at 2:00 pm, and you still haven’t had lunch?

Another part of the issue has to do with learning 

how we, as managers, can do a better job of 
identifying exactly what it is we need to do, 
or rather, where we need to focus our efforts. 
Realizing we’re not likely to get everything done 
that could possibly be done, how do we set realistic 
goals and create strategies that help us focus on 
only those objectives that are most important?

For many managers, the tendency is to focus on 
small, one-off tasks throughout the day. These 
seemingly brief tasks can consume the entire day 
and it’s all too easy to let the flow of the day drive 
you – instead of you driving it.
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THE RESULTS

We asked managers to report what percentage of 
their time was spent doing work that they were hired 
to do. They were also asked to estimate the amount 
of time they spent doing administrative work that 
could be delegated to an administrative support 
person, if such a person were to be available. Finally, 
they were asked to estimate the amount of time they 
spent on value-added work, that is, work that only 
they, in their position, with their capability, can do.

The results shown approach the issue from two 
different perspectives, but with the same results: 
managers spend almost half of their time on work 
they shouldn’t be doing:

• reading emails they shouldn’t have to read,

• attending meetings they shouldn’t have to 
attend,

•engaging in conflict with coworkers from other 
departments,

• doing administrative work that should be 
delegated,

• and so on.

So what can be done about it?
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This combination of ineffective use of time and 
delegatable administrative support work totals 45.6% of 
managers’ time’ leaving 54.4% for effective use of time.
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The value-added work totals 54.9% of managers’ time. 
This would include work on personal objectives and time 
managing subordinates.

THE FINDINGS

The most significant finding is that Accountability is 
very highly correlated with manager effectiveness. 

Accountability is at the heart of managerial 
leadership. It is important that employees have a 
clear understanding of what they are being held 
accountable for and how their outcomes will 
contribute to the success of their organization. If 
they are not aware of this, how do they determine 

what their most value added work should be, and 
where they should focus their efforts? When they 
need to make decisions, how can they be assured 
that they are making decisions that are consistent 
with what their managers would want?

Accountability actually has two dimensions. Both 
need to be understood in order to positively impact 
manager effectiveness.
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To understand the disconnect, and how 
organizations have gone so wrong, it is important 
to realize that Accountability actually has two 
dimensions. First, what is the clarity of the 
accountability and authority that has been delegated 
to managers? For instance, if I am a manager, am I 
clear about not only what my manager is holding 
me accountable for, but also the authority I have for 
doing my work?

We call this the Clarity of Accountability dimension. 
As an organizational measure, this means thinking 
about how well the organization can translate 
accountability for output from the strategic plan, 
through the CEO, down to each individual manager 
in the organization. This measure correlates highly 
with a managers’ perceived self-effectiveness.

The second dimension of accountability is Felt 
Accountability. This concept has been written 
about in management sciences literature. It refers 
to the degree to which an individual feels he or 
she is accountable. It could be related to being 
accountable to a manager for work, or it could be 
other things that are not real accountabilities, but 
feel like accountabilities. 

Examples of Felt Accountability include:

• relationships with customers

• relationships with peers

• project work

• self-held beliefs

In all of these examples, these are not real 
accountabilities because managers are not held to 
account by a specified other that has the authority 
to hold them to account. Nevertheless, they can be 
quite distracting if the managers of managers do not 
take them into account when setting the context for 
doing work. Felt Accountability, interestingly, scores 
much higher than Clarity of Accountability.

This reinforces the perspective that people care 
about their work and want to do well.

 The question is not whether managers feel 
accountable. They do.

The question is whether they feel accountable for the 
right things. This is the manager’s job – to be clear 
about those things for which they will hold their 
subordinates to account.

OTHER EFFECTIVENESS 
MEASURES

A series of other measures are correlated with 
Accountability in organizations. These are important 
to understand, as they provide the insight into root 
causes that can constrain or improve accountability 
in the workplace.

Manager’s Manager Capability 

The immediate question one might ask is: What 
is the role of managers of managers? The CEO 

manages Vice Presidents, Vice Presidents manage 
Directors, and so on. In each of these cases, the 
manager of the managers would seem to have 
an important role in terms of the delegation of 
accountability to their subordinate managers. If a 
manager is not capable at doing her / his job, the 
subordinate manager is less likely to receive the 
clarity required to be effective at his / her job.
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Managers, in general, feel that their own managers 
are capable. Although there is room for improvement, 
this is positive. The managerial chain in organizations 
is critical to effective delegation. And as we have 
seen earlier in this report, clarity of accountability 
has significant room for improvement. If a manager 
is not capable at doing her / his job, the direct 
report manager is less likely to receive the Clarity of 
Accountability required to be effective at his / her job. 
Similarly, if the manager does not perceive that their 
manager is capable, they will not have the degree of 
Felt Accountability necessary for effectiveness.

High manager’s manager capability was 
correlated to high accountability.

Organizational Learning 

This measure describes the relationship between 
effective organizational learning with other 
organizational factors, and its direct impact on the 
effectiveness of managers. Organizations continually 
face challenges in managing their knowledge assets. 
To the extent that organizations are better at 
managing and transferring knowledge, one would 
expect that managers would be more effective. 
The data reinforces these concepts with high 
correlations between Organizational Learning and 
Clarity of Accountability, and a high correlation with 
Manager Effectiveness directly. 

High degrees of organizational learning were 
correlated with high accountability.

Workflow 

This measure assesses the extent to which 
managers perceive work flowing smoothly across 
the organization. If managers don’t understand 

their accountability and authority with respect to 
peers in other parts of the organization, they will 
gravitate towards “I’ll just do it myself – it’s easier”. 
Work tends to happen within distinct organizational 
units. If work does not flow smoothly across the 
organization, it can lead to misunderstandings and 
duplication of effort, both of which are counter to 
Manager Effectiveness. 

Fewer than 40% of managers surveyed felt 
that work flowed smoothly across their 
organizations.

Corporate Systems

Organizations have in place organization-wide 
systems that are intended to support employees in 
their work.  These systems also have organizational 
objectives. For example, Finance must provide 
certain information to the Board and to the CEO 
in a timely way for the effective management 
and governance of the organization. Finance also 
provides support to employees, such as provision of 
expenditures against budgets, processing expense 
accounts, and so on.

What often happens is that the systems that have 
been put in place, or should be put in place to 
support management don’t get the attention they 
deserve from the CEO and executive management. 
The balance between serving the organization 
and supporting the manager can become skewed, 
often to the point where managers see the support 
system as an overall burden instead of a support.

Managers almost universally feel that corporate 
systems do not provide the appropriate amount 
of support, and that they are skewed toward the 
organization as a whole rather than designed to 
support managers in their work.
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THE FIRST STEP

If an organization can make one change to improve 
manager effectiveness, what would it be? 

Improve the clarity of delegation of accountability to 
all managers! 

Of course this is easier said than done. Ideally, an 
organization-wide accountability and authority 
framework, approved and monitored by the CEO, 
should be put in place. Without the right system 
in place, well-intentioned decisions are made 
by managers that result in work that is wrong, 
duplicated or not delivered in the right timeframe.

The bottom line? 

By establishing an accountability and authority 
framework for how work flows down the 
organization, the CEO helps each manager 
understand what their role is, what they are 
accountable for and what resources they have 
available to them. The right framework also 
provides measures for quality, quantity, timeliness 

and available resources, so managers know what 
authority they have to do the work. They can then 
use that information to take initiative and make 
decisions that move the organization forward.

Accountability and authority frameworks have been 
given a bad rap in the modern organization, because 
“self-managed teams” and “empowerment” do not 
fit with what is often misinterpreted as “bureaucratic” 
or “command-and-control” initiatives. We all know 
these latter approaches are inappropriate for the 
fast moving pace of the 21st century organization. 
However, frameworks for delegating work are 
critically important. Unless there is a commonly 
understood way to delegate work down the 
organization, people will flounder, failing to focus on 
the right work. On the other hand, if everyone is told 
exactly what to do at every step, the result is no less 
dysfunctional, and incredibly inefficient!

The challenge is to find a happy medium 
between restrictive and counterproductive 
command-and-control, and systems such as 
self-managed teams that diffuse resources with 
inconsistent activity.

Role Conflict

This measure assesses the degree of conflict that 
managers experience in their day to day work. One 
would expect that in organizations where there is 
a lack of clarity of accountability, that there would 
be increased role conflict. The data did show this to 
be the case, as these two measures are very highly 
negatively correlated.

Role conflict was high; almost half of managers 
agreed with statements that described conflict 
situations.

Interdependence 

Interdependence is a measure that explores the 
reliance of individuals on others, in other parts 
of the organization, for success in their work. 
Interdependence in and of itself isn’t a positive or a 
negative factor – it is an indicator of a certain state in 
organizations.  Some organizations, by their nature, 
require a greater independence of their managerial 
workforce for production and delivery of products 
and services.

High interdependence indicates that managers 
rely highly on managers in other parts of the 
organization for success in their work.
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The challenge for today’s CEO is in finding a happy 
medium: providing appropriate frameworks so 
that when managers do take initiative and use 
their judgment in an empowered way, they do it 
within context, with outcomes that are in line with 
expectations. The CEO must go against the grain 
of popular thinking to put a system in place that 
outlines and identifies the basic accountability and 
authority each manager needs to appropriately 
guide decision-making throughout the organization.

The key element of an accountability and authority 
framework is to put in place a system whereby 
delegation of accountability and authority, and the 
setting of context and boundaries for the way in 
which work is done, flow down the organization in a 
consistent way. This is shown in the following figure.

The first step, or Round 1, is for the CEO to have a 
discussion with her or his Executive Management 
Team along the following lines (as a team and one-
on-one): 

• These are the goals that I am accountable to the 
Board for accomplishing, and this is the work that 
I will be personally doing to ensure that these 
goals are met;

• These are the goals for which  I will hold each of 
you to account, so that I can do my work and we 
can successfully implement the strategy (with 
specificity in terms of quantity, quality, timeliness, 
and available resources);

• I expect you to have the same conversation, 
from your perspective, with your subordinate 
managers, and to clearly delegate their 
accountabilities in the same way;

• I will monitor this to ensure there is clear 
delegation by each manager to each subordinate 
manager, and that each manager understands 
how their accountabilities relate back to strategy 
execution.

In Round 2, each Vice President has a similar version 
of the same conversation with her or his team and 
one-on-one, but with adapted content to reflect that 
the meeting is from the perspective of the VP even 
though it is within the context set by the CEO.

In Round 3, each Director repeats the process at the 
next level down.

This takes some effort. Models and templates exist 
for these processes, and some external support can 
go a long way to lessening the burden on managers 
to establish new processes. However, this is an 
essential component of managerial work, and should 
not be seen as “extra” work.  Rather, it is a system 
by which the CEO can help to assure successful 
strategy execution.

Figure: Clarity of Delegation of Accountability and 
Authority
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CONCLUSION

Overall, the research reveals that managers carry 
a feeling of accountability for a variety of different 
things. While they are directly accountable for 
“getting things done,” clarity of accountability is 
simply not there. Senior managers are not doing 
an adequate job of being clear about what they’re 

holding their subordinate managers accountable for. 
In the absence of total clarity, direct-report managers 
are pulled in several different directions by peers, 
stakeholders and customers, and are distracted from 
the real work that is required for both effectiveness 
at the team and organizational levels.

EXPLORING MANAGERIAL 
EFFECTIVENESS

How can an organization measure its managerial 
effectiveness? One way is to look at the amount 
of time managers spend doing value-added work 
versus work that is not value-added. What are the 
main factors that drive managers and support them 
in doing their job? What are the challenges they 
face that prevent them from spending time helping 
employees focus on their priorities – lending support, 
coaching and training so that they will be engaged? 
Finally, what roadblocks prevent managers from 
making themselves available, establishing feedback 
loops, and helping employees engage in meaningful 
discussions to become more engaged in their job?

Following our research on manager effectiveness, 
Effective Managers™ has developed a 
comprehensive, organization-wide survey as a 
tool available to all CEOs for assessing the state of 
management in their organizations. The survey is 
an easy and convenient way to receive an accurate 
and timely picture of the state of your organization’s 
manager effectiveness.

The survey report includes a detailed discussion 
of the findings for each measure identified in the 
research, including a comparison to benchmarks 
for those measures, as well as identification of 

key factors that impact overall effectiveness. A 
comprehensive report summary and high-level 
review identifies strengths to build on and key 
areas or opportunities where the organization has 
the greatest potential for improvement. Reports 
conclude with a section on overall findings, analysis 
and recommended next steps.

By engaging managers specifically, the survey seeks 
to inform by targeting specific leadership issues with 
indicators where problems may exist. For example, 
if there are concerns with the implementation 
of strategic initiatives, these problems will be 
revealed. Results can offer insight prior to a major 
change initiative in the organization that can help 
shape a new organizational design, like a merger or 
acquisition, for example.

The survey offers a current snapshot of the state 
of management in organizations, giving CEOs and 
Heads of HR invaluable knowledge about how 
to craft change that ensures managers are fully 
engaged. This information can help improve the 
Clarity of Delegation factor so that when resources 
are invested into a change initiative, managers 
will be appropriately aligned and involved in the 
implementation of the program.
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If this White Paper details something that could use work in your organization, please give me a call and 
we can discuss the concrete steps you can take:

Email: dwight@effectivemanagers.com Direct:     613 273 8097 
Web:   www.effectivemanagers.com Mobile:    647 283 1096 
Skype: dwight.mihalicz

Dwight W. Mihalicz, MBA CMC 
President, Effective Managers™ 

ABOUT DWIGHT MIHALICZ

Dwight Mihalicz has over 
40 years of organization 
experience in a broad 
variety of organizations 
and situations. Over this 
period he has been required 
to focus on and solve a 
broad variety of complex 
problems in local, national, 

international and global settings. Throughout his career, 
he has developed extensive expertise in supporting 
improvement processes with large organizations.

Since 1999, as a management consultant he 
has consulted across all sectors and all sizes of 
organizations. This has given him experience 

in a broad variety of situations with a focus on 
organization alignment, and supporting the 
implementation of large change projects. In 
2013 Effective Managers™ partnered with the 
Telfer School of Management at the University 
of Ottawa to conduct groundbreaking research 
on understanding the dynamics of manager 
effectiveness in the workplace.

He has formed a company, Effective Managers™, 
specializing in the improvement of productivity and 
effectiveness of managers. His focus is on working 
with CEOs and Heads of HR to help them improve 
organizational performance by helping managers to 
be more effective.

Managers do feel accountability, but the real 
question is whether or not senior managers do a 
sufficient job at setting clarity of accountability so 

that subordinate managers are accountable for the 
right work. If they are not, this is one explanation for 
why they fail to get the right work done.
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