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HELD TO ACCOUNT 
MIND THE GAP
Executives around the world are grappling with the low level of accountability in their organizations. 
According to the World Economic Forum and Lee Hecht Harrison, 72% said it was critical—but few are 
satisfied with the status quo. This gap remains consistent when broken down by region:

(RE)BUILDING CREDIBILITY
To build credibility, executives need to change perceptions about themselves and their organizations. The 
majority of CEOs say that means stressing the importance of values, culture and trust.

BAD DEEDS, JUST PUNISHMENTS
It is not always clear what constitutes a fireable offense. Here is how members of the U.S. public ranked 
CEO misdeeds on a scale of 1 to 10*, according to a Stanford University study:

TRUST ISSUES
CEOs must grapple with a decline in their credibility. Here is a sampling of the percentage of 
citizens around the world that trust business leaders in their country: 

There is room for improvement in the C-suite when it comes to accountability and credibility.

So
ut

h 
Ko

re
a

Ru
ss

ia

Po
la

nd

Ir
el

an
d

Ja
pa

n

Ge
rm

an
y

Tu
rk

ey

A
rg

en
tin

a

U
ni

te
d 

Ki
ng

do
m

Sp
ai

n

Sw
ed

en

A
us

tr
al

ia

Ca
na

da

Fr
an

ce

It
al

y

M
al

ay
si

a

So
ut

h 
A

fr
ic

a

Si
ng

ap
or

e

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Br
az

il

Co
lo

m
bi

a

U
ni

te
d 

A
ra

b 
Em

ira
te

s

Ch
in

a

M
ex

ic
o

In
di

a

In
do

ne
si

a

Only 52% of senior business and human resource leaders say they are satisfied 
with the accountability demonstrated by top executives. Organizational habits 
and culture might be to blame: 

29%
39% 40% 41% 41% 43% 43% 45% 45% 46% 46% 48% 50% 50% 

55% 56% 56% 58% 58% 60% 61% 64% 64% 67% 67%
74% 76%

Withholds news of a customer accident/death: 8.4

Uses abusive language: 8.2

Looks at pornography at work: 7.8

Has an affair with a subordinate: 7.7

Gets a drunken driving citation; does not inform the board: 7.3

Gets a bonus while a union gives big concessions: 7.3

Lies about degree on resume: 7.2

Fails to tell the board about criminal convictions: 7.0

Only hires “good-looking people” in stores: 6.9

Will not show gay people in company ads: 6.9

Writes anonymous posts in chatrooms to promote company’s stock: 6.7

Brings family on company jet: 6.7

Writes anonymous positive reviews about company’s products: 6.6

Uses personal money to buy expensive gifts for clients: 4.5

Executives say leadership accountability is 
a critical issue in their organization

Executives are satisfied with the level of 
accountability among their organization’s 

leadership
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80% 
of organizations do not 
have the courage to 
address mediocre and 
unaccountable leaders

55% 
of leaders are not fully 
committed to their job 
responsibilities

51%
of companies do not set 
clear expectations about 
leadership behavior

73%
of organizations do not 
have a strong leadership 
culture

of CEOs say they are working on 
their skill sets and personal qualities 
to improve their leadership

Perhaps not surprisingly, only 35% of CEOs believe that 
public trust in business will change in the next three years.

Treat employees 
well

62%

Offer high-quality 
services/products

59%

Listen to
customers

58%

Pay fair share 
of taxes

56%

Conduct ethical 
practices

56%

Employ transparent 
and open business 
practices

55%

Place customers 
ahead of profits

55%
Take responsible 
action to address 
issues

55%

Communicate 
frequently and 
honestly

52%

Protect and 
improve the 
environment

52%

Create new jobs
47%

Invest profits in 
the country where 
they are earned

46%

Have programs that 
positively impact 
community

46%

Address societal 
needs in everyday 
business

46%

CEO should 
be fired

Criminal 
conviction

11%

Nothing should 
be done

17%

CEO should 
face the board 

of directors

24%

Pay should be 
reduced and/or 
bonuses should 

be lost

16%32%

But respondents are not in agreement about the consequences executives should face for these activities:

Sources: 2017 Trust Barometer, Edelman; KPMG; Punishing CEOs for Bad Behavior: 2017 Public Perception Survey, Stanford University; 
The Leadership Accountability Gap, 2017, Lee Hecht Harrison

*10 denotes “extremely bad” behavior, and 1 denotes “not at all bad” behavior.

What can businesses do to gain more trust? Here is what members of the public 
from around the world say would be most effective:

68%
The good news? CEOs know they need to do better: 

NUMBERS
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citizens around the world that trust business leaders in their country: 
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29%
39% 40% 41% 41% 43% 43% 45% 45% 46% 46% 48% 50% 50% 

55% 56% 56% 58% 58% 60% 61% 64% 64% 67% 67%
74% 76%

Withholds news of a customer accident/death: 8.4

Uses abusive language: 8.2

Looks at pornography at work: 7.8

Has an affair with a subordinate: 7.7

Gets a drunken driving citation; does not inform the board: 7.3

Gets a bonus while a union gives big concessions: 7.3

Lies about degree on resume: 7.2

Fails to tell the board about criminal convictions: 7.0

Only hires “good-looking people” in stores: 6.9

Will not show gay people in company ads: 6.9

Writes anonymous posts in chatrooms to promote company’s stock: 6.7

Brings family on company jet: 6.7

Writes anonymous positive reviews about company’s products: 6.6

Uses personal money to buy expensive gifts for clients: 4.5

Executives say leadership accountability is 
a critical issue in their organization

Executives are satisfied with the level of
accountability among their organization’s 

leadership

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

North America Europe South America Asia

76% 77%
65%

77%

23%
29% 27%27%

80%
of organizations do not 
have the courage to
address mediocre and 
unaccountable leaders

55%
of leaders are not fully 
committed to their job 
responsibilities

51%
of companies do not set 
clear expectations about 
leadership behavior

73%
of organizations do not 
have a strong leadership 
culture

of CEOs say they are working on 
their skill sets and personal qualities 
to improve their leadership

Perhaps not surprisingly, only 35% of CEOs believe that 
public trust in business will change in the next three years.

Treat employees 
well

62%

Offer high-quality 
services/products

59%

Listen to 
customers

58%

Pay fair share 
of taxes

56%

Conduct ethical 
practices

56%

Employ transparent 
and open business 
practices

55%

Place customers 
ahead of profits

55%
Take responsible 
action to address 
issues

55%

Communicate 
frequently and 
honestly

52%

Protect and 
improve the 
environment

52%

Create new jobs
47%

Invest profits in 
the country where 
they are earned

46%

Have programs that 
positively impact 
community

46%

Address societal 
needs in everyday 
business

46%

CEO should 
be fired

Criminal 
conviction

11%

Nothing should 
be done

17%

CEO should 
face the board 

of directors

24%

Pay should be 
reduced and/or 
bonuses should 

be lost

16%32%

But respondents are not in agreement about the consequences executives should face for these activities:

Sources: 2017 Trust Barometer, Edelman; KPMG; Punishing CEOs for Bad Behavior: 2017 Public Perception Survey, Stanford University; 
The Leadership Accountability Gap, 2017, Lee Hecht Harrison

*10 denotes “extremely bad” behavior, and 1 denotes “not at all bad” behavior.

What can businesses do to gain more trust? Here is what members of the public 
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