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Abstract: This article identifies basic shortcomings of traditional approaches to
accountability and considers some of the reasons for the persistence of an approach that
is known to: provide an inaccurate and distorted view of actual performance; inhibits
rather than facilitates improved performance; and contributes to less rather than more
confidence in government. The article then presents a vision of accountability more in
keeping with the realities of public sector management in the twenty-first century.

Sommaire : Le pr�esent article indique les principales d�eficiences dans les façons
traditionnelles d’aborder l’obligation de rendre compte et examine certaines des raisons
pour lesquelles on continue de recourir �a cette d�emarche qui, on le sait, entrâıne les
cons�equences suivantes : cela fournit une fausse et inexacte repr�esentation de la
performance r�eelle, empêche plutôt que ne favorise une meilleure performance, et
contribue �a avoir moins plutôt que davantage confiance dans le gouvernement.
L’article pr�esente ensuite une vision de l’imputabilit�e qui correspond mieux aux
r�ealit�es de la gestion du secteur public au XXIe siècle.

Introduction
In recent years, there has been a major shift in public sector management
from a focus on activities and processes to a focus on results – benefits to
citizens arising from government processes. There also is increasing rec-
ognition that government interventions, by their very nature, are complex
and operate in uncertain environments where adaptability is needed
rather than sticking to a plan that can quickly become out of date. As
well, significant outcomes rarely follow from just a single action or actor.

These shifts have implications for all aspects of public sector manage-
ment, including accountability. But, as this article documents, traditional
approaches to accountability, designed primarily for checking compliance
with rules and procedures and expenditures against budgets, have not
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kept pace with these developments. Holding programs accountable for
compliance with expectations seems clear and fair enough. But, by itself,
this inevitably misleads and distorts. Such practices do not provide a
proper account of the appropriateness and value of public sector activ-
ities and performance. Worse, they act as a disincentive to good perform-
ance and can lead to a wide range of perverse activities and outcomes.
They provide the illusion rather than the reality of a focus on results and
on accountability. This in turn contributes to the paradox that despite
more resources and attention devoted to accountability-related activities,
the public often feels that government is less and less accountable.

This article, after a brief consideration of what is meant by
“accountability” and the nature and key implications of a results or out-
come orientation, discusses shortcomings of traditional approaches to
accountability. It considers reasons for the persistence of an approach to
accountability with such shortcomings that have been so well docu-
mented, and then presents a vision of accountability more in keeping
with current realities of public sector management.

The meaning of accountability in a
results context

Gray and Jenkins (1993: 55) define accountability as: “the obligation to pres-
ent an account of and answer for the execution of responsibilities to those
who entrusted those responsibilities.” Bemelmans-Videc (2007), the Cana-
dian Comprehensive Audit Foundation (CCAF, in Leclerc et al. 1996) and
others present similar definitions that, however, leave it open to whom and
for what one is expected to be accountable, and how one appropriately can
answer for a responsibility or power that has been conferred.

As Lonsdale and Bemelmans-Videc (2007: 3) observe, “Like honesty
and clean water, ‘accountability’ is invariably seen as a ‘good thing’.”
Nevertheless, Behn (2001) observes, in a book devoted specifically to the
meaning of democratic accountability, that no one knows exactly what it
means to “hold someone accountable” – except those who are being held
accountable, where they understand that accountability in practical terms
means punishment. Leclerc et al. (1996) and Thomas (2007) make similar
observations, referring specifically to the Canadian context.

Lack of clarity about what is meant when referring to accountability
limits the meaningfulness of the term. In practice, as Light (1993), Leclerc
et al. (1996) and others have observed, accountability generally has been
viewed as assessing compliance with tightly drawn rules and regulations.
Such a traditional approach to accountability may well be appropriate to
control against the abuse or misuse of power, to provide assurance that
resources have been used for their intended purposes with due regard for
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fairness and good stewardship, attesting to the accuracy of accounts, and
guarding against various forms of fraud and misrepresentation. However,
it is less so with respect to performance.

But there is another face of accountability that has emerged with New
Public Management (NPM) and now overshadows traditional accountability.
The Auditor General of Canada (2002) has observed that one of the key pur-
poses of accountability is to lead to improved performance of programs and
policies. But as Dubnick (2005: 378) observes, the underlying assumption that
“greater accountability will mean improved performance” remains largely
unchallenged. As this article indicates, there is extensive evidence that tradi-
tional approaches to accountability are ill suited for the purpose of improv-
ing performance, leading to excessive focus on processes and on following
procedures. Worse, this frequently results in unintended perverse effects,
where accountability practices lose sight of the meaning of the concept.

Traditional approaches to accountability are ill suited
for the purpose of improving performance.

The concept of accountability represents an important ethical and moral
principle, basic to the concept and exercise of authority within a democ-
racy (for example, Leclerc et al. 1996; Bemelmans-Videc 2007). A major
purpose of accountability (some would say its prime function) is the
legitimization of the exercise of authority, including the most appropriate
use of public resources. In this sense, accountability can be viewed as an
end in itself, with the objective of providing for greater confidence or
assurance in what government is doing and how.

But from an outcome perspective, one must ask if accountability activ-
ities help contribute to more relevant, efficient, and effective public serv-
ices. Looked at in this light, it is appropriate to ask if certain types of
accountability approaches are more effective than others (for example,
Jarvis and Thomas 2012; Perrin, Bemelmans-Videc and Lonsdale 2007). If
accountability does not contribute in at least some way to improved gov-
ernment performance and effectiveness, then one may very well question
its value. Worse is when questionable approaches to accountability nega-
tively impact the legitimacy of our governance system.

A focus on results and what this means
for public sector management and
accountability

Arguably, the most important change affecting public sector management
has been a shift from a primary focus on process or outputs to a focus on
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outcomes and impacts. Outcomes are fundamentally different in nature
from processes, inputs, and outputs (or products). For example: they typ-
ically have a long-term trajectory, progress is not linear or incremental in
nature and is likely to happen unpredictably in fits and starts with the
likelihood of tipping points, and by their very nature may not be evident
or measurable for some time. Typically there are numerous steps in the
results chain, so that outcomes generally arise indirectly, and invariably
not just as the result of a single (program) intervention, but in combina-
tion with other interventions, actions of other players, and mediated by
social, economic and environmental factors.

There is no direct cause-and-effect relationship between activities and
outcomes. Theories of change that take into account multiple actors,
influencing factors, and feedback loops are required, in contrast to linear
results chains that are inaccurate and can mislead (Rogers 2008). Rigid
plans based upon pre-identified goals and targets (and logic models) are
almost certain to become out of date, in response to changing priorities,
needs, opportunities, threats, and feedback.

“Managing in a context of uncertainty” requires a flexible and adapt-
ive style rather than a rigid approach based upon pre-identified outputs
and targets (Freedman 2013; Handy 1995; Mintzberg 1994). Traditional
approaches to accountability “customarily become associated with the
judgment of whether a program or a policy has achieved its objectives,”
(Lehtonen 2005: 175) invariably through checking compliance against pre-
determined targets. But as the Canadian Comprehensive Audit Founda-
tion has acknowledged, “rendering an account against an original plan
without taking into account changed circumstances . . . is not good
accountability” (Leclerc et al. 1996: 34).

“Managing in a context of uncertainty” requires a
flexible and adaptive style rather than a rigid approach
based upon pre-identified outputs and targets.

Assessing performance and rewarding managers or programs for
doing what they were expected to do, on the surface, sounds reasonable.
But the reality is that this is inappropriate for an outcome focus when
this involves assessing performance against pre-defined targets or indica-
tors, as is the norm with most traditional accountability or results-based
management (RBM) approaches. As Mayne and Zapico-Go~ni (1997)
observed: “With an increasingly diverse, interdependent, and uncertain
public sector environment, . . . meeting objectives fixed some time ago
may not be as important as the capacity to adapt to current and future
change. . . In a rapidly changing world, responsive programs should be
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changing and modifying, and should be rewarded rather than penalized
for doing so.”

Implementing an outcome focus requires a significant change in the ways of
thinking and approach to management concerning all aspects of government,
including reward mechanisms and accountability approaches. A roundtable
discussion convened by the World Bank (Perrin 2006), involving international
experts considered what is needed for governments to move from a focus on
outputs to outcomes. While affirming that such a strategic focus is central to
the raison d’̂etre of government, the experts highlighted the challenges of such a
change, indicating that one should not expect perfection, and to encourage try-
ing, should reward “failure,” provided that learning comes from this. The
Auditor General of Canada (2002: 3) has observed: “Public sector management
and governance are changing, becoming more complex and creating new pres-
sures on traditional notions of accountability. Thus it should hardly be surpris-
ing that this has not proved easy to implement.”

An expert meeting OECD convened specifically to discuss challenges to
results-focused management and budgeting provides a good illustration
of challenges to an results-oriented approach, and how it can be sabo-
taged by inappropriate measures more suited for keeping track of activ-
ities. Despite the stated objective and title of the event, many of the
countries represented said that outcomes were too difficult to measure
and in particular to be useful for accountability because of difficulties of
attribution. As a result, there was minimal attention to outcomes, some to
outputs, but with primarily attention still placed on the development of
better means of controlling inputs (Perrin 2002). One may well ask (for
example, as Ohemeng and McCall-Thomas 2013 and Radin 2011, among
others, have done) if the “results orientation” is more rhetoric than reality.

Connecting accountability to
performance measurement

As many have indicated (for example, Perrin 1998, 1999, 2002, 2012;
Hatry 2013; Hildebrand and McDavid 2011; McDavid, Huse and Haw-
thorn 2013; Nielsen and Hunter 2013) performance measures can be a
useful tool for management in many circumstances. In particular, per-
formance measures need to be viewed as indicators, as one element of a
more comprehensive monitoring and evaluation strategy, for raising
rather than answering questions that could then be explored through
means ranging from some telephone calls to a comprehensive evaluation.
The main problem occurs when consequences are placed upon achieving
pre-established targets, such as for external reporting, rewards and pun-
ishments, and accountability, leading to distortion and misrepresentation
of actual performance.
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There are numerous reasons why it is inappropriate to use indicators
and targets for accountability purposes. Their use is inconsistent with evi-
dence that it is not appropriate to reduce complex undertakings, represent-
ing almost all significant public sector initiatives, to one or a small number
of (primarily) quantitative indicators (for example, Forss, Marra and
Schwartz 2011; Freedman 2013; Handy 1995; Hummelbrunner and Jones
2013a; Mintzberg 1994, 1996; Newcomer 1997; Rogers 2008; Williams and
Hummelbrunner 2011). Even more basically, reliance on indicators assumes
that they present a valid picture of what they purport to measure. But as
Dubnick 2005, Tsoukas 2004 and others have indicated, this is highly ques-
tionable on epistemological grounds. Choosing indicators is invariably
based upon negotiation, bureaucratic and political pressures, and thus in
spite of their apparent objectivity, they are inherently selective, subjective
and value laden. At best, indicators present a narrow window on reality.

Traditional accountability approaches may provide a
misleading account of the appropriateness and effec-
tiveness of performance, and worse, leads to perverse
incentives and to the undermining of effectiveness.

Inappropriate quantification and a high-stakes approach to account-
ability often means that attention is paid to what is easy to measure, to
inputs, activities and, perhaps, outputs, rather than to outcomes. This can
sabotage a meaningful outcome focus. Consequently, traditional account-
ability approaches may provide a misleading account of the appropriate-
ness and effectiveness of performance, and worse, leads to perverse
incentives and to the undermining of effectiveness. Even when intended
as a management tool, RBM approaches frequently become de facto
accountability and control mechanisms, or at least are frequently viewed
and used in this manner (for example, Gill 2011; Mintzberg 1996).

Given these shortcomings, it also is hardly surprising that traditional
approaches to accountability, based upon performance measures, fail in
their objective of providing for greater confidence in what government is
doing and benefits arising.

Performance measures can fail to provide
a meaningful account of actual
performance

There is extensive evidence documenting the limitations of performance
measures to present an accurate and meaningful view of actual perform-
ance, thereby misrepresenting what programs are actually doing.1 It is
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only possible to discuss a few of these factors below (but see, for exam-
ple, Perrin 1998, for discussion of other barriers and considerations that
limit the ability of performance to give a valid and accurate accounting
of actual performance).

Meaningless and inaccurate data
Transocean, the deep-water drilling company responsible in part for the
explosion of the BP Deepwater Horizon oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico that
killed a number of people and resulted in a major ecological disaster
nevertheless awarded its executives substantial bonuses, claiming in its
annual report that:

“Notwithstanding the tragic loss of life in the Gulf of Mexico, we achieved an exemplary
statistical safety record as measured by our total recordable incident rate and total potential
severity rate . . . As measured by these standards, we recorded the best year in safety per-
formance in our company’s history” (cited by BBC News 2011, emphasis added).

This represents just one poignant example, among many that are well
documented in the literature, of how performance indicators can be
meaningless. As another example, the European Union Cohesion
(regional development) Policy uses numbers of people “employed” and
“in training” to hold member states to account. But what do these terms
mean? Numbers of people “in employment” can include people in
“good”’ well-paying steady full-time jobs with a future, as well as others
in part-time work of a few days’ duration in an abusive situation; “self
employment” (which is included as a form of employment) can include
street hawkers with insufficient revenue to cover their expenses as well
as others running major hi-tech enterprises with a high level of income.
Numbers of people “trained” can include those who slept through a half-
day session of dubious value (or count the same person multiple times
for registering for many such sessions) as well as those who have com-
pleted a comprehensive six-month training program (Perrin 2011).

There are many cases where definitions of “obvious” measures vary
tremendously (for example, “client,” which can, and is, defined in
numerous ways, even among agencies providing similar services, and
then inappropriately aggregated). Often clerical staff required to submit
data, along with busy professionals who resent the time they need to
devote to “paperwork” rather than to delivering services, make it up as
they go along.

Goal displacement
When indicators become the objective, they can result in “goal dis-
placement” which leads to emphasis on “making the numbers” rather
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than on doing what the program was supposed to be doing. At best, this
can result in performance measures misrepresenting actual performance.

Examples of goal displacement are well documented. For example, the
UK Work Programme uses a payment-by-results mechanism whereby
private sector contractors are paid only on the successful placement of
welfare recipients into employment. An independent evaluation (Rees,
Taylor and Damm 2013) not only found little success, but that
“creaming” and “parking” were embedded in the approach, where those
closest to the labour market received the most help and those with the
greatest need received minimal attention. In an empirical study concern-
ing standardized testing in Ontario public schools, Ohemeng and
McCall-Thomas (2013) document how centralized imposed targets for
“results” have led to undesired behaviours such as “the opening of the
test before test day, giving students the questions before the test, erasing
test answers after the exams, teaching to the test, and circumventing the
instructions for test administration” (466).

There are numerous other ways of meeting targets without improving per-
formance, such as: selective definitions, for example, relabeling dropouts from
a program as having moved or even as a “success” in becoming independent;
“encouraging” those who do not seem to be doing well to go elsewhere in
order to increase the overall success rate; providing a minimal level of service
when the target is numbers of people served; hospitals addressing waiting
time standards by providing perfunctory attention and thereby stopping the
clock while keeping patients waiting for hours to receive any real treatment,
ignoring those who are not going to meet a target, such as call centres that ter-
minate calls that cannot be answered in time. Ways of gaming the system in
order to meet targets without addressing real needs are widespread and well
documented (for example, Perrin 1998; Thomas 2006; Wheelan 2013).

Incentive to distort results
Holding managers accountable to meet targets can produce strong pressure
to misrepresent and to distort results, with potentially devastating conse-
quences. It is now apparent that many of the recent corporate scandals are
at least partially the result of inappropriate incentives and inordinate pres-
sure on managers to “meet their numbers” — indeed all too often to “meet
their number.” For example, Enron indicated in its annual report that it was
“laser-focused on earnings per share,” and its former chief executive, Ken-
neth Lay, reportedly received a bonus of US$123M for achieving his target,
at the same time that the company was virtually defunct.

This is hardly an isolated incident. For example, an article in the Har-
vard Business Review indicates that the use of targets to determine com-
pensation “encourages managers to lie and cheat, lowballing targets and
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inflating results, and it penalizes them for telling the truth. It turns busi-
ness decisions into elaborate exercises in gaming. It sets colleague against
colleague, creating distrust and ill will. And it distorts incentives, moti-
vating people to act in ways that run counter to the best interests of their
companies.” (Jensen 2001: 94).

The same sort of thing also happens in the public sector. Linking pay
to target achievement is happening more and more, in spite of evidence
that pay-for-performance does not work (for example, Bevan 2013; Char-
tered Institute of Personnel and Development [CIPD] 2009; Toynbee
2013). Threatening to “punish failure” puts a high degree of pressure on
even public sector managers to meet their targets, no matter how, if they
want to keep their jobs and to preserve their programs. Bevan and Ham-
blin, citing a UK Audit Commission report, indicate that: “In a culture
where managers’ jobs depend on achieving specific targets, there will be
pressure to meet those targets (2009:182). Studies in jurisdictions such as
France (L’Inspection G�en�erale de l’Administration et Inspection G�en�erale
de la Police Nationales 2014) and the UK (House of Commons 2014) have
documented how police have intentionally manipulated statistics on
crime in order for “crime” to more closely match political expectations.

Critical subgroup differences hidden
As Hatry (2013: 25) has observed: “Performance measurement systems
typically provide only aggregate outcome data.” However, aggregate
(average) scores can misrepresent what is really happening. For example,
Winston (1993) indicates how a program with 40 percent women partici-
pants can achieve a 60 percent “success” rating, with all – or none – of
the women being successful. This finding would be hidden by an indica-
tor that only looked at the overall success rate.

Similarly, average scores showing overall improvement in household
income may disguise the fact that while a few people (typically those in
the top decile) are doing better, most people are no better off, with those
at the bottom end actually worse off. As Pawson and Tilley (1997) have
observed, with almost any program, invariably some people are better,
and others worse off. Performance measurement data that fail to show
this are at best misleading.

Inhibits rather than contributes to
improved performance

The above discussion indicates how performance measures may fail to
provide a meaningful perspective on actual performance, and thus
undermine accountability or decision making-related uses. But more than
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this, there is also extensive evidence about how traditional accountability
approaches combined with results-based schemes based upon indicators
adversely affect performance.2

Silo thinking and action
Few significant objectives (for example, poverty reduction, economic devel-
opment, employment creation, crime reduction, health, climate change) can
be addressed without coordinated action across multiple program areas or
without involvement of non-governmental partners. Outcomes also depend
upon factors beyond the direct control of a single manager or program.

Traditional accountability approaches combined with
results-based schemes based upon indicators adversely
affect performance.

Nevertheless, most reward and accountability structures remain verti-
cal. More appropriate shared accountability mechanisms are rare. This
can serve as a powerful disincentive to cooperative action, and may
result in cost shifting to other areas and to inappropriate attention to
processes and outputs more within the control of a manager.

Diversion of limited resources
Accountability does not come cheaply (for example, Power 1997; Gray
and Jenkins 2007; Martin 2005). Resources that otherwise could go
toward program improvement or delivering services must instead be
devoted to documentation, a major complaint of program staff. As Gray
and Jenkins (2007) ask, what should be the appropriate balance between
checking and doing?

Programs charged with delivering services are expected (often repeat-
edly) to demonstrate their value and cost effectiveness. Surely the same
should apply to accountability-related functions (for example, RBM spe-
cialists, audit, inspection, evaluation, other forms of monitoring) that are
of value only if they can assist in improving the relevance, effectiveness,
and efficiency of public services. It is incumbent upon all those engaged
in accountability to pay attention to whether they are delivering benefits
otherwise they are part of the problem rather than part of the solution.

Less, rather than more, focus on results and on innovation
The sad, supreme irony is that “results-oriented” accountability approaches
typically lead to less – rather than to more – focus on outcomes, on innovation
and improvement. As Gill (2011) and Mintzberg (1996) have indicated, this
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approach is rooted in a top-down hierarchical “control” model. A narrow
focus on measurement is inconsistent with a focus on change and improve-
ment that requires constant questioning about what else can be done or done
better (Senge 1990). The outcome of judging programs or staff by their
“numbers” is not empowerment, critical self-examination, and experimenta-
tion with new approaches. Instead, it leads to impaired performance, an
emphasis on justifying and defending what was done, and a reluctance to
admit that improvement is needed.

A compliance approach may indeed be appropriate with respect to
accountability for proper use of funds, conformity with legal or safety
requirements, and perhaps with other matters that can be clearly specified.
But a different approach is required regarding accountability for results.

Meaningless for decision making
Perhaps the most frequently mentioned rationale for performance measure-
ment, including (indeed, often particularly) for accountability purposes, is to
provide for more informed decision making and budgeting (for example,
Hatry 1997). But performance measures, by themselves, are useless for this
purpose. As Newcomer (1997: 10) put it: “Performance measurement typi-
cally captures quantitative indicators that tell what is occurring with regard
to program outputs and perhaps outcomes but, in itself, will not address the
how and why questions.” Programs may fail to meet targets due to limita-
tions of program design – but also due to faulty management or implemen-
tation, under (or over) funding, unique circumstances, inappropriate targets
or measurement at the wrong time, or for other reasons (Perrin 1998).

Using performance measures . . . for accountability
purposes, including making decisions about the future
of programs without other forms of supporting evi-
dence, is likely to lead to inappropriate actions.

Thus performance measures by themselves provide no direct implications
for action, unless other means are used to explore the reasons for results and
the potential for future impact. Indeed, using them for accountability pur-
poses, including making decisions about the future of programs without
other forms of supporting evidence, is likely to lead to inappropriate actions.

Less rather than more confidence in
government

Lonsdale and Bemelmans-Videc (2007: 3) have indicated that in spite of
the “paradox of there being more accountability-related activities today
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than ever before, at the same time . . . much public debate laments what
is seen as a lack of actual accountability.” Tsoukas (2004) identifies para-
doxes of the information society, where more information such as per-
formance indicators devoid of context results in less understanding and
in particular tends to erode trust that raises legitimate questions about
what is being concealed. Radin observes that: “Citizens across the globe
are skeptical about the ability of their governments to be accountable or
able to perform as expected” (2011: 98). A study concerning accountabil-
ity for funding for child-care services in Canada found lack of interest
and trust in public reporting, with widespread distrust about the veracity
of government figures (Anderson and Findlay 2010).

While there are many factors at play, current accountability
approaches do little to address concerns of the public about the effective
use or misuse of government resources. This is hardly surprising given
the failure of accountability approaches to reflect actual performance and
meaningful results, what is seen as excessive and inappropriate bureauc-
racy and sophistry with statistics, and failure to support improved
performance.

Why such persistence with an
inappropriate approach to
accountability?

There has been extensive documentation over the years of the limitations
of traditional approaches to accountability and RBM – within Canada as
well as in numerous other jurisdictions, including several articles in
recent issues of this journal (for example, Anderson and Findlay 2010;
Hildebrand and McDavid 2011; Ohemeng and McCall-Thomas 2013;
Thomas 2007). These limitations and distortions are, or at least should be,
well known. Nevertheless, there is an apparent reluctance to consider
anything different and indeed a proliferation of RBM approaches and
accountability measures that reflect many of the difficulties with these
approaches. Why is this?

Do governments, or at least politicians and high-ranking officials, really
want to improve? Perhaps politicians and other senior officials are not
really concerned about the reality of government performance, but pri-
marily want a means of making themselves look good (and a means of
blaming others where there are problems) and a way of symbolically sug-
gesting that they are concerned about accountability and results? Perhaps
the “results agenda” is more a matter of rhetoric and ideology than real-
ity and rational analysis?
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This is, arguably, a cynical perspective. But it is one frequently sug-
gested by observers (for example, Radin 2011), and it is one that I hear
frequently, in many different jurisdictions, from people both inside and
outside of government. One can, perhaps, understand this attitude
among politicians and some managers who might feel threatened by a
meaningful results orientation. But I am convinced that most public offi-
cials are in public service because they are concerned about doing the
best for their constituency. And is there not an obligation for auditors,
evaluators, and others engaged in the accountability enterprise to speak
truth to power, rather than exacerbating the problem?

Control trumps good management. One reason for accountability is to
control. Government officials want control over what is done with “their”
funds and how the direction they have mandated is implemented. The
problem – or at least one of the problems with this approach – is that
“control” approaches simply do not work, at least with respect to bring-
ing out the best in managers and staff.

The control or machine model of human resources management went
out of fashion some time ago – because it is ineffective. A top-down com-
mand-and-control approach to management is not suitable for creating a
meaningful results focus (for example, see Mintzberg 1996). As a report
of an expert OECD meeting considering challenges to results-focused
management and budgeting observed: “One can order people to under-
take specific activities. But it is impossible to order or to direct people
how to think or what to believe. Indeed, this is most likely to be counter-
productive” (Perrin 2002:14). There are much more effective ways of get-
ting others to do what one wants.3

Leadership from the top is needed to bring about and
to support needed organizational renewal and change.

So, why the persistence with control mechanisms that impede per-
formance? Is the appearance of exerting power and the illusion of control
more important than what actually results from it? As Freedman
(2013:557) states: “Power certainly could become an end in itself, a source
of status and opportunities to boss others around [that is] detrimental to
overall efficiency as well as to morale.”

Demand for simple (or simplistic) answers to complex policy problems. There
often is a demand for simplicity, in particular by politicians, the media,
and the public. Thirty-second sound bites have become the medium for
communicating governance issues. Explaining a complex issue through
just a few indicators confuses simplicity and simplistic communications.
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In part, this demand follows from an inappropriate obsession with num-
bers and quantification, a simplistic belief that numbers are never wrong.

Unaware of alternatives. Even those well aware of the limitations of indi-
cators sometimes do not seem to be able to conceive of any other
approach, and instead seem to call for more of the same, but just done
better, in spite of the substantial evidence that indicators, by themselves,
are almost certain to be misused, in both the private (for example, The
Economist 2002; Handy 1995, Jensen 2001; Wheelan 2013) and public sec-
tors (for example, Bevan and Hood 2006; Le Grand 2010; Perrin 2008).
There seems to be lack of openness to consideration of means of assess-
ing performance and of accountability other than through quantitative
indicators, despite amble evidence of their shortcomings.

Resistance to change. Inertia is a powerful force. Why change unless one is
really forced to do so? And there are many with an entrenched interest in stay-
ing with the status quo, which is generally easier – at least in the short run.

A shift to a true outcome orientation, including realignment of
accountability approaches, represents a profound paradigm shift and a
major change in mindset. The implications of moving to a focus on out-
comes rather than on process are still not understood, or accepted.

A vision of accountability appropriate to undertakings
intended to achieve outcomes that take place in a com-
plex policy environment and are inevitably influenced
by a variety of factors.

Leadership from the top is needed to bring about and to support
needed organizational renewal and change. There is still limited, but an
increasing array of resources available about how to manage for out-
comes in a way that embraces complexity.4 Organizations that remain
static and fail to evolve and improve quickly become out of date and
may struggle to survive, at least in the long term.

A better approach to accountability
Perrin, Bemelmans-Videc and Lonsdale (2007) present a vision of
accountability appropriate to undertakings intended to achieve outcomes
that take place in a complex policy environment and are inevitably influ-
enced by a variety of factors.

This approach to accountability encompasses three essential characteristics:

� A primary orientation toward results rather than on process.

� A focus on continuous and responsive learning.
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� A dynamic rather than a static approach that reflects the complexities
and uncertainties inherent in most public policy areas.

This model of accountability involves holding programs accountable
for: asking the tough questions about what works and why, innovating
and engaging in risk taking rather than playing it safe, and for seeking –
and using – feedback. Holding programs accountable for asking the diffi-
cult questions, doing and using evaluations, and demonstrating use of
learning – such as through changes in policies and in program
approaches, may represent a harder standard than demonstrating compli-
ance with procedures as with traditional accountability.

This approach to accountability is based upon the following principles:

� Acting responsibly – being trustworthy, being true to the mandate, dem-
onstrating responsibility in taking decisions (for example, Gregory
1995).

� Addressing the overall need or rationale for why the program is in
place.

� Doing the best possible job given the circumstances, resources and con-
straints, consistent with the overall mandate.(for example, Light 1993).

In short, programs should be accountable for demonstrating good
management and for keeping in view outcomes, which includes (but defi-
nitely is not limited to) a true results orientation.

A results-oriented focus represents a new way of
thinking and managing, that needs to be reflected in
all aspects of management.

Such an approach to accountability requires a change in the processes that
characterize traditional compliance-oriented accountability approaches. This
approach is consistent with views advocated by many respected authorities.
For example, it is consistent with the approach advocated by the Auditor
General of Canada (2002: 10):

“Our enhanced concept of accountability supports managing for results and hence a culture of
learning. It asks ministers and managers to demonstrate credibly that they are learning (from
mistakes as well as successes), taking corrective action where appropriate, and following up on
weaknesses, rather than focussing only on who is at fault when things go wrong.”

The Auditor General further says that holding to account for results
asks if “everything reasonable has been done with available authorities
and resources to influence the achievement of expected results” (2002: 8)
and that while people should accept responsibility for their mistakes:
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“If we wish to empower employees and encourage them to innovate . . .
we should focus on learning from the experience rather than assigning
blame” (2002: 10). Mayne (2007) has further elaborated upon these points.

The World Bank roundtable discussion of experts identified a number
of principles for moving towards a true results-oriented approach:

� Recognition that a results-oriented focus represents a new way of
thinking and managing, that needs to be reflected in all aspects of
management. Need for strong demonstrated, tangible and visible com-
mitment from the top political and administrative levels, in order to pro-
vide legitimacy and priority to an outcome orientation and mobilization
of resources as required. Need for bottom-up support and engagement,
otherwise an outcome focus runs the risk of becoming a mere adminis-
trative exercise rather than an actual change in approach.

� Need to support and reward innovation and risk taking, being careful
not to punish those who try, even if initial efforts are not perfect.

� Need to be strategic, relating all aspects of the results-oriented
approach to the strategic direction and goals.

� Monitoring and evaluation approaches should not be developed in a
vacuum, but in response to information requirements that will be
needed to inform decisions and future directions.

One might take the approach developed initially within the Canadian
Office of the Auditor General (Mayne 2001, 2011), where indicators, along
with other sources of information, are used to develop the performance
story, or as Winston (1999) has put it, one assembles a variety of forms of
data in order to provide performance information that is balanced
between being formative (intended to improve existing policies and pro-
grams) and summative (intended to publicly sum up achievements and
shortcomings).

Performance information regarding what is really
important cannot be reduced to a few numbers in a
database.

A corollary of the above is that there is a need for program evaluation
as well as for monitoring (or RBM or performance management) as part
of a more comprehensive monitoring and evaluation strategy to provide
a meaningful picture of how effectively programs are moving towards
outcomes, and in particular to provide explanation that can better inform
improvements as well as future policies and strategies. It makes little
sense, as is too frequently the case, to have RBM and evaluation functions
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completely separate (e.g. see Newcomer and Brass 2015 or Nielsen and
Hunter, 2013: a special issue of New Directions for Evaluation devoted spe-
cifically to this topic).

Conclusion and next steps
There is no question that implementing the above vision represents a
hard sell. In particular, it requires recognition that performance informa-
tion regarding what is really important cannot be reduced to a few num-
bers in a database. This may represent a different view of the world for
many of those whose primary training and expertise has been with such
means and where “accountability”, as Behn (2001) has stated, is often
equated with punishment.

Given the above, how can one get leadership buy-in for a more mean-
ingful approach to accountability in cultures where some say that the
adversarial nature of politics and any moves to decouple performance
from a hard-edged view are viewed, at best, with scepticism? It is well
beyond the scope of this article to discuss this in any detail, and I can
only offer a couple of ideas.

If reforms are not undertaken, “accountability” prac-
tices will continue to be more and more rhetorical,
inhibiting improved performance and contributing to
less rather than more confidence in government.

First, there is a need for greater public acknowledgement of the
widely known shortcomings of current approaches to accountability,
and then discussion about possible alternatives. Perhaps this journal
and/or others with an interest in the area (for example, the Institute of
Public Administration of Canada, Canada’s Treasury Board or the Office
of the Auditor General) could provide a forum where leading thinkers,
including public sector leaders, can discuss such considerations. Interna-
tionally, a Global Parliamentarian Forum on Evaluation is being
launched during 2015. This might provide an opportunity for those par-
liamentarians interested in outcome-oriented and effective public serv-
ices to discuss with their peers possible roles for parliamentarians in
supporting such a change.

Moving to a model of accountability appropriate for the current real-
ities of public governance represents a major change effort. Nevertheless,
if reforms are not undertaken, “accountability” practices will continue to
be more and more rhetorical, inhibiting improved performance and con-
tributing to less rather than more confidence in government.
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Notes
1 For example, Bemelmans-Videc et al. 2007; Behn 2001; CIPD 2009; de Lancer Julnes 2006;

Feller 2002; Hummelbrunner and Jones 2013a, 2013b; McDavid and Huse 2012; McDavid,
Huse, and Hawthorn 2013; Nielsen and Hunter 2013; Perrin 1998, 2002; Pollitt 2013;
Power 1997; Thomas 2006; van der Knapp 2006; Winston 1999.

2 For example, see Note 1.
3 Discussion of this is well beyond the scope of this article, but see, for example: Behn

2004; CIPM 2009; Mintzberg 1996; Hummelbrunner and Jones 2013a, 2013b; Perrin 2002,
2006. Or almost any human resources text.

4 To give but some examples: Bemelmans-Videc et al. 2007; Behn 2001; Forss, Marra and
Schwartz 2011; Perrin 2002, 2007; Williams and Hummelbrunner 2011; Williams and
Imam 2007.
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