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Adapting Accountability Responses to Leadership Context
Harald Bergsteiner, Macquarie Graduate School of Management, NSW, Australia
Gayle C Avery, Macquarie Graduate School of Management, NSW, Australia

Abstract: This paper attempts to reconcile differences in the literature on how accountability systems are conceptualised
and implemented, by examining context. The accountability and leadership literature reflects various bipolar streams of
thought – control versus self-control, sanctions versus rewards, and micro- versus macro-accountability. These differences
in emphasis can be understood by considering these bipolar dimensions in the context of different leadership cultures.
Classical and transactional leadership paradigms tend to be associated with control, sanctioning and micro-accountability,
whereas visionary and organic leadership cultures emphasize self-control, rewards and macro-accountability.

Keywords: Accountability, Leadership Paradigm, Context

CLEARLY, ACCOUNTABILITY IS an
important social activity in society at large
as well as in the business world (Cummings
& Anton, 1990; Frink & Klimoski, 1998).

A major influence on organisational outcomes stems
from the prevailing accountability mechanisms and
philosophies. However, despite a rash of publications
on accountability in recent years, theories of account-
ability remain underdeveloped and conflicting. For
example, written theories promoted by authors in the
field of accountability tend to emphasise the con-
trolling, procedures, compliance and sanctioning side
of calling people to account. By contrast, accountab-
ility theories expressed in graphical form by authors
in the leadership and organisational behaviour field
tend to focus on goals, commitment, motivation and
rewards. In considering why this is so, this paper
discusses how accountability varies with context,
especially under the influence of the prevailing
leadership paradigm.

Although it is self-evident that management does
not occur in a vacuum but takes place in a particular
context, too often scholars ignore the leadership
context in proposing their theories and explaining
research outcomes, or assume (wrongly as we argue)
that the context is a constant. Johns (2006) and others
argue strongly for taking context into account. This
paper proposes that examining the leadership context
in which accountability processes occur can help re-
solve some scholarly differences.

The confusion surrounding accountability starts
with language and definitions (Bergsteiner, 2004;
Freedman, 1985; Staats, 1999). In this paper,
Bergsteiner and Avery’s (2003) terms ‘accountor’
and ‘accountee’ are adopted for the principal parties
in an accountability exchange because they have
generally understood parallels elsewhere, such as

employer/employee, mentor/mentee or trainer/train-
ee. Furthermore, unlike many of the terms used in
the literature, they are arguably not value laden (un-
like terms such as “role sender” or “target person”);
their meaning is self-evident (unlike terms such as
“focal person” or “incumbent”); they eliminate the
inference that employees, workers, and individuals
have roles only as accountees (e.g. employees can
and should hold managers to account); are hierarch-
ically neutral (unlike the terms “principal” and
“agent”); and, unlike words such as “personal” or
“individual”, apply equally well to individuals,
groups, organisations, or even society at large. While
many writers accept that accountability includes no-
tions of responsibility, and that responsibility is both
a necessary antecedent and a subset of accountability
(e.g. Bovens, 1998; Finkel, 2000a, 2000b), the rela-
tionship between accountability and responsibility
remains confused in the literature.

This confusion can be resolved by differentiating
between eight key responsibility and accountability
concepts that Bergsteiner and Avery (2003) see as
likely to be involved in any accountability exchange.
The various forms of responsibility include role/task
responsibility, which is a product of externally or
internally defined social roles. This form of respons-
ibility implies duties and obligations that arise from
the proper performance of a role and membership of
a group. Normative responsibility refers to the require-
ment to make actions, behaviour, decisions and
choices subject to legal, ethical and other normative
rules of conduct at the societal/communal level.
Moral responsibility refers to the notion that one’s
behaviours and actions need to reflect one’s personal
moral values. Causal responsibility is concerned
with how much a person or persons caused a con-
sequence to occur, precipitated it or contributed to
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it. Judged responsibility is a second-order construct
that represents the extent to which an accountee is
held to be responsible for the consequence of a de-
cision/action, taking into consideration the contribu-
tion the person(s) made to the consequence (causal
responsibility); the role of the person(s) (role/task
responsibility); and normative and moral issues
(normative and moral responsibility). The legal
variant of this is the term verdict. Felt responsibility
is the cognitive and emotional acceptance of having
contributed to, precipitated or caused a consequence,
taking into consideration role/task, normative, moral
and causal responsibility. Bergsteiner and Avery
(2003) also distinguish between two kinds of account-
ability. Judged accountability is done by another,
or others, applying accountability responses such as
rewarding, mentoring, giving feedback, supporting,
counselling, training, coaching, reassigning, punish-
ing, releasing, and, where appropriate, calling
someone to give account (through concessions, ex-
cuses, explanations/justifications or refusals) to one
or more others for a consequence, and for how this
consequence came about. The legal variant of this
is the term sentence. Self-accountability refers to a
process originating from and enacted by the ac-
countee, and involves the self-evaluation of beha-
viour and its consequence, and making relevant vol-
untary changes to one’s own behaviour. Individuals
may seek or self-administer rewards, sanctions or
feedback based on progress towards attaining a goal.

The necessary parallel and sequential relationships
between these eight responsibility/accountability
concepts has been described elsewhere along with
the sufficiency of these concepts to explain the gen-
eric accountability process (e.g. Bergsteiner, 2004;
Bergsteiner & Avery, 2003). Essentially, the argu-
ment is that it is inappropriate to hold people to ac-
count in the absence of some kind of responsibility.
Likewise it is inappropriate for people to exercise
self-accountability in the absence of some kind of
responsibility.

With some notable exceptions (e.g. Dose &
Klimoski, 1995; Frink & Klimoski, 1998; Gouldner,
1954; Porter & Lawler, 1968; Samuel & Novak,
2001; Wandersman, Imm, Chinman & Kaftarian,
2000), few authors have made the connection
between accountability and organisational perform-
ance explicit. However, writers generally imply that
the overriding objective of organisational accountab-
ility systems is to improve the results, image and/or
reputation of the organisation by fostering personal
or team performance. Achieving these outcomes can
be done in many ways, and throws up several bipolar
notions of leadership and accountability – control
versus self-control, sanctions versus rewards, and
micro- versus macro-accountability objectives. We
believe that the bipolarities implicit in these account-

ability issues can be reconciled by analysing them
within the context of particular leadership cultures,
at least in business organisations.

Leadership Context
How people, processes and systems in organisations
interact to create a leadership culture can differ, with
distinctive leadership ‘paradigms’ being discernable
(Drath, 2001). Avery (2004) has refined Drath’s
concepts into four broad leadership paradigms termed
classical (command-and-control with an element of
coercion), transactional (based on the allure of agreed
rewards and the fear of punishment for respectively
good and poor performance), visionary (emotional
commitment to pursue a leader’s vision within a set
of values), and organic (distributed leadership occur-
ring within a framework of vision and values). For
organisations to function effectively, Drath and
Avery argue that key leader, follower and organisa-
tional variables need to align. For example, classical
leaders who like to have orders unquestioningly
obeyed will struggle to work with followers who are
self-initiators and seek empowerment for making
decisions. Similarly, followers seeking clear direction
on tasks will struggle within the flexibility and chaos
typical of an organic leadership culture.

Like other aspects of organisational systems, an
organisation’s accountability system needs to align
with the prevailing or preferred leadership
paradigm(s). Avery’s (2004) leadership paradigms
differ on accountability mainly in the relative contri-
bution that accountees are able to make to decisions
on product and service design, monitoring and man-
aging the work process, designing and/or modifying
the work unit and its context, and providing overall
direction for the unit’s goals, strategies and efforts.
Basically, as the leadership paradigms change from
classical through to transactional, visionary and or-
ganic, accountee decision-making power increases
and accountor control decreases. How the nature of
accountability processes varies under the four
paradigms is discussed next.

In the classical leadership paradigm, accountability
is based on hierarchical position-power, authority
and reporting lines, and so rests with the leader.
Under transactional leadership, agreements between
manager and staff provide much of the context, and
here followers may influence the basic agreements
but will have very little power to make decisions in-
dependently of those agreements. Accountability for
the quality of decisions therefore remains with the
leader. In exceptional circumstances, such as when
a follower contributes crucial advice based on unique
expertise that only s/he has, and that advice turns out
to be wrong, then that follower may be held account-
able for that advice (de Leede, Nijhof & Fisscher,
1999). As the paradigm moves to visionary leader-
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ship, followers are expected to contribute to achiev-
ing the group’s vision in uncertain and dynamic en-
vironments. This necessarily requires followers to
make decisions rather than referring decisions to
their managers. When certain powers, including the
ability to make decisions, are delegated to them, ac-
countees exercising such powers can expect to be
held fully accountable for consequences attributable
to those decisions. However, this does not absolve
those who delegated the powers to them from ac-
countability because their own role/task responsibil-
ity as managers and/or leaders makes them liable to
being held accountable (Cummings & Anton, 1990;
Hamilton, 1978; Semin & Manstead, 1983). Finally,
in organic leadership cultures, accountability is de-
rived from mutual commitments among the associ-
ates, and hence is shared, unless individuals commit
themselves to solo-accountability (Bell, 2004; Raelin,
2003). In essence, as one moves through the leader-
ship paradigms, accountees take on more and more
responsibilities, which results in a concomitant in-
crease in accountabilities. These leadership
paradigms then provide a framework within which
the bi-polar accountability issues can be examined.

Control versus Self-Control
Simple bureaucratic systems that emphasise control
and compliance have traditionally enjoyed great ac-
ceptance (Klein, 1996; von Malchus, 1823; Weber,
1997 (1919)), probably because by using bureaucratic
processes managers do not have to return to first
principles for each new decision. The popularity of
bureaucratic systems may underpin the view that
control is a core purpose of accountability. It is a
view that appears to be held particularly strongly by
accountability researchers (e.g. Cummings & Anton,
1990; Ferris, Mitchell, Canavan, Frink & Hopper,
1995; Klein, 1996). Cleveland and Rossiter (1998:
39) see a need for control, arguing that a lack of
control is a primary cause of problems such as “de-
ceptive sales practices, disregarded product flaws,
overlooked technology issues . . . and overly aggress-
ive positions in volatile financial markets” that
jeopardise the “triple crown” in corporate success –
rapid growth, meeting corporate objectives and in-
creasing the return on equity. Viewed in the context
of the above leadership paradigms, it seems more
appropriate to say that control can be seen as a fun-
damental component of the classical and transaction-
al forms of leadership, where typically, workers are
not skilled, empowered and trusted to work
autonomously (Avery, 2004).

What about control in the context of visionary and
organic leadership? The answer to this question may
lie in a contrary view on control, also long-held,
namely that social systems based on control are

fundamentally flawed. For example, over half a
century ago, Gouldner (1954) pointed out that over-
reliance on control and rule-enforcement inhibits
creativity and risk-taking, and makes minimum ac-
ceptable norms the performance yardstick. This is
counterproductive to the kind of organisational in-
novation and agility that is needed in volatile and
highly competitive markets subject to continuous
change (Hamel, 2005; Sako, 1992). Many of the
pitfalls of control theory have been supported empir-
ically (e.g. Dose & Klimoski, 1995), but nonetheless,
support continues for control as a key purpose of
accountability. Again, seen in the context of the
above leadership paradigms, where innovation and
creativity are called for, the less controlling visionary
or organic approach to leadership may be more ap-
propriate.

The proposition that these apparently opposing
views of control are reconcilable is supported by a
view of control advanced by many leadership re-
searchers who regard control as a contingency issue,
particularly at the micro level (e.g. Blanchard,
Zigarmi & Nelson, 1993; Manz, 1990; Yukl, 1998).
McLain and Hackman (1999: 171) point out that
control is a form of risk management that occurs in
situations of low trust, but that “trust is a more flex-
ible, adaptive, and generally applicable behavioural
framework than that forced by formal policies and
procedures”. In line with this thinking, and given
changes in society and the workplace, the literature
is beginning to focus increasingly on forms of lead-
ership requiring a higher degree of trust, and hence
self-control (Bass, 1990; Bovens, 1998; Faust, Lyles
& Phillips, 1998; Ferris et al., 1995; Hewitt Associ-
ates, 2000; Moravec, Johannessen & Hjelmas, 1998;
Nadler, 1992; Wetlaufer, 2001; Yukl, 1998). The
literature also makes reference to a host of concepts
that are related to self-control: self-efficacy (Bandura,
1977), self-regulation (Tsui, Ashford, St. Clair &
Xin, 1995), felt accountability (Carnevale, 1985),
self-management (de Leede et al., 1999; Dose &
Klimoski, 1995; Komaki et al., 1996; Maclagan,
1983), self-government (Oshana, 1998), autonomy
(Burla, Alioth, Frei & Müller, 1994; Mayer-Maly,
1989), and self-organisation (Hilb, 1999).

A useful perspective on trust and control at the
organisational level emerges from Sako’s (1992)
distinction between arms-length contractual relations
(ACR) and obligational contractual relations (OCR).
These two concepts are envisaged as forming ends
of an ACR-OCR continuum. At the ACR end, expli-
cit contracts detail each party’s roles, tasks and ob-
ligations under every imaginable circumstance. Un-
foreseen events are dealt with by invoking universal-
istic normative or moral rules. At the other extreme,
OCR relies heavily on trust, strong social relation-
ships and self-control to regulate relations between
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the parties. There are incentives to be flexible where
required, and to do more than the partner expects to
maintain good will. Sako (1992) concludes that there
are good reasons for the empirical finding that the
latter, OCR, is associated with superior performance
to arms-length contractual relationships.

To summarise, classical and transactional leader-
ship cultures seem to lead to, be characterised by,
and perhaps even require controlling behaviours,
whereas visionary and organic leadership cultures
operate more on the basis of trust and self-control.
There is therefore a legitimate place for both control
and self-control, depending on the leadership context.
The question is: will accountees, and more particu-
larly accountors, support a trend away from the low-
trust, controlling classical/transactional leadership
paradigms toward the high-trust self-controlling
visionary/organic paradigms?

The above discussion relates to the task comple-
tion stage of an accountability episode where
someone performs a task, solves a problem, generates
an idea, etc. Once an outcome has been produced, it
needs to be evaluated and an appropriate accountab-
ility response, ranging from dazzling rewards through
to severe punishment, needs to be determined.

Sanctions versus Motivation
In making accountability judgements, writers from
the fields of accountability and leadership once again
differ on how performance issues should be ad-
dressed.

The language used by writers in the field of ac-
countability, particularly those concerned with the
operational aspects of accountability (e.g. Ferris et
al., 1995; Frink & Klimoski, 1998; Lerner & Tetlock,
1999), suggests a predisposition for compliance with
prescriptions, set targets and work practices. Failure
to comply invites sanctions. The following two
definitions of accountability are quoted by way of
example. Ferris et al. (1995: 176) wrote: “In a gener-
al sense, personal accountability is a mechanism for
enforcing organisational norms and rules as well as
legal prescriptions and restraints … failure to account
successfully for one’s actions can lead to censure,
punishment, and termination from the organisation,
as well as legal and financial penalties”. This defini-
tion could just as validly have been written in the
converse: In a general sense, personal accountability
is a mechanism for achieving an organisational vision
and goals, success in meeting one’s targets and goals
can lead to rewards and promotion. The second ex-
ample comes from Schlenker (1997: 243) who says:
“To be accountable means that the individual's
activities can be examined, evaluated and positively
or negatively sanctioned by those to whom he or she
is accountable… In order to evaluate and sanction,

the individual must deal with the question of respons-
ibility”. In other words, in dealing with performance
issues, accountability writers, while recognising that
people can perform above target, generally focus on
concepts such as control, compliance and sanctions.
Collectively these authors can be referred to as the
‘sanctions lobby’.

By contrast, academics in the leadership and or-
ganisational behaviour field tend to link motivation
and intrinsic/extrinsic rewards to the achievement
of a personal and/or organisational goal or vision
(e.g. Bass, 1990; Carlopio, Andrewartha & Arm-
strong, 2001; Klein, 1996; Locke, 1997; Porter &
Lawler, 1968; Shamir et al., 1996). This applies
particularly to authors who depict accountability
processes using graphical models. Interestingly, some
motivation models do not include sanctions, negative
feedback or punishment at all (Porter & Lawler,
1968; Shamir et al., 1996; Yukl, 1998). Modellers
who refer to sanctions (e.g. Bass, 1985; Carlopio et
al., 2001; Locke, 1997) do so to point out the gener-
ally undesirable effects of sanctions on accountee
behaviour. In other words, theories expressed as
graphic models generally focus on positive concepts,
such as incentives, motivation, rewards and reinforce-
ment, in dealing with performance issues. Collect-
ively these authors can be referred to as the ‘motiva-
tion lobby’.

The apparent disconnect between these two ‘lob-
bies’ can be partially explained by examining the
preferred behaviours within different leadership
paradigms. The ‘sanctions lobby’ with its predilec-
tion for control and compliance with rules, proced-
ures and policies sits more comfortably with the
classical/transactional leadership paradigms, whereas
the ‘motivation lobby’ with its focus on achieving
goals and visions sits more comfortably with the
visionary/organic leadership paradigms. In other
words, while classical and transactional leadership
cultures are process driven, visionary and organic
leadership cultures are vision driven, with people at
all levels of the organisation enjoying a high degree
of latitude in deciding how best to get to the envis-
aged outcomes. Putting it somewhat more provocat-
ively, the accountability/sanctions lobby still seems
to be caught in the historically dominant classical
and transactional leadership paradigms, whereas the
leadership/motivation lobby has moved on to the
visionary and organic leadership paradigms.

This discussion provides only a partial explana-
tion, however, because it merely identifies the lead-
ership domain within which sanctioning seems to
prevail, without examining whether such bias to
sanctioning is justified. The literature offers no ra-
tional reason that explains or justifies this bias. On
the contrary, under the transactional leadership
paradigm, reward agreements are a key characteristic.
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It would appear, however, that there is a difference
between the kinds of rewards that prevail in different
leadership cultures. Under classical/transactional
paradigm they tend to be extrinsic, whereas vision
and values-seeking behaviours under the visionary
and organic leadership paradigms are a mixture of
extrinsic and intrinsic. This is a topic worthy of fur-
ther research and discussion, but is beyond the scope
of this paper.

The bias towards sanctioning behaviour by some
authors, coupled with the knowledge that sanctions,
punishment and fear tend to beget dysfunctional be-
haviours could lead to a belief that there is no place
for the classical or transactional leadership
paradigms. This would be an inappropriate conclu-
sion. In some organisational contexts, strict compli-
ance with core organisational values is vital to the
wellbeing of an enterprise’s staff, customers, brand
and external relationships. For a hospital surgeon in
an operating theatre, control and adherence to rigid
procedures, logs and checks, and a highly directive
style in eliciting others’ input, is very much in the
interests of safety and health, and hence is a value
in itself. In other settings, such as staff meetings, the
same person may need and wish to display quite
different leadership behaviours. In more risk-tolerant
situations, such as in an advertising agency, shared
values are also important. However, such enterprises
with a high need for creativity cannot function on
the basis of rigid procedures, but on flexibility and
trust, fully accepting that occasional failures will
occur.

While the sanctions and motivation lobbies differ
in the emphasis they attach to rewards versus sanc-
tions when reacting to specific accountee perform-
ance, they both tend to respond to accountability is-
sues at the micro level. This misses out on the proact-
ive role that certain accountability markers, such as
core organisational values, can play at the macro
level.

Micro- versus Macro-Accountability
Why engage in accountability processes at all? Sur-
prisingly, given the widespread application of ac-
countability responses in organisational life, the
management literature provides little explicit guid-
ance on the underlying purpose of accountability.
Research that can be linked to the purpose of account-
ability (e.g. the effect of rewarding good perform-
ance) has tended to be at the micro level. The dearth
of accountability research at the macro level is a
major oversight that may explain some further anom-
alies in the accountability/leadership literature. Three
aspects of micro-accountability – performance assess-
ment, behaviour-modification, and the behavioural
effects of being held to account – have relevancy at

different stages in an accountability episode. Each
of these stages is the subject of a separate literature.
For example, Vroom’s (1964) formula P = MxA is
concerned with performance assessment, Porter and
Lawler’s (1968) Motivation Model deals with beha-
viour-modification mechanisms, and many of Tet-
lock’s (e.g. 1992, 1999) writings look at pre- and
post-decisional effects of accountability. Not only
does this research focus on different stages of the
accountability episode, it uses quite different ap-
proaches: the first is formulaic, the second uses
models, and the third is textual. In two of these ap-
proaches, a factor crucial to micro- and macro-ac-
countability is missing – values. Only the purely
textual authors (e.g. Carlson & Russo, 2001; Hogarth,
1971; Tetlock, 1984, 2000) have looked at account-
ability in terms of value systems and biases. How-
ever, they have not done so within the context of
particular leadership paradigms.

Before discussing the leadership paradigms implic-
ations of this, it is useful to examine why values are
so important at both the micro and the macro level.
At an organisational level, Schnebel (2000: 80) has
suggested “the term ‘values’ contains everything that
can define, influence or shape the style of manage-
ment and business execution of a corporation”. In
similar vein, Frink and Klimoski (1998: 22) state
that organisational values shape expectations “regard-
ing beliefs, attitudes, and values about such things
as what is true, what is right, and what is valuable”.
Values, in their aggregate, underpin organisational
culture, which Schnebel (2000) describes as the ‘soft
rules’ of an organisation that affect behaviour at all
levels. A culture that tolerates nepotism and favour-
itism, that is subject to ad hoc rewards and punish-
ments, or fosters scapegoating, mobbing or other
types of undesirable behaviour, is unlikely to be
perceived as offering fair and just accountability
outcomes. Such cultural attributes are likely to give
rise to manipulative or defensive strategies that may
not be in the best interests of the organisation
(Bovens, 1998; Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996). Shared
values make a difference to work attitudes and per-
formance by enhancing personal effectiveness,
company loyalty, ethical behaviour, working hard,
and caring, and can reduce levels of job stress and
tension, and foster teamwork and esprit de corps
(Sarros, Butchatsky & Santora, 1996). Organisational
values therefore are expected and intended to influ-
ence accountor and accountee behaviour at the per-
sonal level.

The next step is to examine in turn the role of
personal values in each of the three expressions of
research identified above (formulaic, modelling and
textual), starting in appropriate chronological order
– in an accountability process sense – with the pro-
ponents of formulaic performance assessment.
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Vroom’s (1964) performance equation is Perform-
ance = Ability x Motivation, where ability consists
of three micro-variables (aptitude, training and re-
sources) and motivation of two (interest and commit-
ment). This is a rather narrow construction of ability.
Using Carlopio et al.’s (2001: 327) expanded concept
of ability – “the ability to perform, as well as the
performer’s ability” – allows performance to be
evaluated on the basis of a much wider range of cri-
teria. For example, others’ support (Bass, 1990),
feedback on progress (Locke, 1997), role clarity
(Yukl, 1998) and necessary power (Misiolek &
Smith, 2000) all affect one’s ability to do a job.
However, even this expanded notion of ability still
fails to take a key measure of performance – values
– into account. This is curious because it is the viol-
ation of organisational values that provides the justi-
fication for sanctioning behaviour on the part of ac-
countors. Framing poor performance in terms of
Vroom’s model shows that a punitive response would
generally not be justified. If someone has no aptitude
for a particular task, they should be reassigned, not
punished (e.g. Carlopio et al., 2001; Weiner, 1985);
if they lack a skill, they should be trained (e.g. Bass,
1985; Vroom, 1964); if they are under-resourced,
they should be provided with resources (e.g. Carlopio
et al., 2001; Vroom, 1964); if they are not interested,
perhaps, here too, they need to be reassigned; and if
they lack commitment, perhaps they need to be mo-
tivated more or in a different manner (e.g. Bass,
1985; Shamir et al., 1996). If sanctions are, however,
a legitimate response to poor performance it would
seem that the absence of values from Vroom’s and
from successors’ formulas (e.g. Carlopio et al., 2001)
is a major shortcoming. In the absence of values, an
unethical accountee’s otherwise “good” performance
could, on a strict interpretation of Vroom’s original
model, be assessed as satisfactory as long as ability
and motivation were given. This would be dysfunc-
tional given that “without integrity, ability and mo-
tivation are useless because the individual would use
his or her skills and drive to deceive and evade rather
than perform and produce, which would undermine
the long-term effectiveness of both the employee
and the organization” (Becker, 1998: 160). We pro-
pose therefore that Vroom’s formula should be
modified to read: P = MxAxV, where V represents
organisational values, the upholding or violating of
which would have appropriate accountability re-
sponses.

As well as providing the rationale for sanctions,
the inclusion of values in Vroom’s formula addresses
an important macro-accountability issue in visionary
and organic leadership cultures. In low-trust classical
and transactional leadership cultures, an alignment
of organisational and personal values, though gener-
ally desirable, is not so critical, because control,

procedures and policies can take their place, at least
up to a point. In a visionary and organic leadership
culture, the alignment of personal and organisational
values is vital because it provides the moral, ethical
and normative compass to guide and inspire people’s
behaviours (Avery, 2004). In designing and imple-
menting accountability systems, managers therefore
need to ensure that the micro effects caused by ac-
countability mechanisms are in alignment with macro
objectives. Thus an accountability system whose
micro effect is to foster compliance will be quite
misplaced in an organisational culture that values
initiative, creativity, innovation, and most import-
antly of all, commitment.

What about the role of values in motivation mod-
els? Porter and Lawler’s (1968) Motivation Model
focused on an accountability mechanism that linked
effort, performance and rewards, and thus addressed
somewhat similar issues to a range of later models.
For example, other models that deal with these
factors are: Bass’ (1985) Model of Contingent Rein-
forcement and Follower Effort; Locke’s (1997) In-
tegrated Empirical Model of Work Motivation;
Yukl’s (1998) Contingency Theory Models of Effect-
ive Leadership; and Carlopio et al’s (2001) Motiva-
tion Enhancement Model. Only Locke’s (1997)
model raises the question of values. Other account-
ability models that address related issues also tend
not to refer to organisational values (e.g. Dose &
Klimoski’s (1995) Models of Conventional and
Progressive Accountability; or Klein’s (1996) Integ-
rated Control Theory Model of Work Motivation).
Again, the absence of values from motivation models
is in our view a grievous shortcoming since it over-
looks the fact that the violation of core organisational
values (e.g. withholding information from others)
provides the primary justification for sanctions, for-
getting for the moment the doubtful utility of sanc-
tions as a behavioural modification tool (Argyris,
1992; Luthans & Kreitner, 1984). Coincidently, all
the models mentioned above also either make no
reference to sanctions at all, or if they do, it is to
point out the dysfunctional effects of reprimands,
threats and punishments (e.g. Bass, 1985).

The absence of any reference to values on the
above-mentioned formulas and models is curious
given the widespread literature on how important
values, and related to them attitudes, are in driving
organisational performance (e.g. Ashkanasy &
Weierter, 1996; Brief, Dukerich & Doran, 1991;
Collins & Porras, 1994; Kouzes & Posner, 1995).

At a textual level, psychologists and many others
have also researched and discussed the micro effects
of accountability responses such as rewards, feed-
back, counselling, sanctions and punishments on
behaviour (e.g. Butterfield, Trevino & Ball, 2003;
Fessler, 2001; Komaki, Coombs & Schepman, 1996;
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Markman & Tetlock, 2000; Mowday, 1996; Shamir,
House & Arthur, 1996; Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996;
Tetlock, 1999). Research shows, for example, that
accountability responses such as praise enhance self-
esteem, punishment demotivates, and training can
promote learning. However, managers are not neces-
sarily interested in enhancing people’s self-esteem
for altruistic reasons, but because high self-esteem
translates into motivated behaviour, which in turn
benefits the organisation at the macro level (Bass,
1990; Shamir et al., 1996). Similarly, a highly trained
workforce improves organisational performance
(Bassi & McMurrer, 2004; OECD, 2001). Again,
there has been little attempt to link this research to
different leadership cultures, vision or values, except-
ing a stream of research that looks at ethical decision-
making at the workplace (e.g. Beu & Buckley, 2001;
Jones, 1991; Street, Douglas, Geiger & Martinko,
2001).

In summary, the micro-macro bipolarity can be
described and explained with reference to the import-
ant role that values can play at the organisational
level. Values can be hugely important in the vision-
ary and organic leadership paradigms in influencing
and guiding behaviour, but they are less critical in
the classical and transactional paradigms where be-
haviour is subject to external control, systems,
policies and procedures. Accountability mechanisms
should generally seek to ensure that values at the
personal and organisational level align. In the context
of a visionary or organic leadership culture this be-
comes crucial since it is the values that govern goal-
seeking behaviour, and not compliance with rules
and regulations.

Integration
By examining accountability issues in the context of
the four leadership paradigms, some broad observa-
tions can be made. First, the visionary and organic
leadership paradigms with their emphasis on high
trust, explicit organisational values, self-control, and
the role of a shared vision are consistent with the
quite positive accountability mechanisms depicted
by graphic modellers with their emphasis on rewards.
High trust is essential in visionary and organic cul-
tures because without mutual trust, collaboration
becomes highly risky (e.g. Sako, 1992); a powerful
and shared vision provides a sense of direction of
where the organisation is going (e.g. Kantabutra &
Avery, 2002); strong organisational values are vital
because they provide the moral, ethical and normat-
ive compass to guide and inspire people on how to
go about achieving the vision (e.g. Sarros et al,
1996); and self-control is indispensable when flexib-
ility, adaptability and speed are called for, because
with too much external control, decision-making

processes become cumbersome and inflexible (e.g.
Sako, 1992). Motivating people with the appropriate
rewards and working environment is the best way to
bring about the kind of commitment and organisa-
tional culture that fosters self-control, and that is the
essence of the visionary and organic leadership
paradigms.

By contrast, the operational definitions in the
written accountability literature provide a reasonable
fit with the classical and transactional leadership
paradigms. With a greater reliance on policies and
procedures to manage risk, the organisation is able
to operate at lower levels of trust and with less expli-
cit values; the leaders’ vision (to the extent that it
exists) may not be communicated to or indeed be
shared by the followers, instead there will be a
greater emphasis on control and compliance. Control
mechanisms such as contracts and regulations are
used in lieu of trust and – rightly or wrongly – enable
organisations to drive tough bargains with staff and
suppliers (Sako, 1992). This does not imply that there
is no place for transactional or even classical leader-
ship. If non-negotiable risk-factors require ac-
countees to behave strictly in accordance with set
procedures, or if an accountee’s skill level or value
system needs improving, then exercising strict con-
trol may not only be warranted, but essential. In some
situations this will be ongoing, at other times it may
be a short-term intervention.

Accountability can thus serve different purposes.
At its most minimal it seeks compliance through
control of others’ behaviour (as in classical and
transactional leadership), or facilitates beyond-com-
pliance behaviours that are values- and vision-based
(as in visionary or organic leadership). Hamilton
(1978) expressed this argument in terms of a morality
of aspiration, that is, standards to which individuals
should aspire rather than standards to which they
must be held.

Conclusion
This paper proposes that problems arise when one
kind of accountability mechanism is seen as a pan-
acea for all circumstances, highlighting differences
in approach to accountability under four leadership
paradigms. Researchers in the fields of accountability
and leadership diverge in how they view the purpose
and mechanisms of accountability. What appears to
be a contradiction in approaches to accountability
reflects that writers in the field have not articulated
the fundamentally different leadership philosophies
on which their preferred accountability mechanisms
rest. Stressing compliance-and-control, and the pro-
spect of sanctions when there is non-compliance,
implies that authors are favouring the ‘darker’ side
of the classical or transactional leadership paradigms,
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whereas an emphasis on values- and vision-directed
behaviour, and the prospect of rewards for success,
reflects the visionary and organic paradigms.

This paper shows how apparently incompatible
positions in the accountability and leadership literat-
ure are reconcilable when the prevailing or preferred
leadership context is taken into account. Accountab-
ility responses are contingent on micro-level situation-
al and dispositional factors, and serve to enhance the

ability, motivation and values of accountees in a
manner that reflects the macro-level leadership cul-
ture of an organisation. Under the classical and
transactional leadership paradigms, accountors tend
– rightly or wrongly – to favour control, sanctioning,
and micro-accountability, whereas the visionary and
organic leadership cultures emphasize self-control,
rewards and macro-accountability.
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