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Abstract 

This article is challenging the old beliefs about accountability (A) and performance 
(P), as it argues that the relationship of accountability and performance is not in the form of 
A=>P. Managerial accountability and results-oriented performance are particularly attended 
in this article. An examination of the mechanisms of measurement, which is a prerequisite for 
accountability and performance, was exhibited. It reveals that delivering accountability relies 
heavily on the implementation of performance reporting system. To deliver performance, the 
public authorities need strategy and planning and a more interactive mechanism of 
measurement to facilitate learning to deal with uncertainty. 
 

Introduction 
 

Accountability and performance are known as the twin objectives of public 
management reform [1]. Accountability could be conceptualized to associate with 
performance, as a means to an end. Nonetheless, using accountability as a mechanism to 
deliver performance (A=>P) is prevailing in the contemporary literature. Dubnick [2] and 
others argue that there is no strong evidence to make the assertion, for the assumption, about 
the correlation between accountability and performance. This challenges the old beliefs about 
accountability and performance [3]. To date, the request for the empirical support from 
academic community still echoes. However, the public management reform around the world 
is building on the beautiful but unproved rhetoric of greater accountability improves 
performance. 

Accountability is perceived as an ideal way to solve a wide range of public 
management problems, not only as a means of delivering performance. It has been utilized as 
a public administration safeguard to control corruption, malpractice and misconduct of public 
services [4, 5] and to enhance transparency that should be in line with the promises of 
democracy [2]. The efforts of promoters of the New Public Management (NPM), address 
demands for both results and for behavior regarding results, have led to a transformation in 
the way governments manage and report [1]. The movement of NPM has been triggered by 
new concepts of accountability and performance [6]. Governments seek to shift the 
orientation from compliance with procedures towards the results. The attention has shifted 
from political accountability to managerial accountability [7], and those of performance have 
shifted from emphasizing input and process to outputs and outcome [8, 9]. The new idea of 
accountability and performance, that was limited by the boundaries of the government 
agency, shades the challenges of a new form to intentionally broaden its scope to cover the 
issues more directly related to results [2].  
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It is argued that greater accountability and better performance can be expected by a 
means of measurement. Measurement in the public sectors is used to set up and execute the 
procedures of quantifying efficiency and effectiveness of actions towards the goals of the 
public entities. The results of the measurements are supposed to not only give an explanation 
on what an organization has done and preformed, but also the acclamation for the results. The 
use of measurement promotes the core sense of accountability as an obligation to give reports 
on actions to involved stakeholders [10, 11, 12]. However, public authorities are expected to 
convey what was been done and provide explanation for accountability [6, 13]. The more 
important aspect of these reports is to explain how the organization performed and what was 
achieved. That implies that the matter of measurement is not countability and information, 
but accountability and results. 

Christensen & Skærbæk [14] state that there is relatively little evidence of why many 
public management innovations, including measurement, do not achieve their aims. Evidence 
from public entities in many parts of the world concluded that accountability and 
performance via measurement were not delivered as expected [8, 11, 15, 16]. As noted, the 
path of accountability to performance (A=>P) embedded in the mindset of the reformers is 
not adequately proved. It can be concluded that, to date, expectation of measurement for the 
premise of A=>P is not sufficiently rationalized. In response to this rhetoric, this paper argues 
that accountability and performance are not correlated as causes-and-effects and they 
constitute different promises. In that case, they should be executed by the different 
mechanisms of management, including measurement. This paper explains the notions of 
accountability and performance. The measurement and its mechanisms, for the establishment 
of accountability and the enhancement of performance, are revealed. This might suggest a 
number of areas public sectors scholars and practitioners may be interested in pursuing. 

 
Accountability, performance and measurement 

 
The core definition and operationalization of accountability has been evolving. There 

are wide ranges of connotations and classifications with the term of accountability; for 
example; responsibility, transparency, answerability, blameworthiness, and responsiveness. 
Some classifications are prevailing in the contemporary literature; such as: hierarchical and 
vertical accountability, political and managerial accountability, bureaucratic, legal, 
professional and political accountability, input, process, and result/performance 
accountability. To date, there is no universal acceptance for the definitions and classifications 
of accountability. Accountability could be regarded in terms of managerial control, political 
assurance, or learning and improvement [1]. Furthermore, accountability of authorities to the 
stakeholders should be established by a wide range of channels, not only by a single chain of 
bureaucratic structure, as public authorities have an array of constituents [17].  

Day & Klein [18] draw a hierarchical model that ties two notions: political and 
managerial accountability together. The political accountability engages public authorities to 
citizens. The notion of political accountabilityi ‘begins when individuals are given 
responsibility for carrying out tasks on behalf of their fellow citizens’ [18]. The foundation 
stone of political accountability follows the functional line of ministers running up from 
public agencies, to parliament, to the citizens [19].  The relationships of key accounts, in this 
core sense of political accountability, are those between citizens and governments. The policy 
goals stand as the contract between citizens and government. They provide a basis for 
internal mechanisms of managerial accountability [18]. The managerial accountability is 
obligated to answer or give an explanation for carrying out agreed tasks, according to agreed 
criteria of performance to another party involved, running from the input into processes 
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towards results [18]. It is seen, especially in the complex governments, that accountability in 
the managerial perspective is between pubic agents (e.g. provincial government, regional 
offices) and principals (e.g. central government, regulator, public auditor) who act on behalf 
of citizens. It is shown that the customers of the reporting authorities are governments and 
their representatives, not citizens at large [14]. 

This paper focuses on managerial accountability. Within the notion of managerialism, 
Day & Klein [18]’s managerial accountability definition could be operationalized as 
transparency. The notion of accountability in terms of transparency could be structured into 
two notions: means (i.e. inputs and process) and ends (i.e. results). The fiscal/regularity 
accountability is about checking that the appropriate inputs, which will have gone through the 
appropriate process. The efficiency accountability is about checking the process to guarantee 
that the appropriate outputs have been produced in an agreeable manner. So, to enhance 
transparency and promote good conductive behaviors, public authorities should inform key 
stakeholder of the inputs and processes employed. It is clear that, with the light of NPM, not 
only relevant information of inputs and process are expected but also the achievement of 
results. It is obvious that the ultimate goal of public management reform is to produce (better) 
results, not merely to produce information. Another notion of managerial accountability is to 
focus on the results of the ‘agreed tasks according to agreed criteria of performance’ [18]. 
This notion of managerial accountability is that attention is given to answers and feedbacks 
about the results, not the actions taken. 

Accountability is generally reactive. This conceptualization follows its broadest sense 
of giving an account—one is called into account after the event and either held responsible or 
not [20]. Accountability is a passive dialectical activity to respond, provide feedback, explain, 
justify or answer a request, question, assessment or critique[7]. It enhances the transparency 
at a certain level of organization in line with the promise of democracy [21].  

It is obvious that some facets of accountability are associated with performance and 
measurement. However, the term of performance is still vague and its understanding is 
varied. Dubnick [2] made an effort to elucidate the broad meaning of performance within the 
context of management.  He introduces the classification of performance by making sense the 
notion of performance as a purposive behavior or intentional actionii

The notion of results-oriented performance, which is focused on in this paper, is in 
line with the sense of responsiveness. It implies dynamics in a quest to respond to 
stakeholders’ preferences. The results-oriented performance is associated with the results

. This broad definition of 
performance might not distinguish accountability from performance. Using this broadly 
defined term, an authority submitting a regular report to inform the inputs employed and the 
progress of running the activities of the given policy to the key stakeholders could be 
performance. Indeed, a report is an output an authority produces and the reporting is  
production, so they should be counted as performance. The notion of performance, in the 
light of NPM, is a result orientation derived from public policy or the missions of public 
authorities. So, in the age when citizens expect governments to produce results, this sense of 
accountability which does not embrace the notion of results is not favorable.  

iii 
(P3) and productivityiv (P4), in Dubnick [2]’s performance classification. At least, it signifies 
the notion of output and outcome, the most prevailing in the NPM literature on performance. 
However, in practice it is difficult to distinguish between results and productivity. For 
example, in terms of performance contracts, an ideal contract informs which stretch 
performance targets  should be achieved by certain constraints of budgets, resources, 
information and management. Authorities are forced to perform both precisely (results 
focused) and wisely (productivity focused). This approach responds to the key objectives of 
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NPM: cut cost and improve performance. So, in the light o NPM, the notion and 
operationalization of performance in terms of results and productivity may not be totally 
distinguishable. Nonetheless, this type of performance differs from operational performance. 
The operational performance is about the activities comparing with costs and quality [8]. 

Performance is constrained by both external and internal factors, some of which are 
beyond the control of public authorities [22]. While accountability takes place after the event, 
the proactive activities which are in line with results-oriented performance could be involved 
in strategy and planning of public welfare. Strategy and planning are proactive activities 
associated with responsiveness in regard to a goal, which is set to make public authorities to 
act towards the preferences of citizens [7]. This view of performance, in light of NPM, has 
shifted the orientation of work from emphasizing inputs and processes to results (i.e. outputs 
and outcomes) [23].  The exercise of strategy and planning is a proactive process through 
which expectations for results-based performance are informed, defined, and negotiated at the 
outset [15]. However, public authorities which are intensely pressured might unintentionally 
develop their performance objectives and measures with the approach that performance can 
be manipulated for the benefits of a prevailing group of stakeholders [24]. In this case, the 
final goal to hold public authorities accountable for doing everything possible towards public 
preferences and to achieve performance goals derived from intended stakeholders is less 
possibly acclaimed.  

This conceptualization of accountability and performance, from the above discussion, 
informs the new forms of measurement. The concept of measurement has been evolving as 
the speed of the penetration of public reform. It is argued that, in the light of NPM, new 
modes of accountability and performance should be supported by new sets of measurement. 
The public administration paradigm emphasizes the measurement of input/financial/regularity 
and process/efficiency. The early generation of public management reform has shifted the 
focus of measurement to output (i.e. the final services produced by public entities) [9]. More 
recently, the reform has called for outcome to respond to a fundamental question of public 
entities: why do we exist [25]? The measurement of outcomes is even more difficult since 
outcomes are complicated. Perhaps, the measurement in regarded to the raisons d’être of 
public authorities might be impossible to visualize within the current paradigm of the 
management by measurement. This perception is apparent when Catasús & Grönlund [8] 
invited measurement experts to contest the question: how is it possible to measure peace? 

 
Mechanisms of accountability and performance via measurement 

 
The four positions of public authorities involving accountability and performance will 

be exhibited: incapable, transparency, responsive, and ideal performers. The explanations for 
all positions will be given. Public authorities are considered incapable performers when they 
fail to establish accountability and deliver performance. Some public authorities enhance 
transparency to establish accountability successfully but fail to improve performance. 
Nonetheless, they are able to fulfill promises of transparency. On the other hand, authorities 
that succeed in putting their efforts to respond to key stakeholders’ preferences but fail to 
enhance accountability are in favor of responsiveness. The ideal performers are one who can 
establish accountability while enhancing performance.  

Accountability and performance reflects a system focused on the need for control. As 
noted at the beginning, the accountability and performance stand for the different promises. 
Therefore, via measurement, accountability and performance are delivered by different 
modes of management control. The mechanisms via measurement to promote accountability 
and performance for each position are provided as following. 
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Formal performance reporting is a form of product from measurement. The 
performance reporting becomes manifest worldwide as a means to establish accountability 
[26]. However, it should be distinguish between formal performance reporting and ad hoc 
performance reporting that may be employed for specific purposes of auditing, feedback and 
press. This paper focuses on formal performance reporting. The details of reporting, 
including what, when, and how to report, are set in advance. Performance reports should deal 
with the accomplishment of outcomes, outputs, processes and inputs. In addition, they may 
provide contextual information that will be helpful in the interpretation of the report [27].  In 
authorities that do reporting well, the formal reporting system will be an integral part of 
strategic planning and managerial controls [26]. 

Although managerial accountability by means of reporting through measurement 
seems to be relatively simpler than the production of results-oriented performance, public 
authorities may be unable to deliver managerial accountability or performance successfully 
[15, 24, 26, 28]. While public authorities are obligated to submit the performance reports to 
the relevant stakeholders, the reports submitted might show only the progress or status of the 
agreed targets. Despite the consequences of vague measures, the problems of reporting are 
placed on what and how to monitor and report. The forms and manuals of performance 
reports should give the information about the actions taken as well as how the public 
authorities prepared to achieve the agreed results. Tilbury [28] used the Australian child 
protection service authorities to discuss the extent to which measurement is used to promote 
accountability. It is revealed that there is a large quantity of measures and data collection but 
a lack of analysis to produce information for policy and practice. The performance reports are 
neither used as a means to enhance accountability nor to deliver results-oriented performance. 
Indeed, the results will not be delivered because the outputs and outcome are particularly 
attended and reported. In this worst case, if public authorities are considered as incapable 
performers, they will lose their legitimacy in society. Consequently, the authorities should be 
prepared for the sanction from the principals and stakeholders involved. 

Measurement may produce reliable reports. So, they are feasibly used to deal with 
transparency issues to establish managerial accountability. Reporting may satisfy 
stakeholders by giving them needed information, but not satisfied the ones who care about 
results. Dubnick [2] states that the instruments, for example, the US PART and GPRA, are 
unlikely to meet an expectation to improve the results of policy programs. Nonetheless, it 
provides a basis for the managerial accountability as they are obligated (e.g. whether the 
relevant authorities filed the appropriate forms on time in a readable format). The accurate, 
timely and relevant information should help authorities to learn to improve accountability as 
well as performance. To deliver results, the authorities might need to set up an appropriate 
mechanism to produce products beyond mere reporting performance. However, as noted at 
the beginning, accountability and performance are twin goals of public management reform. 
So, the achievement of either is not satisfactory. Srimai, Damsaman, & Bangchokdee [29] 
studied the Thai provincial governments. They suggest that to control only the outputs of the 
measures and targets might not be enough to produce the results, if the achievement of the 
targets was dependent largely on the budgets and projects/activities. For example, the 
progress of results depends heavily on the budget and other resources obtained. Delaying 
budget approval causes late projects/activities operations. It is suggested that attention should 
be paid to the measurement and management of inputs (i.e. budgets and other resources), 
processes (i.e. projects/activities) and outputs (i.e. performance targets). 

Even though some scholars argue that managerial accountability by means of 
measurement theoretically enhances performance. The use of measurement for reporting 
purposes alone may reinforce the functional lines of authority that weaken authorities to 
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deliver results. As suggested by Abernethy & Brownell [30], the reporting mechanisms of 
managerial accountability might not encourage the sharing information and knowledge 
throughout networks of authorities. Public authorities need to share ideas and expertise to 
pursue new possibilities in response to changes. So, this reporting mechanism might not be 
suitable when dramatically change in macro-environment and when unstable politics have 
caused governments to produce new policies. Procedural compliances of reporting hinder 
creativity to respond to contemporary conditions, thereby diminishing an opportunity to 
achieve performance [31]. More importantly, it is argued that emphasizing reporting alone 
might trigger a vicious cycle of results as nurturing the unintended consequence of over-
authorized audit society [32]. The overuse and malpractice of auditing and reporting could 
promote public authorities into the culture of compliance and leave undesirable attributes of a 
tick-box exercise to public practice.  

It is suggested that if authorities can establish managerial accountability they may 
need to shift more attention towards results-oriented performance or vise-versa. It is shown 
that while the mechanism of measurement to execute a formal reporting system is preferred 
as it helps the delegated authorities to produce information and submit to principals, the 
public authorities need the organic mechanisms of measurement to create learning platform to 
deal with uncertainty. In certain conditions, this type of performance can rely on the 
interactive use of measurement. It is effective when the right choices on what and how to 
monitor are made. In the case of Thai public management at the provincial level, the 
interactive use of measurement provided an opportunity to learn [29]. The interactive 
learning through measurement could facilitate an authority to work, collaborate and share 
information with other public authorities within their networks of policy to achieve their 
shared targets. It is noted that, in a province where the interactive use was executed, not all 
measures were discussed in detail in the meetings. The selection was subjected to the 
measures that were likely to encounter difficulties. A study in an Australian public authority 
showed that the mechanism of measurement in the interactive manner helps in changing 
strategy of the authority to cope with uncertainty. It is needed as it facilitates the sharing of 
information and ideas, the search for possibilities, alternatives, and reaching solutions 
towards the goals of authorities [33]. This approach should be in line with the NPM paradigm 
which assumes that public officials are willing to learn and are competent in generating ideas 
and possibilities to solve problems [4]. It is argued that this assumption might not be realistic 
to all societies. Nonetheless, the public officials can self-learn to improve their competencies 
and public authorities can provide a platform for organizational learning. With this condition 
the assumption could be possible. 

It is argued that achievement of result-oriented performance needs strategy and 
planning. The key purpose of strategy and planning in public authorities is to ensure expected 
results. Behn [4]’s question about accountability that ‘who will decide what results are to be 
produced’ might be solved by the strategic approach of public management. The strategy 
informs the expectation about performance and provides guidance for establishment of the 
performance. The planning processes open an opportunity to allow stakeholders, especially 
citizen, to engage. This process is proactive in the preparation to respond to the stakeholders’ 
needs more precisely and wisely. Planning allows information on performance from the 
stakeholder point of view to come out. However, while the strategic planning and 
management makes information which is a prerequisite of accountability available, 
performance do not automatically produce but depend on how information is used [34]. 

As noted, the public management reform seeks authorities to establish accountability 
while delivering performance. It means public authorities need to improve their performance 
and improve the reports of their performance in the same period of time. However, there are 
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some empirical studies supporting the idea that both accountability and performance may be 
not easily achieved in  the same period of time [12]. Chan & Gao [15] revealed a case of the 
implementation of the Chinese target-based responsibility system, which showed that the 
performance measurement serves accountability by giving an explanation for actions taken, 
but the accountability may not necessarily produce better results. DeLeon [5] suggests that 
responsibility for results is possible only where measures and targets are clearly understood 
and not conflicting, although their means are ambiguous. On the other hand, managerial 
accountability is possible only when the rules and routine can be codified into standard 
operating procedures.  

It is argued that if authorities want to achieve managerial accountability along with 
results-oriented performance they might allow  problems to emerge. This case might be 
obvious when performance contracts are used as an alternative means of delegating 
accountability and ensuring results. If the performance targets in the contract are the first 
priority, due to the accelerating rapid change and unstable demand of stakeholders, less 
control of inputs and more flexible procedures may be needed [35]. Authorities could counter 
the dilemma of managerial accountability and results-oriented performance when the budgets 
and resources used are more than budgeted. In fact, by the laws and regulations, public 
agencies are not obviously responsible for results, but they are obligated to be held 
accountable by reporting to stakeholders. So, if the results are not met as set they may not be 
penalized. The worst case for them is that they may not be promoted or rewarded. On the 
other hand, if they do not submit the performance report, they will be certainly penalized.  

 
Conclusions 

 
Accountability and performance are the twin objectives of public management 

reform. However, both accountability and performance are varyingly-defined in 
contemporary literature. This study attempts to clarify the notions of accountability and 
performance to be more suitably applied in the context of NPM. To challenge the main 
stream literature, this paper argues that both performance and accountability are rather 
independent concepts. Managerial accountability is about how one is obligated to answer or 
give an explanation for carrying out agreed tasks according to agreed criteria of performance 
to another party involved, running from the input into process towards  results [18]. 
Performance in the light of NPM can be conceptualized to associate with results (i.e. results-
oriented performance). It is seen that outcome results are increasingly attended to in public 
management literature. This notion adds up the understanding of performance as inputs, 
process and outputs in the early stage of NPM. This paper argues that a relationship of 
accountability and performance are not in the form of A=>P as widely perceived in the 
literature of public reform.  

Although, accountability and performance can be expected by means of measurement, 
they are delivered by the different mechanisms of measurement. Managerial accountability 
could be established by means of reliable reporting. It seems that to give an explanation for 
action taken to another party involved is easier than the production of results. However, there 
are problems in the midst of the use of reporting system. The measurements also produced 
problems as they were difficult to understand and unachievable. This opposes the 
controllability principles that underline the achievement of performance and the 
establishment of accountability. The results-oriented performance is largely dependent on 
strategy and planning and the interactive use of measurement. This use of measurement is 
rather informal and organic. It is suggested that, achieving accountability and performance 
are triggered by dissimilar mechanisms of measurement, the controllers and policy makers 
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should pay attention to the blueprint and its implementation of measurement (i.e. what and 
how to control). Although either the improvement of results-oriented performance or the 
establishment of accountability alone is not satisfactory, the expectation for delivering both 
of them successfully at the same is challenging. 
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i
 Day & Klein (1987) state that “Political accountability is about those with delegated authority being 

answerable for their actions to the people, whether directly in simple societies or indirectly in complex 
societies”. 
ii

 By using two aspects of performance: the quality of the actions being performed and the quality of what has 
been achieved as results, the performance could be classified into four categories: production (P1), competence 
(P2), results (P3), and productivity (P4) (Dubnick, 2005). 
iii

 Results as a form of performance focus attention on what is produced (Dubnick, 2005). 
iv

 Productivity form of performance highlights both the quality of the action being performed and what is 
achieved as a result of the action (Dubnick, 2005).  
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