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A validated measurement for felt relational
accountability in the public sector: gauging the account
holder’s legitimacy and expertise
Sjors Overman , Thomas Schillemans and Stephan Grimmelikhuijsen

School of Governance, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
The effectiveness of formal public sector accountability mechanisms is largely pre-
dicated on the individual perception of accountability. In particular, the individual’s
experienced relationship to account holders is key in understanding the effects of
formal accountability mechanisms. This article develops a measurement instrument
for felt relational accountability in public administration. We measure perceived
legitimacy and expertise of the account holder, as crucial relational dimensions
applicable to various accountability relations. The instrument was tested and cross
validated among two samples of Dutch public employees. We discuss theoretical
implications of studying accountability at the actor-level and provide practical appli-
cations of the instrument.

KEYWORDS Felt accountability; accountability relations; scale development; legitimacy; expertise; behavioural
public administration

The issue: from formal to felt accountability

The study of accountability in public administration is extensive (Dubnick 2014).
Public administration journals published, on average, over 150 articles on this topic
each year from 2011 to 20171 (see also Kumar, Pandey, and Haldar 2020). This growing
body of empirical studies on public accountability predominantly focuses on ‘objec-
tive’ and procedural aspects (Romzek, LeRoux, and Blackmar 2012). Many of these
studies focus primarily on aspects such as legal obligations, the provision of informa-
tion, or the use of audits, performance management and sanctions, which are all
designed to affect (and control) the behaviours and decisions of policy actors
(Brandsma 2014; Bovens, Schillemans, and Goodin 2014). As a result, our under-
standing of these formal and ‘objective’ dimensions has increased dramatically. For
instance, we know how public organizations are subject to multiple accountability
mechanisms and suffer from ‘accountability overload’ (Koppell 2005).

The debate in public administration has improved our understanding of accountability
at the organizational level, but evidence from studies in the behavioural sciences shows
that individuals perceive – and therefore, react to – identical accountability requirements
in different ways (Frink and Klimoski 1998). Therefore, accountability ‘functions in terms
of a state of mind rather than a state of affairs’ (Hall, Frink, and Ronald Buckley 2017,
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208). Indeed, the public administration debate has largely overlooked the fact that
individuals may perceive and experience identical formal accountability settings in quite
diverging ways (Tetlock 1992). This ties in with recent public administration studies
documenting mismatches between formal accountability on the one hand and informal
accountability on the other (Romzek, LeRoux, and Blackmar 2012; Page 2006). Only
a handful of accountability studies in public administration implicitly use the actor-
perspective (Romzek et al. 2014; Koppell 2005), while some others study individual leaders
but overlook personal affectivity (Verhoest et al. 2010; Lupson and Partington 2011; Bach
et al. 2016). Yet, individual accountability perceptions may have a strong impact, also in
the public sector, for example in one-on-one interaction between police officers and
citizens, or when agency CEOs make decisions that affect large organizations with
significant consequences for policy. Further, accountability has been used in quantitative
studies yet it has been measured in many different ways and such studies mostly intend to
measure public accountability at the organizational, not individual, level (e.g. Brandsma
2014; Yang 2014).

This indicates an important gap in the public administration literature: individual
civil servants have diverging perceptions of accountability and, thus, two individual
civil servants may exhibit contradictory behaviour in response to the same formal
accountability mechanism. Indeed, both psychological as well as public administration
research documents that the anticipation of accountability has strong behavioural
effects (Lerner and Tetlock 1999; Meijer 2000). Therefore, individual perceptions are
crucial to our understanding of when and how formal accountability mechanisms
‘work’ (Bovens, Schillemans & ‘t Hart (2008); Dubnick & Frederickson (2011).

In order to study the individual’s experience of accountability relations, this study
develops a validated measurement instrument that reflects the relational nature of
public accountability. Our instrument builds on existing instruments developed in
psychological research. Scholars in psychology have studied individuals’ ‘felt
accountability2’, and its antecedents and consequences (Hall, Frink, and Buckley
2017; Lerner and Tetlock 1999), as well as a measurement instrument (Hochwarter
et al. 2005). Psychological research – and in particular, the measurements of felt
accountability – has, however, focused on the anticipation of a future accountability
moment only, without reflecting the relational nature of accountability (Ebrahim
2003). Therefore, such measures alone have limited value for measuring felt account-
ability in the public sector, since many public administration studies have demon-
strated, accountability is quintessentially a relational concept, and it matters a great
deal to whom an actor is accountable (Bovens 2007). Therefore, one important con-
tribution of the current study is the development and validation of an instrument that
is able to measure the experience of the accountability relationship and to compare
these measurements between individuals.

The accountability relationship, in general, has been conceptualized as the relation-
ship between an account holder or principal and the account giver or agent (the actor)
(Strøm 2000; Bovens 2007). In public administration studies, numerous scholars have
pointed out the multiplicity of those relationships. Policy actors operate in ‘webs’ of
accountability (Page 2006), are confronted with accountability claims from above, aside,
and below (Bovens, Goodin, & Schillemans 2014, Hooghe &Marks 2003), and adhere to
political, legal, bureaucratic and professional accountability standards (Romzek and
Dubnick 1987).
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In a public sector context, the accountability relationship generally is different from
other hierarchical relationships in organizations, such as between employer and super-
visor (cf. Waldo 1948). On the one hand, civil servants are accountable to democra-
tically elected political principals. On the other hand, civil servants are often (quasi-)
autonomous and only accountable to external account holders, such as in the case of
public service delegation to an executive agency (Curtin 2007; Verhoest et al. 2010).
Therefore, we need to detail the relational aspect of accountability in the conceptua-
lization and measurement of felt accountability in the public sector and acknowledge
that actors can relate quite differently to the various account holders. The relational
dimension needs to be added to our measurements.

In individual’s assessment an accountability relationship, the key issue is the percep-
tion of the account holders’ ability to hold the actor accountable (Mulgan 2003). This
perception relies on two crucial dimensions of public sector accountability relations (cf.
Bovens, Schillemans, and Hart 2008): (1) the perceived legitimacy to exercise authority,
and (2) the perceived capacity based on expertise to do so, effectively. The ability to
monitor and evaluate strikes the heart of the principal-agent problem and constitutes the
premise of most accountability systems (Strøm 2000; Gailmard 2014). It is, thus,
important to investigate whether actors recognize the legitimacy or ‘moral authority’
(Mulgan 2003) of the account holder scrutinizing its behaviour. Furthermore, the
account holder needs to be identified as possessing some degree of expertise to be able
to oversee and evaluate the task delegated to the agent. The role of technical expertise in
the implementation of policy is significant, and so is the deference to expertise in public
accountability relations (Romzek and Dubnick 1987, 229–30).

The two relational dimensions of legitimacy and expertise serve as expansions to the
existing concept and measurement of felt accountability introduced from psychology. In
the next sections, we define and develop the concept of felt relational accountability and
highlight its importance for the current accountability debate. Next, we discuss the
psychological concept of felt accountability and subsequently expand this by developing
legitimacy and expertise as important additional features.We, then, develop a set of eight
items to measure the concept of felt relational accountability, to be used alongside the
existing Hochwarter et al. (2007) scale. These indicators have been tested and validated
in two separate sub-samples in the Dutch public sector, with a total N of 2,702, covering
respondents from a wide variety of public organizations – such as the police and
municipalities – and functions – such as managers and professionals. We conclude by
identifying potential applications of the scale and avenues for further improvement.

The challenge: felt relational accountability in public administration

The definition of accountability is, as most other concepts in the social sciences, complex
and contested. Over the years, however, a degree of conceptual consensus is emerging
(Bovens, Schillemans, and Goodin 2014). Many current studies in public administration
refer back to Bovens’ definition (2007, 450–52) which, in turn, is strongly comparable to
some other leading conceptions of accountability (Romzek and Dubnick 1987; Mulgan
2000; Olsen 2013). Bovens states that accountability is characterized by an actor and
a forum, where the actor has an obligation to provide information and clarification about
its conduct, the forum can ask questions, pass judgement and make the actor face
consequences of its behaviour via the use of sanctions.
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Governments have devised various accountability mechanisms aiming to nudge,
push or force actors in government towards accountable behaviour. Many recent
studies have accordingly mapped or evaluated the landscape of formal accountability
mechanisms surrounding various administrative organizations (Verhoest et al. 2010;
Koop 2014; Bovens, Schillemans, and Goodin 2014; part V). These include agencies
providing information to ministries (Hong, Kim, and Son 2019; Koop 2011), informa-
tion availability on websites (Wong and Welch 2004), or site visits by evaluators
(Carman 2008), to name just a few examples. These formal mechanisms may be an
end in themselves as they are constitutive of democratic governance. Even more
commonly, they are treated as means to various ‘promises’ of accountable governance
(Dubnick and Frederickson 2011). Accountability mechanisms, then, are independent
variables potentially leading to various, normatively desirable, dependent variables.

Formal accountability mechanisms, however, remain utterly symbolic if they do not
lead to real accountability processes, in which actors actually explain their behaviour.
Romzek, LeRoux, and Blackmar (2012, 2014) show that informal accountability is
highly relevant in the public sector. ‘Individual actions and behaviors [reflecting]
informal accountability play significant complementary roles to formal accountability’
(Romzek, LeRoux, and Blackmar 2012, 443). And formal accountability arrangements
align with expectations of various external stakeholders, which changes the ‘politics of
public management’ and may result in major differences on the ground between
formally comparable cases (Page 2006, 193–4). Important social and informal account-
ability processes affect individual behaviours, yet these processes escape our attention
when we focus exclusively on formal accountability mechanisms.

We contend that the causal chain linking observable formal accountability mechan-
isms to desirable (= accountable) organizational outputs and outcomes entails a num-
ber of intermediate steps. The design of accountability mechanisms for the various
organizations in the public sector is predicated on the guiding anticipation that 1) de
jure accountability mechanisms trigger 2) de facto accountability processes, which in
turn, 3) affect individual perceptions of accountability, which 4) have an impact on
decisions and behaviours by those individuals in organizations, ultimately, 5) ‘produ-
cing’ organizational outputs, outcomes and performance, which, then, can be under-
stood to be desirable (or accountable), or not. Put differently, readily observable
accountability mechanisms should ultimately contribute to observable outcomes in
the public sector via relational intra-organizational processes and individual percep-
tions of those accountability relations.

The causal link between formal and informal accountability mechanisms on the one
hand and desirable outcomes on the other thus entails various intermediary steps in

Figure 1. Coleman’s boat applied to accountability.
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which the individual’s perception of accountability (felt relational accountability) is the
crucial linking pin. This is visualized in Figure 1.

Figure 1 is inspired by Coleman’s (1990) image of the ‘boat’ linking macro-level
conditions and outcomes via micro-level conditions and outcomes. This analytical
frame helps to clearly distinguish between organizational (or institutional) and indi-
vidual levels of analysis and also illuminates how these are connected. Above all, this
approach helps to understand how collective, macro-level phenomena can be studied
by focusing on individual behaviours and perceptions, as is common in the growing
body of studies in behavioural public administration (Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017).

In Figure 1, the organizational level displays formal accountability mechanisms for
organizations and the desirable organizational outcomes or ‘promises’ of accountabil-
ity (Dubnick and George Frederickson 2011). The individual level features the felt
relational accountability: the extent to which individual actors perceive their institu-
tional accountability environment to be salient, and ensuing individual behaviours
which collectively add up to organizational outcomes. In other words, felt relational
accountability is key in our understanding of the causal link between institutional
accountability arrangements on the one hand, and behavioural outcomes on individual
and aggregated levels in public administration on the other.

The base: felt accountability

Felt accountability in psychology refers to the belief held by actors that they will be held
accountable. Hall and Ferris (2011, 134) define it as ‘an implicit or explicit expectation
that one’s decisions or actions will be subject to evaluation by some salient audience(s)
with the belief that there exists the potential for one to receive either rewards or
sanctions based on this expected evaluation.’ These beliefs include the anticipation of
a future instance of accountability to some salient account holder, as well as the beliefs
that an actor holds about the account holder and its ability to hold the actor to account.
Some studies in public administration acknowledge this or closely related concepts
(Klingner, Nalbandian, and Romzek 2002; Lupson and Partington 2011).

The systematic exploration and measurement of felt accountability has advanced in
social and organizational psychology (Aleksovska, Schillemans, and Grimmelikhuijsen
2019). The concept of felt accountability has numerous strong effects on decisions and
behaviours in experimental studies (Frink and Klimoski 1998; Hall, Frink, and Buckley
2017). In their recent review of experimental accountability research, Hall, Frink, and
Ronald Buckley (2017) focus exclusively on felt accountability as the upshot of this
productive branch of the academic literature (see also Patil, Vieider, and Tetlock 2014;
Harari and Rudolph 2017). Felt accountability can either denote a general state-of-
affairs, in which the actor expects constant accountability for all actions and decisions,
a situational state in which a specific action or decision is likely to be scrutinized, or
a routinized state in which actors always expect accountability for specific actions. This
expectation of accountability includes the expectation of the account holder’s judge-
ment, as well as potential use of sanctions.

In experimental studies, felt accountability has been measured in various ways, but
Hall and colleagues argue that (2017, 214): ‘in general, [the measures] do not reflect the
evolving, social, and relationship-based nature of accountability within organizations.’
In some studies, felt accountability is not measured directly but used as a manipulation
in the design of an experiment. Some participants in an experiment are, for instance,

PUBLIC MANAGEMENT REVIEW 5



told that they will have to explain their behaviour to someone after the experiment,
while some other participants are not made to expect accountability (Peng, Dunn, and
Conlon 2015). Other studies do not measure felt accountability directly but, rather,
measure prerequisites for accountability. Respondents are, for example, asked to
indicate whether their work is visible to their account holder (usually a direct hier-
archical supervisor), whether mistakes can be attributed to individuals and whether
mistakes are punished (Mero, Guidice, and Werner 2014).

The most commonly used measure is based on an instrument is developed by
Hochwarter et al. (2007).3 This scale is useful and has often been used effectively,
yet, as Hall, Frink, and Ronald Buckley (2017) conclude, The Hochwarter scale is
empirically unidimensional and is primarily about the anticipation of accountability,
denoting whether actors expect that they will (or are likely to) be held accountable for
their decisions or actions. This expectation of accountability includes the expectation
of the account holders’ and potential sanctions. The anticipation of future account-
ability is also relevant in a public sector context (cf. Friedrich 1963 and his Law of
anticipated reactions, empirically corroborated by Ford and Zelditch 1988; Meijer
2000). At the same time, the environment in which an actor perceives future account-
ability also involves beliefs about additional aspects, most prominently, the beliefs an
actor holds about the account holder to whom (s)he is accountable.

The extension: felt relational accountability

As discussed in the introduction, accountability relationships in the public sector are
generally peculiar and not directly comparable to ‘ideal-typical’ relationships between
employers and supervisors (cf. Waldo 1948). The public accountability environment is
characterized by a democratic context (ibid.), a multiplicity of accountability mechan-
isms and account holders (Romzek and Dubnick 1987; Koppell 2005; Bovens, Goodin, &
Schillemans 2014), and an extra-organizational nature of many accountability mechan-
isms. As noted by Hall, Frink, and Ronald Buckley (2017), the Hochwarter scale refers to
the top management as account holder only. This is, thus, insufficient for public sector
settings and calls for flexibility in the measurement instrument regarding the formula-
tion of the questions about the relational part of felt accountability. Studies also suggest
that account holders can differ widely in their ability to hold agents accountable (Mulgan
2003).

Moreover, psychological and public administration research acknowledge the
inherent relational aspect of accountability. Most definitions of accountability in public
administration stress the relational nature (Romzek and Dubnick 1987; Mulgan 2000;
Bovens 2007; Olsen 2013). Likewise, the most common definition of felt accountability
in psychology, on which the Hochwarter scale has been based, stipulates that felt
accountability is: ‘The 1) implicit or explicit expectation that one’s decisions or actions
will be subject to evaluation by 2) some salient audience(s) with the belief that there
exists the potential for one to receive either rewards or sanctions based on this expected
evaluation.’ (Hochwarter et al. 2007: 227, emphasis and numbers added). The literature
in public administration and the behavioural sciences, thus, clearly agree on
a definition of accountability consisting of two parts: the expectation of future account-
ability and the salience of, in our words, the account holder.

The existing measurement in psychology almost exclusively focuses on the first part of
the definition: the anticipation of future accountability. The only slight reference to
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the second part of the definition, the salience of the account holder, is that 2 of the 9 items
mention ‘topmanagement’ in items 2 and 3 (see note 2). The salience of topmanagement is
then implied; and not measured. This also makes it hard to use this scale in other
accountability settings in the public sector where strict hierarchy may be absent. This
limitation of the measurement scale has been noted in the review of felt accountability in
the behavioural sciences by Hall et al. (2017, 241) claiming that the Hochwarter scale is
unidimensional and ignores the nature of the audience. That is, the current challenge is not
only tomeasure the expectation of accountability, but also the salienceof the account holder.

We, therefore, propose to expand the measurement of felt accountability beyond
the actor´s anticipation of accountability with the actor’s perception of the ability of
a given account holder to hold the actor accountable (Mulgan 2003). This adds the
salience of the account holder which is implied in Hochwarter’s definition yet is absent
from the original measurement. This perception of the account holders’ ability relies
on how the account holder is able to nurture the impression of both the ‘authority of
ideas’ and the ‘authority of sanctions’ (Simon 1997, 187). Two core elements in the
actor’s perception of the forum’s ability to hold the actor to account (cf. Bovens,
Schillemans, and Hart 2008) are (1) the perceived legitimacy to exercise authority
and (2) the perceived capacity based on expertise to do so effectively. Both concepts are
central to Weber’s classic conception of bureaucracy (Miller 1970).

The actor’s perception of the account holders’ legitimacy or (Mulgan 2003, 10–11) is the
first feature of felt relational accountability. This perspective on moral authority owes to
Carpenter and Krause (2015) conceptualization of transactional authority. That is, an
account holders’ authority can only influence the actor’s behaviour based on the actor’s
‘sanctioned acceptance’ (Simon 1997) of the authority.Without the (implicit) acceptance of
authority, the actorwill not be influenced by the account holder. In linewith their approach,
our point of departure to conceptualize authority lies not in the formal sense of authority,
but in the perceptional sense of legitimate authority. Following Suchman’s (1995) classic
definition, we understand legitimacy to be a ‘generalized perception or assumption’, held by
the accountable actor, that the account holders’ scrutinizing role is ‘desirable, proper or
appropriate’ and in line with the ‘norms’ and ‘values’ of the democratic system of govern-
ment. Legitimate authority should be seen as a ‘contingent grant’ (Presthus 1960, 88), that
requires input based on respect of the actor and, therefore, bears the actor’s ‘willingness to
obey’ (Simon 1997, 180). In other words, the actor’s evaluation of the legitimacy of an
account holder relies on the relationship that is built and nourished between both parties
and with the consistency of ‘expectations’ (Dubnick and Romzek 1993) institutionalized in
their relationship. Experimental research in social psychology demonstrates that actors
respond in a positive way to account holders they perceive as legitimate (Tyler 1997; Lerner
and Tetlock 1999). This is of crucial relevance to public administration accountability
relationships which are often shifting, contested and ambiguous (Olsen 2017).

The second feature is the perceived expertise of the account holder. Its capacity to
oversee the agent and to prevent the agent from ‘shirking or sabotage’ (Brehm and
Gates 1999) is a necessary precondition for any accountability relationship to work
(Strøm 2000), and there is ample evidence of failing account holders in public admin-
istration (Schillemans and Busuioc 2015). The account holder needs to possess some
degree of expertise to be able to oversee and evaluate the task delegated to the agent.
Empirical research has demonstrated that attributing greater expertise to an account
holder has a positive effect on the cognitive effort an actor expends in response to
accountability (Schillemans 2016). In other words, an actor considering the account

PUBLIC MANAGEMENT REVIEW 7



holder to be an expert is a key part of felt relational accountability. The role of technical
expertise in the implementation of policy is significant, and so is the deference to
expertise in public accountability relations (Romzek and Dubnick 1987, 229–30).

For public bureaucracies as ‘professional organizations’ (Scott 1965), the question
whether the organization perceives that the account holder fully understands the nature
of their tasksmay strongly affect how they respond to claims for accountability. Examples of
bureaucracies criticizing anticipated and legitimate calls for accountability for insufficient
expertise are for instance publicmanagers criticizing their political superiors for ‘paper[ing]
over . . . differences by issuing superficially attractive but incoherent and incomplete policy
directives’ (Donahue and Moore 2012; quoted from Alford et al. 2017), or a governmental
climate scientist having to come to terms with ‘facts and politics’ (Lowe 2007, 63).

We, thus, develop a measurement instrument in addition to the unidimensional
Hochwarter-scale, which only measures the anticipation of accountability. See Figure 2
for a graphic representation of the model. We add a valid measurement of the experi-
enced legitimacy and expertise of the account holder. We also include more flexibility to
replace the account holder in the questions included in the measurement. We, then, test
this instrument in various public sector settings to demonstrate its added value.

The goal: a reliable scale for felt relational accountability in public
administration

In public administration studies, ´accountability´ has been measured in many ways.
Several scholars claim that the measurement of accountability is underdeveloped in
public administration (Dubnick 2014; Klingner, Nalbandian, and Romzek 2002).
Brandsma (2014) provides an overview of existing quantitative studies on account-
ability. Some public administration studies measure specific formal dimensions of
accountability(Koop 2014; Verhoest et al. 2010; Overman, Van Genugten, and Van
Thiel. 2015; Bovens andWille 2016). Other studies apply a more sociological empirical

Figure 2. Dimensions of felt accountability: anticipation and perceived ability of the account holder.
Note: Point A – anticipated accountability to a non-salient forum; Point B – anticipated accountability to a salient forum.
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perspective and analyse accountability processes as they evolve (Schillemans 2011;
Romzek, LeRoux, and Blackmar 2012).

Yet, in general, accountability studies have been based on single cases and use
specific and situationally appropriate yet hard to compare, let alone aggregate, mea-
surements (Yang 2012). Against this background we believe there is good reason to
develop a scale that can be applied in different quantitative accountability studies. Such
a measurement facilitates the comparison of diverging perceptions of accountability
mechanisms (Tetlock, Skitka, and Boettger 1989), and allows for a clear analysis of
antecedents and effects of that perception (Lerner and Tetlock 1999).

Item development

We developed and validated our measurement instrument using commonly used
recommendations in public administration research (Hinkin 1998; DeVellis 2009).
The development of validated scales more generally could improve the quality of
public administration research (Pandey and Scott 2002). Indeed, recently various scales
have been developed for common public administration themes, such as perceived
public service motivation (Kim et al. 2013), bureaucratic reputation (Overman,
Busuioc, and Wood 2020), and perceived red tape (van Loon et al. 2016). Such
validated scales facilitate the comparison of phenomena, such as felt relational
accountability in our case, between organizations, policy sectors, and countries.

After a thorough definition of the concept and the identification of its constituting
dimensions, we developed survey items to measure the various dimensions. We started
by generating a list of items. These items were assessed by three external experts who
have specialized in accountability research. The items were subsequently presented and
discussed in two additional group sessions during international conferences with
multiple scholarly expert participants.

Ten items were developed to capture account holder expertise and legitimacy, based
on a review of accountability research in behavioural studies and public administration
(Schillemans 2016). In order to prevent socially desirable answers, we do not directly
ask the assessment of the account holders’ legitimacy and expertise. Rather, we focus
on indirect measures and consequences. The items were answered on a 5-point Likert
scale, see Table 1 for the items and descriptive statistics of the responses. The survey
questions are formulated in a responsive way, such that the account holder to which an
actor is accountable can be adapted. The adaptable phrases are formulated between
brackets (see Table 1). ‘The account holder’ can be replaced, for example, by ‘an official
in the ministry of Education’, or ‘the Court of Audit’. We briefed the respondent in an
introductory screen as follows:

‘Please consider the important tasks in your current job. We will now ask you some
questions about your work – that is, the tasks that you consider important – and your
contact with [the account holder]. When we ask about your work, you may also refer to
the work you do in a team or group in your answer.’

Samples

A questionnaire containing the items was administered to a total of two samples of
Dutch public sector employees. The questionnaire, furthermore, included the original
Hochwarter-scale of felt accountability, which was established as a reliable scale with
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Crohnbach’s α =.73 for both samples combined.2 The first study was conducted among
public sector employees effectively working below the national level in local and
regional governments (municipalities and provinces) as well as in the police in
November 2016. We fielded a second wave among employees in the national govern-
ment (ministries and executive agencies) in February 2017. The first wave contains
1,983 responses (response rate: 36.3%), and the second wave contains 1256 responses
(response rate: 35.3%). Internetspiegel, a Dutch government-owned personnel research
programme, took the samples from an existing panel of Dutch respondents working in
the public sector and provided us with the data.

For age and salary: mean scores, standard deviations in parentheses.
We categorized the subsamples according to the organization for which

respondents work, as the organization determines the external account holder to
whom employees render account. Municipal civil servants are formally accoun-
table to the mayor and aldermen; provincial civil servants to the Provincial
Executive; police officers to the minister of Security and Justice, ministerial civil
servants to the government; and executive agency employees to their parent
departments. These were the account holders that were automatically inserted in
the survey questions for those employees who reported to work outside of the
support staff and internal operations. For the latter respondents, we measured
internal accountability, instead of external accountability; as those respondents are
unlikely to be in contact with the external account holder. The account holder
inserted in their survey questions was ‘your supervisor’. More detailed sample
characteristics can be found in Table 2.

Calibration

The measurement instrument was developed in a two-step strategy. First, we calibrated
the initial model to the data from the first sample. Calibration involves the adaptation

Table 1. Initial item pool.

Sample 1
(calibration)

Sample 2
(validation)

Legitimacy L1 When [the account holder] changes their views, I have to
comply with the new reality.

3.75 (0.86) 3.83 (0.87)

L2 It is a good thing, that I am ultimately (also) accountable to
[the account holder].

3.90 (0.81) 3.97 (0.81)

L3 I am willing to work in the interest of [the account holder]. 3.79 (0.91) 3.89 (0.86)
L4 When [the account holder] has an opinion in matters relating

to my work, I consider that opinion important.
2.72 (1.09) 2.62 (1.11)

Expertise E1 [The account holder] has sufficient substantive or technical
expertise to oversee/evaluate my work.

2.52 (0.99) 2.46 (1.03)

E2* I have to simplify information for [the account holder] to
understand it.

3.53 (0.97) 3.52 (0.99)

E3 [The account holder] provides constructive feedback about my
work.

2.86 (0.90) 2.85 (0.92)

E4* The opinions of [the account holder] about my work regard
core issues, rather than trivial issues.

3.23 (0.99) 3.40 (1.00)

E5 Opinions of [The account holder] are generally unambiguous. 2.69 (0.89) 2.54 (0.92)
E6 Faced with a dilemma, I can ask [the account holder] for

advice.
3.39 (0.98) 3.46 (0.98)

Note: item means; standard deviations in parentheses. *E2 and E4 were dropped in the final instrument, see
below.
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of the initial model based on the data in the first sample (Kline 2015). We use
the second sample to test and cross-validate the model to prevent overfitting or
capitalizing on chance based on the available data in the first sample (MacCallum,
Roznowski, and Necowitz 1992).

For Sample 1 we retained only respondents with an external account holder. That is, we
removed respondents that were not dealing with external accountability: public servants
not working as operational management and support staff (n = 1590). We used the lavaan
package in R for confirmatory factor analysis to test our models (Rosseel 2012). First, we
evaluated item fit using the communality (R2) and model fit using absolute fit indices
(RMSEA and SRMR), as well as incremental fit indices (TLI and CFI). A RMSEA value
lower than .06 and an upper bound of the 90% confidence interval of .08 are generally
considered indicative of good fit, as are SRMR indices of .05 and lower (Hooper, Coughlan,
and Mullen 2008). For the incremental fit indices, values above .90 indicate moderate fit,
and values above .95 indicate good model fit (Hu and Bentler. 1998).

The initial model, which included all items listed in Table 1 – had a moderate fit
with the data: RMSEA = .058 (90% CI [.051-.066]); SRMR = .042; TLI = .917;
CFI = .937. Therefore, we calibrated the model to better fit the structure of the data.
In our calibration, items E2 (simplify information) and E4 (opinions on core issues)
were dropped from the initial model due to low communality – the proportion
explained variance in the items by the factor: R2 = .01 and .05. In the calibrated
model, we retain the four remaining items for each dimension (the legitimacy dimen-
sion had only 4 items). The calibrated eight-item model has a good fit: RMSEA = .053
(90% CI [.043-.063]); SRMR = .032; TLI = .954; CFI = .969. The second model also has
increased incremental fit indices compared to the initial model, which emphasizes the
model improvement. These findings were underscored by the differences in BIC
(model 1: 38,290.54, model 2: 30,042.34). See Table 3 for the factor loadings.

Validation

To validate the measurement equivalence of the calibrated model, we acquired fit
indices from data from the second sample. In this sample, we also retained only the
respondents with an external account holder (n = 1,112). Again, the eight-item model
had a good fit with the validation sample: RMSEA = .051 (90% CI [.039-.063]);

Table 2. Sample characteristics.

Sample 1 (N = 1,977) Sample 2 (N = 1,256)

Organizations
Municipalities, provinces,

police
Ministries, executive

agencies

Age 53.00 (8.47) 52.29 (8.10)
Monthly salary (k€) 3.77 (1.13) 4.29 (1.27)
Female 33% 27%
Education
– Lower 6% 4%
– Middle 29% 19%
– Higher 65% 77%

Supervisor (respondent is supervising one or more
employees)

17% 20%

Operational management or support staff 20% 11%

For age and salary: mean scores, standard deviations in parentheses.
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SRMR = .031; TLI = .953; CFI = .968. The fit of the model in all of the subsamples is
a good indication that the measurement does not need to be modified further, and that
the instrument is able to measure felt relational accountability in various contexts
within the public sector. Table 3 presents the standardized factor loadings.

We tested reliability and convergent validity by examining factor loadings,
Crohnbach’s alpha, and coefficient omega. Factor loadings of .3 are generally accepted
as significant, and loadings of .5 and higher are considered practically useful. The
standardized factor loadings varied between .44 and .78, with the majority greater than
.5, see Table 3. We evaluated factor reliability using Crohnbach’s α for the combined
samples. Both factors were reliable (αexpertise = .73, αlegitimacy = .69). The composite
reliability of the model was further evaluated using coefficient ω (Raykov 2001), as this
measure does not assume tau-equivalence – an equal loading of all items on the same
factor – in contrast with Crohnbach’s α. The values for coefficient ωwere acceptable, as
well (ωexpertise = .73, ωlegitimacy = .70).

To test discriminant validity of the model, we compared the two-factor model
to a single factor and a second order model that used a single latent factor on
which account holder legitimacy and expertise load. The model fit of a two-factor
model should be better than the single factor and second order model.
Furthermore, we tested whether the square root of the AVE of each factor was
higher than its maximum correlation with other factors, which is an indication of
discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker 1981). The single factor model for all
groups combined has an unacceptable fit and, thus, performs less well than our
two-factor model: SRMR = .059, RMSEA = .102, TLI = .813, CFI = .866. A second
order model has a good fit (SRMR = .031, RMSEA = .053, TLI = .950,
CFI = .968). The incremental fit indices for the two-factor model are marginally
higher. The square root of the average variance extracted (AVE) are .65 and .66,
which is higher than the correlation between the two factors (r = .22), indicating
that the items share more variance with their own dimension than with other
dimensions.

Table 3. Standardized factor loadings.

Dimension
Sample 1

(calibration)
Sample 2
(validation)

Legitimacy L1 When [the account holder] changes its views we just have to
comply with this new reality.

.44 .44

L2 It is a good thing, that we are ultimately accountable to [the
account holder].

.57 .54

L3 I am willing to work in the interest of [the account holder]. .67 .63
L4 When [the account holder] has an opinion in matters relating to

my work, I consider that opinion important.
.74 .73

Expertise E1 [The account holder] has sufficient substantive or technical
expertise to evaluate my work.

.56 .59

E3 [The account holder] provides constructive feedback about my
work.

.78 .67

E5 Opinions of [the account holder] are generally unambiguous. .60 .65
E6 Faced with a dilemma, I can ask [the account holder] for advice. .60 .62

Model fit SRMR .032 .031
RMSEA [90% CI] .053 .051

[.043-.063] [.039-.063]
TLI .954 .953
CFI .969 .968
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Organizational types

The expectation of accountability along with expertise and legitimacy of the account holder
are theoretically important to measure. Our analysis so far has clarified that the two
additional dimensions are distinctive from each other as well as from the original scale
for felt (= anticipated) accountability. To further test its relevance, we analysed whether the
instrument would also pick up meaningful empirical variance across different groups of
respondents. Our first sample of sub-national civil servants consisted of respondents from
three types of organizations: local governments, regional governments, and the police.
The second sample of national civil servants consisted of respondents from two types of
organizations: central government departments and executive agencies. We, thus, tested
the differences in felt relational accountability between the five organizational types in our
two samples. We compared the expertise and legitimacy of the account holder with the
anticipated accountability as measured with the Hochwarter-scale.

Regression analyses with the organizational type as predictor showed that the
anticipated accountability had only a limited correlation with organizational types
(R2 = .01). Organizational types explained more variance in account holder expertise
(R2 = .07) and legitimacy (R2 = .08). Although the anticipation of accountability
remains by and large the same across all organizational types, we are now able to
observe significant differences in felt relational accountability. This finding emphasizes
the convergent validity of the instrument; Figure 3 shows the differences between the
organizational types compared to municipalities as a baseline. For anticipated account-
ability, we observe a little less anticipated accountability for police and executive
agency personnel. The differences between organizational types for account holder
expertise and legitimacy are much larger. We observe that, in comparison to how
municipal personnel esteem their political principals, civil servants at the provincial
administration gauge the legitimacy and expertise of the provincial government much
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Figure 3. Comparison of organization types.
Note: estimated mean differences (baseline = municipality) and 95% confidence intervals based on quasi standard errors (Firth
2003).
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higher. Police personnel, in contrast, has much lower esteem for the legitimacy and
expertise of the ministry of security and justice. This is understandable in the specific
context of a tumultuous reorganization of the national police in the Netherlands
(Moggré, den Boer, and Fyfe 2017). We also observe that civil servants in ministries
feel that their minister is a legitimate account holder, yet they regard their political
principal’s expertise less high. These findings emphasize the relevance of including
expertise and legitimacy when measuring felt relational accountability.

Discussion and conclusion

In this article, we presented a multidimensional scale to gauge felt relational account-
ability in public administration. It is a relatively short and flexible scale that can be
applied in various contexts. The scale has proved to be valid and reliable across various
sectors and levels of government and to be able to measure meaningful variance.

Previous conceptual and empirical analyses of accountability have shown the
importance of accountability as a relational concept (Bovens 2007; Brandsma and
Schillemans 2012; Bovens, Goodin, and Schillemans 2014). Therefore, we propose to
measure felt relational accountability with both the traditional psychological perspec-
tive of generic anticipated accountability (Hochwarter et al. 2007), and the two
essential dimensions that probe the relational nature of public accountability.
Specifically, we add the perceived expertise and the perceived legitimacy of the account
holder as constituting dimensions of felt relational accountability (Lerner and Tetlock
1999; Schillemans 2016). In doing so, the scale developed here provides a more fine-
grained insight in an agent’s felt relational accountability to some account holder
compared with existing measurements, which do not account for the multi-
dimensional and relational nature of the concept (cf. Hochwarter et al. 2007).

The two additional dimensions are relevant for research on the effects of account-
ability on the behaviour of agents in the public sector. Consider, for instance, how
managers in a large public sector organization with a lot of discretionary space behave
in the face of a central government department. Whether managers expect to be held
accountable for their decisions in the future by the government department or not
matters for the manager’s decisions and actions. Both psychological as well as public
administration research documents that the anticipation of accountability has strong
behavioural effects (Lerner and Tetlock 1999; Meijer 2000).

Furthermore, the legitimacy and the expertise of the account holder are crucial to
understand responses of actors in organizations. We expect much more constructive,
much more accountable, responses from the public manager to accountability-
demands when the account holder is considered both legitimate, as well as knowl-
edgeable, based on experimental research.

In particular, we expect that the perception of more legitimacy of the account holder
will increase the ‘willingness to obey’ (Simon 1997), as well as the willingness to
provide a correct and honest account of behaviour and performance. In lab settings,
low perceived legitimacy has been linked to shirking, a decline in intrinsic motivation,
and stress (Lerner and Tetlock 1999, 259). At the same time, the expertise of the
account holder has been associated with better decisions in lab settings: actors spend
more time and cognitive effort on their tasks when they anticipate accountability to an
expert (Aleksovska, Schillemans, and Grimmelikhuijsen 2019, Schillemans 2019).
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The current instrument facilitates further research among public sector employees
in order to validate such experimental findings in public organizations. Doing so is
important as accountability is a phenomenon that is par excellence subject to socializa-
tion, which limits the generalizability of experiments in the behavioural sciences
(Juncos and Pomorska 2011). Account holders may even have a strong impact on
the behaviour of public managers when they do not expect any accountability yet hold
them in high esteem, thus influencing agents through the shadow of hierarchy (cf.
Scharpf 1997), or, more specifically in this case, the shadow of authority.

We see a variety of potential applications for this scale. First and most obviously,
scholars in accountability could use this scale to gauge the relationship between formal
accountability mechanisms and the extent to which these formal mechanisms are felt in
public organizations (Overman 2020). Felt relational accountability is, then, a dependent
variable. A validated scale can foster knowledge accumulation within the community of
accountability scholarship. In addition, our validated scale helps to set up cross-country
comparative research. For instance, researchers can use this scale to have a common
measure for felt relational accountability across countries and further improve the quality
of comparative research on governance in the public sector (Verhoest et al. 2017).

Secondly, felt relational accountability can also be used as an independent variable
relating to various salient issues in public administration and to the various promises of
accountability (Dubnick and Frederickson 2010). For instance, strong accountability
mechanisms are often linked with red tape and administrative overload in our audit
society (Power 1999; Halachmi 2014). Now that we can empirically measure felt rela-
tional accountability, the relationships and interactions with red tape can be investigated.
Do higher levels of felt relational accountability correspond with more red tape? Or is
there an inverse relationship? This is relevant as the expansive public administration
literature has made it abundantly clear that the mere presence of accountability mechan-
isms does not necessarily, to put it mildly, lead to desirable outcomes, given the
prevalence of many accountability failures (Halachmi 2014; Koppell 2005).

Thirdly, we see potential applications of this scale beyond the discipline of public
administration research. Our point of departure was an existing unidimensional scale
of accountability often used in the behavioural sciences (Hochwarter et al. 2007; Hall,
Frink, and Ronald Buckley 2017). We argue that disciplines such as (social) psychology
can refine their experimental tests by taking into account the relational nature of
accountability in public administration. Of course, not all items might be applicable
in a more generic context, but our scale does show that a richer conceptualization and
operationalization of accountability is needed. This could then be used to assess
behavioural consequences of specific dimensions of accountability on micro-level
behaviours. Hence the validated scale can be a way to increase cross-fertilization
between disciplines and in this way strengthen what has been labelled behavioural
public administration (Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017).

Notes

1. A Web of Science query for the topic accountability in SSCI listed public administration
journals yielded the following numbers of articles per year: 2011 – 135; 2012 – 171; 2013 –
158; 2014 – 187; 2015 – 165; 2016 – 189; 2017 - 166.

2. Items include: I am held very accountable for my actions at work; I often have to explain why
I do certain things at work; Top management holds me accountable for all of my decisions; If
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things at work do not go the way that they should; I will hear about it from top management;
To a great extent; the success of my immediate work group rests on my shoulders; The jobs of
many people at work depend on my success or failures; In the grand scheme of things; my
efforts at work are very important; co-workers; subordinates; and bosses closely scrutinize my
efforts at work. The internal consistency in the current sample (α=.73) is identical to prior tests
(Hall and Ferris 2011).

3. The term felt accountability is commonly accepted in the behavioural sciences and, therefore,
the authors chose to use the existing term for consistency, rather than alternatives including
experienced or perceived accountability.
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