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Accountable for What? The Effect of Accountability
Standard Specification on Decision-Making Behavior in
the Public Sector

Marija Aleksovska

Utrecht University

ABSTRACT
This study investigates how civil servants’ decision-making
behavior is affected by what they are held accountable for.
We look into the effects of specification of the accountability
standard, and analyze the behavioral changes that might arise
by holding civil servants accountable for the implementation
of specific rules, as opposed to more loosely defined stand-
ards, or no predefined standards at all. Drawing on existing
debates in public administration, as well as on theoretical
accounts from social psychology, we develop two hypotheses
outlining advantages and drawbacks of moving to either side
of the accountability standard specification continuum.
Specifically, we hypothesize a tradeoff between decision-mak-
ing effort and decision impartiality. We perform our investiga-
tion using an online vignette and a classroom experiment.
The results from the investigation do not offer clear support
for our expectations. The hypothesis suggesting that account-
ability for general standards has positive effects on decision
processes in terms of effort receives some tentative support,
while the one linking specific standards to decision impartial-
ity does not. We discuss possible reasons for this outcome,
and draw recommendations for further research aiming to
integrate psychological insights into public accountabil-
ity research.

KEYWORDS
behavioral public
administration; decision-
making; public
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Introduction

Accountability mechanisms are universally present in the public sector.
They are relationships between an actor and a forum, in which the actor
has an obligation to justify his or her conduct to the forum (Bovens, 2007,
2010). Their characteristics, however, tend to vary greatly. Scholars usually
distinguish four core elements of any accountability relationship,
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summarized in four short questions: “Who?”, “To whom?”, “For what?”
and “Why?” (Bovens, 2007, 2010; Mulgan, 2003). These four questions
relate to the identity of the account-giver or the actor, the identity of the
account-holder or the forum, the accountability standard, and the nature of
the relationship between the two, accordingly. Each of these four questions
can receive a number of different answers when describing the accountabil-
ity relationships in the public sector. Thus, public sector accountability
mechanisms can take multiple different forms. While these variations in
the characteristics of accountability mechanisms in the public sector are
well-recognized (for example Behn, 2001; Romzek & Dubnick, 1987;
Romzek et al., 2012), their consequences seem insufficiently investigated
and understood (Aleksovska et al., 2019; Bovens, 2010; Dubnick, 2005;
Schillemans, 2016; Yang, 2012). The present state of the art of the public
administration accountability literature does not give us a clear indication
whether or how one’s decision-making behavior is shaped as a result of
these variations in the characteristics of the accountability relationships,
nor what the potential consequences of those behaviors might be.
Understanding the effects of accountability mechanisms and their varying

characteristics, are, however, of great practical value for policymakers and
practitioners. Their strategic calibration could help shape individual behav-
ior in predictable ways, and thus aid in the achievement of performance
goals (Schillemans, 2016; Yang, 2012). Conversely, their misalignment with
organizational goals and values could lead to less than optimal outcomes,
and even problems and failures (Overman, 2020; Romzek & Dubnick,
1987; Terman & Yang, 2016). Accountability mechanisms are, thus, poten-
tially very important management tools, whose powers remain insufficiently
explored (Dubnick, 2005).
In the last few years, policy-makers in a few European countries have

opened a discussion about the need for calibration of the accountability
standard. The starting point of this discussion is the perception that the
professional environment of (some) civil servants is over-saturated with
rules and procedures, for which they are held accountable (Brennan, 1999;
Halachmi, 2014; Pollitt, 2003, p. 47; Power, 1997). It has been argued that
these stringent accountability requirements impose significant compliance
costs, and thus decrease performance efficiency (Dubnick, 2005; Jos &
Tompkins, 2004; Warren, 2014, p. 44). Additionally, they are also found to
“rob” civil servants of their professional pride, since they signal mistrust,
and reduce their professional autonomy (Harrison & Dowswell, 2002;
Hoecht, 2006; Power, 1997; Schillemans, 2016; Warren, 2014, p. 44). The
requirement to comply with strict accountability rules and procedures has
been also argued to introduce rigidity in decision-making processes and
reduce the ability of civil servants to tailor their responses to the
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characteristics of the problems presented (Daly, 2009; Molander et al.,
2012; Pires, 2011).
Following these arguments, initiatives have, for instance, been launched

in Sweden and the Netherlands to examine possibilities for relaxing some
of these accountability rules and requirements, and granting civil servants
greater discretionary powers. The Swedish Delegation for Trust-Based
Public Management – Tillitsdelegation – has been founded with the goal of
developing a new public management model which will primarily rest on
trust in public sector professionals, as opposed to control (Bringselius,
2017). Similarly, in the Netherlands the government has stated its commit-
ment to increasing the possibilities for customization in the provision of
public services, and thus, increasing the discretionary powers of civil serv-
ants in implementing agencies (ABDTOPConsult, 2019; Ministerie van
Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2020).
At the same time, limits on the discretionary decision-making powers of

civil servants have been introduced with particular goals in mind too. Civil
servants are entrusted with particular powers with the ultimate goal of serv-
ing the public. To ensure that those powers are not abused and the
intended goals achieved, requirements to follow specific rules and proce-
dures are often put in place (Bovens, 2007; Kwon, 2014; Pires, 2011). In
addition, structuring the work of civil servants around rules and procedures
contributes to greater transparency, predictability and consistency in the
work of the civil service, which are seen as values in themselves in contem-
porary democratic societies (Bovens 2010; O’Donnell, 1998).
There are, thus, arguments for introducing stringent rule-based account-

ability requirements, as well as for relaxing them. Many of them underpin
behavioral expectations regarding the effects of the accountability standard
on civil servants. These expectations, however, have not been examined
rigorously. This study aims to contribute to closing this knowledge gap, by
systematically exploring the effect of the specificity of the accountability
standard on decision-making behavior in the public sector. Our guiding
research question is how does the specificity of the accountability standard
affect decision-making behavior in the public sector?
To analyze the behavioral consequences of the degree of specificity of the

accountability standard, we employ a theoretical model from the field of
social psychology. This is, specifically, the most comprehensive socio-
psychological account regarding the behavioral effects of accountability,
namely the social contingency model of judgment and choice (Lerner &
Tetlock, 1999; Tetlock, 1992, 1999, 2002). Using this model, we develop
expectations regarding the effect of accountability standard specification on
decision-making effort and decision impartiality, which are tested using
two experiments: an online vignette and a classroom experiment.
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In what follows, we first situate and outline the theoretical model on
which we base our expectations. We then present the empirical investiga-
tion of the research question. After we present our results, we discuss their
significance and contribution to the accountability literature. As it will
become evident, the manipulation of the specificity of the accountability
standard in our study did not result in clear effects on decision-making
behavior. The results lend some tentative support to the hypothesis suggest-
ing that accountability for more general accountability standards has posi-
tive effects on decision processes in terms of decision-making effort. In
contrast, the hypothesis linking more specific accountability standards to
outcomes of greater decision impartiality did not find any support. We
reflect on what these results signify for the substantive issue at hand, but
also for the future of behaviorally informed studies on the effects of public
sector accountability.

Theoretical basis for understanding behavior under
accountability pressure

Accountability mechanisms in the public domain have been commonly
conceptualized and analyzed with the help of the principal-agent model
(Gailmard, 2014; Waterman & Meier, 1998). In this model, one actor, the
agent, undertakes some actions on behalf of another – the principal. Since
the model is anchored in rational choice theory, both actors are assumed
to be rational utility maximizers and to pursue their own individual, usu-
ally conflicting, goals (Waterman & Meier, 1998). In order to keep the
agent from pursuing actions which are contrary to the principal’s interests,
the principal sets up incentives which are aimed at steering the agent’s
behavior in the desired direction (Gailmard, 2014).
Despite its widespread use, the principal-agent model has proven to be

of limited use for predicting bureaucratic behavior (Waterman & Meier,
1998). This is primarily due to two reasons. First, the principal-agent
model could be more accurately described as a family of models, and
thus a flexible framework for analysis, which requires further specification
of assumptions and conditions in order to be a useful tool for hypothesis
testing. This flexibility of the model is, therefore, inevitably its greatest
limitation, as given the right specification, there is no behavioral pattern
the model cannot explain (Gailmard, 2014, p. 92). Second, scholars have
noted that the principal-agent model departs in significant ways from the
reality of public sector accountability. Specifically, empirical investigations
have shown that principals are not always interested in holding their
agents to account (Benjamin & Posner, 2018; Schillemans & Busuioc,
2015), and that individual agents are not always inclined to pursue their
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own selfish interests (Davis et al., 1997; Dicke, 2002; Jos &
Tompkins, 2004).
Scholars have also explored other theoretical avenues for analyzing the

mechanisms through which public accountability operates, as alternatives
for, or complementing, principal-agent models. Notably, three theoretical
approaches have been developed proposing alternative theoretical assump-
tions. The first one is the stewardship theory, which challenges the princi-
pal-agent’s assumption of self-interested agents. According to stewardship
theory, agents are motivated to act in the best interest of their principals,
driven by their commitment to collective values and goals (Davis et al.,
1997; Dicke, 2002). This stream of literature has been primarily interested
in uncovering the conditions under which agents act like stewards, how-
ever, it has produced some mixed results too (Schillemans &
Bjurstrøm, 2020).
The second theoretical approach is the reputational perspective of

accountability, which seeks to extend the bureaucratic reputation theory
(Carpenter & Krause, 2012) to the analysis of accountability mechanisms
(Busuioc & Lodge, 2017). Following this theoretical approach, the behavior
of both the account-holder and the account-giver is shaped by their reputa-
tional considerations. This theoretical perspective analyzing accountability
is arguably the youngest, and has yet to be subjected to rigorous empirical
testing. The core motivational assumption postulated by the reputational
approach, however, finds its basis in a much older theory in the field of
social psychology – the social contingency model of judgment and choice
(Tetlock, 1992, 1999, 2002). This represents the third theoretical approach
investigating the operation of accountability mechanisms. The social con-
tingency model outlines a set of testable hypotheses regarding behavior
under different types of accountability pressures, which have been largely
supported through extensive experimental research (Lerner & Tetlock
1999). The relevance of this model for understanding the work of civil
servants in the public domain has been emphasized by a number of schol-
ars (for example Hall et al., 2017; Han & Perry, 2020; Schillemans, 2016).
However, it has not yet been used, to our knowledge, to empirically investi-
gate the behavioral responses of civil servants to accountability pressures.
We thus put this theoretical model to the test in a public administra-
tion context.

The social contingency model of accountability

According to the social contingency model, humans can be regarded as
intuitive politicians whose decision-making behavior is shaped by the social
environment (Tetlock, 1992, 1999, 2002). The intuitive politician will
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anticipate the reactions, and more importantly the objections, of key con-
stituencies in its social environment, and adjust its behavior accordingly,
guided by the motivation to maintain a positive image of oneself to audien-
ces to whom it feels accountable (Tetlock, 1992, 1999, 2002).
Decision-makers are considered to be motivated by both symbolic rea-

sons, such as the enhancement of social-image and self-image, as well as
obtaining more concrete rewards such as power, wealth and avoiding sanc-
tions (Tetlock, 1992, p. 338). These motivations are also echoed in public
administration conceptions of accountability (see for example Bovens, 2007;
Busuioc & Lodge, 2017; Mulgan, 2003). Following the social contingency
model, to achieve their goals, decision-makers faced with accountability
pressures implement one of three coping strategies: the acceptability heuris-
tic, preemptive self-criticism, and defensive bolstering, depending on the
accountability context (Tetlock, 1992; Tetlock et al., 1989).
When the decision has been already taken and a pressure to justify the

decision is applied only after the fact, the decision-makers are expected to
search for arguments in its defense. They will focus on finding arguments
that support what already has been done, and thus apply the defensive bol-
stering strategy (De Dreu & van Knippenberg, 2005; Tetlock, 1992; Tetlock
et al., 1989). This strategy, however, is of limited relevance for the purposes
of the current study and to accountability pressures in the public sector, as
civil servants (should) in principle hold the expectation that they could be
held accountable for their work at any time. It is therefore not a subject of
investigation in this study.
When the accountability pressure is introduced earlier in the decision-

making process, and thus before the decision has been made, the behavior
of the decision-makers is expected to be shaped by the information present
in their environment regarding the expectations of the accountability
forum. Therefore, when the preferences of the accountability forum are
known, the decision-makers will make use of this information to quickly
reach a defensible position. Since the decision-makers already have a clear
idea of what is expected of them, they will not invest additional efforts to
search for an optimal solution to the decision-making problem. Thus, in
this acceptability heuristic strategy, the decision-makers will use the know-
ledge about the forum’s expectations as a cue to facilitate their decision-
making process (Tetlock et al., 1989; Weldon & Gargano, 1988).
Information regarding the expectations of the accountability forum might

not always be available, which will mean that the decision-makers will not
have an easily available cue with which they could quickly reach a defens-
ible decision. Since their driving motivation is to maintain a positive image
of themselves, they will put an effort to find a solution that they can best
defend. Thus, following the strategy of preemptive self-criticism, the
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decision-makers will take in consideration multiple perspectives, contrast
and compare them, and maintain a critical attitude toward the information
considered (Tetlock, 1983; Tetlock et al., 1989; Scholten et al., 2007;
Simonson & Nye, 1992).
The degree of knowledge of the expectations of the accountability forum

can be paralleled with the specificity of the accountability standard in bur-
eaucratic decision-making. Administrative rules can be considered as
expectations for civil servant behavior. They provide guidelines for making
a decision, and are thus cues to build decision defensibility. What is
expected of the civil servant is (at least partially) made clear by the rules in
place. However, not all rules provide unambiguous guidelines for decision-
making. Often they are (purposefully made) vague or abstract, and there-
fore the civil servant must interpret them (Schillemans, 2012, p. 430). They
might also only give guidelines regarding a part of the decision-making
process, and leave the rest to the discretionary judgment of the civil ser-
vant, or be completely absent (Hupe & Hill, 2007; Overman, 2020). The
work of civil servants with highly professionalized, complex and technical
tasks, for example, is less likely to be defined around the application of spe-
cific rules and procedures (Romzek & Dubnick, 1987; Schillemans, 2016).
Due to the number of contingencies these civil servants are required to fac-
tor in their decision-making processes, and the expert knowledge that they
are expected to employ to respond to the problems at hand, they are often
given greater autonomy in their work (Romzek, 2000).
When the rules are vague or absent, civil servants do not have a clear

cue from the decision-making environment as to what decision is expected
from them. Thus, building decision defensibility will require more effort, as
the civil servants will have to consider and weigh multiple relevant argu-
ments and factors in the decision-making context. This is, indeed, what we
would ideally expect from a civil servant with a highly professional task
and great autonomy to perform it (Romzek, 2000; Schillemans, 2016).
Based on this application of the social contingency model of judgment and
choice in the context of decision-making in the public sector, as well as
insights from the public administration literature, we develop two hypothe-
ses regarding the effects of precise rules and general rules on the decision-
making behavior in the context of the public sector.

The case for general accountability standards

The proponents of less stringently defined accountability standards empha-
size the importance of conferring public sector professionals with trust and
professional autonomy to execute their tasks (Hoecht, 2006; Mansbridge,
2014; Romzek, 2000; Romzek & Dubnick, 1987). Relaxing the rules and
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procedures for which civil servants are held accountable will grant them
with more discretionary space to find the most optimal solutions to the
problems presented to them (Molander et al., 2012; Schillemans, 2016), and
allow them to address every situation on the basis of its unique circumstan-
ces (ABDTOPConsult, 2019; Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en
Koninkrijksrelaties, 2020). This implies that civil servants will actively seek
solutions to best respond to the given situation, and thus search and ana-
lyze relevant information, consider multiple relevant factors, and base their
decisions on a careful weighing of their importance (Brodkin, 1997, p. 22;
Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2000). As a result, we would expect that
their decision-making process is more effortful and complex than the one
of the civil servants who are constrained by stringent rules.
This prediction is also supported by the social contingency model of

judgment of choice (Tetlock, 1992), however, for somewhat different rea-
sons. Namely, while precisely specified accountability standards in the form
of detailed rules and procedures provide a clear(er) sign of what is expected
from the decision-maker, more loosely defined standards leave a room for
uncertainty (Tetlock et al., 1989). Motivated by the desire to avoid losing
face or face sanctions (Bovens, 2007; Busuioc & Lodge, 2017; Mulgan,
2003), the decision-maker will employ “preemptive self-criticism”, and thus
actively engage in a more complex and effortful decision-making process in
order to reach a defensible decision (Tetlock, 1992; Tetlock et al., 1989;
Scholten et al., 2007; Simonson & Nye, 1992). Indeed, behavioral research
finds that when the expectations of the accountability forum are not known
to the decision-maker, as opposed to known, the decision-maker invests
more time in the decision-making process (Klimoski, 1972; Lee et al.,
1999), collects more information (Turner, 2001) and also considers and
weighs different aspects of the problem (Tetlock, 1983; Tetlock et al.,
1989). Following our parallel between the knowledge of the forum’s views
and the specificity of accountability standard, we expect that less precisely
defined accountability standards will lead to more effortful and complex
decision-making processing.

H1. The more specific the accountability standard, the less effortful the decision-
making process.

The case for specific accountability standards

Holding civil servants accountable for the application of specific rules and
procedures provides structure and predictability in their decision-making
process. The consistent application of pre-specified rules and procedures in
the processing of each case facilitates fair and equal treatment of cases and
clients (Molander et al., 2012; Pires, 2011). Therefore, by following specific
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rules and procedures, similar cases will be treated similarly, regardless of
who the actual decision-maker is.
Specific accountability standards also constrain the decision-making

space of civil servants, and thus limit the possibilities for their personal
influence over the decision outcome. This guards against biases in the
decision-making process, both arising from a conscious pursuit of personal
interests (Kwon, 2014; Olken, 2007), or from unconscious stereotypes and
biases (Aleksovska et al., 2019; Foschi, 1996). Thus, specific accountability
standards would be more conducive to consistent, unbiased, and thus
impartial decision-making processes, than general accountability standards.
The social contingency model of judgment and choice and the behavioral

literature also support this reasoning (Tetlock, 1992, 1999, 2002).
According to the social contingency model, we would expect that civil serv-
ants follow the rules and procedures that apply to the decision-making con-
text, when knowing that they will be held accountable for their
implementation. The more specific the prescribed rules and procedures, the
clearer the expectations regarding the decision-making behavior of the civil
servants. This limits the necessity of the civil servants to engage in preemp-
tive self-criticism, as an acceptability heuristic is readily available. As civil
servants do not need to search for additional arguments to defend their
decisions beyond what is readily available to them, their decision-making
process becomes more standardized (Arkes et al., 2009; Hagafors &
Brehmer, 1983; Ord�o~nez et al., 1999; Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996), and thus
more similar across decision-makers (Ashton, 1992; Johnson & Kaplan,
1991). This standardization, as well as the needlessness to seek and intro-
duce additional arguments to justify one’s decision, limit the ability of civil
servants to introduce personal preferences and biases into the decision-
making process. We therefore expect that more specific accountability
standards would lead to greater decision-making consistency between civil
servants, less influence of personal preferences in the decision-making pro-
cess, and thus, greater decision impartiality.

H2. The more specific the accountability standard, the more impartial the decision.

Methodological approach

Experimental scenario and design

In order to investigate our outlined hypotheses, we designed a vignette
experiment. The experiment presented a scenario in which three short pro-
ject proposals aimed at reducing plastic waste were described. The partici-
pants were asked to evaluate the three projects, and thus give advice on
which one to fund and implement. Each participant was randomly assigned
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to one out of three experimental groups, and thus provided with different
instructions as to how to evaluate the projects. One group of participants
were asked to make a decision on the basis of their professional experience.
This group was provided no rules to guide their decision-making process,
and thus presented a control group. The second group of participants was
provided criteria for project evaluation which they were asked to follow,
however the criteria were general and required interpretation before they
could be implemented. This group was, thus, provided with a general
accountability standard. Finally, the third group was provided detailed cri-
teria which they were asked to follow in the evaluation of the projects.
These criteria provided unambiguous guidelines as to how to evaluate the
projects. This group of participants was, thus, provided with a specific
accountability standard.
We qualitatively pretested the design of the scenario on a number of

master students as well as some colleagues conducting experimental
research. Their feedback suggested the experimental design was appropriate
and the vignette was seen as realistic, relevant, and perceived as intended.
The topic of plastic waste was chosen as a relatively novel and salient one at

the time of the experiment, yet not a subject of political debate and polariza-
tion. We expected that the salience of the topic would have a positive effect
on the interest and motivation of our participants to take part in the study
(Boulianne & Basson, 2008). In addition, the novelty of the topic would make
it more likely that the information that the participants potentially had
regarding plastic pollution was relatively comparable. Finally, the lack of pol-
iticization of the topic was seen as beneficial, since it reduced the possibility
that particular political and societal groups would have extreme and compet-
ing attitudes toward the problem, which could distort our results.
Besides asking the participants to give advice as to which project to

implement, we also asked them to provide a justification for their choice.
The requirement to justify their decision is an accountability manipulation,
which has been well-established in socio-psychological research (Aleksovska
et al., 2019; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). In order to stress the importance of
justifying the decision, and thus, to strengthen the accountability manipula-
tion, we emphasized that the justifications will be read and analyzed by
researchers working at Utrecht University. The complete experimental
scenario and an overview of the steps of the experiment are provided
in appendix1.

Measures

The effects on two aspects of decision-making behavior are central in this
study, namely, decision-making effort and decision impartiality. The indica-
tors used to measure these two concepts are discussed in what follows.
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Decision-making effort
Following H1, the specificity of the accountability standard is expected to
affect the effort one invests into the decision-making process. Three behav-
ioral measures are used here to tap into the concept of decision-making
effort, namely, decision-making time, justification length, and integrative
complexity in thinking. All three measures have been used extensively in
previous experimental and behavioral research on accountability as indica-
tors of decision-making effort (see Aleksovska et al., 2019; Lerner &
Tetlock, 1999).
The measure of decision-making time captures the total time the deci-

sion-maker takes to make the project evaluation requested in the scenario.
This includes the time taken to read the instructions and project descrip-
tions, make a choice as to which project to recommend to be funded, and
provide a written justification for the choice made. Longer time taken to
make a decision signifies greater effort investment (Klimoski, 1972; Lee
et al., 1999).
Since the experimental participants provide a justification for their evalu-

ations of the projects, we have a written account of their reasoning behind
their evaluations. Decision-makers that provided longer, more detailed, and
more thoroughly outlined justifications, arguably put more effort into the
decision-making process and in justifying their choice (Koonce et al.,1995;
Shankar & Tan, 2006). Thus, by simply looking at the length of their justi-
fications we can evaluate the effort that the decision-makers have put into
the process. Justification length is measured in terms of number of charac-
ters used.
The third measure of decision-making effort is integrative complexity in

thinking, which captures the complexity in the decision-maker’s reasoning
about the problem (see Suedfeld, 2010; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). Integrative
complexity is focused on the structure of one’s reasoning, and not its con-
tent. It consists of two elements: differentiation and integration.
Differentiation refers to the identification of different dimensions of the
problem, while integration refers to the linkages made between them.
While higher differentiation and integration both indicate higher integrative
complexity in thinking, and subsequently higher effort investment, some
level of differentiation is a prerequisite for integration.
The level of integrative complexity that each participant displayed in

their reasoning about the problem is determined through an automated
analysis of the written decision justifications, on a seven point scale. The
analysis is performed with the help of the validated tool developed by
Conway III and Conway at the University of Montana (http://www.autoic.
org/), which uses a pre-defined set of linguistic markers to recognize pat-
terns of differentiation and integration (Conway et al., 2014, 2020; Houck
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et al., 2014). Before the participant justifications were processed by the
automated integrative complexity tool, they were translated from Dutch
to English.

Decision impartiality
The proposed benefits of introducing precisely defined accountability
standards, as opposed to more general ones, is that they will bring about
a greater impartiality in the decision-making process. Impartiality implies
similar treatment to similar cases, as well as constraints on the influence
of personal preferences of the civil servants in the decision-making pro-
cess. Two measures are used to capture the concept of decision impartial-
ity, namely, decision consistency and influence of personal preferences.
Decision consistency here refers to similarity in the decision-making

primarily between civil servants. We are, therefore, interested in the deci-
sion consistency within each of our experimental groups. The level of
consistency in a group of decisions can be determined by investigating
their variability: the greater the variability of decisions, the lower their
overall consistency and vice-versa. In numerical variables, the variability is
often expressed in terms of variance – or the spread of values around the
mean of the group. We, however, do not have a numerical variable, but a
nominal one, since the decisions of interest are recorded as a choice of
preferred project. Therefore, to capture the variability of the decisions in
each of our experimental groups, we use the concept of “unalikeability”
(Kader & Perry, 2007; Perry & Kader, 2005). In simple terms, the coeffi-
cient of unalikeability measures how often the observations differ from
one another (Kader & Perry, 2007, p. 2). Thus, to calculate the coefficient
of unalikeability, each decision in the group is compared to every other
decision in that group, and the number of different decisions noted. The
coefficient is represented as the proportion of differences from all com-
parisons made. It thus varies between 0 and 1, with 1 denoting the high-
est possible unalikeability – all observations are different from each other,
while 0 denoting the lowest possible unalikeability – all observations
are identical.
To investigate the second measure of decision impartiality, or the influ-

ence of civil servants’ preferences on the decision, we survey the partici-
pants regarding their personal preferences of the three project proposals,
after we have asked them to perform an evaluation of the projects. We
then compare the expressed personal preference regarding the projects pro-
posals and the project evaluation of each participant, and note when there
is an overlap.
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Study 1

Data

The experiment was run online, on a panel of public administration stu-
dent alumni from Utrecht University in April and May 2018. In total, 633
alumni were invited to participate in the study, out of which 151 accepted
the invitation and completed the study. With this sample, we obtained 75%
power to estimate a medium effect size of f¼ 0.25 with a¼ 0.05 (Champely
et al., 2020). Therefore, while our sample is reasonably well suited for
investigating medium and large effects, it is not powerful enough to capture
small effects (Cohen, 1988). More details about the sample composition are
provided in appendix.
The experiment was run on a convenience, non-probabilistic sample. It

therefore offers limited generalizability. The usage of this sample, however,
is adequate for our purposes and offers a number of advantages. First, our
study investigates behavioral effects of accountability which are based on
psychological mechanisms. It, therefore, aims to detect the presence of gen-
eral, or universal responses to accountability pressures in public sector con-
text. Second, since the participants have a personal connection with the
department of governance at Utrecht University, they can more easily relate
to the provided scenario. They are also likely to take the task more ser-
iously for the same reason. Third, all the participants have formal training
in public administration, and the majority of them are working as civil
servants (information in Appendix). This presents a step toward greater
external validity of experimental research on accountability, as it presents a
more relevant sample of participants for the study of public administration,
than the samples of psychology students commonly used in the field of
social psychology (Aleksovska et al., 2019).

Manipulation checks

In order to evaluate whether the respondents perceived our accountability
standard manipulation as intended, we introduced three manipulation
checks. The results from the manipulation checks are presented in Table 1.
We asked the participants how much influence they felt they had in deter-
mining the best project, and whether they thought there were clear criteria
for evaluating the projects. Participants in the control group reported expe-
riencing the highest influence in evaluating the projects, as well as lowest
perception of presence of clear rules, which is in line with our expectations.
Differences between the control group and the treatment groups on these
two questions are statistically significant. The two treatment groups do
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display some differences in these two questions, and in line with our
expectations, however, these differences are not statistically significant.
The last manipulation check was intended to capture the difference between

the two treatment groups, both receiving rules, but with different degrees of
specificity. Participants were asked to what extent they found the rules to be
general or specific. The respondents in the two treatment groups did perceive
the specificity of the rules as different, and in line with our intentions.
The results from the manipulation checks suggest that our participants

did perceive our manipulations as intended. They, however, also suggest
that the differences between the groups of participants that received the
manipulation with general rules and the manipulation with specific rules
might be smaller than we originally intended. This could have implications
on the likelihood to observe differences in the decision-making behavior of
these two groups.

Results

Decision-making effort

Following H1, we expect that the lower accountability standard specifica-
tion, the greater the effort investment in the decision-making process. The
results of the analysis on the three measures of decision-making effort are
presented in Table 2.
Since the experiment was conducted online, we could not control how or

when our respondents decided to complete our experiment. As a result,
some respondents could have decided to postpone completion of the
experiment, while keeping their browsers open, which could result in
untypically large observations of decision-making time which could skew
our analysis. These untypical observations are in essence a result of a

Table 1. Manipulation Checks Results from Study 1.
No rules (control group) General rules Specific rules

Perception of personal influence on project choice
Mean 2.18 2.91 2.96
(SD) (1.14) (1.38) (1.22)
N 56 47 48
Summary statistics F(2; 148)¼ 6.54, p< 0.01

Perception of presence of clear rules
Mean 3.37 2.49 2.35
(SD) (1.65) (1.23) (1.31)
N 56 47 48
Summary statistics F(2; 148)¼ 8.02, p< 0.01

Perception regarding the specificity of rules
Mean / 3.83 2.77
(SD) (1.63) (1.36)
N / 47 48
Summary statistics F(1; 93)¼ 11.84, p< 0.01

Note: All three questions are measured on a 7-point scale.
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measurement error, since they do not capture the actual decision-making
time of our experimental respondents. They, however, are randomly dis-
tributed, and thus do not affect the validity of our findings. In order to
minimize the influence of these observations on our analysis, using the
method of Cook’s distance we identify five outliers, at least four times
larger than the mean, and removed them from our sample (Cook, 1977).
The results of the analysis displayed in Table 2 indicate a pattern according
to our expectations, since the group which was not provided rules took the
longest to reach a decision, followed by the group with general rules, and
the group with specific rules. However, the differences between the groups
did not reach statistical significance2.
In terms of justification length we observe a slightly different pattern. While

the respondents which were not asked to follow rules in their decision-making
provided the lengthiest justifications, which is in accordance to our expecta-
tions, the ones which were provided general rules provided somewhat shorter
justifications than the group provided with specific rules. The differences
between the three groups are, however, not statistically significant.
Finally, as predicted, the participants who did not have a clearly prede-

fined accountability standard displayed the highest levels of integrative
complexity. The participants who were provided general rules displayed,
however, lower degrees of integrative complexity than the ones provided
with specific rules, which is contrary to our expectations. The differences
between the three groups, however, did not reach statistical significance.
The results of our analysis do show some tendencies which are in line

with H1. However, due to the lack of a clear and statistically significant dif-
ference between the groups, we cannot conclude that they provide support
for our theoretical expectations.

Table 2. Effects of Accountability Standard Specification on Decision-Making Effort from
Study 1.

No rules (control group) General rules Specific rules

Decision-making time
Mean 432.21 398.02 347.96
(SD) (291.58) (251.59) (178.50)
N 55 46 45
Summary statistics F(2; 143)¼ 1.42, p¼ 0.24

Justification length
Mean 373.18 347.76 357.56
(SD) (350.78) (254.92) (314.28)
N 56 47 48
Summary statistics F(2; 148)¼ 0.08, p¼ 0.92

Integrative complexity
Mean 2.09 1.82 1.94
(SD) (1.11) (0.82) (0.82)
N 56 47 48
Summary statistics F(2; 148)¼ 1.06, p¼ 0.35

Note: Time is displayed as seconds spent on the evaluation task while integrative complexity is measured on a
scale from 1 to 7.
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Decision impartiality

Following H2, we expect that the greater specificity of the accountability
standard will result in greater decision impartiality. The analysis of the two
measures of decision impartiality is presented in Table 3.
The consistency of the decisions the participants made was assessed by

calculating the coefficient of unalikeability for the control and two treat-
ment groups. The coefficient can be interpreted as the proportion of pairs
within a group which are unalike. Therefore, larger values of the coefficient
indicate lower levels of decision consistency. Contrary to the expectations
outlined in H2, the control group, which had the least specific accountabil-
ity standard, produced decisions with higher levels of consistency than the
two treatment groups. These differences in decision consistency between
the groups were also found to be statistically significant.
The results of the analysis of the influence of personal preferences in the

decision-making processes show mixed tendencies. In line with the expecta-
tions outlined in H2, the group of participants which were provided with
specific rules to follow in their decision-making process had the smallest
overlap of personal preferences and decisions made (52.08%). Contrary to
our expectations the group provided with general rules to follow in their
decision-making process did display higher overlap of personal preferences
and decisions made (65.96%) than the group which was not provided any
rules (60.71%). The differences between the groups, however, did not reach
statistical significance.
The results from the decision consistency measure appear to refute H2,

while the ones observed regarding the effect of personal preferences show
inconsistent patterns and lack of statistically significant effect. Taken
together, they do not provide support for H2.

Discussion

The results of the experiment did not provide robust support for our theor-
etical expectations, although they did display some of the expected tenden-
cies. This outcome could be due to several reasons. First, the expected

Table 3. Effects of Accountability Standard Specification on Decision Impartiality from Study 1.
No rules (control group) General rules Specific rules

Decision consistency
Unalikeability coefficient 0.57 0.65 0.61
N 56 47 48
Summary statistics X2 (2, N¼ 12,034)¼ 27.54, p< 0.01

Influence of personal preferences
Overlap 34 31 25
No overlap 22 16 23
% Overlap 60.71 65.96 52.08
Summary statistics X2 (2, N¼ 151)¼ 1.94, p¼ 0.38
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relationship could simply not be there, at least not in the form that we
expect to find it. There is some tentative evidence for this view, such as the
group provided with general rules showing consistently different patterns
than expected, for example in the case of the effect of personal preferences
and integrative complexity. Thus, it might be the case that the relationship
is not linear as we hypothesized it to be. Second, our instrument could be
inadequate for capturing the hypothesized effects. Online experiments are
characterized by lower experimental control (Morton & Williams, 2010, p.
533), which could “dilute” the experimental manipulation and lead to non-
compliance. After all, the experimental subjects are anonymous and their
decision-making within the framework of this online experiment does not
bear any direct consequences to them, making the accountability manipula-
tion fairly weak. Third, our experiment might not have sufficient power to
capture the hypothesized effects. The effects that we discuss could be rela-
tively small and thus our sample size might not be sufficiently large for
their investigation.
To further investigate the effects of accountability for strict or general

rules, and to address some of the potential shortcomings of the first study,
we designed a second study on the same scenario yet with a stronger
manipulation of accountability and stronger experimental control. Thus, we
performed a second round of data collection, with public administration
students in a classroom experiment, in which we reduced the experimental
groups from three to two to obtain greater statistical power and to focus
on the contrast between specific and general accountability standards.

Study 2

This study employs the same experimental scenario as the first study.
Three changes are introduced, however, in order to strengthen the experi-
mental control and increase the experimental power. First, the study was
conducted in a classroom setting. This was done with the aim to provide
greater experimental control and thus achieve greater compliance (Morton
& Williams, 2010 p. 532). Second, in order to obtain more experimental
power, the experimental groups were reduced from three to two. Therefore,
in this experiment participants were placed either in the control condition,
where they were provided no rules to follow, or in the treatment group
with specific rules, where they were provided with detailed instructions as
to how to evaluate the projects. Third, the accountability manipulation was
also strengthened in that besides asking the participants to justify their
decisions in writing, they were told by the experimenter that some of them
would be randomly chosen after they complete the task to explain their
decisions to the experimenter, in front of the other participants. One
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participant per session was selected randomly to give an explanation of his
or her project choice and the reasoning behind the selection.

Data

The experiment was conducted in a classroom setting on a group of stu-
dents taking an introductory course in public administration in March
2019. Eighty eight students in five different class sessions were offered to
take part, out of which four did not give their consent to use their
responses in scientific research, and six gave only partial responses. Here
we report the results from the 84 students who gave consent to use their
responses for scientific research. With this sample, we obtained 59% power
to estimate a medium effect size of f¼ 0.25 with a¼ 0.05, or 74% power to
estimate a slightly larger effect of f¼ 0.3 (Champely et al., 2020). We there-
fore, did not obtain a larger power for the statistical test of this sample
than the first one and are only able to capture medium and large effects in
this study (Cohen, 1988). Nevertheless, due to the changes in the design of
the experiment, we obtained greater experimental control and provided a
stronger manipulation, both of which reduce the measurement error in this
experiment. Additional data regarding the sample is provided in appendix.

Manipulation check

To investigate whether our manipulation was perceived as intended, we
asked our participants whether they thought that there were specific criteria
that they had to follow in the evaluation of the projects. The group which
was provided with specific rules to guide their decision-making process did
think so to a greater extent (M¼ 2.83, SD ¼ 1.58, N¼ 35) than the group
of participants which were not provided any rules (M¼ 3.00, SD ¼ 1.18,
N¼ 44). This difference, however, did not reach statistical significance (F
(1; 77)¼ 0.30, p¼ 0.58).

Results

Decision-making effort

We analyze decision making-effort using three measures, as we did in the pre-
vious experiment. Since this experiment is conducted in a more controlled set-
ting, namely a classroom, we do not observe large outliers when it comes to the
time taken to make a decision, as we did in the online experiment. However,
our measure of the time to make a decision is potentially less precise since it is
self-reported, due to the pen and paper nature of our experiment. The results
of the analysis are presented in Table 4. Contrary to our expectations, the
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participants provided with specific rules took more time to finish the decision-
making task than the participants which were provided no rules. This differ-
ence, however, is not statistically significant.
As in the first experiment, we measured the justification length in terms

of the number of characters that the respondents wrote in the justification
for their decisions. In accordance to our expectations, here we find that the
group of participants which had been provided with specific rules provided
shorter justifications than the group of participants which were not pro-
vided any rules to follow in their decision-making process. This difference
was also found to be statistically significant.
Regarding integrative complexity, we found that the participants which

were provided rules on the basis of which they were asked to make their
decision displayed somewhat lower levels of integrative complexity than the
participants which were not provided with rules. This is in line with our
expectations. The difference between the two groups, however, does not
reach statistical significance.
We thus observe only tentative support for H1. The results regarding

decision-making effort are again mixed. We do find support for H1 when
it comes to the amount of justification our respondents provided for their
decisions, but we do not find support, and in fact observe a tendency con-
trary to our expectations, when it comes to decision-making time. The ten-
dency displayed in the results of integrative complexity are in line with H1,
however, they do not reach statistical significance.

Decision impartiality

The results of the analysis on the effect of accountability standard specifica-
tion on decision impartiality are presented in Table 5. Similarly, like in the

Table 4. Effects of Accountability Standard Specification on Decision-Making Effort from
Study 2.

No rules (control group) Specific rules

Decision making time
Mean 7.09 7.72
(SD) (2.53) (1.94)
N 42 36
Summary statistics F(1; 76)¼ 1.47, p¼ 0.23

Justification length
Mean 417.84 332.72
(SD) (159.98) (136.45)
N 45 39
Summary statistics F(1; 82)¼ 6.77, p< 0.05

Integrative complexity
Mean 2.40 2.33
(SD) (0.86) (0.94)
N 45 39
Summary statistics F(1; 82)¼ 0.13, p¼ 0.71

Note: Time is displayed as self-reported minutes taken to complete the questionnaire while integrative complex-
ity is measured on a scale from 1 to 7.
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first experiment, the results regarding decision consistency are contrary to
our expectations, and the participants in the control group seem to make
more consistent decisions than the participants provided with specific rules
as an accountability standard. The difference between the two groups is
also found to be statistically significant. This result provides further evi-
dence for refuting H2.
In terms of the effect of personal preferences on the decision-making

process, the experimental analysis displayed somewhat surprising results,
since they are contrary to our expectations outlined in H2. The group of
participants provided with specific rules displayed a greater overlap of per-
sonal preferences and the decision made (71.43%) than the group with no
provided rules (61.36%). The difference in these two groups, however, does
not reach statistical significance. Taken together, the results from the two
measures of decision impartiality do not offer support for H2.

Discussion

Strengthening the experimental control and experimental power in the
second study did not provide much clearer results regarding the behavioral
effects of the specification of accountability standards. We discuss the
observed outcomes in more detail in the following section and reflect on
the results and their methodological and theoretical implications.

Discussion

Accountability relationships are a ubiquitous presence in the public sector.
Even though their existence is justified through the goal of achieving par-
ticular performance outcomes, which are closely tied to specific behaviors
and values, their ability to do so has not yet been a subject to rigorous
investigation (Aleksovska et al., 2019; Bovens, 2010; Dubnick, 2005; Yang,
2012). This study aimed to advance the understanding of the behavioral
effects of specifying the accountability standard. A nuanced understanding
of the effects of the accountability standards in the public domain will
allow for their strategic use to achieve specific goals and to promote

Table 5. Effects of Accountability Standard Specification on Decision Impartiality from Study 2.
No rules (control group) Specific rules

Decision consistency
Unalikeability coefficient 0.55 0.59
N 45 39
Summary statistics X2 (1, N¼ 5430)¼ 5.25, p¼ 0.02

Influence of personal preferences
Overlap 27 25
No overlap 17 10
% Overlap 61.36 71.43
Summary statistics X2 (1, N¼ 79)¼ 0.49, p¼ 0.48
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particular values (Dubnick, 2005; Schillemans, 2016). It will also provide a
better understanding of the consequences of institutional arrangements
which inevitably promote a certain type of accountability standard, such as
the specific accountability standards fostered by systems with strong checks
and balances and judicial review.
The results of our investigation, however, do not provide us the possibil-

ity to draw clear-cut conclusions from them. We observed some results
that were in line with our expectations, some displaying confusing patterns,
and others displaying patterns contrary to our expectations. Our results
mostly underline the hypothesis making the case for general accountability
standards. In both studies, accountability for general standards was mostly
related to more decision effort and more integrative complexity, yet the
tendencies did mostly not reach significance. Therefore, it might be pru-
dent not to discard this hypothesis just yet, and to subject it to further
empirical testing.
The picture changes when we look at the hypothesis making the case for

specific accountability standards. Here the tendencies mostly go in the
opposite direction from our expectations and were significant for decision
consistency. Nevertheless, although these results are not strong enough to
dismiss our hypothesis altogether, they cast some doubt on the veracity of
its expectations. However, as the majority of the statistical tests did not
reach conventional levels of statistical significance, we discuss some possible
explanations for this outcome.
First, the unclear results could be due to the design of our experimental

tools. These experiments were developed after an extensive survey of the
behavioral literature on accountability, and modeled on the basis of previ-
ous experimental studies (specifically Tetlock, 1983 and Tetlock et al.,
1989). Their theoretical and methodological basis are, thus, firmly rooted
in the behavioral literature. The experimental tools, nevertheless, have sev-
eral potential limitations. One of them could be the mode of distribution.
Experimental studies on accountability in the domain of social psychology
have been primarily conducted in person, often in small groups or in one-
to-one experimental settings. Often additional incentives have been
attached to them, such as payment for participation or class credits. Our
online and classroom experiments could therefore be characterized with
lower control and lower stakes than the ones often found in social psych-
ology. Therefore, our accountability manipulations might not have been
strong enough, leading to insufficient levels of compliance with the experi-
mental instructions.
Another potential limitation of our experimental designs could lie in the

operationalization of our core concepts. Specifically, the distinction between
our treatment groups with general and specific rules in study 1 might not have
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been strong enough, which is exemplified in the relatively close values that the
respondents report in the manipulation checks of the two groups. Therefore, it
is possible that our manipulation was simply not strong enough to capture
meaningful effects. In addition, the interpretation of the provided rules could
be partly affected by how the individual respondents perceive them. This, how-
ever, might simply reflect the reality of civil servants’ work in the public sector.
Finally, our experiments might simply not have been sufficiently powered

to capture the hypothesized effects. We saw in several instances tendencies
in the results that point out to the expected effects, for example for integra-
tive complexity, however, they fell short from reaching conventional levels
of statistical significance. Therefore, the effects might be there, however,
smaller than we anticipated, and therefore not captured by our
experiments.
A future study could account for some of the limitations in our experi-

mental designs. It could increase the stakes of the experiment and therefore
make the accountability manipulation stronger, by for example, organizing
the experiment in a one-to-one fashion, or introduce an accountability
forum of real-life relevance for the participant (such as ones’ boss). A
future experiment could also include a stronger manipulation of the specifi-
cation of the accountability standard, which would control for the different
perceptions the participants might have of it. The experiments could also
be replicated on a larger sample. Observational studies could also be
employed to investigate some of the discussed effects, such as the
decision-making effort civil servants invest in terms of time and provided
justifications for their decisions in real-life contexts of different account-
ability standards.
A second possibility as to why our results are less than straightforward,

is that the relationships we hypothesize might simply not be there, at least
not in the form that we outline here. The social contingency model of
judgment and choice on which we base our expectations is not sensitive to
iterative relationships (Hall et al., 2017), which are more likely to character-
ize the work environment of civil servants, and thus, a large part of our
respondents. Accountability demands in a public sector setting exert con-
stant pressure (Busuioc & Lodge, 2017), while our study and the theory
behind it are based on an acute event. Moreover, the accountability pres-
sures in the public sector have arguably different stakes attached to them
than the ones we are able to experimentally manipulate. A failure to prop-
erly execute a task in the public sector could lead to various sanctions
(Bovens, 2010), such as disciplinary measures and job loss, which are much
more impactful than the loss of face that our participants can at worst
experience in the context of these experiments. It is therefore possible that
the accountability pressures in the public sector operate through different
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mechanisms than the ones captured by our experiments and theoret-
ical model.
Behavioral approaches present a potentially fruitful avenue for under-

standing the effects of accountability mechanisms in the public sector
(Aleksovska et al., 2019). The existing theoretical models and methodo-
logical approaches in the behavioral sciences, however, might not be dir-
ectly applicable to the study of accountability in the public domain. Further
refinement, both theoretical and methodological, is necessary to capture the
nature of accountability mechanisms in the public sector. This implies the
development of behavioral theories, specific to the public sector, regarding
the effects of accountability mechanisms and its characteristics, as well as
methodological approaches which will be able to more adequately capture
the way that accountability mechanisms operate in practice.
A behavioral theory of public sector accountability would necessarily

need to capture the long-term, iterative nature of accountability relation-
ships in the public sector. Furthermore, such theory would need to account
for the different consequences that civil servants potentially face in their
roles as accountees, and consider the stakes they present for them. This
will help evaluate the ability of different potential consequences to influence
civil servant behavior. Similarly, methodological approaches would need to
account for these specifics of accountability mechanisms in the public sec-
tor. The long-term, iterative nature of accountability relationships in the
public sector could be captured through repeated measurement designs, or
through indirect modeling of accountability pressures, by evoking account-
ability relationships as opposed to directly manipulating them. Indirect
modeling of accountability pressures would be also better able to capture
and account for the civil servant’s perceptions of the stakes and importance
associated with particular accountability demands.

Conclusion

This study aimed to provide a step toward a greater understanding of the
behavioral effects of accountability mechanisms in the public sector. We
focused on the question “for what?” and thus explored the effect of the
accountability standard, or what one is being held accountable for, on deci-
sion-making behavior. Specifically, we sought to understand how the degree
to which the accountability standard is specified affects decision-making
behavior in the public sector. Will civil servants’ behavior differ when they
are held accountable for the application of rigid rules or when they are
held accountable for making a decision based completely on their profes-
sional evaluation? Building on socio-psychological theories about the effects
of accountability on decision-making behavior, as well as public

PUBLIC PERFORMANCE & MANAGEMENT REVIEW 23



administration literature, we developed two hypotheses which we tested
using two experiments.
One hypothesis made the case that more loosely defined accountability

standards might be preferable, since they could potentially stimulate greater
effort investment in the decision-making process. In contrast, the other
hypothesis supported the case for more stringently defined accountability
standards, due to their potential to result in greater decision impartiality.
The results of our investigation offered limited evidence in support for

our hypotheses. Nevertheless, on the basis of the tendencies that our results
display, the case for more general accountability standards seems to be
stronger than the case for more specific ones. We provide directions for
future theoretical and methodological development of the behavioral study
of public accountability in public administration.

Notes

1. Data and online appendix available at: https://doi.org/10.17026/dans-xka-nure
2. The values before removing the outliers are M¼ 453.99, SD ¼ 331.72 for the group

with no rules, M¼ 432.98, SD ¼ 345.49 for the group with general rules and
M¼ 486.47, SD ¼ 632.06 for the group with specific rules. The differences between
them are not statistically significant (F(2; 148)¼ 0.17, p¼ 0.84).
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