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ACCOUNTABILITY IN DECISION MAKING 

INTRODUCTION 

In the recent past, there has been increasing concern among business leaders, principals, 

and regulators of the need to curb the agency problem in the organizations. Cases such as 

Enron demonstrate how harmful executives‟ fraudulent behaviour can be (Beecher, 2003). 

These incidents have highlighted the need to make managers more accountable for their 

actions inside the organization.         

Accountability is a neglected social construct in the management research. Frink and 

Klimoski (1998) found that search for accountability literature in management and 

psychology streams resulted in lesser than fifty references. Since then researchers‟ and 

practitioners‟ interest in accountability has grown steadily. Lerner & Tetlock (1999) reviewed 

accountability research under social- psychological rubric for the first time, and found that in 

the past year alone researcher and practitioner literature has seen high growth. However, the 

economics stream contains extensive literature on accountability discussed under agency 

theory. Agency theory focuses on accountability in its formal form e.g. monitoring of 

managerial actions and alignment of actions with their incentives (Eisenhardt, 1985; Jenson 

& Meckling, 1976). The social psychologists have extended the concept to include informal 

accountability mechanisms e.g. personal relations, and its cognitive, affective, and 

behavioural consequences (Tetlock, 1985). Besides some scholars have conceptualized self 

accountability as an internal regulatory mechanism (Schlenker & Weigold, 1989), which is 

guided by decisions maker‟s personal values and ethics.  

Despite some development in the field, there exists gap in integrating accountability 

conceptualization from different perspectives. It is proposed in the current paper that, in a 

given decision context, decision maker‟s accountability is the net result of its various forms 

pulling the decision maker in different directions. The current paper presents a 

comprehensive model to understand manager‟s accountability in a decision context. Based on 

different perspectives, it identifies various factors which contribute to the accountability 

forces on a decision maker. The model also specifies accountability contingencies which 

make a decision maker adopt a particular decision heuristic.      

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES ON ACCOUNTABILITY 

Economics Perspective. Agency theory, in effect, delineates formal mechanisms to make 

agents (the employees) accountable to principals (the employers) for their actions in an 

organization. Typically principal (owner or a superior) delegates work to an agent (manager 

or subordinate) and expects it to be accomplished. However, the interests of two parties often 
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do not meet, and agents fulfil their self- interests at the cost of principal‟s or organization‟s 

interests. There exists information asymmetry between principal and agent, and latter often 

behaves opportunistically to fulfil their goals. The theory suggests that agents‟ opportunistic 

behaviour can be curbed through accountability mechanisms such as performance linked 

incentives, generally operationalized using performance appraisal systems. Agency problem 

concerns with finding the optimal contract or the most efficient accountability mechanism 

which minimizes cost of monitoring and curbs agent‟s dysfunctional actions (Eisenhardt, 

1985). Empirical research has widely supported the theory (e.g., Eisenhardt, 1988).  

Researchers have highlighted the some of the common assumptions agency theory shares 

with the organizational theories such as control theories (Eisenhardt, 1989), having direct 

import for accountability concept.   

 Social Psychological Perspective. In social psychology stream majority of empirical 

work on accountability is based on its conceptualization by Tetlock (1985). It holds that 

decisions are not taken in vacuum and managers are held accountable for the decisions by 

different constituencies or stakeholders, e.g. by superiors, decision recipients etc. Managers 

take decisions depending on which constituency they feel most accountable to, including self 

(Schlenker & Weigold, 1989). Their primary goal is to maintain a positive regard of 

important constituencies to whom they feel most accountable (Tetlock, 1985). Two hard core 

assumptions of this conceptualization are as follows: accountability of conduct is a universal 

feature of natural decision environment, and people are approval and status seekers. Tetlock 

(1985) identified three motives for people to seek approval and adhere to accountability 

measures: protect and enhance social image, protect and enhance self image, and secure 

control of desirable resources. Three motives are complementary and mutually reinforcing.  

The basic assumption of Tetlock‟s conceptualization and agency theory is same. Both 

assume „decision maker as a politician‟, whose underlying motive is to safeguard his/her 

interest, whether it aligns with the organizational goals or not. But whereas economics theory 

propounds performance evaluation based accountability measures, social psychology 

additionally proposes people based measures such as „clan control‟ (Ouchi, 1979), personal 

relations (Shapiro, 2005), informal norms within teams (Barker, 1993), or organization wide 

cultural norms.  

Frink & Klimoski (1998) made a major contribution to theoretical development of 

accountability. They used Katz & Kahn‟s (1978) role theory to base their accountability 

conceptualization. The relationship between role sender (principal) and role taker (agent) 

forms the central unit of analysis in role theory. The accountability forces are formed based 
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on role related expectations principal has from the agent. These expectations are formed on 

the basis of formal mechanisms such as rules as well on the basis of informal means like 

interpersonal relations. Frink & Klimoski (1998) argued that this conceptualization is 

eclectic, and allows for expansion of accountability theory. Specifically, they proposed that 

working relationship, principal‟s power, agent‟s tenure in the organization, agent‟s perceived 

ability, multiple principals, and peers expectations will affect agent‟s felt accountability one 

way or the other.            

Ethics Perspective. Despite existence of extensive accountability measures, agency 

problem pervades managerial decision making. And it is not desirable to institute 

bureaucratic controls in situations where managerial discretion is a necessity e.g. quick 

decision making, and innovative decision making. Today, more and more organizations are 

adopting flexible structures to remain agile and meet competition. Thus it is desirable that 

managers are aligned to the organizational goals without too stifling formal accountability 

structures. As discussed, „clan control‟ is one alternative, the other is role of ethics in decision 

making.  

Simply put, ethics define good or bad, right or wrong human conduct (Barry, 1979; 

Beauchamp & Bowie, 1983). In an organization, in a given decision context, ethics can be the 

result of unwritten social norms or of well defined rules, ethical codes, principles, and 

standards applicable to the decision (Maheshwari & Ganesh, 2006). A moral (ethical) issue is 

present where a person‟s actions, when freely performed, may harm or benefit others 

(Valquez & Rostankowski, 1985). This means that in absence of any external accountability 

demand, decision makers may be self-accountable for their actions. Such accountability is not 

only shaped by rules and norms, but also by agent‟s own ethical standards or values. Ethical 

issues are also important when agents are accountable to a principal. Jones (1991) defined a 

construct, moral intensity of decision, which “captures the extent of issue-related moral 

imperative of a situation” (p.7). So higher is the decision‟s moral intensity, more accountable 

will managers‟ feel to a principal. Moral intensity has been shown to affect the quality of 

decisions or ethical decisions (Beu, Buckley, & Harvey, 2003).  

FELT ACCOUNTABILITY  

What do we mean when we say that a manager/ decision maker is accountable to a 

principal? Tetlock (1985, p. 307) defined accountability as “a critical rule and norm 

enforcement mechanism: the social psychological link between individual decision makers on 

the one hand and the social systems to which they belong on the other.” This definition is 

limited in scope because it focuses only on formal mechanisms. Schlenker, Britt, Pennington, 
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Murphy, & Doherty (1994, p. 634) defined accountability as “being answerable to external 

audiences for performing up to certain prescribed standards thereby fulfilling obligations, 

duties, expectations, and other charges.” This definition though alludes to informal 

accountability forms, is still limited because it does not include possibility of self 

accountability. A broader definition which matches our conceptualization defines 

“accountability as perceived need to justify or defend a decision or action to some 

audience(s) which has potential reward and sanctions power, and where such rewards and 

sanctions are perceived as contingent on accountability conditions” (Frink & Klimoski, 1998 

p.9). However, the audience‟s rewards and sanctions power may not always be explicit, as in 

case of unknown identity of decision maker. But decision maker may still feel accountable to 

self, if decision‟s moral imperative is high. Therefore, we define felt accountability as 

perceived need to justify or defend a decision or action to some audience(s), which may 

include self. Thus accountability is a felt condition, „state of mind‟ rather than an imposed 

structure or „state of affairs‟ (Frink & Klimoski, 1998). In this paper we adopt and expand the 

agency theory terms, agent and principal, in referring to the decision maker and the 

constituency to whom they are accountable respectively.  

Accountability as a concept is quite close to responsibility (Frink & Klimoski, 1998). 

Cummings & Anton (1990) proposed an accountability model. It posited that in case of a 

decision event, agent assumes responsibility for which he/she can be held accountable. They 

defined this responsibility as “personal causal influence on an event” (p. 262). But agents feel 

responsibility only when they emotionally and cognitively accept it. Further they are held 

accountable by external decision stakeholders. Thus Cummings & Anton posited that felt 

responsibility and accountability are different outcomes of responsibility- former an internal 

process and latter an external, public process. In our conceptualization felt responsibility is 

akin to self- accountability. Accountability always refers to answerability to someone and in 

case of felt responsibility or self accountability agent is answerable to self. Cummings & 

Anton also have referred to felt responsibility as internal justification (p.268).   

Frink & Klimoski (1998) identified six essential elements associated with accountability. 

These include social context in which agent is situated; observation and evaluation by a 

principal; standards and expectations against which agent‟s behaviour is judged; agents‟ 

belief that they will have to answer, justify or defend the decisions; decision related outcomes 

highly valued by agent (specified or unspecified, objective or subjective); and  actual decision 

or action.  
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Typically an agent feels accountable to multiple constituencies or principals e.g. agent‟s 

superior, decision recipients, and agent‟s themselves. Decision makers often face conflicting 

accountabilities due to different goals of the stakeholders in a given decision context. In such 

a situation agents try to cope with the dominant accountability force (Frink & Klimoski, 

1998).    

Empirical research has shown both positive and negative effects of accountability on 

decision quality. Lab studies prove that it reduces judgmental biases such as primacy effects 

(Tetlock, 1983), reduces overconfidence in personality prediction (Tetlock & Kim, 1987), 

reduces sunk cost effects (Simonson & Nye, 1992), and leads to more accurate judgments and 

decisions (Ashton, 1992; Brtek & Motowidlo, 2002; Mero & Motowidlo, 1995). On the 

negative side, it can inflate sunk cost if decision maker is already committed to a decision 

(Tetlock, Skitka & Boettger, 1989), shifts decisions towards undesirable views of 

constituencies (Adelberg & Baston, 1978), and forces decision maker to even consider 

irrelevant information reducing quality of decision (Tetlock et al., 1989). Thus just creation 

of accountability mechanisms is not sufficient, but there are certain conditions under which 

accountability to a principal can improve decision quality. These are discussed in the 

accountability model that follows.    

ACCOUNTABILITY MODEL  

Figure 1 presents the accountability model. The proposed model considers the decision 

event as the unit of analysis. The model differs from earlier conceptualization (e.g., Frink & 

Klimoski, 1998) which considers overall agent accountability to principal, but neglects the 

decision itself. There are important decision characteristics which cannot be ignored because 

of their implications for the agent‟s accountability. Agent‟s accountability will differ from 

decision to decision. Thus keeping with its objective of proposing a comprehensive model, 

the current paper incorporates these characteristics while not ignoring others.  

The model specifies the antecedents of agent‟s felt accountability based on different 

perspectives discussed earlier. Further it is hypothesized that certain accountability 

contingencies interact with the agent‟s felt accountability to determine their choice of a 

particular decision heuristic.            

---------------------------------------- 

Insert figure 1 about here 
---------------------------------------- 

Antecedents of Felt Accountability  

Past literature (e.g., Frink & Klimoski, 1998; Gelfand, Lim, & Raver, 2004) has identified 

structural, social, and interpersonal conditions affecting accountability forces. Structural 
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conditions include presence of formal evaluation system, rewards, disciplinary procedures, 

policies and practices, and communication of these policies. Social contingencies include 

organizational culture, social norms, informal networks, and politics. Interpersonal conditions 

include supervisor-subordinate relationship, and personal characteristics. There is hardly any 

empirical research on testing antecedents of accountability. Ferris et al. (1997) tested effect of 

organizational and job characteristics on job incumbent‟s felt accountability. They found that 

job ambiguity negatively affects perceived accountability. Also ambiguity interacted with 

accountability to promote influence tactic use by managers to safeguard their interests. 

However, Ferris et al. considered overall job accountability, and did not test for decision 

related variables. In the current model antecedents are classified in the following three 

categories: agent–principal dyad related variables, decision related variables, and individual 

variables. 

Agent’s Decision Instrumentality. As mentioned in the definition, rewards and sanctions 

or agent‟s outcomes are the essential pre-conditions of felt accountability. Invariably every 

decision is associated with both tangible and intangible rewards for the agent. Good decisions 

can build agent‟s reputation, and can also bring tangible rewards such as pay hike, promotion 

etc. Bad decisions can ruin relationships, and can result in loss of promotion chances. Agent‟s 

overall decision instrumentality is defined as closeness of decision – agent‟s reward relation, 

and value individual agent puts on reward, tangible or intangible, value thus assessed 

determining the valence of reward. Agent‟s overall decision instrumentality will differ from 

decision to decision. For example routine decisions may not reap high rewards for agent, but 

critical decisions can bring high rewards or highly punitive consequences. Thus an agent in a 

given decision situation cognitively calculates net benefit or loss of all alternatives available 

and takes decision accordingly. Therefore as decision instrumentality increases, agent‟s 

perceived need for justification for decision to the principal also increases (Erdogan et al., 

2004). Also, every decision will have differing instrumentalities controlled by various 

principals.  

However, certain rewards, e.g. reputation, or satisfaction, may not be contingent on any 

particular external principal‟s judgment. These are more internal to the agents, and one can 

argue that they will feel more self accountable if these are the rewards at stake. Carver & 

Scheier (1982) argued that “directing attention to self, when a behavioural standard has been 

evoked by the nature of one‟s role or setting, engages the comparator at the level of control 

that is superordinate. The result is tendency to compare one‟s perceptions of one‟s present 

state or behaviour against the standard, leading to a reduction of perceptible differences 
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between the two” (p. 120). This reduction may lead to more satisfaction with one‟s own 

conduct. Therefore we propose that,  

Proposition 1. For a given decision event, greater is the perceived decision 

instrumentality for the agent, more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to the principal who 

controls that particular instrumentality.  

The following propositions identify conditions which determine the salience of particular 

decision instrumentality, and hence salience of felt accountability to a particular principal.    

Agent - Principal Relative Power. The actual or perceived power difference between 

agent and principal is one of the major sources of the agent‟s felt accountability. Power is 

defined as the ability to influence others to believe, behave, or to value as those in power 

desire them to or to strengthen, validate, or confirm present beliefs, behaviours, or values. 

French & Raven (1959) classified power into five forms- coercive, legitimate, rewards, 

expert, and referent (Definitions in table 1). While the first three forms are more institutional 

in nature, latter two are more personal (Gibson, Ivancevich, and Donnelly, 1991). Above 

power bases can also be termed formal or informal. While legitimate type is formal, coercive 

and referent are more informal in nature. Rewards and expert forms can be formal as well as 

informal. The five power bases in above classification are not independent of each other. For 

example authority to reward a subordinate refers to both legitimate and reward forms. 

Similarly, one can be coerced with the threat of withholding future rewards. Examples of 

legitimate power are as follows: performance appraisals, appeals, rewards, punishments, 

explanation call etc. In general, agent„s superiors hold legitimate power over the agent due to 

their organizational positions, and they can utilize most of the above listed administrative 

tools to exercise their power. The decision recipients may be junior to agents in the 

organizational hierarchy, but they can also possess legitimate power in form of appeal against 

decision, or upward performance appraisal, if organizations provide so. Typical examples of 

referent power are union membership, and influential social network. Examples of expert 

power include knowledge of processes, techniques, and standards. Reward power can take 

tangible or intangible form. Tangibles include promotions, salary raise, and preferred work 

assignment, and intangibles may consist of cooperation, and in- group membership.  

In a given decision situation different principals may hold different power relative to 

agent. The relative power is the difference of total principal and total agent power, formal or 

informal, institutional or personal. But the overall perceived power differential is critical in 

our conceptualization. Based upon this perceived power differential, agent‟s believe that their 

rewards and sanctions are controlled or influenced by principals and hence perceive higher 
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accountability. Bartol & Martin (1990) provided evidence that manager‟s (agent) awarded 

higher salary to subordinates (principal) when they were dependent on subordinate‟s 

expertise, and when subordinate had political connections. The agent felt the need to keep the 

principal happy because latter had influence on former‟s reward outcomes. Thus,     

Proposition 2. For a given decision event, greater is the perceived relative power of a 

principal compared to the agent, more salient will be the agent‟s decision instrumentality 

controlled by the principal, and more will be their felt accountability to the principal.    

Agent - Principal Relationship. The agent - principal relationship will affect agent‟s felt 

accountability to a principal, irrespective of power differential between the two. In this case 

the decision instrumentality for agents is the close relationship they have with the principals. 

Close relation enhances a tendency among the agents to avoid decisions with negative 

consequences and promote decisions with positive consequences for the principals, just to 

keep the relationship intact. Thus superiors may inflate performance ratings of subordinates 

close to them, avoid disciplinary actions for their misconduct, and decision recipients may 

not appeal even against unfair decisions (Duarte & Goodson, 1994; Lefkowitz, 2000). 

Adverse agent-principal relations may evoke opposite reactions.   

Agents may also value relationship with subordinates who are similar or appear to be 

similar to them to perpetuate their own self image (Wayne & Liden, 1995). Agents may 

enhance and maintain relationship with successful principals to expand their own influence 

within the organization or for want of associating or identifying themselves with successful 

principal groups. Therefore, closer relationship with principal may put accountability 

pressure on agent not only because of the relationship as an end in itself, but also because 

relationship might be a mean to an important end.  Therefore,       

Proposition 3. Closer is the agent-principal relation, more salient will be the decision‟s 

relationship instrumentality for the agent, and more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to 

the principal.    

Social Consensus. The social consensus on a decision situation is defined as the degree 

of social agreement that proposed decision or act in the situation is good (or bad). Thus it is 

more of a social norm related to a decision event and reduces ambiguity. And it exerts 

pressure on agent to adhere to the norm. 

Principal’s Decision Instrumentality. Agent‟s perceptions about consequences for 

principal related to the decision or principal‟s decision instrumentality will also affect agent‟s 

felt accountability to the principal. Principal‟s overall decision instrumentality is defined as 
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agent‟s perceptions about closeness of decision – principal‟s reward relation, and value 

individual principal might put on reward, tangible or intangible.  

However, for the relative power to be effective, it is essential that power is exercised, 

(Bartol & Martin, 1990).       

 

Magnitude of consequences of decision is defined as “sum of the harms (or benefits) done 

to the victim (or beneficiary) of the decision in question” (Jones, 1991, p.9). There exists 

empirical support for positive relation between seriousness of consequences and ethical 

decisions (Fritzsche, 1989). 

The probability of the effect of a decision is the joint probability of the decision being 

implemented and the decision actually causing the consequences predicted (Jones, 1991). 

Agents will be able to estimate these probabilities and will know chances of the 

consequences. Higher value will make them feel more accountable. E.g. appraisers‟ estimate 

of acceptance of their rating recommendations to top management and estimate of its links to 

appraisee‟s rewards will influence appraiser‟s felt accountability, especially to self. Temporal 

immediacy of a decision is the length of time between the present and the onset of 

consequences of the decision in question (Jones, 1991). Shorter is the period, greater is the 

immediacy. If the consequences of a decision emerge long after decision has been taken, it 

will reduce the moral responsibility of the decision maker. Many other factors might have 

influenced, and decision –outcome information is ambiguous. Also people discount the effect 

of decisions taken today which will have consequences long after (Jones, 1991). 

Concentration of the effect refers to the intensity of decision consequences for an 

individual decision recipient. It is the inverse function of the number of the people affected 

by a decision of given consequences (Jones, 1991). It makes agent more conscious of their 

moral responsibility while taking decision. 

 

Agent’s Decision Control. Agents will be held more accountable for the decisions on 

which they have more control. This control may be perceived by principal in terms of their 

ability to take decisions and complexity of a certain decision. Agents felt accountability to a 

principal increases when they know that they cannot hide behind „excuses‟ of their inability 

or complexity of decisions. Principal expects them to take good decisions because either they 

are competent enough or the decision complexity is manageable. Such excuses are often used 

by managers as accounts to defend their poor performance (Scott & Lyman, 1968).   
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Agent‟s ability is a measure of their know-how, experience, and authority for a particular 

decision. Specifically, their ability includes efficacy to process information, analyze 

alternatives, knowledge of norms and procedures, ethical codes, authority etc. Higher 

supervisor‟s expectations about subordinate‟s performance lead to higher performance 

mediated by higher self efficacy (Erdogan et al., 2004). But this ability alone is not sufficient 

because certain decisions by nature may be very complex. Decision‟s complexity may be 

measured in terms of availability of information. Thompson (1967) proposed that decisions 

involve two main dimensions- certainty about outcome of a particular decision, and 

consensus about organizations preference regarding possible outcome. In case of certainty 

about both dimensions, decision making is easier and analytical. The complexity increases 

when information about one of the two dimensions is uncertain. For example when 

information about outcome preferences is certain but about decision- outcome relation is 

uncertain, then judgmental strategy is used (Thompson, 1967). Judgment is more complex 

than computation or analysis. And most complex would be when information about both is 

missing. Therefore,       

Proposition 4. For a given decision, greater is the agent‟s perceived control on the 

decision, more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 4 (a). Greater is the agent‟s ability to take decision, more will be the agent‟s 

felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 4 (b). Greater is the decision complexity, lesser will be the agent‟s felt 

accountability to the principal.    

Decision’s Moral Intensity. Moral intensity of a decision represents its moral 

imperativeness (Jones, 1991). In other words, it determines the proportion of moral 

responsibility in a particular decision event that befalls on an agent. Moral intensity of a 

decision will affect felt accountability to both self and others. It has following components: 

magnitude of consequences, social consensus, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, 

proximity, and concentration of effect (Jones, 1991). Magnitude of consequences of decision 

is defined as “sum of the harms (or benefits) done to the victim (or beneficiary) of the 

decision in question” (Jones, 1991, p.9). There exists empirical support for positive relation 

between seriousness of consequences and ethical decisions (Fritzsche, 1989). The social 

consensus on a decision situation is defined as the degree of social agreement that proposed 

decision or act in the situation is good (or bad). Thus it is more of a social norm related to a 

decision event and reduces ambiguity. And it exerts pressure on agent to adhere to the norm. 

The probability of the effect of a decision is the joint probability of the decision being 
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implemented and the decision actually causing the consequences predicted (Jones, 1991). 

Agents will be able to estimate these probabilities and will know chances of the 

consequences. Higher value will make them feel more accountable. E.g. appraisers‟ estimate 

of acceptance of their rating recommendations to top management and estimate of its links to 

appraisee‟s rewards will influence appraiser‟s felt accountability, especially to self. Temporal 

immediacy of a decision is the length of time between the present and the onset of 

consequences of the decision in question (Jones, 1991). Shorter is the period, greater is the 

immediacy. If the consequences of a decision emerge long after decision has been taken, it 

will reduce the moral responsibility of the decision maker. Many other factors might have 

influenced, and decision –outcome information is ambiguous. Also people discount the effect 

of decisions taken today which will have consequences long after (Jones, 1991). The 

proximity of the decision is the feeling of nearness (social, cultural, psychological, or 

physical) that agent has for decision recipient (Jones, 1991). This factor overlaps with the 

agent- principal relation discussed earlier. But the focus there was on social relation between 

the agent and principal, latter includes superior or the decision recipient. Proximity refers to 

decision recipient only. Thus it is relevant when we are determining the felt accountability to 

decision maker only. Concentration of the effect refers to the intensity of decision 

consequences for an individual decision recipient. It is the inverse function of the number of 

the people affected by a decision of given consequences (Jones, 1991). It makes agent more 

conscious of their moral responsibility while taking decision.  Thus following propositions 

can be stated.  

Proposition 5. For a given decision, greater is the agent‟s perceived moral intensity of the 

decision, more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 5 (a). Greater is the magnitude of decision‟s consequences for the decision 

recipient, more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 5 (b). Greater is the social consensus on the decision norms or standards, 

more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 5 (c). Higher is the decision‟s probability of effect as estimated by the agent, 

more will be the agent‟s felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 5 (d). More is the decision‟s temporal immediacy; more will be the agent‟s 

felt accountability to the principal.    

Proposition 5 (e). Greater proximity with the decision recipient will make agent feel 

more accountable to the decision recipient.    
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Proposition 5 (f). Larger is the concentration of decision‟s effect, more will be the 

agent‟s felt accountability to the principal.    

Agent’s individual factors.  In decision events where there does not exist strong external 

accountability forces, especially in terms of tangible rewards for good decisions, role of 

moral values or ethics become important. E.g. appraisers‟ often face ethical dilemma, whom 

to favour? One who has worked hard or the other whom appraiser likes but has not 

performed. If appraiser is the sole and final authority, a lot depends on ethical factors. One of 

the important factors is agent‟s cognitive moral development stage.          

Moral development stages.  Kohlberg‟s (1969) cognitive moral development model is a 

major contribution to the development of ethical decision making theory. Kohlberg proposed 

that individual‟s sequentially progress through various moral development stages. A stage 

provides them a basic framework to think through and take decision in a particular decision 

event, typically in case of ethical dilemma. This framework provides prescriptive guidelines 

about what is right or wrong in a decision situation (Trevino, 1986). Kohlberg‟s six stages are 

divided under three levels- pre-conventional, conventional, and principled (Trevino, 1986, 

p.605). In the pre-conventional stage individual‟s take decision which avoids punishment, 

which safeguards their self interest, and which focuses on instrumental exchange or fair deal. 

Conventional stage involves more consideration of other‟s views, focus on interpersonal and 

social accord, and is about upholding laws. People follow laws except in extreme cases when 

these conflict against well defined social responsibilities. Principled stage is more about 

upholding universal ethical principles. Individuals think and decide beyond prevailing norms, 

laws, or authority (Trevino, 1986).   

There is strong empirical support for the Kohlberg‟s model. Moral development is 

negatively related to cheating, negatively related to obedience to harmful authority 

(Kohlberg, 1969), positively related to helpful behaviour (Kohlberg & Candee, 1984). 

Snarey‟s (1985) review of 45 studies established the universality of sequential nature of 

moral development stages across cultures. Kohlberg‟s studies also found that continued 

education results in moral development (Trevino, 1986). Ethics training based on moral 

development stage model has been shown to result in transition of trainees to next stage 

(Penn & Collier, 1985). Studies in work related ethical issues found the effect of manager‟s 

moral stage on decisions (  ). Based on above discussion following is proposed: 

Proposition 6. An agent in the pre-conventional moral development stage will feel more 

accountable to principals who hold clear/ tangible reward/ sanction power for them. In 
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majority of situations such agents will feel most accountable to their superiors who hold 

authority power. 

Proposition 7. An agent in the conventional moral development stage will feel more 

accountable to principals who uphold rules, and prevailing interpersonal or social norms. 

Such agents will feel accountable to both superiors and decision recipients. 

Proposition 8. An agent in the principled moral development stage will feel more self- 

accountable, upholding the ethics he/she believes in even against prevailing rules or social 

norms.  

Personality variables. In the current model, we have adopted a „state of mind‟ 

perspective compared to „state of affairs‟ perspective of accountability in line with Frink and 

Klimoski‟s (1998) conceptualization. Thus individual factors are critical in determining 

individual agent‟s reaction to prevailing accountability conditions. There is enough evidence 

supporting effect of personality variables on agent‟s decision making heuristics. Past 

evidence suggests that agents high on self monitoring and conscientiousness tend to align 

their views with their prospective principals‟ views (Chen, Shecter, & Chaiken, 1996; Mero, 

Guidice, & Anna, 2006; Snyder, 1974). Ethics literature provides evidence for the effect of 

following personality variables on ethical decision making: locus of control (Trevino, 1986), 

type A personality (Perry, Kane, Bernesser, & Spicker, 1990), and Machiavellianism 

(Hegarty & Sims, 1978). These studies show that external locus and higher value on latter 

two traits is related positively to unethical behavior or decisions. Type A personalities are 

highly achievement oriented (Beu, Buckley & Harvey, 2003) and can indulge in questionable 

practices to achieve their ends. Extreme achievement orientation makes a person High Mach 

who more often than not adopts unethical practices (Beu et al., 2003). This indicates that high 

achievement oriented agents will feel more accountable to external principals if former feel 

are that latter are key to their goals. Otherwise such agents will follow own path (even 

unethical) if they feel that no one else can help them achieve their goals except they 

themselves. Locus of control is the degree to which individuals believe that the outcomes are 

dependent on their personal characteristics or behaviour rather than on external factors e.g. 

luck (Beu et al., 2003). Agents with internal locus will feel more responsible for their actions 

due to self attribution. One interesting area for future research can be studying the effect of 

big five personality traits on felt accountability. We could not find systematic research on 

effect of big five on decision making. Based on existing research following is proposed:   

Proposition 9. High self monitors will feel more accountability pressure due to external 

principals.  
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Proposition 10. Type A and High Mach agents will feel more accountability pressure 

either due to external principal or due to self.   

Proposition 11. Agents with internal locus of control will feel more self accountable, 

whereas externals will feel more accountable to external principals.  

Accountability Coping Strategies/ Decision Heuristics 

Decision makers adopt different strategies to face accountability pressure from their 

principals. Severe accountability pressures can make agents stressed at work place ( ). 

Accountability affects both, what people think i.e. choices they express, and how people 

think i.e. reasoning strategy (Tetlock et al., 1989). People are „cognitive misers‟ and adopt 

strategy which involves limited cognitive effort. Tetlock et al. (1989) found empirical support 

for three social and cognitive strategies used by decision makers to cope with accountability 

to institutional and interpersonal principals. People, who knew principal‟s views and were 

unconstrained by past commitments, relied on low effort “acceptability heuristics” by 

aligning their views with principal‟s views. People, who didn‟t know principal‟s view and 

were unconstrained by past commitments, used “preemptive self criticism”, did more 

analysis, and thought flexibly. People, who were committed to certain positions, used 

“retrospective rationality” by trying to justify their positions to principal. In the 

accountability literature, these three strategies have been termed as „accountability coping 

mechanisms‟. We label them as decision heuristics defined as the decision strategy adopted 

by an agent in face of specific accountability contingency.    

Agents will adopt a particular strategy depending on the principal they feel more 

accountable to and depending on the associated accountability contingencies (Frink & 

Klimoski, 1998; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). Past research shows that, out of three strategies 

described above, “preemptive self criticism” strategy, involving effortful thinking and more 

data analysis, will lead to better decision making (  ). It is equally applicable to the cases 

where „self‟ is the principal. In case of self- accountability, what is acceptable to agents will 

be either based on their well formed schema for a particular decision situation (retrospective 

rationality or acceptability heuristics), or based on their motivation to analyze situation 

deeply. Latter situation is desirable.   

Choice of Decision Heuristic  

So under what conditions agents adopt different heuristics? Firstly agent will adopt 

decision strategy keeping in mind felt accountability to most dominant principal (Frink & 

Klimoski, 1998). Dominant principal can be superior, decision recipient (or subordinate), or 

even agent himself/herself.  
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As noted above, analytical decision heuristic is better for good decision making. Past 

research has found that it is most likely to be activated when agent is accountable to a 

principal whose views are unknown, who is interested in processes/procedures rather than 

specific outcomes, who is interested in decision quality, who is reasonably well-informed, 

and who has a legitimate reason for inquiring into the reasons behind participants‟ judgments 

(Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). Under such accountability conditions, agents adopt more effortful 

information processing. As explained earlier, agents are „cognitive misers‟ and will align to 

principal‟s views if it needs least effort. But above conditions either prevent them from 

knowing principal‟s views, or indicate to them that principal expects more cognitive effort. It 

is proposed in the current paper that knowledge of principal‟s views and accountability form 

will affect the relation between the felt accountability and the choice of certain heuristic to 

cope with accountability and arrive at decision. Specifically, 

Propositions 12. Agents who know principal‟s view on a decision, will adopt 

“acceptability heuristic”, and those who do not know principal‟s views will adopt “analytical 

heuristic”.     

Propositions 13. Agents who are accountable to a principal for decision processes rather 

than the decision itself will adopt “analytical heuristic”. 

Propositions 14. Agents who are accountable to a principal before the decision rather 

than post decision will adopt “analytical heuristic”, and those who are accountable post 

decision will adopt “retrospective rationality”. 

Above propositions are stated with reference to the dominant principal only. These also 

apply when principal and agent are same or the principal is self. For example proposition 12 

says that when agents do not know their preferred choice in a decision event, they will adopt 

analytical strategy, otherwise they will take decision based on their schema or based on what 

they had earlier experienced in the past. Proposition 13 posits that when agent themselves 

believe in diligently following the decision process, they will follow analytical strategy. Such 

an agent will not be too much bothered about the outcomes believing that if right 

procedure/process is followed right results will be achieved. On the other hand if the agent 

focuses only on desirable outcome without bothering about the process, they may adopt 

questionable means. They may use retrospective rationality to justify to themselves the wrong 

means adopted for achieving premeditated outcome. Proposition 14 conveys similar meaning 

in case of self accountability.        
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Table 1. The bases of social power. Adapted from French J. & Raven B. (1959). The bases 

of social power. In studies in social power, D. Cartwright, ed. pp. 150-167. Ann Arbor, MI: 

Institute of Social Research.   

Expert power It is based on what one knows, what experience one has, and/or what special skills or 

talents one has. 

Reward power It is based on right of some to offer tangible, social, emotional, or spiritual rewards to 

others, for doing what is wanted or expected of them or to deny others something tangible, 

social, emotional, political or spiritual for failing or refusing to do what is expected of 

them.  

Legitimate power Legitimate power results from one being elected, selected or appointed to a position of 

authority.  Such legitimacy is conferred by others and this legitimacy can be revoked by the 

original granters, their designees, or other inheritors.   

Referent power It stems from the affiliations we make and/or the groups/ organizations we belong to or 

attached to. The ethos of our associates or groups to which we belong become, to some 

degree our own ethos.  

Coercive power It exists when the use of or threat of force is made to extract compliance from another. 

Force is not limited to physical means. 

 

  

Agent - Principal Dyad** 

 Relative Power  

o Institutional power 

o Personal power   
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Felt accountability 
to a principal for 

decision  

Decision Related  

 Agent‟s instrumentality  

 Agent‟s decision control 

o Agent‟s ability to take 

decision. 

o Decision complexity.  

 Moral intensity  

o Magnitude of consequences  

o Social consensus 

o Probability of effect 

o Temporal immediacy 

o Proximity* 

o Concentration of Effect  

 

Decision heuristic   

-Acceptability heuristics 

-Pre-emptive self criticism  

-Retrospective rationality 

Accountability contingencies  

 Agent‟s prior knowledge of 

Principal„s view 

 Accountability form  

o Predecisional vs Postdecisional 

o Process vs Outcome  

 

Individual factors 

 Agent  

o Moral development stage 

o Personality variables  

o Demographics 

* In case when principal is the decision recipient, proximity will overlap with relation.  

**In case principal is „self‟ or „agent‟ himself/herself, then dyadic variables do not apply.   

Fig 1. Accountability in decision making 


