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Introduction

In the recent past, there has been in-
creasing concern among business leaders,
principals, governments, and regulators of
the need to curb the agency problem in
the organizations. Cases of governance
impropriety in organizations such as Enron
in US, Satyam Computers in India, sub-
prime loans crisis leading to financial melt-
down in 2008, demonstrates the harm
fraudulent behavior executives of can
cause to the legitimate interests of vari-
ous stakeholders (Beecher, 2003). These
incidents have highlighted the need to
make managers more accountable for their
decisions and actions inside the organiza-
tions.

Accountability is relatively an under-
researched construct in the management
and social psychology research (Frink &
Klimoski, 1998; Hall et al., 2017). How-
ever, in other streams such as economics
and public policy there exists extensive
literature on accountability. Agency theory
in economics focuses on accountability in
its formal form e.g., monitoring of mana-
gerial actions and alignment of actions with
their incentives (Eisenhardt, 1985; Jenson
& Meckling, 1976). The social psycholo-
gists have extended the concept to include
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Accountability of managers for
the decisions is a fundamental
driving force that often leads to
desirable quality of the decision
outcomes. Managers (agents)
are pulled in multiple directions
in a decision context because of
the web of constituencies (prin-
cipals) to whom they are ac-
countable, including to them-
selves and to more proximal and
distal stakeholders. This paper
proposes a comprehensive test-
able model identifying anteced-
ents salient to the decision, the
principal’s and agent’s relative
power and relations, and agent’s
key individual factors as shap-
ing the agent’s felt accountabil-
ity to the most dominant princi-
pal, including self. The paper
also identifies key conditions re-
lated to accountability form that
act as moderators influencing
the choice of decision heuristics
that  agents may adopt in re-
sponse to the felt accountabil-
ity.
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informal accountability mechanisms e.g.,
personal relations, and its cognitive, af-
fective, and behavioral consequences
(Tetlock, 1985). Besides some scholars
have conceptualized self accountability
as an internal regulatory mechanism
(Schlenker & Weigold, 1989), which is
guided by decision maker’s personal val-
ues and ethics.

Despite some development in the
field, there exists gap in integrating ac-
countability conceptualization from dif-
ferent 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 pull-
ing the decision maker in different direc-
tions. The current paper presents a com-
prehensive model to understand
manager’s accountability in a decision
context. Based on different perspectives,
it identifies various factors which con-
tribute to the accountability forces on a
decision maker. The model also speci-
fies accountability contingencies which
make a decision maker adopt a particu-
lar decision heuristic.

Economics Perspective

Agency theory, in effect, delineates
formal mechanisms to make agents (the
managers) accountable to principals (the
owners) for their actions in an organiza-
tion. Typically, principal (owner or a su-
perior) delegates work to an agent (man-
ager or subordinate) and expects it to be
accomplished. However, the interests of
two parties often do not meet, and agents
fulfil their self- interests at the cost of
principal’s or organization’s interests.

There exists information asymmetry be-
tween principal and agent, and the latter
often behaves opportunistically to fulfil
their goals. The theory suggests that
agents’ opportunistic behavior can be
curbed through accountability mecha-
nisms such as performance linked incen-
tives (Jenson & Meckling, 1976). Agency
problem concerns with finding the opti-
mal contract or the most efficient ac-
countability mechanism which minimizes
cost of monitoring and curbs agent’s dys-
functional actions (Eisenhardt, 1985).
Empirical research has widely supported
the theory (e.g., Eisenhardt, 1988). Re-
searchers have highlighted some of the
common assumptions that agency theory
shares with the organizational theories,
such as control theories (Eisenhardt,
1989), having direct import for account-
ability concept.

Social Psychological Perspective

In social psychology stream, major-
ity 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 differ-
ent constituencies or stakeholders, e.g.,
by superiors and decision recipients.
Managers take decisions depending on
which constituency they feel most ac-
countable 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 conceptuali-
zation are as follows: accountability of
conduct is a universal feature of natural
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decision environment, and people are
approval and status seekers. Tetlock
(1985) identified three motives for people
to seek approval and adhere to account-
ability measures: protect and enhance
social image, protect and enhance self
image, and secure control of desirable
resources. Three motives are comple-
mentary and mutually reinforcing.

‘Decision makers as a politician’,
whose underlying motive is to safe-
guard their interest, whether it
aligns with the organizational goals
or not.

The basic assumption of Tetlock’s
conceptualization and agency theory is
same. Both assume ‘decision makers as
a politician’, whose underlying motive is
to safeguard their interest, whether it
aligns with the organizational goals or not.
But whereas economics theory propounds
incentives-based accountability mea-
sures, social psychology additionally pro-
poses people-based measures such as
‘clan control’ (Ouchi, 1979), personal
relations (Shapiro, 2005), informal norms
within teams (Barker, 1993), or organi-
zation wide cultural norms.

Frink & Klimoski (1998) made a
major contribution to theoretical devel-
opment of accountability. They used Katz
& Kahn’s (1978) role theory to base their
accountability conceptualization. The re-
lationship between role sender (principal)
and role taker (agent) forms the central
unit of analysis in role theory. The ac-
countability forces are formed based on
role related expectations principal has

from the agent. These expectations are
formed on the basis of formal mecha-
nisms such as rules as well as 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 per-
ceived ability, multiple principals, and
peer’s expectations will affect agent’s
felt accountability one way or the other.

Ethics Perspective

Despite the existence of extensive
accountability measures, agency problem
pervades managerial decision making.
And it is not desirable to institute bureau-
cratic controls in situations where mana-
gerial discretion is a necessity e.g., quick
decision making, and innovative decision
making. Today more and more organiza-
tions 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 alter-
native, the other is role of ethics in deci-
sion making.

Simply put, ethics define good or bad,
right  or  wrong human conduct
(Beauchamp & Bowie, 1983). In an or-
ganization, in a given decision context,
ethics can be the result of unwritten so-
cial norms or of well- defined rules, ethi-
cal codes, principles, and standards ap-
plicable to the decision (Maheshwari &
Ganesh, 2006). A moral (ethical) issue is
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present where a person’s actions, when
freely performed, may harm or benefit
others (Valquez & Rostankowski, 1985).
This means that in the absence of any
external accountability demand, decision
makers may be self-accountable for their
actions when ethical concern is salient
(Dhiman, Bhardwaj & Sen, 2018). Such
accountability is not only shaped by rules
and norms, but also by agent’s own ethi-
cal standards or values. Ethical issues are
also important when agents are account-
able to a principal. Jones (1991:7) defined
a construct, moral intensity of decision,
which “captures the extent of issue-re-
lated moral imperative of a situation.” 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 account-
able to a principal? A broader definition
which matches our conceptualization in
this paper defines “accountability as per-
ceived need to justify or defend a deci-
sion or action to some audience(s)
which has potential reward and sanc-
tions power, and where such rewards
and sanctions are perceived as contin-
gent on accountability conditions” (Frink
& Klimoski, 1998 :9). Hall, Frink &
Buckley (2017) defined felt accountabil-
ity similarly. However, the audience’s
rewards and sanctions power may not
always be explicit, as in case of un-
known identity of decision maker. But

decision maker may still feel account-
able to self, if decision’s moral impera-
tive is high. Therefore, we define felt
accountability as perceived need of fo-
cal manager or ‘agent’ to justify or de-
fend 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.
Typically, an agent feels accountable to
multiple constituencies or principals (fig
1) e.g., agent’s superior, decision recipi-
ents, and agents themselves. Decision
makers often face conflicting account-
abilities 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).

Decision makers often face con-
flicting accountabilities due to dif-
ferent goals of the stakeholders.

In fig 1 the accountabilities of an
agent for a decision have been classified
based on the ‘distance of influence’ the
decision may have from the constituency
(principals) to whom agent is account-
able and includes – self (decision maker
is principal and agent rolled in one),
proximal (principals who may directly get
impacted by the decision), and distal
(principals at large that may get impacted
by decision indirectly).
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Accountability as a concept is quite
close to responsibility (Frink & Klimoski,
1998). Cummings & Anton (1990) pro-
posed an accountability model which pos-
ited that in case of a decision event, agent
assumes responsibility for which he/she
can be held accountable.  Cummings &
Anton (1990: 262) defined this responsi-
bility as “personal causal influence on an
event”. But agents feel responsibility only
when they emotionally and cognitively
accept it. Further they are held account-
able by external decision stakeholders.
Thus Cummings & Anton posited that felt
responsibility and accountability are dif-
ferent outcomes of responsibility- former
an internal process and latter an exter-
nal ,  public  process.  In our
conceptualization felt responsibility is
akin to self- accountability. Accountabil-
ity always refers to answerability to
someone and in case of felt responsibil-
ity or self accountability agent is answer-

able to self. Cummings & Anton also
have referred to felt responsibility as in-
ternal justification (1990:268).

Frink & Klimoski (1998) identified
six essential elements associated with
accountability. These include social con-
text in which agent is situated; observa-
tion and evaluation by a principal; stan-
dards and expectations against which
agent’s behavior is judged; agents’ be-
lief that they will have to answer, jus-
tify or defend the decisions; decision
related outcomes highly valued by agent
(specified or unspecified, objective or
subjective); and actual decision or ac-
tion.

Empirical research has shown both
positive and negative effects of ac-
countability on decision quality. Lab
studies prove that it reduces judgmen-
tal  biases such as primacy effects

Fig 1. Web of Accountabilities of an Agent
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(Tetlock, 1983), reduces overconfi-
dence in personality prediction (Tetlock
& Kim, 1987), reduces sunk cost ef-
fects (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 in-
flate sunk cost if decision maker is al-
ready committed to a decision (Tetlock,
Skitka & Boettger, 1989), shifts deci-
sions towards undesirable views of con-
stituencies (Adelberg & Baston, 1978),
and forces decision maker to even con-
sider irrelevant information reducing
quality of decision (Tetlock et al.,
1989). Thus, just creation of account-
ability mechanisms is not sufficient
(Hall et. al., 2017), but there are cer-
tain conditions under which account-
ability to a principal can improve deci-
sion quality. These are discussed in the
accountability model that follows.

Accountability Model

The proposed accountability model
(fig. 2) considers the decision event as
the unit of analysis. The model differs
from earlier conceptualization (e.g., Frink
& Klimoski, 1998) which considers over-
all agent accountability to principal, but
neglects the decision itself. There are
important decision characteristics which
cannot be ignored because of their im-
plications for the agent’s accountability.
Agent’s accountability will differ from
decision to decision. Thus, keeping with
its objective of proposing a comprehen-
sive model, the current paper incorpo-
rates these characteristics while not ig-
noring others.

The model specifies the antecedents
of agent’s felt accountability based on
different perspectives discussed earlier.
By doing so the model addresses the need
for focusing on antecedents of felt ac-
countability, including personality vari-
ables - a research gap observed by Hall
et al. (2017) in their review. Further it is
hypothesized that certain accountability
contingencies interact with the agent’s
felt accountability to determine their
choice of a particular decision heuristic.

Antecedents of Felt Accountability

Past l i terature (e.g. ,  Frink &
Klimoski, 1998; Gelfand, Lim, & Raver,
2004; Hall et. al., 2017) has identified
structural, social, and interpersonal con-
ditions affecting accountability forces.
Structural conditions include presence of
formal evaluation system, rewards, dis-
ciplinary procedures, policies and prac-
tices, and communication of these poli-
cies. Social contingencies include orga-
nizational culture, social norms, informal
networks, and politics. Interpersonal con-
ditions include supervisor-subordinate
relationship, and personal characteristics.
There is hardly any empirical research
on testing antecedents of accountability
while there is significant research on the
boundary conditions or moderators be-
tween felt accountability and outcomes
(Hall et. al., 2017). Ferris et al. (1997)
tested effect of organizational and job
characteristics on job incumbent’s felt
accountability. However, Ferris et al. con-
sidered overall job accountability, and did
not test for decision related variables. In
the current model antecedents are clas-
sified in the following three categories:
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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 account-
ability. Invariably every decision is asso-
ciated 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,
and promotion. Bad decisions can ruin
relationships, and can result in loss of pro-
motion chances. Agent’s overall decision
instrumentality is defined as closeness of
decision – agent’s reward relation, and
value individual agent puts on reward, tan-
gible 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 deci-
sions can bring high rewards or highly
punitive consequences. Thus, an agent, in
a given decision situation, cognitively cal-
culates net benefit or loss of all alterna-
tives available and takes decision accord-
ingly. Therefore, as decision instrumen-
tality increases, agent’s perceived need for
justification for decision to the principal
also increases. Also, every decision will
have differing instrumentalities controlled
by various principals.

However, certain rewards, e.g., repu-
tation or satisfaction, may not be contin-
gent 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 (Dhiman et
al., 2018) if these are the rewards at
stake. Carver & Scheier (1982:120) ar-
gued that “directing attention to self,
when a behavioral standard has been
evoked by the nature of one’s role or

Fig 2. Accountability in Decision Making

* 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.
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setting, engages the comparator at the
level of control that is superordinate. The
result is tendency to compare one’s per-
ceptions of one’s present state or behav-
ior against the standard, leading to a re-
duction of perceptible differences be-
tween the two”. This reduction may lead
to more satisfaction with one’s own con-
duct. 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 in-
strumentality.

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 account-
ability. 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, behaviors, or values. French &
Raven (1959) classified power into five
forms- coercive, legitimate, rewards, ex-
pert, and referent. While the first three
forms are more institutional in nature, lat-
ter two are more personal (Gibson,
Ivancevich & 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 inde-
pendent of each other. For example, au-
thority to reward a subordinate refers to
both legitimate and reward forms. Similarly,
one can be coerced with the threat of with-
holding future rewards. Examples of legiti-
mate power are as follows: performance
appraisals, appeals, rewards, punishments,
explanation call. In general, agent’s supe-
riors 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
agent in the organizational hierarchy, but
they can also possess legitimate power in
the form of appeal against decision, or up-
ward performance appraisal, if organiza-
tions provide so. Typical examples of ref-
erent power are union membership, and
influential social network. Examples of
expert power include knowledge of pro-
cesses, techniques, and standards. Reward
power can take tangible or intangible form.
Tangibles include promotions, salary raise,
and preferred work assignment, and intan-
gibles may consist of cooperation, and in-
group membership.

In a given decision situation different
principals may hold different power rela-
tive 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 per-
ceived power differential, agents believe
that their rewards and sanctions are con-
trolled or influenced by principals and
hence perceive higher accountability.
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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 po-
litical connections. However, for the rela-
tive power to be effective, it is essential
that power is exercised (Bartol & Martin,
1990). The agent felt the need to keep the
principal happy because latter had influ-
ence 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 ac-
countability to the principal.

Close relation enhances a ten-
dency among the agents to avoid
decisions with negative conse-
quences for the principals.

Agent - Principal Relationship:
The agent - principal relationship will af-
fect agent’s felt accountability to a prin-
cipal, irrespective of power differential
between the two. In this case the deci-
sion instrumentality for agents is the close
relationship they have with the princi-
pals. Close relation enhances a tendency
among the agents to avoid decisions with
negative consequences for the principals
and promote decisions with positive con-
sequences for the principals, just to keep
the relationship intact. Thus, superiors
may inflate performance ratings of sub-
ordinates close to them, avoid disciplin-
ary actions for their misconduct, and de-

cision recipients may not appeal even
against unfair decisions (Duarte &
Goodson, 1994; Lefkowitz, 2000). Ad-
verse agent-principal relations may evoke
opposite reactions.

Agents may also value relationship
with subordinates who are similar or ap-
pear to be similar to them to perpetuate
their own self-image (Wayne & Liden,
1995). Agents may enhance and main-
tain relationship with successful princi-
pals to expand their own influence within
the organization or for want of associat-
ing or identifying themselves with suc-
cessful 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.  There-
fore,

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.

Agent’s Decision Control: Agents
will be held more accountable for the
decisions on which they have more con-
trol. This control may be perceived by
the principal in terms of agent’s ability to
take decisions and complexity of a cer-
tain decision. Agent’s felt accountability
to a principal increase when they know
that they cannot hide behind ‘excuses’
of their inability or complexity of deci-
sions. Principal expects them to take high
quality decisions because either they are
competent enough or the decision com-
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plexity is manageable. Such excuses are
often used by managers as accounts to
defend their poor performance (Scott &
Lyman, 1968).

Agent’s ability is a measure of their
know-how, experience, and authority for
a particular decision. Specifically, their
ability includes efficacy to process infor-
mation, analyze alternatives, knowledge of
norms and procedures, ethical codes, and
requisite authority. Higher expectations by
supervisor about subordinate’s perfor-
mance leads to higher performance me-
diated by higher self- efficacy. But this
ability alone is not sufficient because cer-
tain decisions by nature may be very com-
plex. Decision’s complexity may be mea-
sured in terms of availability of informa-
tion. Thompson (1967) proposed that de-
cisions involve two main dimensions- cer-
tainty about outcome of a particular deci-
sion, and consensus about organization’s
preference regarding possible outcome. In
case of certainty about both dimensions,
decision making is easier and analytical.
The complexity increases when informa-
tion about one of the two dimensions is
uncertain. For example, when information
about outcome preferences is certain, but
about decision- outcome relation is uncer-
tain, then judgmental strategy is used (Th-
ompson, 1967). Judgment is more com-
plex than computation or analysis. And
most complex cognitional approach would
be when information about both is miss-
ing. 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 de-
cision complexity, lesser will be the
agent’s felt accountability to the princi-
pal.

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 deci-
sion event that befalls on an agent. Moral
intensity of a decision will affect felt ac-
countability to both self and others. It has
the following components: magnitude of
consequences, social consensus, probabil-
ity of effect, temporal immediacy, prox-
imity, 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 ben-
eficiary) of the decision in question”
(Jones, 1991: 9). There exists empirical
support for positive relation between se-
riousness of consequences and ethical
decisions. The social consensus on a de-
cision situation is defined as the degree of
social agreement that proposed decision
or act in the situation is good (or bad).
Thus, it is a social norm related to a deci-
sion 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 de-
cision being implemented and the decision
actually causing the consequences pre-
dicted (Jones, 1991). Agents will be able
to estimate these probabilities and will
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know chances of the consequences.
Higher value will make them feel more
accountable. For example, appraiser’s
estimate of acceptance of their rating rec-
ommendations to top management and
estimate of its links to appraisee’s rewards
will influence appraiser’s felt accountabil-
ity, 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 imme-
diacy. 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 –out-
come information is ambiguous. Also,
people discount the effect of decisions
taken today which will have conse-
quences 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 over-
laps with the agent- principal relation dis-
cussed earlier. But the focus there was
on social relation between the agent and
the principal, latter includes superior or the
decision recipient. Proximity refers to de-
cision recipient only. Thus, it is relevant
when we are determining the felt account-
ability to decision recipient only. Concen-
tration of the effect refers to the intensity
of decision consequences for an individual

decision recipient. It is the inverse func-
tion of the number of the people affected
by a decision of given consequences
(Jones, 1991). It makes agent more con-
scious of their moral responsibility while
taking decision.  Thus, following proposi-
tions can be stated.

Proposition 5. For a given decision,
greater is the agent’s perceived moral
intensity (including all its dimensions in-
dependently) of the decision, 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 re-
wards for good decisions, role of moral
values or ethics become important. For
example, appraisers often face ethical di-
lemma; whom to favor? 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 de-
pends on ethical factors. One of the im-
portant factors is agent’s cognitive moral
development stage.

Moral Development Stages:
Kohlberg’s (1969) cognitive moral devel-
opment model is a major contribution to the
development of ethical decision -making
theory. Kohlberg proposed that individuals
progress sequentially 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

If the consequences of a decision
emerge long after decision has
been taken, it  wil l reduce the
moral responsibility of the decision
maker.
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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). In the pre-conventional
stage, individuals take decision which avoids
punishment, which safeguards their self-
interest, and which focuses on instrumen-
tal 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 prin-
ciples. 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 help-
ful behavior (Kohlberg & Candee, 1984).
Snarey’s (1985) review of 45 studies es-
tablished the universality of sequential na-
ture of moral development stages across
cultures. Kohlberg’s studies also found that
continued education results in moral devel-
opment (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 is-
sues found the effect of manager’s moral
stage on decisions. Based on the 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 majority of situations
such agents will feel most accountable
to their superiors who hold authority/
power.

Proposition 7. An agent in the con-
ventional 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 deci-
sion recipients.

Proposition 8. An agent in the prin-
cipled 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 cur-
rent 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 account-
ability conditions. There is enough evi-
dence supporting effect of personality
variables on agent’s decision- making
heuristics. Past evidence suggests that
agents high on self -monitoring and con-
scientiousness 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 con-
trol (Trevino, 1986), type A personality



Managerial Accountability in Decision Making

The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 58, No. 4, April 2023 555

(Perry, Kane, Bernesser & Spicker,
1990), and Machiavellianism (Hegarty &
Sims, 1978). These studies show that
external locus and higher value on latter
two traits are related positively to unethi-
cal behavior or decisions. Type A per-
sonalities 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 unethi-
cal practices (Beu et al., 2003). This in-
dicates that high achievement -oriented
agents will feel more accountable to ex-
ternal principals if the former feel 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 per-
sonal characteristics or behavior rather
than on external factors e.g., luck (Beu
et al., 2003). Agents with internal locus
will feel more responsible for their ac-
tions due to self- attribution. One inter-
esting area for future research can be
studying the effect of big five personal-
ity traits on felt accountability (Hall et
al., 2017). Based on existing research fol-
lowing is proposed:

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

Proposition 10. Type A and High
Mach agents will feel more accountabil-
ity pressure either due to external princi-
pal or due to self.

Proposition 11. Agents with inter-
nal 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 accountabil-
ity pressures can make agents stressed
at work place (Hall et al., 2017). Ac-
countability affects both: what people
think i.e., choices they express, and how
people think i.e., reasoning strategy
(Tetlock et al., 1989). People are ‘cogni-
tive misers’ and adopt a 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 account-
ability to institutional and interpersonal
principals. Those who knew principal’s
views and were unconstrained by past
commitments relied on low effort “ac-
ceptability heuristics” by aligning their
views with principal’s views. Those who
did not know the principal’s view and
were unconstrained by past commit-
ments, used “pre-emptive 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 the
principal. In the accountability literature,
these three strategies have been termed
as ‘accountability coping mechanisms.’
We label them as decision heuristics de-
fined as the decision strategy adopted by
an agent in the face of specific account-
ability contingency.
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Agents will adopt a particular strategy
depending on the principal they feel more
accountable to and depending on the asso-
ciated accountability contingencies (Frink
& Klimoski, 1998; Lerner & Tetlock,
1999). Past research shows that, out of
three strategies described above, “pre-
emptive self- criticism” strategy, involving
effortful thinking and more data analysis,
will lead to better decision making (Hall et
al., 2017). It is equally applicable to the
cases where ‘self’ is the principal. In the
case of self- accountability, what is accept-
able to agents will be either based on their
well -formed schema for a particular deci-
sion situation (retrospective rationality or
acceptability heuristics), or based on their
motivation to analyze situation deeply. Lat-
ter situation is desirable.

Boundary Conditions

Under what conditions agents adopt
different heuristics? Firstly, agent will
adopt decision strategy keeping in mind
felt accountability to most dominant prin-
cipal (Frink & Klimoski, 1998). Dominant
principal can be a superior, decision re-
cipient (or subordinate), or even agent
him/herself.

As noted above, analytical decision
heuristic is better for high quality decision
making. Past research has found that it is
most likely to be activated when the agent
is accountable to a principal whose views
are unknown, who is interested in pro-
cesses/procedures rather than specific
outcomes, who is interested in decision
quality, who is reasonably well-informed,
and who has a legitimate reason for in-
quiring into the reasons behind partici-

pants’ judgments (Lerner & Tetlock,
1999). Under such accountability condi-
tions, agents adopt more effortful infor-
mation processing. As explained earlier,
agents are ‘cognitive misers’ and will align
to principal’s views if it needs least ef-
fort. But the above conditions either pre-
vent them from knowing the principal’s
views, or indicate to them that principal
expects more cognitive effort. It is pro-
posed 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 cer-
tain 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 de-
cision rather than post decision will adopt
“analytical heuristic”, and those who are
accountable post decision will adopt “ret-
rospective 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 ex-
ample, proposition 12 asserts that when
agents do not know their preferred choice
in a decision event, they will adopt an ana-



Managerial Accountability in Decision Making

The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 58, No. 4, April 2023 557

lytical 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 fol-
lowing the decision process, they will fol-
low analytical strategy. Such an agent will
not be too much bothered about the out-
comes 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 with-
out bothering about the process, they may
adopt questionable means. They may use
retrospective rationality to justify to them-
selves the wrong means adopted for
achieving premeditated outcome. Propo-
sition 14 conveys similar meaning in the
case of self-accountability.

Concluding Remarks

This conceptual paper attempted to
develop an integrated framework outlin-
ing the key accountabilities that decision
makers face in the organizations. The key
contribution is the identification of key
proximal sources of external accountabili-
ties and internal or self -accountability that
decision maker is answerable to in any
given decision context.  Such an integra-
tion allowed identification of key variables
related to agent- principal dyad, nature of
decision itself including the related moral
imperative, individual agent’s personality,
and accountability contingencies. Further
the paper developed testable propositions
related to influences of these variables on
felt accountability and decision heuristics
followed by decision maker. By doing so
the paper recognizes that decision mak-
ers have to deal with web of accountabili-

ties and act as “intuitive politician” to pan-
der to the demands of most dominant
principal(s) including self.
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