
[bookmark: _Toc336773330][bookmark: _Toc347233169][bookmark: _GoBack]Scrutinize me, please!
The drivers, manifestations and implications of accountability-seeking behaviour

Accepted manuscript for Public Administration
Karsten, N. (in press). Scrutinize me, please! The drivers, manifestations and implications of accountability-seeking behaviour. Public Administration.


dr. Niels Karsten MA
Assistant Professor, Tilburg University
n.karsten@uvt.nl
+31134663755

Abstract
Accountability-seeking behaviour, where people and organizations willingly subject themselves to scrutiny, seems counterintuitive. The common understanding is that increased accountability has negative consequences for the accountor; and so why would anyone voluntarily seek accountability when it is not required? Current explanations hold that voluntary accountability can be explained by external pressures, and the proponents are not convinced by the argument that it is beneficial to the accountor. In contrast, this study finds that accountability often serves the accountor’s interests. A six-part typology of accountor-beneficial motivations is developed, the empirical adequacy of which is tested through extensive case studies. The results show that accountability can be a means rather than a burden in the hands of political executive leaders. These findings challenge the conventional principal-agent understanding of accountability and suggest that the study of the ill-understood practice of democratic accountability would benefit from a more leader-centric perspective.


1 Why voluntary accountability is counterintuitive: the difficulty of explaining self-imposed scrutiny

Scholars have increasingly become aware of the phenomenon of ‘voluntary accountability’, through which people and organizations willingly subject themselves to scrutiny (see Gugerty 2009; Kelly and Aldeman 2010; Prakash and Gugerty 2010; Koop 2014). Although there has been a debate as to whether voluntary accountability mechanisms amount to genuine accountability because they lack an element of obligation (Mulgan 2003, p. 11; Lindberg 2013), it is increasingly recognized that voluntary accountability exists within the realm of politics (Mordaunt 2006; Schillemans 2007, p. 63; Koop 2014). Political actors often make themselves accountable through self-imposed arrangements that are not legally required (see also Broadbent and Laughlin 2003). In 2004, for example, the Dutch municipality of Rotterdam introduced an annual ‘accountability day’ on which the municipal executive explained and defended its policies in a public debate with citizens (Municipality of Rotterdam 2004). Throughout the public sector, similar initiatives can be witnessed, such as voluntary commitments to make performance information publicly available or to publish social responsibility reports. 
Scholars have struggled to provide an adequate explanation for this phenomenon. Voluntary accountability, other than ‘normal’ accountability, is not required (Leat 1990, p. 148) and its consequences are widely believed to be negative for the accountor, i.e. the person or organization rendering account. The fact that voluntary accountability makes organizations more vulnerable to criticism, consumes human and financial resources and may result in an accountability overload ‘does raise questions about the logic behind its introduction’ (Koop 2014, p. 566). Consequently, it is difficult to explain the motivation for voluntary accountability.
	 This problem is particularly acute in the field of political studies, where a widely shared assumption is that political actors wish to avoid scrutiny: ‘political representatives, appointed officials, administrators and workers have good reasons to resist attempts at exposing their work to scrutiny (…). Their interests in organisational stability, budget maximisation and the promotion of favourable image, contribute to a general desire to oppose accountability mechanisms that might portray deficiencies in their work’ (Schwartz and Sulitzeanu-Kenan 2002, pp. 212-213; see also Newell and Wheeler 2006). Likewise, Van Gunsteren (1999, p. 17) claims that politicians demonstrate an aversion to accountability. 
One explanation for the ready acceptance of this assumption in the field of voluntary accountability is the popularity of the principal-agent theory, which is commonly used to model and analyse democratic accountability relationships (Philp 2009, p. 29; Prakash and Gugerty 2010; Lindberg 2013, pp. 202-203; Olsen 2013; see also Strøm 2000, pp. 267-268;). In such models, the political leader, i.e. the agent, is accountable to either a representative body or directly to the people, i.e. the principal, who have delegated authority to the executive. According to principal-agent theory, ‘any delegation of authority creates the risk that the agent may not faithfully pursue the interests of the principal’ (Strøm 2000, p. 270). This creates what are known as ‘agency problems’, as when an agent fails to act in the best interest of the principal. To combat such problems, accountability mechanisms can be established (Strøm 2000, p. 267; see also Schillemans and Busuioc 2014). Seen from this perspective, accountability relationships, in which accountors can be required to explain and justify their conduct to accountees and face potential sanctions (Bovens 2007), are primarily designed to limit ‘the degree of discretion exercised by those in public office’ (Philp 2009, p. 29; also Lindberg 2013, p. 208) and ‘to ensure behavioural compliance’ (Broadbent and Laughlin 2003, p. 26). From this viewpoint, giving the principle control over the agent is one of the main aims of accountability (see Olsen 2013; Schillemans and Busuioc 2014). 
Such principal-agent assumptions make it difficult to explain self-imposed, voluntary exposure to scrutiny because voluntary accountability has negative consequences for the accountor. For this reason, it has recently been argued that the claim that an ‘instrumental rationality’ is at work when people and organizations willingly subject themselves to scrutiny is not fully convincing and that it is hard to argue that the dominant logic for action in voluntary accountability practices is the logic of consequentiality (Koop, 2014, p. 567). The basis for this argument being that, since rational actors will inherently avoid negative consequences, a means-end rationality cannot fully explain self-imposed scrutiny (Olsen 2013, p. 459; Koop 2014). 
The alleged failure of the argument that voluntary accountability is beneficial to the accountor to explain the existence of voluntary accountability has motivated scholars to seek alternative explanations in the institutional environment of the accountor. For instance, it has been argued ‘that organizations are driven by a “logic of appropriateness”’, where account is rendered voluntarily because it is regarded as natural, rightful, expected, and legitimate, or alternatively, voluntary accountability is seen to be a response to legislative threats (Koop 2014, p. 566). Scholars hold that voluntary accountability is not directly beneficial to the accountor, but rather a response to environmental pressures and threats.
Although such explanations have produced valuable insights into the nature of voluntary accountability, they suffer from three distinct shortcomings. First, the argument that there is a lack of instrumental rationality is theory-based, resting on the assumption that accountors will avoid negative consequences. Empirical studies into the actual motivations behind voluntary accountability are rare. Second, if it is only external pressures and legislative threats that explain why people subject themselves to scrutiny, then so-called ‘voluntary’ accountability seems to be more imposed than truly voluntary (see Philp 2009). This raises the question as to whether truly voluntary accountability exists. Third, the theoretical concepts that underpin current explanations of voluntary accountability remain somewhat underdeveloped. Even if the logic of appropriateness is involved, as current explanations hold, that in itself does not yet explain which rules guide accountability behaviour in specific circumstances (see March and Olsen 2008). 
The research question that guided this study was: what motivates political actors to seek accountability? The current article builds on recent attempts to develop theory on the diversity of ‘behaviour logics’ (Olsen 2013) that guide accountability behaviour. Drawing on the body of public administration literature on accountability and from other scientific disciplines (e.g., social-psychology, as advocated by Schillemans (2014)), the current article develops a clearer typology of motivations for rendering account and provides a first empirical analysis of the actual motivations that political actors have for their accountability behaviour (Section 4), the methodology for which is elaborated in Section 3. Section 5 discusses the theoretical implications of the results. Before all this, Section 2 presents the current article’s perspective on accountability, one that challenges the conventional principal-agent understanding.

2 An alternative perspective on voluntary accountability: the ‘Machiavellian’ aspects of being accountable

The current study is not claiming that existing studies into voluntary accountability fail to provide plausible explanations, but rather that current explanations are not sufficient to explain the phenomenon of voluntary accountability. Rather than rejecting the idea of instrumental rationality, the current study takes issue with the presuppositions that stem from the principle-agent model. It argues that explanatory models of voluntary accountability can be extended to include instrumental rationality as a potentially valid explanation. In contrast to existing accounts of voluntary accountability, it is then postulated that there are rational choice explanations for voluntary accountability in which the beneficial effects for the accountor play a pivotal role.
Notably, existing theories of voluntary accountability have yet to effectively tackle the issue of human agency in voluntary accountability practices, that is the question of what motivates a person or an organization to voluntarily render account. Although there is an extensive body of literature on the behavioural aspects of leadership (Bass and Bass 2008; Hernandez et al. 2011; Dinh et al. 2014), the motivational aspects of leaders’ accountability behaviour have remained underexplored. To date, little is known about how accountors choose to act with regard to their own accountability under a range of circumstances. 
The fact that the issue of an accountor’s agency has not yet been fully theorized may be explained by the fact that ‘being called to account’ by an accountee is perceived to be the core of accountability (Mulgan 2003, p. 10; see also Lindberg 2013). Accountability is generally taken to be primarily about ‘holding someone to account’. Consequently, theoretical frameworks used to study the effectiveness of accountability mechanisms typically take the perspective of the accountee, in whose interest accountability mechanisms are seen to function (Bovens, Schillemans, and 't Hart 2008).
In practice, the accountee’s needs are not the only expectations and demands that come into play in public accountability relationships. Since the practice of accountability is established through interaction (Behn 2001; Dowdle 2006), mutual expectations develop between the accountee and the accountor (Olsen 2013, p. 450). Therefore, we also need to analyse accountability practices from the perspective of the accountor. Gaining a full understanding of the actual practice of public accountability, which has so far received little attention (Brandsma and Schillemans 2013, p. 953), requires an understanding of the perspectives of both the accountor and the accountee. This study therefore proposes an additional approach to accountability that focuses on the aims of the accountor, rather than those of the accountee. It analyses the motivations that accountors have for willingly subjecting themselves to scrutiny. The aim is not to replace existing conceptions of accountability, but rather to extend the view in order to improve understanding of the actual practice of accountability.
In section 4 a typology is developed of motivations that accountors may have for proactively seeking accountability and an explorative analysis is presented of whether each of the motivational forms that have been distinguished are present in practice. Before that, the research strategy and the methods of the current study of accountors’ motivations are elaborated section 3. 

3 Research strategy and methods

Research strategy
The aim of this study has been to analyse what motivates political actors to seek accountability. Uncovering such motivations requires in-depth analysis of actors’ motivations, considerations and convictions (see also Hernandez et al. 2011, p. 1168). As such, a qualitative approach best suits the purpose of the research. The current study is interested in the drivers behind accountability behaviour in real-life socio-political settings, and this requires an in-depth analysis of the practice of public accountability. Such qualitative studies into the actual practice of accountability and in particular the issue of voluntary accountability are rare in the literature, whereas they can produce valuable insights into the nature of voluntary accountability. Providing such depth is one of the prime virtues of a case study research design over other research designs (Gerring 2004, pp. 346-348) and, for that reason, a case study design was most appropriate for the current study.	
It was decided to focus on the rendering of account by local political executives, i.e. mayors and aldermen, with respect to controversial decisions. Our cases were chosen from the field of ‘location conflict’ - a clash of interests generated by a site-selection decision (Lake 1987, p. xvi). More specifically, cases were selected from the policy field of establishing facilities for the homeless. Such decisions, which executives often perceive as resulting in nimbyism, pose great challenges on a day-to-day basis because they meet, at least initially, social and political opposition (Takahashi and Gaber 1998).
	The selected cases are typical examples of democratic accountability, where political actors are called to account for their conduct by citizens and councillors who require local executives to explain and justify their conduct, with a variety of potential sanctions available if the executives’ explanations are perceived as inadequate. These could be legal (e.g., filing objections and appealing the location decision) as well as political (e.g., forcing an alderman to resign, organizing a protest march or changing voting intention). As such, this article is mainly concerned with the democratic accountability of political executives which is referred to in this article as ‘political accountability’ (see Romzek 2000).
	Current explanations of accountability behaviour predict that, in such cases, political executives will try to avoid scrutiny because it may expose deficiencies in their decision-making, unless they perceive threats or other environmental pressures that force them to render account. In challenging this understanding of accountability, the current research amounts to a ‘plausibility probe’ (Eckstein 1992, pp. 147-152) into the existence of accountor-beneficial motivations for rendering account. If such motivations are found, even when accountability is required, it is likely that they also motivate the types of accountability identified earlier. Although the empirical evidence with regard to the motivations of political executives has been obtained from a small group of cases, the external validity is expected to be considerable because it amounts to a plausibility probe for the existence of similar motivations in a larger class of similar units (see also Gerring 2004, p. 342). As called for by Olsen (2013, p. 468), this study expands the ‘repertoire of ideas’ about what accountability means and implies. Scholars such as Eckstein (1992, pp. 147-148) and Blaikie (2009, p. 195) argue that a plausibility probe is appropriate in this stage of theory development.
The reasons for conducting a plausibility probe in the Netherlands and Belgium, or rather the Netherlands and Flanders, were twofold. First, these two countries are considered to be classic examples of consensus democracy, where leadership, and especially directive leadership, is strictly scrutinized (Hendriks 2010, p. 68). Second, the relevant local institutional makeup of both countries is similar. Both have (a) a similar collective form of government with very similar relationships between the mayor and the aldermen, (b) no directly elected executives and (c) formal collective decision-making in the municipal board of Mayor and Aldermen. These similarities fit with this study’s comparable-cases strategy (Lijphart 1975).
	Twelve cases related to controversial location decisions were analysed: six from Rotterdam (labelled R1-R3), one from The Hague (TH), three from ‘s-Hertogenbosch (TH1-TH3) and one each from Antwerp (A) and Ghent (G). Thirteen different executives were involved in these decisions, which all occurred between 2006 and 2010, with the exception of the Antwerp case whose history goes back to 2004. For further elaboration of the cases, see Author XX (2013).

Methods
The analysis is primarily based on a secondary analysis of 83 semi-structured interviews that were originally conducted for a study on the influence of rendering account on executives’ authority, where executives were asked how they rendered account. One of the main advantages of the secondary analysis was that executives were not asked directly why they rendered account, reducing the likelihood of a social desirability bias and improving the reliability of the data.
Nineteen fully transcribed interviews involving eight local political executives were re-analysed by hand as part of the research, coding their willingness and motivations to render account in different situations. A coding scheme is included below in Table 1. Further, 64 interviews with accountees, i.e. councillors and citizens, and senior administrators were again re-analysed through a content analysis in examining the extent to which they called the executives to account and the effects of executives’ accountability behaviour. In addition, during the research process, nineteen meetings were attended by the author as a participant observer (see Kearns 2005). Observations were transcribed by the author within 24 hours and then analysed using the same coding scheme.
Because the cases were disparate, the relevance of each of the motivations was not compared between cases, but only within cases. Those motivations that executives placed additional emphasis on by naming them as a prime motivation for rendering account were labelled ‘primary motivations’. Other motivations were labelled ‘secondary motivations’.

4 Motivations behind accountability-seeking behaviour: theory and practice

Accountability-seeking behaviour was found throughout the twelve cases, but to different extents. Political executives regularly sought accountability towards councillors and citizens. They positioned themselves as primarily accountable for the location decisions. In cooperation with the municipal councils, the executives pulled responsibility and accountability towards themselves and willingly subjected themselves to scrutiny of their location decisions.
Accountability-seeking behaviour, though, was not always a quest for ‘more’ accountability, but rather a call for reliance on a ‘different kind’ of accountability (Romzek 2000, p. 35). Political executives in several of the cases tried to influence the type of conduct for which they could be held to account by councillors and citizens. They avoided accountability for some aspects of their conduct while seeking to enhance their accountability for others. Particularly in the ’s-Hertogenbosch 3 case, but also in the Rotterdam and The Hague cases, the political executives sought ‘accountability for process’, but avoided accountability for the justifiability of concrete location decisions (see Behn 2001, p. 216). This study aimed to uncover the drives that were behind such choices.

4.1 A typology of motivations behind accountability-seeking behaviour

Table 1 depicts the typology of accountors’ motivations for accountability-seeking behaviour that was developed for the analysis prior to the study and also shows the item descriptions of particular motivations that were used in the coding process.



TABLE 1 A typology of motivations behind accountability-seeking behaviour
	Logics of action
	Motivational forms
	Descriptions of goals of accountability-seeking behaviour

	Logic of appropriateness
	Democratic motivations
	Respecting the democratic rights of citizens
Meeting the obligations of the democratic process 
Facilitating fair elections and/or the voting process
Meeting the principles of good governance

	
	Socio-cultural motivations
	Acting in accordance with habits/rituals 
Honouring mutual agreements between accountees and accountors 
Fulfilling tasks belonging to the job of being an executive 

	
	Learning motivations
	Improving the quality of policies/decisions
Fostering organizational learning through feedback

	Logic of consequentiality
	Psycho-social motivations
	Satisfying a personal need for external recognition 
Satisfying a personal desire to defend one’s actions to others

	
	Compliance motivations
	Answering requirements to render account by an accountee 
Avoiding negative sanctions

	
	Political-strategic motivations
	Creating support for the decision
Overcoming opposition against the decision
Gaining votes in elections



The typology is structured around the two ‘logics of action’ that are at the heart of the debate about what can explain voluntary accountability, that is the logic of appropriateness and the logic of consequentiality (see March and Olsen 2008). The underlying contrast echoes the seminal distinction between rule following and calculated self-interest as two plausible explanations for the existence of accountability mechanisms. Dubnick (1998) speaks of ‘moral pushes’ and ‘moral pulls’ respectively. Through combining insights from a variety of accountability studies already available, the existing distinctions were developed into a more detailed typology of motivations for accountability-seeking behaviour on the side of the accountor. 
The first three motivations are role‐ or identity‐based and are roughly analogous to Bovens and others’ (2008) democratic, cybernetic and constitutional perspectives on accountability. They have been adapted to fit with the interests of the accountor rather than those of the accountee, based on work by Dubnick (1998), Mordaunt (2006), Sabel and Zeitlin (2012) and Olsen (2013). Then, three preference-based motivations were added because these were identified in scholarly work on accountability.  These motivational forms represent an alternative logic of action because they are driven by self-interest rather than by rule following. Pyscho-social motivations were identified in work by, e.g., Lerner and Tetlock (1999). Compliance motivations were derived from work by, e.g., Dubnick (1998), Bovens et al. (2008) and Koop (2014). Political-strategic motivations were identified in work by Lerner and Tetlock (1999), Black (2008), Bovens en Schillemans (2009) and Gugerty (2009). Although it might be possible to envision other motivational forms in addition to the six that are used in this study, the current typology covers those motivations that were identified in the existing literature and already extends the range of plausible explanations of voluntary accountability. It also provides a more systematic categorization of those than most other studies.

4.2 Motivations behind accountability-seeking behaviour in practice

Table 2 summarizes the motivations offered by the various political executives for their accountability-seeking behaviour in the twelve cases. In addition, it names the three cases where political-strategic motivations provided a motivation for avoiding democratic accountability. The remainder of the section discusses each of the motivations in more detail.

TABLE 2 Motivations for the democratic accountability behaviour found in each case
	
	R1
	R2
	R3
	R4
	R5
	R6
	TH
	H1
	H2
	H3
	A
	G

	Democratic motivations
	
	+
	+
	++
	
	
	
	
	+
	
	
	

	Socio-cultural motivations
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	
	
	+
	
	

	Learning motivations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Psycho-social motivations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	++
	+
	
	

	Compliance motivations
	
	++
	
	
	
	
	+
	++
	+
	++
	+
	

	Political-strategic motivations
	
	
	+
	
	
	+
	++
	
	-
	+/-
	--
	++


++ This motivational form provided the primary motivation for accountability-seeking behaviour. 
+ This motivational form provided a secondary motivation for accountability-seeking behaviour.
+/- This motivational form provided motivation for both accountability-seeking and accountability-avoiding behaviour. 
- This motivational form provided a secondary motivation for accountability-avoiding behaviour.
-- This motivational form provided a primary motivation for accountability-avoiding behaviour.

Democratic motivations
In four of the twelve cases, executives expressed democratic motivations for rendering account to councillors and citizens. They believed that, whether or not they were being held to account, it was their democratic duty, having been mandated by the people, to be accountable and to render account to those who were affected by their location decisions and that it therefore was appropriate to seek accountability. As such, they had ‘internalised (…) a democratic-civic ethos’ (Olsen 2013, p. 468). One executive, in an interview, explicitly stated that being accountable was part of ‘being of service’ to the electorate. He deemed it appropriate to provide the electorate with the opportunity to dismiss him at will, adding ‘and that is how it should be’. For him, such democratic considerations provided the main reason for rendering account. In three other cases, executives also believed that their accountability was an essential aspect of the democratic process and that it was therefore their democratic duty to accommodate it. The following quote from a district executive gives a clear illustration:

You have to render account for such decisions independent of whether someone accepts them or not. (…) Although residents have not elected me as an executive, they are confronted with my decisions, which sometimes displease them. Those directly involved have the right to learn from me why we, the executive, believe that we can make such a decision.

These executives present themselves as deontologists: their willingness to render account stems from the conviction that, as a rule, it is their democratic duty to be accountable and to render account. Their motivations belong to the category of democratic motivations. Such motivations align with the democratic perspective on accountability, which sees the aim of accountability as facilitating citizens’ control over elected representatives and, indirectly, over executives (Bovens et al. 2008, pp. 230-231). In terms of leadership style, these motivations correspond to ethical/moral leadership (Dinh et al. 2014, p. 57).

Socio-cultural motivations
In eight out of the twelve cases, executives expressed accountability-seeking behaviour that was motivated by a desire to act in accordance with an established custom that was part of being an executive. They expressed social-cultural motivations for rendering account. In contrast to democratic motivations, such socio-cultural motivations were not generated by an adherence to higher values such as principles of democracy, but rather by social processes of institutionalization (Olsen 2013, p. 449). The desire to render account was driven by peer group pressures that made it appropriate to render account. In these cases, accountors consciously sought to align themselves with social groups and the expectations that these held (Mordaunt 2006, p. 123). These accountors had incorporated into themselves the expectation of being accountable and of rendering account, aspects associated with their role in the socio-political community. 

I could have left that to my administration, but [these decisions are] highly sensitive in a political sense. [Rendering account for them], I believe, is the task of the executive. (...) I need to be accountable.
(District Executive)

Such motivations can be traced back to identity theory, social identity theory and symbolic interactionism (see Hogg, Terry, and White 1995; and also Hernandez et al. 2011, p. 1173) and align with identity-based leadership theories (Dinh et al. 2014, p. 57). By seeking accountability and rendering account, these executives followed the rules that came with the institutionalized practice of local governance – it was part of their ‘institutional identity’ (Olsen 2013, p. 466).
For at least three executives, account rendering became routinized as a consequence of socialization, where social interaction made it appropriate to render account (see Olsen 2013, p. 459). The following quote from a district executive gives a clear illustration:

That autumn we organized regular meetings with the executives that were involved, that is the alderman and the district executives. The aim of these meetings was to keep up the pace. What happened there was that the meetings invoked some sort of team spirit, which also entailed that the executives in a sense started to render account to each other as regards their progress. A social mechanism was produced that kept everybody involved and through which people who did not produce the required results were held to account. 
(District Executive)

For two other executives, seeking accountability became routinized as a consequence of ‘habitualization’ (see Olsen 2013, p. 459), making it natural to render account. They disparagingly spoke of their accountability as part of an indispensable ritual or ‘game’ that executives and representative councils played, suggesting that being called to account and the rendering of account were part of a socially desirable but otherwise meaningless practice. 

Learning motivations
A third set of rule-based motivations of accountability-seeking behaviour is that of learning motivations (see also Bovens et al. 2008, p. 232; Olsen 2013, p. 455). Political actors, just as citizens and other accountees, may believe that it is appropriate to seek accountability in order to improve government effectiveness. Accountability mechanisms can contribute to this by providing the accountor with valuable feedback from different stakeholders (Behn 2001). People may render account voluntarily to obtain such feedback. The existence of these is well established in the field of organizational learning (see Berson et al. 2006). A willingness to be accountable is, for example, one of the backbones of ‘experimentalist organizations’, which are configured to be accountable in order to increase their capacity to learn from feedback (Sabel and Zeitlin 2012). 
However, learning motivations were not apparent in the cases included in this study: none of the executives expressed a desire to increase the quality of future public decision-making through being accountable and collecting feedback on their decision-making. Although citizens and councillors did perceive learning opportunities, political executives did not, or at least not to the extent that it motivated them to render account.

Psycho-social motivations
In a fourth rationale, the rendering of account may perform psycho-social functions for individual accountors. Political actors may place value on the external recognition, by accountees, of the justifiability of their decisions (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). Rendering account can provide mechanisms to earn such recognition. Other than the first three motivational forms, where accountors seek accountability because they believe that is appropriate to do so, the logic of action that drives psycho-social motivations is that of consequentiality, where accountors aim to satisfy their own individual interests. 
Psycho-social motivations can be related to the self-narrative and self-development aspects of authentic leadership styles (see Olsen 2013; Dinh et al. 2014, p. 57). They fit well with the postulate put forward by Barry (1989, pp. 284-289) that human beings share a personal desire to defend their actions to others. This makes it very natural for political actors to want to explain and justify their conduct (for a critical analysis of this claim see Moore 1996, pp. 170-172).
Psycho-social motivations played a substantial role in two of the cases studied. Particularly in the ‘s-Hertogenbosch 2 case, the alderman involved placed a heavy emphasis on the extent to which citizens and councillors recognized the reasonableness of her location decisions. For her, being accountable and rendering account was a way of trying to convince others that she, as an alderman, had acted in the best interests of society and that the moral values she cherished were worthy. This alderman expressed a strong desire to be recognized as a moral person by accountees, and was very disappointed when she could not convince others of the ethical justifiability of her location decisions. In the ‘s-Hertogenbosch 3 case, the responsible alderman also placed high value on the extent to which others understood his decisions, in particular in his relationship with citizens.

[disappointed] But I still thought: “It must be possible to sufficiently explain this. [The suitability of these locations], we can explain to one another.” (…). My goal was not to overpower people, but to ensure that they could identify themselves with the decisions that we made as a board. I wanted to show that I had the courage to defend our decisions and that I was willing to do so, and also that we were solidly behind people who are homeless. We were not going to let these people down. I was well aware that I was risking my political career, but I was willing to take that risk. I felt the need to explain and justify my decisions and to stand firm.
(Alderman)

Regardless of whether or not it led to support or acceptance, these political executives wanted neighbourhood residents and councillors to understand why they made the decisions they made and recognized the reasonableness of their decisions. Even though it had the potential to lead to disagreements between citizen and politicians, these political executives demonstrated a personal preference to be accountable for their decisions and to explain and justify them.

Compliance motivations
Fifth, accountors sometimes proactively render account in order to comply with requirements placed upon them by accountees (Dubnick 1998; Bovens et al. 2008; Kelly and Aldeman 2010; Koop 2014). Accountors are confronted with obligations that they are expected to honour and accountees may have the power to force compliance (see Philp 2009, p. 32). Such forces may provide a motivation for rendering account, as they did in six out of the twelve cases. In three cases, compliance motivations were even the main diver of accountability-seeking behaviour. 
In the ’s-Hertogenbosch 1 case, the alderman rendered account largely to avoid being forced to step down through a vote of no confidence. Similar motivations drove the accountability behaviour of political executives in the Rotterdam 2 and the s’-Hertogenbosch 3 cases. Through fostering their accountability, these executives tried to uphold their decisions and avoid negative sanctions being imposed by the council and citizens. Increased accountability was seen as providing an opportunity to show the justifiability of their decisions (see also Bovens and Schillemans 2009). In contrast, in the Antwerp case, the executives, fearing electoral losses, tried to postpone scrutiny of their location decision until after the next municipal elections. However, in the end, they rendered account because they felt they had no choice but to comply with demands placed on them by neighbourhood residents.
 
I had a hell of a lot of explaining to do because it was not an easy job [to convince the council of the reasonableness of the decision]. (...) Had I failed then I could have been forced to pack up my stuff and leave, or could have been given me a terrible rap over the knuckles.
(District Executive)

Councillors demanded that I met up with them and properly explained why I had made the decisions in the way that I did. And of course they exercised their right of interpellation. They also tried to pass a vote of no confidence. But, luckily, I survived. (…) Citizens too firmly held me to account. That was a very difficult evening. But, when they require me to render account, how can I ignore such demands?
(Alderman)

In the ‘s-Hertogenbosch 3 case, in addition to other motivations, the alderman wanted to comply with the legal duty that both Dutch and Flemish executives have to explain decisions (motiveringsbeginsel). Not providing a sufficient justification for his location decision, he feared, could lead to being overruled by a judge, which could have had profound consequences for his authority as an alderman.
Of the six motivations discussed in this article, compliance motivations best fit the traditional perspective on accountability, where external control and compliance are seen as the constituting elements of accountability relationships (see Olsen 2013). This closely mirrors Koop’s (2014) explanation of voluntary accountability as a response to perceived (often legislative) threats. These motivations relate to transactional/servant leadership styles (Bass and Bass 2008; Dinh et al. 2014, p. 42).

Political-strategic motivations
In three of the twelve cases, the executives eschewed democratic accountability in the way that current explanations of accountability behaviour predict. The Hertogenbosch 2 and 3 and the Antwerp executives, at least to some extent, avoided democratic accountability to their citizens in fear of politicized responses. These executives feared that exposure to scrutiny posed a risk to the tenability of their decisions.

My fear was that if I went there [meetings with neighbourhood residents, NK], I would come under severe criticism for the locations decisions and there would be no opportunity to discuss the implementation of the facility. At the time I thought that staying away was the best option. Later I came to think: “If only I would have attended those meetings and explained my decision…. But in those days I thought: “Going there is not a wise decision; a bitter quarrel will ensue about the location decision because of my presence and this will endanger the process of making this location the final one.”
(Alderman)

However, this study also found political-strategic motivations behind accountability-seeking behaviour, contrary to expectations based on current theories of voluntary accountability. Political actors who have such motivations can be considered as examples of the pragmatic leaders who are at the focal point of power and influence leadership theories (see Dinh et al. 2014, pp. 56-57). Political-strategic motivations were found in five out of the twelve cases studied. Since they are antithetical to current theories on voluntary accountability because they rely on the controversial idea that instrumental rationality is at work, it is well worth discussing these motivations in more detail than the other five motivational forms that are discussed in this article. This study has found that there are at least four ways in which increased democratic accountability can function as a political-strategic instrument to serve the interests of political actors. 
The following quote from an alderman gives a clear illustration of the first actor-beneficial motivation behind accountability-seeking behaviour:

One may look at the development of accountability practices from a Machiavellian perspective in that it blunts the sharp edges of potential social resistance. (...) For me, this Machiavellian perspective is an everyday truth but, of course, I would never say that in public.

This alderman suggested that rendering account lessens social opposition. For this reason, he was more than willing to provide citizens with an opportunity to call him to account. For example, he organized special public meetings in which citizens could discuss location decisions with him, hoping that, after having had the opportunity to scrutinize his considerations, citizens would be more convinced of their reasonableness. Rendering account may, thus, recruit the support of citizens and others that is necessary to implement decisions, make it less likely that citizens and others impose negative sanctions (see also Lerner and Tetlock 1999; Bovens and Schillemans 2009; Black 2008; Gugerty 2009). In The Hague case, being accountable as the executive to citizens was part of the strategy ‘to trick the neighbourhood into saying “yes”’ (Senior Administrator). The Antwerp executives had similar motivations: by eventually providing neighbourhood residents with opportunities to scrutinize their decision and the considerations behind them, although this was not legally required, the mayor in particular hoped to legitimize the decision already made with neighbourhood residents (Senior Administrator). In addition, for the aldermen in the ’s-Hertogenbosch 3 and the The Hague cases, increasing their accountability by willingly subjecting their considerations to council scrutiny was functional to getting their potentially politically controversial decisions through the council. By being accountable and rendering account, political executives seem able to convince accountees of the justifiability of their controversial decisions, which is of course in the interest of the accountor. Likewise, the rendering of account may prevent negative sanctions from being imposed, or promote the use of positive sanctions (e.g., providing the accountor with resources), based on the accountees’ judgements (Prakash and Gugerty 2010).
A second actor-beneficial motivation behind accountability-seeking behaviour was the fact that citizens appreciated political executives being answerable and accountable (see also Greasley and John 2011). Citizens and councillors expected rather than demanded political executives to be accountable and to actively render account (see also Author XX 2013). Such ‘accountability demands’ are more easily met by accountability-seeking behaviour than by accountability-avoiding behaviour. 

My compliments on how you as an alderman have positioned yourself. On many occasions, you could have rightly said: ‘This is not my responsibility [and therefore I’m not the one to hold to account] but you didn’t. I appreciate that very much.
(Councillor in a council meeting in The Hague)

Executives who displayed observable accountability-avoiding behaviour rather than accountability-seeking behaviour ended up facing challenges to their authority for not having taken citizens’ expectations seriously. As such, it can be in the interest of accountors to seek accountability.
In the literature on explanation adequacy, several potential explanations for this effect can be found. It can be hypothesized that accountability-seeking behaviour is more effective because it conveys the message that the decision underwent a process of active consideration (see Lerner and Tetlock 1999; Hearit 2006, p. 211). Further, proactively rendering account, preferably in person, enhances the accountees’ perceptions of the sincerity of the accountor: it suggests that the accountor is sensitive to the accountee (Shapiro, Buttner, and Barry 1994). Accountability-seeking behaviour thereby increases the ‘apparent sincerity’ of political executives, a key dimension of political skill (Ferris et al. 2005, p. 129). An alternative explanation would be that, by seeking accountability, executives recognize accountees as critical reasoners that are well able to evaluate the decisions made, and this acknowledges the latter’s self-conceptions (Brown 2000). 
Third, we saw that accountability-seeking behaviour can create room for executives to manoeuvre (see also Ruscio 2008). By referring citizens and councillors to mechanisms through which they could he held to account and by stressing and facilitating their own accountability, executives tried to avoid citizen participation and councillors becoming involved in decision-making. Executives felt that their authority depended on being able to deal with location decisions through a delegated role, and therefore emphasized its necessary counterpart: their own accountability (see also Strøm 2000). As one alderman put it: ‘We were able to take a directive approach to decision-making, rather than a participative-inclusive approach, precisely because we as executives were accountable. Imagine what consequences [citizen involvement] would have had!’. Similarly, by apparently putting themselves in the line of fire in terms of accountability, executives purposely created room for the municipal administration, councillors and care agencies to repudiate any accountability claims. The latter players benefitted substantially from not carrying the political responsibility for a location decision and being able to refer neighbourhood residents to the responsible aldermen.

What [the alderman] has done, and that was excellent, and for that I am still deeply grateful to him, is that he has explained very clearly and understandably how the process worked. (…) He, as the political executive, really took full responsibility. He literally shouted during that meeting: ‘The district manager is not responsible for this, the executive board is responsible’. I badly needed that distinction to be made because, subsequently, I had to work with this group [of residents]. It needed to be not my decision; I needed the municipal board to take responsibility.
(Senior Administrator)

A fourth way in which accountability-seeking behaviour serves the political-strategic interests of the accountor is that it allows political actors to shape accountability relationships to a greater extent than accountability-avoiding behaviour. By seeking particular kinds of accountability, and avoiding others, and by willingly subjecting themselves to particular types of scrutiny, executives have some influence over to whom they are accountable, for what, through which processes and by what standard they are judged (Author XX 2013; see also Dowdle 2006; Bovens 2007). 

I did not worry needlessly about the substantive aspects of it all. (…) I’ve positioned the whole issue in terms of its procedural aspects, in an almost radical way. That was a very deliberate strategy. (...) I did not want to stir up the debate about the substantive aspects once more. My main goal was to not get into trouble over the substantive aspects.
(Alderman)

Accountability-seeking can give executives the power to, at least to some extent, steer the accountability debate in their preferred direction and therewith tailor their accounts to the recipients (see Shapiro et al. 1994). As an example, the Rotterdam executives deliberately steered the accountability debate towards the fair distribution of facilities across the city, which was an aspect in which they had developed an extensive account of why some locations were more reasonable than others, and this meshed with the values held by neighbourhood residents. This made it easier to convince citizens of the justifiability of their location decisions, which lowered social opposition to the location decisions (Author XX 2013). Accountability-seeking thus gives accountors greater influence on how their accountability takes shape, resulting in a partial ‘loss of control’ on the side of the accountees (Schillemans and Bovens 2010).

5 Discussion

The above analysis suggests that current explanations of accountability-seeking behaviour need to be expanded to include the strategic aspect of accountability. Political actors not only willingly subject themselves to scrutiny because they believe it is appropriate to do so or because they experience external pressures to do so, but also because it is sometimes in their own interests. Current explanatory models for voluntary accountability, because they do not accept the argument that voluntary accountability can be directly beneficial to the accountor, overlook the pragmatic aspects. In this article a six-typology of accountor-beneficial motivations for seeking accountability was developed that allows us to better understand the ill-understood practice of democratic accountability and in particular to explain the paradoxical phenomenon of voluntary accountability
The findings make a valuable contribution to the literature on voluntary accountability in particular and, in fact, public accountability more generally. It should not be denied that voluntary accountability is costly and that it makes an accountor more vulnerable, as accountability scholars rightly hold (see Koop 2014). Rather, it should be acknowledged that this does not necessarily mean that there is no instrumental rationality at work when people and organizations willingly subject themselves to scrutiny. As an alternative approach, the empirical findings presented here suggest that it is more appropriate to theoretically address voluntary accountability in terms of a cost-benefit analysis made by political actors who estimate the strengths and weaknesses of alternative types of accountability behaviour under different circumstances. Even when the logic of consequentiality prevails over the logic of appropriateness, accountors may still seek accountability if the beneficial effects outweigh the costs (cf. Olsen 2013; Koop 2014). The analysis has shown that the adaptation of such an additional approach to public accountability fosters our understanding of how it operates in practice, drawing particular attention to the motivations of accountors. The findings also reinforce existing doubts regarding the direct applicability of general assumptions from the principal-agent model to the field of public accountability (Philp 2009; Sabel and Zeitlin 2012; Schillemans and Busuioc 2014). As in other studies, this study has shown that ‘principal–agent/compliance–control’ assumptions are insufficient to explain the dynamics of the practice of accountability (Olsen 2013).
At the same time, it should be recognized that the current study was conducted in a very specific setting, which is likely to have had an impact on the results. The fact that only highly controversial, nimby-like decisions were studied, is likely to have introduced a bias towards self-justification and defensive bolstering on the part of the executives rather than self-criticism (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). This may explain why learning motivations were not found in this study even though their existence is well established in the literature; executives were more interested in defending their position than in learning from their alleged mistakes. In addition, the consensual nature of the Dutch democracy may make it more likely that political actors have internalized accountability demands, which makes more likely the presence of social-cultural motivations for accountability-seeking behaviour. Further, even though there were substantial political risks involved for executives, the fact that citizens in most cases lacked strict legal sanctions might mean that it was relatively safe for the executives to seek accountability for their controversial decisions, especially since they were not directly elected. Political actors may be more hesitant to seek accountability in circumstances where they already are more vulnerable to criticism. In addition to all this, the current study has focused on individual political leaders, which does not allow us to directly transpose the findings to the field of organizational behaviour, where the phenomenon of voluntary accountability has receive a fair bit of scholarly attention (see Helms 2014). 
These case-specificities mean that gaining a full understanding of the paradoxical phenomenon of voluntary accountability still requires additional research. Such research could usefully answer remaining questions as to (a) how motivations for seeking accountability differ for different types of leaders (e.g., political versus administrative), (b) what institutional, cultural and political conditions stimulate, or discourage, accountability-seeking behaviour on the part of political actors and (c) how the above motivations affect organizational rather than individual accountability behaviour (e.g., in the case of agencies). Further research could also instigate more rigorous tests of the empirical adequacy of the typology that was developed in this article outside of the domain of local controversial decisions in a consensus context and develop insights about its applicability to kinds of accountability other than political accountability. 
The current study contributes to this line of research by developing a clearer typology of the variety of behavioural logics that guide accountability behaviour and by drawing particular attention to motivations that are beneficial for accountors. The analysis suggests that our crucial understanding of practice of public accountability would benefit from analysing in more detail accountors’ motivations for rendering account. For the study of those, this article provides a set of tools. Our findings have the potential to provide an impetus for linking the bodies of literature on political leadership and on accountability, which so far have not fully grasped each other’s potential. This would allow those accountability scholars who aim to provide adequate explanations for the paradoxical phenomenon of voluntary accountability to further develop their explanatory models by taking a more ‘leader-centric perspective’ ('t Hart 2011). It would also allow leadership scholars to further develop the political skill inventory through the inclusion of accountability-seeking and accountability-avoiding behaviours. 
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