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Abstract
Employing a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, | explore the experiences of eight
individuals engaged differently with nonprofit accountability. The principal-Agent perspective
provides the framework. My investigation is prompted by my dissatisfaction with portrayals of
governments’ relationships with financially dependent nonprofits as being dysfunctional, and
necessarily oppositional, dyads. Simultaneous calls for more collaboration and ever-greater
accountability risk dislocating excessively stretched joints. Preserving the uniqueness of each
actor’s depiction and interpretation of accountability, | hope to shed light on what is really going
on as accountability is negotiated, mediated and enacted by implicated individuals, and suggest
how we might improve performances if we pay more attention to performers’ pragmatic
interpretations of accountability scripts. Participants’ considered improvisations may enlighten

accountability’s audiences and its directors and script-writers.
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Chapter One

1.1  Statement of General Research Problem and its Significance

Non-profits and their funders are beset by challenges (Murray, 2006; Mulgan, 2006).
Enhanced accountability regimes are often proposed as a necessary precondition for the possible
alleviation of their many difficulties: an effective regime will properly equip parties and guide
future interaction (Bovens, 2005; Ebrahim, 2009; Mulgan, 2006). The non-profit sector is often
seen by funders and the broader stake-holder community to lack accountability (Mulgan, 2001;
Prakash & Gugerty, 2010; Valentinov, 2011). Elaborate and expensive accountability mechanics
and measures divert an organisation’s resources (Smith, 2010), are often poorly aligned with the
objectives of either the funder or the funded and might prescribe ambiguous intervention
processes and inappropriate standards (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2003). Conversely, variously
constrained by accountability’s excesses (Najam, 1997; Phillips & Levasseur, 2004), non-profits
surrender degrees of autonomy and risk forgoing their normative legitimacy and becoming co-
opted (Baur & Schmitz, 2011).

There is also a culture of independence among non-profits that resists control of goals
and means by those seeking greater accountability, so tensions have prevailed (Carman, 2010;
Ebrahim, 2009). The scrutiny of non-profits is often divided among stake-holders and lacks
coordination where accountability demands compete (Knusten & Brower, 2010). The non-
profit’s understanding, negotiation and pursuit of imposed accountability strategies constitutes an
added challenge (Campbell, 2002) with negative impacts on the organisation’s pursuit of its core
mission (Phillips and Levasseur, 2004; Knusten & Brower, 2010). In order that accountability
regimes have the desired results it is necessary to develop a nuanced understanding of

accountability’s intended and unintended functionality, its workings and its limitations so that it



is neither considered a panacea for the ills of non-profits, nor dismissed as a poorly disguised
mechanism for eliminating non-profit autonomy. Accountability regimes are to be choreographed
judiciously and with clearly articulated purposes that consider multiple stakeholders and
perspectives, and intended and unintended effects. Accountability regimes considered as a
program may benefit from the construction of an evaluation framework.

The government-funded third sector, including the non-profit sector, continues to grow
(Murray, 2006; Salamon, 2010). This growth, combined with increasingly more expansive
conceptions of accountability’s mechanisms, serve to make the intersection or collision of the
sectors’ organisational activities with accountability issues, a more ubiquitous and demanding
concern (Gugerty, 2009; Mulgan, 2006; Prakash & Guijerty, 2010). Interactions between
government, the sector and the broader public are mediated through increasingly complex
relationships within which accountability issues are central (Phillips & Levasseur, 2004;
Salamon & Anheier, 1997; Smith and Lipsky, 1993;), but poorly understood (Hulme and
Edwards, 1995; Salamon, 1994; Young, 2000), and within which various ideologies contest
(Rubenstein, 2007). While nebulous conceptions of accountability are readily summoned and
frequently referenced, this is done in diverse contexts and understood in very different ways
(Dubnick, 2005).

Despite accountability’s commonly assumed effectiveness at promoting some behaviours
while simultaneously discouraging others, the effectiveness of its various mechanisms remain
elusive (Dubnick, 2005; Ebrahim, 2009). The word has been granted ideological authority and
ascribed a compelling logic that calls into question the motives of those who contemplate
resistance to its broad and firm demands; it is understood to democratize arenas in which it is
practised (Clarke, 2004). Accountability is a ‘good thing’. Its lack signals a deficiency requiring

remedial action.



Defining and characterizing organisations that are the object of this inquiry may also
cause confusion (Mendel, 2010; Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2009). The nomenclature
surrounding the term “non-profit” is confusing (Mendel, 2010). It is an inclusive concept within
which charities, NGO's, self-help groups, clubs, and other organisational structures exist
(Anheier, 2004). The terms third-sector, social economy;, civil society, non-profit, not-for-profit,
charitable, non-governmental organisations, voluntary and philanthropic are often used
interchangeably (Salamon, 2010), or indiscriminately (United Nations Statistical Division,
2003), and refer to a range of associations, including but not limited to formal organisations, that
are neither part of the state (therefore possess a private structure), yet a have a public purpose,
nor form part of the (for-profit) market economy (Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong, 2009; Salamon,
2010). Conceptually, rhetorically, politically and ideologically, the amalgam of these many terms
has served to challenge the ubiquity of the two-sector model—the private and public sectors—,
and is increasingly contested in new public management (Clarke, 2004; Salamon, 2010). Non-
profits have also been considered part of “private government’ (Mendel, 2010), an umbrella term
that includes community foundations.

A more refined taxonomy of non-profits will be articulated in chapter two. While
acknowledging my impreciseness, for the time being and for the purposes of this research, non-
profit organisations are defined as associations which do not exist in order to generate or
distribute profits (Hansmann, 1980), they typically produce public goods and services that
western market arrangements cannot (Salamon, 2010), and their governance structures may be
distinguished from those typically operating in the public and private sectors (Quarter, Mook, &
Armstrong, 2009). The Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants (CICA) Handbook —
Accounting (CICA Standards and Guidance Collection, 2011) defines not-for-profit

organisations as “entities, normally without transferable ownership interests, organized and



operated exclusively for social, educational, professional, religious, health, charitable or any
other not-for-profit purpose. A not-for-profit organisation's members, contributors and other
resource providers do not, in such capacity, receive any financial return directly from the
organisation” (CICA Standards and Guidelines, 2011, Definitions).

Furthermore, this research is principally concerned with what Quarter, Mook, &
Armstrong (2009), call ‘public sector non-profits’- non-profit organisations whose ability to
deliver on organisational mandates depends upon government revenue. Non-profits with
governance boards whose membership is appointed by government form part of the Federal
government’s category of ‘Government Not-for-Profit Organisations’ (GNFPOs). GNFPOs and
their Provincial equivalents, are not the object of this study, even though the distinction between
these and similar non-profits is very blurred. But, given the centrality of control in discussions of
non-profit accountability, an organisation may not need to be a GNFPO to be, significantly,
controlled by government. Government exerts controls by degree, using, amongst other
mechanisms, funding strategies. Control is not categorical, and occurs along a continuum.
Locating an organisation along that continuum is causing significant confusion: “Multiple
concerns have been raised. In some jurisdictions organisations have been included in government
summary financial statements whereas in other jurisdictions similar organisations have been
excluded.... Inconsistencies in interpretation have resulted in frustrations in understanding which
organisations comprise the government reporting entity” (Public Sector Accounting Board
[PSAB], 2011, p. 2). Despite its legal form, whether or not a non-profit belongs to a reporting
entity relies on professional judgments of the substantive relationship between government and
the organisation during a particular reporting period. For the purposes of this study, and to avoid
confusion, I am not going to include non-profits whose assets, liabilities, expenses, and revenues

are reported on Provincial (or Federal) financial statements. Monetary transfers to these



organisations would not be an expense until the organisation expended those monies for their
intended purposes (Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2005). “This is a particularly
challenging standard to apply because Government must consider the preponderance of evidence
to judge whether an organisation is controlled by the Government—there is no single rule or
criterion to establish [the existence of government] control” (Office of the Auditor General of
Canada, 2005). It can be seen that the debate is consequential, not only from an accounting
perspective, but from a broader accountability one too; if a supposedly independent non-profit,
were judged to have slipped within government’s control, government ceases being at arm’s
length and becomes answerable for benefits and risk of loss from the non-profit’s activities.

Included within Quarter, Mook, & Armstrong’s (2009) notion of “public sector non-
profits’ and included in this study, are those organisations which may, under certain conditions,
become more controlled by government. Criteria focus principally on financial and operating
policies, and are not to be confused with regulation and financial dependence. Indicators of
control can be found in the Public Sector Accounting Handbook, section PS 1300. (2011, paras.
17-18). Control includes government having the authority to govern, perhaps under conditions
where operational parameters set by government are not adhered to by the non-profit.
Government control would also include government’s ability to determine an organisation’s
operations by way, for example, of vetoing decisions, or significantly limiting the scope of
independent decision-making by the non-profit.

Within the public sector non-profit classification, further distinctions impacting the
complexity of accountability need to be noted. First, included in the group examined are many
charitable organisations. Second, there are non-profits that are required to be registered as a pre-
condition for providing services. The increasingly complex landscape, within which the

organisations operate requires considerable attention if sense is to be made of it. Further, the



consequence of complex accountability obligations placed on an organisations’ capacity to
progress towards their respective social service visions, must be understood.

Non-profits (and, indeed third-sector associations generally) play an increasingly
important role in, for instance, alleviating enduring, complex social problems (Murray; 2005;
Salamon, 1994; Salamon, 2010). My concern is principally with definitively indefinable
‘wicked’ problems that “rely upon elusive political judgment for resolution. (Not 'solution’.
Social problems are never solved. At best they are only re-solved — over and over again.)” (Rittel
& Webber, 1973). Recipients or beneficiaries of non-profits’ social services are often part of a
more marginalized demographic who are least able to drive change; they possess little ‘voice’ or
influence over the type, amount or manner of service delivery (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011;
Cutt & Murray, 2000; Ebrahim, 2009; Smith & Lipsky, 1993). Paradoxically, however, the most
forceful demands for increased non-profit accountability rarely originate with this primary client
group without mediation: typically the demands are made by non-profits’ funders that are, in
some sense, constructed to represent the interests of the client, or an even more nebulous
((disinterested) tax-paying) public through a process of electoral accountability (Ebrahim, 2009).
Arguably, the non-profit may make a seemingly similar claim to the public interest, focusing on
its interested constituent of beneficiaries, in an effort to further legitimize behaviours (Cordery &
Baskerville, 2011). Consequently it is difficult to locate and explicate non-profit accountability
activities without reference to funders’ accountability demands, the non-profit’s professed
obligations to its audiences, and the non-profit’s apprehensions of its own obligations and its
own (stakeholder) audiences (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). Atension is seen to exist between
the non-profit’s discharge of accountability to those upon whom it depends, and those who
depend on it. Accountability transactions necessarily occur within an environment that includes

the possibility of sanctions being imposed if obligations and felt responsibilities are not met



(Rubenstein, 2007) or remedies implemented (Mulgan, 2001). Obligations to those with the
ability to sanction are prioritized by (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011), and more formalized, by
non-profit governors (Cutt & Murray, 2000).

Non-profit funding arrangements have become increasingly complex. Often a single
organisation will assume responsibility for the delivery of multiple programs on behalf of
multiple funders. Each funder will demand evidence that funded services are being delivered.
Accountability regimes are the principal mechanism for providing the necessary proofs
(Rubenstein, 2007). Provision of information is assumed to promise improved services or better
performance (Dubnick, 2005).

Despite a significant allocation of time, attention and resources, it remains difficult for
funders to ensure non-profits’ accountability, not only because the required disclosures are often
vague, but because a precise articulation of the performance in question is lacking. Funders’
design, monitoring and response will necessarily compete with funders’ other service demands;
the pursuit of non-profit accountability is costly. Additionally, as non-profits operate outside
clearly defined (and more readily controllable) government structures, funders have less control
of a non-profit’s governance and operations (Caers, DuBois, Jegers, et al; 2006) Organisational
or structural issues, then, compound the challenges of implementing imprecise accountability
information requirements.

Non-profits find themselves in a parallel quandary requiring tradeoffs. A non-profit’s
failure to provide required accountability information could jeopardize its present and future
funding, indeed its very survival. However, a non-profit’s commitment to full disclosure could
prove equally decisive if the information it provides should prove unsatisfactory to the funder
and unworthy of further investment. When, in order to placate funders and meet their reporting

requirements, the non-profit organisation must divert significant resources from direct client



services to information gathering, management and exchange, an aspect of its autonomy is
necessarily eroded (Brown & Troutt, 2004; Ebrahim, 2009; Murray, 2006; Najam, 1997; Phillips
& Levasseur, 2004; Salamon, 2010). The need to divert resources might suggest that the funders
are not adequately costing reporting requirements.

Non-profits’ provision of services may be monitored through a variety of mechanisms
using a variety of measures designed to ascertain levels of activity and efficiency, and
increasingly, effectiveness (Gugerty, 2009; Murray, 2006). There may be neither agreement on
the appropriateness of the indicators, nor on the significance of the measurement. Evidence
frequently takes the form of paper or electronic documents that ‘materialize’ funded programs to
satisfy a funder (Prior, 2003). The degree pf correspondence between what is reported an, if
possible, a more objective reality, is of interest; accountability reports create representations of
performance whose connection to a program’s reality is by no means assured (Cutt and Murray,
2000; Prior, 2003; Ebrahim, 2009).

This research will describe experiential understandings of accountability of individuals
who are, in significant and different ways, preoccupied by non-profit accountability by virtue of
their involvement somewhere in the chain of administration, as funders, as volunteer directors or
as non-profit executive directors. Funders are themselves an heterogeneous mix of individuals
that includes those who administer contracts with non-profits and those that develop strategies to
implement non-profit service delivery on government’s behalf within budgetary limitations and
in-keeping with political direction. | wish to explore what is understood by versions of
accountability by uncovering implicit intentions. | tentatively hypothesise that the design and
administration of accountability regimes and responses to its demands can best be understood by
looking at the parties’ conceptions and negotiation of their own place in the chain of

accountability. Responses to accountability measures reflect efforts to reconcile a broad set of



possibly divergent accountabilities. The research is motivated by my desire to relate non-profits’
assiduous efforts to improve services with funders’ insistence that non-profits comply with their
accountability requirements: How do accountability demands affect their protagonists? What
thoughts prompt conceptions of accountability and their implementation? What thoughts are
prompted by accountability activities?

The main fieldwork will consist of a series of in-depth interviews with up to eight
individuals, including one non-profit board chair, one non-profit executive director and another
member of the non-profit’s staff, (the four ‘Agents’), as well as four individuals engaged, on
behalf of the “Principal’, in contracting, funding and monitoring relationships with non-profits.
Rarely will participants occupy only one role within either the Principal or Agent camps: They
will move within and between camps. For consistency, the funder’s charged with monitoring an
agreement— alternatively called “consultants’, “project officers’ or ‘external agency
coordinators’, will be called “Liaisons’ . Participants will not be associated with the same non-
profit or operate in the same chain of accountability. Interviewees will have, or will have had, a
primary relationship with one or more of the following Government of Manitoba departments:
Advanced Education and Literacy (AEL), Entrepreneurship, Training and Trade (ETT), Family
Services Consumer & Labour (FSL), Immigration and Multiculturalism (I & M) and Housing
and Community Development (HCD).

The thesis will have five parts. To contextualize the study, Chapter One will outline the
rationale and significance of the research. Chapter Two; the Literature Review, will explore
conceptions of accountability; definitions, typologies, theories and uses, as they pertain to a
characterization of government-funded non-profits. The significance of the research is suggested
by a brief overview of the important role non-profits play in Canadian society and the resources

that are allocated to non-profits’ accountability activities. This section will survey the evolution
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of third sector organisations with particular reference to their evolving accountability relationship
with government. Chapter Three will be concerned with the selection of a methodology designed
to surface individuals’ perceptions of accountability from different perspectives. The fieldwork
and findings are presented in Chapter Four. Following the presentation, analysis and
interpretation of the data, the main findings are synthesised. Chapter Five will be devoted to a
discussion of the contribution the research makes to empirical and theoretical literatures,

implications for policy and for current practice, and suggestions for further research.

1.2 Personal Motivation

At the outset it is appropriate (Mauch and Park, 2003) and necessary (van Manen, 1990)
for me to explain my (provisional and always shifting) subjectivity and to make explicit my own
interest and perspective on the issue of non-profit accountability.

My personal involvement and concern with issues of accountability draws me to
phenomenological reflection. | want to develop and query my, and others’, present understanding
of, and involvement with, accountability. In particular | want to examine the unease | felt with
accountability’s impersonal, (seemingly automated), technocratic, sometimes punitive methods,
and its rules and techniques that seem to be applied indiscriminately to unique settings.
Accountabilities’ ostensible purposes have often appeared unclear, its methods cumbersome, and
its apparent findings bewildering and uncertain. My intention is to promote a more thoughtful
discussion of accountability to better understand what a more sensitive, and ultimately
competent, approach to accountability would look like. My concern is practical: what is the
pursuit of accountability intended to do, and what does it in fact do (to organisations and to those

involved with it)? And, what is accountability’s potential?
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My understanding of the complexity of accountability relationships, their informational
requirements and negotiated responses to information requested and provided, is informed by
four interrelated roles | have played in my orientation to accountability. | have been an executive
director and board member. I have also been seconded to government by a non-profit. My
current role involves me in funding approvals and in the development, interpretation and
monitoring of accountability requirements and activities. First, when | started exploring
accountability | had been an executive director of two non-profits, which eventually merged,
whose core business was education and training. In that position | reported to two boards of
directors, whose capacities to govern were increasingly stretched by the sometimes conflicting
demands placed upon them by a multiplicity of funding arrangements and stakeholders. I also
reported directly to a variety of funders at the Federal, Provincial and municipal levels, and to a
school division’s superintendent and board of trustees. Direct reporting by-passed the non-profit
boards of directors. The highly structured quantitative and qualitative information requirements
of each party were different and subject to constant change, refinement and shift in emphasis,
even when parties were part of the same government department. The quantity and nature of
feedback received from information submitted varied greatly. Despite the amount of information
required by funders, requests for more meaningful indicators of organisational activities and
performance (hereafter called ‘outputs’) and results or ‘change achieved’ (hereafter called
‘outcomes’), that | perceived to be of greatest potential interest to a public wishing to assure
itself that the organisation was performing appropriately, were not always evident in the reports
provided. I would have had difficulty judging or evaluating important aspects of the two
organisations’ performance from the information | provided in the required reports if I had not
supplemented it with my own tacit knowledge. Nor did a lot of the information furnished seem to

connect logically to contract requirements where they were made explicit, or to the subsequent
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decisions of funders. | remain curious and wish to make better sense of what factors explain the
information demanded by funders and their subsequent responses to it. When funders or
delegates were asked about the purpose of particular requests, a vague appeal, often apologetic,
was made to ‘accountability requirements’ or ‘contract compliance’. The provision of the
required accountability information seemed to be an end in itself, immune from further
contestation or evaluation, and with an unclear connection to subsequent decisions.

Second, | have volunteered with several charities and non-profits, including serving on
the boards of two non-profits for a number of years, only resigning from one when | assumed a
position working for its funder. In both cases, boards’ efforts to understand their shifting
governance obligations, assume more than nominal leadership and ensure effective
accountability were their principal challenges. Both organisations were perceived by their board
members, their staff and/or their funders to be lacking an important piece of the information
required for effective stewardship, resulting in an impoverished service delivery and a potential
threat to organisational legitimacy and credibility among stakeholders. Board members’
apprehension or fear of their own tokenism seemed to depend in part on the particular funder
concerned. The way members perceived the relevance of their actual roles, significantly
influenced how they chose to act and commit to the organisation. Boards’ uncertainties
sometimes stemmed from issues as fundamental as the reconcilability of their apprehended
mission and their contracted service obligations. The information gaps included an array of
performance issues, including the very interpretation of the mandate or mandates to be fulfilled,
and scope of permitted activity expressed in the organisations’ agreements with funders, clear
identification of desired intervention processes and client outcomes, and financial and staffing
data. 1 am interested in identifying the logic of information requirements and the tools used to

gather the information.
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Additionally, I perceived that, while the concept of accountability and to whom it is owed
lacked clarity, the role of boards was fraught with an even greater ambiguity. Boards assume
(legal) liability; yet often lack the de facto power, expertise and resources to act decisively on
any misgivings they have about the operation of the organisation, unless tangible and practical
supports are received from funders. Boards’ authority and capacity to investigate and address
issues is diminished further by funders, who, while requiring boards, may deal directly with
executive directors. A board sharing with funders its ruminations on its own redundancy and
possible dissolution invariably transformed the funder’s apparent indifference into grave
concern, and perhaps more notably, its dedication of department staff to assume governance
responsibility for the non-profit’s internal controls and policy direction, which, with some irony,
might include board recruitment and development strategies. While affirming the board’s self-
assessment of its own (lack of) value, government was seen to simultaneously affirm its value of
an abstract, unoccupied entity.

Where the purpose of a funder’s information request was unclear, or the rationale of
responses to information elusive, | felt that the non-profits remained compelled to comply with
demands, (in name if not in spirit), so that funding was not jeopardized. Boards (most often
voluntary) often lack the power, audacity, time or resources to contest a funder’s accountability
demands or require that it provide a rationale for its demands. | believe it is useful to explicate
this apparent lack of reciprocity or power imbalance in the accountability relationship and to
clarify the possibly de-facto roles of non-profits’ boards of directors.

Third, I have occupied various, and sometimes over-lapping, positions along a single
accountability chain. I resigned from an executive directorship of one non-profit and from my
position as board member of another non-profit in order to take up an offer of a position working

with the government funder of the social service organisation of which | had been a board
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member. | then moved to another position, which I continue to occupy, with a government
branch that is a major funder of the non-profit of which I had once been the executive director.
Each role has had its particular intrigues, made even more interesting when | have been able to
see the same relationship phenomenon from a different perspective.

My relationship with one particular non-profit and its funder has been both complicated and
a little challenging. 1 first sat on the non-profit’s board of directors for a little over three years as
its treasurer and secretary. In order to assume a paid position with its funder- something | had
aspired to for a while because of my belief in its mandate and my very considerable and enduring
respect for the work of its Director- I resigned from the board and accepted a position with the
non-profit. By prior arrangement, the non-profit immediately seconded me to the government
funder in an arrangement described by one government employee as “smoke and mirrors”. While
working for the funder, my primary roles included documenting output statistics of the various
organisations funded by the branch and working on non-profit facility enhancements. One of my
smaller roles was to liaise or coordinate with one of the funded organisations. Essentially this
meant monitoring the non-profit’s agency’s compliance with the reporting requirements
articulated in its service purchase agreement with the department, and responding to data
contained within submitted reports.

Most of my new colleagues worked directly with funded non-profits. Their involvement in
included contract development and renewals, preparing and/or reviewing new proposals,
negotiating service delivery, contract and program administration and contract monitoring . | was
struck by the amount of time and effort expended in monitoring non-profit activity and non-
profits’ levels of compliance with reporting obligations. The administration of service contracts
dominated the working day. | had expected it to be a much smaller part of staff’s role, not its

apparent focus. | had expected staff to be concentrated more on assessing the needs for programs,
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structuring and prescribing interventions, constructing program logic models, identifying
preferred or ‘promising’ practices, conducting research and so on. Since joining this small part of
a large bureaucracy, my impression was that an authoritative culture of precedent and process
dominated, and that discretion and individual judgement played quite subordinate roles in a rigid
and largely anonymous hierarchy, especially in the areas of finance and funding. Conformity and
adherence to rules appeared to be of paramount importance. | did not consider whether this mood
was a necessary consequence of our roles or a mutable part of organisational culture and the
personalities involved. Where a colleague wished to do things differently, the truth of Max
Weber’s observation that the bureaucrat “cannot squirm out of the apparatus in which he is
harnessed”, was most apparent.

While seconded, and at the request of the funder, my involvement with the non-profit upon
whose board | had sat continued. In my capacity as an ex-board member, 1 assisted the transition
to a largely new board by attending board meetings and answering queries. | was also obliged to
participate in an internal audit of that non-profit, conducted at the request of my new employer-
the funder, at my and the past Chair’s suggestion. | fancied myself as both the interrogator and
the interrogated. To add a further complication; my partner started a new position with the non-
profit on the very same day that I started working with its funder. The nature of my secondment
meant that we technically shared the same employer. This created an awkwardness that caused
me to discuss the need to declare a conflict of interest with the branch director on my first day of
work.

Largely inadvertently, my partner provided me with an informal proxy view of the inside of
the non-profit , a perspective supplemented by ongoing conversations with the agency’s clients
with whom | had established a relationship before having any formal connection to the non-

profit. In my new role I noted the different nature of the information | became privy to and the
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context within which it was gathered; information that | had been quite unaware of as even being
available while sitting as a board member.

My partner and | both resigned from our positions three or so months after starting them,
feeling that our positions had become untenable. Formal contact with the non-profit or its
funders since then has been minimal and accidental.

Outsider/ insider, emic/etic distinctions were clearly not absolute; I was neither fully native
nor completely alien. Having had to be accountable to the funder and the funded has helped
ensure that any judgemental evaluations of observations will be informed by my being
implicated in several roles both directly and indirectly. The erosion of the emic/etic distinction
has been further whittled away by my present position, where clients to whom my branch
provides direct service, are also clients of the non-profits funded by the branch; the funder or
‘purchaser’ of non-profits’ services is also an indirect consumer of them.

Fourth, from May 2010 | have been charged with the supervision of a team of staff
managing contracts and funding for a number of projects and non-profits in Winnipeg. My
perspective is again changing. What had appeared to me to be an automated, indifferent process,
from outside, often appears considerably more ad-hoc, flexible, deliberated and supportive from
the inside. Government’s priorities and sensitivities are reflected in the individualized responses
to accountability information. Repeatedly, | have enjoyed observing the funder’s contract
administrator’s commitment to the non profit agencies the they are charged with monitoring;
their advocacy for them, their flexibility and their understanding of the difficulties non-profits
often have complying with accountability and service demands. Examples abound of
accountability information being sensitively created, recreated and co-created by the non-profit
and the funder’s Agent. Information is presented in ways that attempt provide space for the

reflective action to be agreed; consensus arrived at and for action or change to take place with
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minimal public noise or a supervisor’s notice. Moreover, the funder itself has revealed its own
vulnerability to political interference and its pragmatic need to reconcile departmental and
divisional mandates with both the persuasive prowess of its political masters and similarly adept
non-profits, with the needs of the funded agency and its clients. | have witnessed frequent
examples where both the department and/or the division and its staff act imaginatively to satisfy
political guidance, or significantly its more compelling variant; direction. The misgivings of the
funder’s Agents are evident in elements of the documentation pertaining to a funded non-profit
where the Agent alludes to the fact that funding of a particular non-profit is a political
requirement and not part of the usual process.
On April 8, 2011, the Premier of Manitoba announced a “Two year-plan cuts red tape.

Offers non-profit groups stable funding” (Government of Manitoba, 2011). The strategy’s
conceptual origin or its impetus was not known to me. It included four components:

e Multi-year funding, with single, omnibus agreements with multiple departments,

where necessary,

e Asingle window applications process for use by non-profits

e Streamlining reporting requirements

e Seeking efficiencies through shared services

I have become involved with the implementation of the multi-year funding, and the

development of streamlined, contracting, reporting and accountability processes components of
the pilot, for a handful of the approximately 45 non-profits, selected following confirmation by
departments that the organisations meet “Best Practice Criteria”. Later, | hope to become
involved in two other prongs of the pilot; the development of a single window through which
non-profits can determine funding criteria and submit applications , and facilitating non-profits’

access to shared legal and other services. It is fascinating to participate in meetings where several
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departments are discussing their particular reporting requirements together, while comparing
their accountability regimes’ various virtues, unexpendablity and acuity. As departments and
divisions collaborate on developing single ‘omnibus’ agreements, possible issues arising out of
greater non-profit transparency are discussed. We also speculate on why some organisations
have declined the invitation to participate in whole or in part in the pilot. We have also
wondered, if the assembled funders fund discrete projects only; how is the organisation meeting
its core costs? And, if, without the amalgam of projects’ funding of discrete elements, what
would the core funded element be doing? And for whom? As Treasury Board staff choreograph
politically required pilots in order to comply with direction received, their efforts to
simultaneously reconcile non-profits’ concerns with those of government funders and
heterogeneity of selected stakeholder interests, was directed with considerable artistry.

As my roles have changed, | have become increasingly motivated to create a balanced
document that explores the challenges, compromises, resentments, confusions and even
animosity that accountability and collaborations may engender. | wish to provide something of a
map of and to the parties in an accountability relationship so that they can better locate
themselves and others on it and navigate and understand their complex roles more fluently. |
hope to supplement often over-simplified prescriptive governance models and assumed
conflicting (principal/Agent) motivations with a more nuanced description of the dynamics of
each party. Somewhat platitudinously, | hope to provide individuals occupying both the Principal
and Agent camps, ways and means to work together in the interest of the actual and hypothesized
client (of the non-profit). Where a non-profit feels variously compelled to respond to a seemingly
undifferentiated and unexamined (debased) notion of accountability by a powerful oligarch in
ways that may be counter intuitive to both itself, and, perhaps, the funder too, I invited parties to

consider the broader implications of decisions and propose alternative perspectives that allow a
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critique of accountability’s apparently universalizing (and dictated) logic and a revelation of its
concealed values and relationships. Conversely, where the funder feels its responses to
accountability information were hampered and its hands tied by interdepartmental linkages,
government priorities, risk aversion, (adverse) publicity and relationships, | feel I will have
helped to identify areas of interest shared by parties along the administrative accountability chain
to facilitate change. My intention is to develop a map that will assist all parties and be of use to
politicians to whom parties report, directly or indirectly.

The qualitative investigation, then, sets out to examine how government bureaucracies
and non-profits experience accountability and their various responses to it. Building on a survey
of the relevant literature on non-profit accountability, and on the findings emerging from the
research, a rubric will be presented that describes the elements that constitute an accountability
relationship and how its components affect those compelled by it. It shows the circumstances in
which accountability measures are developed and implemented, and the results and responses to

implementation.

1.3 Relevance to Social Work’s Practice and Policy Knowledge Base
The questions | have raised are significant because, at its most fundamental, the public’s
trust of government requires that it is seen as being, in some way, accountable- it is an imperative
of democracies (Aucoin & Jarvis, 2005). More parochially, within the broader constitutional
system, the organisations delivering social service roles on behalf of democratic governments
must be seen to be accountable, as their roles continue to expand as governments’ devolution of
service delivery persists (Anheier, 2004; Aucoin & Jarvis, 2005; Clarke, 2004; Gill, 2001; Hall et

al., 2004); Murray, 2006; Salamon, 2010).
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Changes in the policy environment have increased Canadians’ dependence upon non-
profit agencies to deliver an ever-broader range of social and other services (Murray, 2006).
Non-profit organisations “are increasingly picking up where governmental action stops—or has
yet to begin” (Najam 1997, p. 376). Both sectors need to be seeking ways to work more
effectively together as their mutual dependence increases (Joint Tables, 1999), and the public
pressures them to provide more services. A clear expression of the nature of their togetherness is
the accountability relationship.

The scale of non-profit activity is summarized from findings of the 2003 National Survey
of Non-profit and Voluntary Organisations in “Cornerstones of community” (Hall et al., 2004).
The Survey estimated that there were approximately 161,000 incorporated non-profits, voluntary
organisations and registered charities operating in Canada in 2003, providing paid employment
to over 2 million Canadians (Hall , et al., 2004). They operate in spheres as diverse as culture and
the arts, education, health, social services, religion, business and professional associations, and
housing. In Manitoba, the approximately 8,220 organisations receive 37% of their revenue from
various levels of government (Statistics Canada, 2005). Most government funds are directed to
those organisations providing health and social services, with Provincial governments making
the most significant contribution. Social service organisations received an average of 66% of
their revenue from the various levels of government (Frankel, 2006). Salamon’s survey of 32
countries (Salamon & Sokolowski, 2003) finds that governments provide an average of 35% of
civil society organisations’ revenue. Social service and health organisations’ reliance on
government funding can approach 100% (Banting & Hall, 2000).

Quantitatively at least, the sector is very significant, but poorly understood, in part
because of its highly heterogeneous nature and its rapid growth. Its relationship with the

government is particularly complex and extends beyond the formalities of funding agreements to
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include increasingly institutionalised complimentary service provision. Wolch (1990) suggested
that the role and significance of the third sector was so great that she termed it the “shadow state”
and anticipated increasingly dependent governments becoming “more directive, more insistent
upon specifying accounting, management, personnel, and service delivery evaluation” (Wolch,
1990, p. 19). Lester Salamon (1995) notes that the state’s delegation of its former responsibilities
for services to non-profits, was initiated by conservative governments’ wish to reduce public
spending. Similar policies were then pursued by western democracies of various political hues,
not simply to reduce spending further, but because of the strengthening conviction that
government had become over-bureaucratized and lacked the capacity to deliver services in an
increasingly austere economic environment within which even socialist modes of service
provision were seen to have failed (Salamon, 1994). The magnitude of the transfer has been such
that the non-profit sector may be susceptible to the very same afflictions as the state’s
bureaucracy, including the failure to reconcile “grassroots control and administrative
accountability” (Salamon, 1995, p. 262). Other factors have contributed to the sector's growth,
including the blossoming of innovative, agile, grassroots organisations and the expansion of
voluntary organisations (Salamon, 1994).

The expansion of the sector’s role in providing services has, arguably, not been matched
by a corresponding development of its capacity to assume a level of accountability consistent
with its responsibilities, in areas of outcome measurement, transparency, financing and decision-
making, for example (Broadbent, 1999; Weinbach, 2005). The Independent Blue Ribbon Panel
report on grants and contributions (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2006), states that the
“current morass of rules and general red tape that envelops Federal grant and contribution
programs has served only to undermine the accountability and hamper sensible reporting and

evaluation. The public interest demands that the rules be simplified and reporting requirements
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adapted to the real objectives of the programs and the capacities of recipient organisations”. (p.
vii). Nor has the public’s concerns regarding transparency and accountability been met in ways
that reflect the sector’s loss of its “sanctified’ status (Wagner, 2000). The public’s demand for the
sector to demonstrate its effectiveness have not yet clearly been satisfied (Light, 2000). Smith
and Lipsky (1993) point to the other side of the accountability equation and observe the state’s
deficiency in developing its auditing capacity: “contractors typically file reams of reports which,
except for basic fiscal information, are ignored. There is little independent auditing of the
accuracy of program numbers submitted, and hardly any capacity to assess the effectiveness of
contractors’ programs. Thus the public sector may not know what it is purchasing even when it
can define what it wants” (Smith & Lipsky, 1993, p. 200).

My study was initially motivated by a desire to prompt identification and discussion of
non-profit accountability measures that encourage (or impede) service delivery. It is designed to
assist decision-makers to develop accountability measures that reflect the complex reality of non-
profits. Following Patton (1997), the ultimate purpose of the study is to suggest what is to be
done next. Accountability measures that have a positive impact on non-profit organisations’
delivery of service to its clients have been identified, so too have those measures that elevate
funders’ concern with fulfilment of accountability requirements above any concerns with or
about service delivery.

While the role of non-profits in providing social services continues to increase, the
quality and structure of their funding and the environment within which they operate is changing
in ways that adversely impact services (McClintock & Guertin, 2003; Scott, 2003). Institutions
of social service provision, whether they be the public, private or non-profit sectors are called
upon by governments and others to address complex social problems. As the number of parties in

the tapestry of social service provision multiplies, responsibility and accountability become more
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diffuse and elusive. In addition to providing funding, the government creates and maintains the
legal, regulatory and policy environment in which organisations act. Recent financial abuses of
authority by governments’ employees and those outside government that the government pays to
discharge functions have resulted in high-profile investigations, including Manitoba’s Office of
the Auditor General investigation of Hydra House (Office of the Auditor General, 2004), (partly
in response to which, the Government of Manitoba developed the Agency Accountability and
Support Unit (Government of Manitoba, 2007), and its review of the Worker Compensation
Board (Office of the Auditor General, 2005). At the Federal level, the Commission of Inquiry
into the Sponsorship Program and Advertising Activities- the ‘Gomery Inquiry’- provides
another example (Gomery, 2006). What it is that defines, identifies, prevents or permits apparent
abuses is unclear.

Perhaps because of the generally small scale of many non-profit operations or because of
the relatively small sums of money involved in individual cases, and the relatively high cost of
any consequent oversight, accountability of non-profits has received less attention than private
and government accountability concerns. However, the growing significance of the sector as a
provider of social services, and the nature of its governance expose it to the possibility of
continued significant abuses unless accountability measures are effective. The potentially high
stakes of not examining or remedying the current situation include a further undermining of the
public’s trust, challenges of the sector’s legitimacy and calls for cuts in funding. Future social
service provision could be jeopardised.

As social service administrators, it is important for us to understand the conditions in
which non-profits may resist reporting requested accountability information (or provide
misleading or incomplete information). This requires that we understand perceptions of the range

of actual or imagined consequences of reporting what might be perceived as a failure.
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Possibilities include the complete demise or diminishment of an organisation through the
withdrawal or reduction of its funding, or a greater loss of autonomy. In such instances, the
Agent understands the funder to have substantial power, and has made the calculation that the
risk of intentionally misleading it, while appearing to comply, is the lesser of two evils.

Where the non-profit and funder agree on the appropriateness of the information
provided, difficulties can still arise in connecting interpretation to performance measured against
standards, the validity of which may not have been accepted. Shephard, (1993) suggests that
accountability’s ability to promote change depends upon the Agent’s acceptance of the validity of
the judges in a manner that is analogous to research’s need to ensure validity, (see below). If a
measurable outcome is not considered a proper reflection of what is important, for example, it is
unlikely to be regarded as valid. Issues around the construction of valid organisational
representations become more complex as the organisation’s goals become more nebulous.
Greater acceptance of accountability measures is more likely when Agents are involved in
establishing measures (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999).

By examining a range of stakeholder experiences, | hope to have described the different
ways accountability is apprehended and understood to be effective or ineffective. Ultimately, my
intention has been that meditation on the subject will better equip social service administrators to
design and implement measures that enhance the sector’s delivery of social services through
greater effectiveness and clearer identification of commonly desired outcomes, rather than risk a
further perpetuation of bureaucratic processes that seem to me to have assumed a life of their

own.

14 Relevance of Research to Extension of Empirical Knowledge
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In expressing my interest in the subject | have alluded to the proposed research’s
contribution to empirical knowledge. While there is almost universal agreement that
organisations funded in whole or in part by government should be required to demonstrate the
extent to which they meet society’s broad purposes, systems to ensure that this is indeed the case
lack clarity to the extent that the legitimacy and support of the agencies and those that oversee
them is uncertain, as are the very processes in place to make such determinations.
Accountability’s rhetoric needs to be substantiated; we need to be clear about what it is that we
speak of when we speak of accountability.

The existing climate of public mistrust of government is set against a backdrop of calls
for lower taxes and closer adherence to an idealised private sector orthodoxy, necessitating a
change in relationships that exist between a government that wishes to demonstrate financial
prudence and sound custodianship of public monies, and the agencies and organisations it
contracts (Clarke & Newman, 1997; Du Gay, 2000). The change is made manifest in increasingly
refined systems of accountability. The extent to which more sophisticated measures succeed in
ensuring greater accountability and enhanced performance, requires further investigation.

The bulk of the literature pertaining to issues of non-profit governance and accountability
is prescriptive, not descriptive (Gill, 2001). In order to assess the feasibility of prescriptions’
attainability and the reasons for the existence of gaps between the supposed ideal form and
realities it is necessary to examine and to understand more fully the constraints and impediments
to greater convergence. The political necessity to assure a sceptical public that non-profit
agencies are comprehensively accountable ensures that the notion of greater accountability and
the related concept of transparency are promoted. Persuasive rhetoric may assuage funders’
(political) concerns, but a more penetrating examination of the practical realities of an

accountability transaction will contribute to an improved appreciation by all parties of the
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complexity and non-linearity of the process of being accountable. It is important to examine and
describe the Agent’s response to measures and the considerations that determine them. It is as
important to understand Principals’ accountability regime designs and responses to
accountability information.

Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman (2004) suggest that evaluations may be used in three types of
ways. Findings may be used directly to inform practices, conceptually to inform and alter frames
of reference, and persuasively, by which findings promote a particular position. For the research
I am proposing, | pessimistically suggest that my findings are unlikely to be instrumental in
propelling immediate program changes, though they may contribute to informing incremental
changes. Findings will, however, be expected to enrich practitioners’ conceptual frameworks and
ennoble people to advocate for change with greater confidence, and to critique practices more
expertly.

Significant conceptual utilization of findings within my professional community would
seem reasonable. Not necessarily because, as Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman (2004) suggest, of any
sensitizing impact findings may have on the community- | believe they are already fairly
sensitive to the problems- but because findings will provide a language and conceptual
framework from which practitioners can promote change with greater confidence.

The usefulness of the research to practitioners is, in part, dependent on my ability to
communicate strategically with decision-makers- the de-facto policy makers. By returning to the
lives of practitioners, | will create personal (empirical) constructions of observations of
individuals intimately engaged in the field. Findings will iterate and re-iterate what, | argue, has
largely been forgotten in discussions of accountability, namely, people’s experiences of it. My

presentation of findings will be such that it encourages protagonists within both sectors to argue,
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bargain and occasionally agree amongst themselves, before or as well as encouraging a similar,
more informed debate between sectors.

By creating a modest degree of cognitive dissonance, | hope that my presentation of the
research will help shift the argument from one where the two sectors are seen to discuss issues
from largely homogenous perspectives. A clearer, role-based, articulation of sub-groupings
within the two sectors, will heighten policy-makers’ awareness of and sensitivity to the complex
reality of practitioners’ predicaments; work contexts where allegiances, partisanships, duties, all
compete. | hope to equip practitioners with a parsimonious framework for critically evaluating
the rhetoric of accountability and practices in order to promote more functional discussion and
greater critical reflection.

My approach to the task of communication and knowledge transfer is incremental and
strategic. And my expectations are modest. My selection of research participants is motivated
primarily by my belief in the richness and perspicacity of the information they will be able to
share. Another, obviously related consideration is that in virtue of their accountability roles,
research participants are credible spokespersons for change, should they see change as
meritorious. Participants will also have access to other decision makers; my expectation is that
they become willing vehicles for knowledge transfer. | have made the additional assumption that
participants have chosen to participate in the research, in part, because of their shared concern
with preserving the integrity and credibility of the offices for which they work, and welcome
information that may lead to improvement in policy and practice.

More explicitly, hermeneutic phenomenology lends itself to eroding the distinctions
between the researcher as an expert and participants as lay persons. We co-construct narratives of
accountability together. In this way, a pluralist ‘we’ is already working with the community of

practice to dialogically create meaning, negotiating the problem’s definition, analysing it, making
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explicit issues of moral judgement and proposing possible remedies (Entman, 2007). In, other
words, | am not working in isolation to develop the essential, “‘core story’ of accountability; 1 am
sharing findings of one group of practitioners with another group. It is possible that findings will
resonate and ‘put into words’ what the broader accountability community has felt. | anticipate
less reasoned resistance to findings and implications for practice. As a constituent, (and
researcher), the values and institutional realities of decision makers are not alien to me,

As far as actively promulgating findings to the broader community is concerned, there are
two approaches. The first approach is simply my continued contribution, in a much more
informed way, on policy and implementation discussions concerning accountability. This already
takes place, based mostly on my review of the literature and personal reflections on professional
practice in the light of that literature. The questions I have, | ask aloud. The second approach is
how I intend that findings inform practice of the broader accountability community by
encouraging questioning of current practices by my immediate colleagues and by research
participants who will act as communication brokers to the larger community and encourage
creeping consciousness raising and subsequent use of research findings (Rossi, Lipsey, &
Freeman, 2004).

Practitioner decision making is a discursive process. Through discussion and occasional
and appropriate provision of data or frameworks, | hope to increase general subject matter
competence and confidence. In this way, uncertainty and hesitancy will be reduced and more
informed discussion can take place, followed by intentional action. Our continued adherence to
ineffective regimes may be based, in part, on uncertainty about values and strategic objectives
held by more powerful interests and more senior staff in the institutions within which we work.

We are consequently reluctant to ‘rock the boat’. Where this is the case, technical certainty will
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not produce decisions. However, we can better structure activities to clarify organisational

priorities and surface tradeoffs and competing considerations (Odugbemi & Lee, 2011).

1.5  Relevance of the Research to the Extension of Theoretical Knowledge

At its more abstract conceptualization, accountability is understood to be part of a
compact between organisations and society that takes the form of various degrees of
transparency that enable a mutual witnessing of behaviours that will, in turn, help ensure
propriety by the imminent possibility of identification and disclosure of inappropriate activities
or abuses of responsibilities (Lerner and Tetlock; 1999). Yet, the connection between
accountability measures and demonstrating fulfilment of an organisation’s social purpose is often
elusive (Dubnick, 2002). Data are collected that may do more to obscure the connection than to
elucidate it. It is this gap between the ostensible goals of accountability and accountability’s
reality that largely motivates my query. It is a fertile ground for theorizing what has become
more urgent in a climate where prevailing wisdom suggests that changes to government funding
ought to reflect more closely and unambiguously the findings of program evaluations. My
overall purpose has been to describe the conditions that might be necessary for accountability to
result in improved effectiveness, including the ways in which processes regarding accountability
are constructed, held to be valid and relevant and ultimately applied and enacted by protagonists.
This end must be preceded by a better understanding of what it is we talk about when we talk
about accountability.

Theories of accountability have tended to focus on a two-party principal-Agent
relationship that may not readily pertain to the non-profit sector because of the greater number of
parties with clear stakes in the organisation and its activities (Young, 2002). Theories require

more elaboration if they are to be properly applied to the sector. Theoretical discussion has
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focused on how governments’ demands for greater accountability have diminished sectoral
autonomy and required non-profits to redirect their limited capacity to fulfilling reporting
requirements at the expense of their mission. (Carman, 2010; Ebrahim, 2009). To begin to
generate a more comprehensive theory, it is necessary to consider more fully the roles of other
players in the non-profit sectors (stakeholders) and the ways they intersect. It seems particularly
important to insert a non-profit’s board into the two-party mix in those instances where
communication and the subsequent imposition of accountability measures has tended to leave
boards sidelined and involved in little more, from the perspective of funders, than the assumption
of legal liability. Current theories will be enriched and refined by a fuller consideration of the
impacts upon configurations of accountability arising from an agency’s multiple partnerships,
and its possibly, divided loyalties.

Increased accountability has been understood in a lot of the literature to motivate
improved or somehow ‘better’ performance of the observed unit than would be the case if there
was no accountability (Dubnick, 2002). It is also assumed that reporting of information about
organisational performance is not, on its own, sufficient to produce improvement. The study
intends to describe stakeholders’ understanding of the connection between accountability and
performance, the conditions under which providing accountability information might prompt an
organisation’s administrator to make changes. The conditions under which accountability
measures theoretically produce the desired organisational improvements and the construction of
what constitutes improvement will need to be clarified. Conversely, the assumption that non-
compliance or concealment of indicators causes performance to decline needs to be assessed
(Tetlock, and Lerner, 1999).

Basic pedagogic principles require that, if I am to make a contribution of any kind to the

efforts of policy makers to improve civic and public sector competence, | must first win the
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battle for their attention (Meriam & Caffarella, 1999). | must persuade them that the opportunity
cost of diverting attention from something else to what | am saying is worthwhile and justifies a
sacrifice (Odugbemi & Lee, 2011). I must acknowledge that information significant to policy
makers must be presented in a manner attractive to my audience’s cognitive styles and work-
loads and policy review cycles (timeliness). Relevant information will have to be presented
‘crisply’ (Rossi, Lipsey & Freeman, 2004).

I suggest that what | have presented below is relevant to the work we do and, is in many
respects, quite urgent. My presentation needs to be conditioned to what is of common interest to
the audience so that information is retained and learning can be transferred to the field, i.e., acted
upon. | must be seen by the audience to possess sufficient expertise in order to overcome natural
scepticism and to engage, persuade and possibly encourage the audience’s endorsement of, and
eventual commitment to, new practices of accountability.

It cannot be assumed that properly conducted research will, automatically, have a role to
play in determining policymakers’ responses to complex problems. I acknowledge that there are
very persuasive countervailing forces that impede policymakers from incorporating recent
research findings. My ability to prompt change is limited, as is my ability to contribute
significantly to the rich body of theoretical knowledge. However, this is not a principal aim of
my research. | was, however, presented with opportunities to encourage greater familiarity
amongst practitioners of existing accountability frameworks and the nature of contemporary
debate, which, I expect, will prove helpful in the community’s day-to-day work.

I did not anticipate eliciting the hostility sometimes apparent when current practice, into
which people have invested significant efforts, were challenged or condemned by new
approaches. | was prepared, however, to gently challenge and examine even the most sacred of

cows. | make no claim to have dispensed with discrepant findings, nor am | proposing new
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theoretical frameworks. I am not pushing for the adoption of a particular approach. I am merely
voicing systematically gathered and narrated constructions of meanings of professional
colleagues. | am then encouraging consideration of ideas and approaches that appeal to
practitioners’ common sense. The ‘opportunity cost of incorporating findings incrementally, is
low, especially if an awareness of the needs of colleagues involved in the same accountability
chain, prompts more collaborative approaches to any change, now infused with greater mutual
understanding.

In many senses, | am largely preaching to the choir— practitioners who know that our
quotidian involvement with issues of accountability may be done differently— many will be
curious. Though, to mix my metaphors; the choir to which I will be preaching may not be
singing from precisely the same song sheet. Following Vaughan and Buss’s (1998) comparison
of analysis with the profession of medicine, | am first trying to communicate, in a way that
reflects the symptomatology of current accountability practices that may result from a poor
diagnosis. | am proposing that an alternative diagnosis could be considered, and informed by
clearly elucidated findings from the research based on practitioner realities that precede the
distortion of practice- a sort of return to basic principles. Shifting the lens through which
accountability is regarded will prompt discussion of new prescriptions.

Odugbemi and Lee (2011), Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman (2004), and Vaughan and Buss
(1998) identify variables that affect utilization of (evaluation) findings, including, as indicated
above, “practical significance to the practitioner and policy community,” (Rossi, Lipsey, &
Freeman, 2004, p. 414), and plausibility or trustworthiness (Odugbemi & Lee, 2011; Rossl,
Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004; Vaughan & Buss, 1998).

The manner of communication is stressed, too. Findings or summaries of the literature

review must be provided in a clear and digestible manner. Beyond ‘crispness’, Vaughan and Buss
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(1998), remind the researcher to acknowledge that we, qua research writers, move from thought
to language, and practitioners, qua readers, move from language to thought. “The reader must
reconstitute the writer’s thoughts from clues provided by the few written words and phrases.
Unless those words are chosen carefully and are organized logically, reconstitution is
impossible” (p. 124). Their subsequent tips include suggestion to be brief, clear, jargon-free. The
point is well taken. The way | write to communicate findings to the practitioner community will
be very different from the way | communicate my exploratory cogitations in the proposal,
particularly in the Methodology chapter.

While I do not deny the many obstacles to dissemination, an obstacle commonly
associated with translating research findings into practice will not impact me in quite the same
way as it would a medical researcher, for instance. She or he is, as very much a technical expert,
could be charged with introducing new theories of infants’ brain plasticity to a group of
laypersons. | am not proposing a new academic theory; my approach is an incremental synthesis
of concepts with which the community is already familiar, and already, often, intuiting. Second,
as my role as a practitioner of accountability takes precedence over my role as an accountability
scholar, the gap | have to traverse to communicate findings is one | am already straddling- there
is no clash of cultures as there would be between an academic researcher and a layperson
(Odugbemi & Lee, 2011). I am not, in principle, at odds with policy-makers- our goals are
similar. | believe that my advocacy for any change may be seen, at worst, as an unwelcome
disturbance to the status quo, not as an outright challenge to what has gone before.

| appreciate that an impediment to greater influence is the fact that policy-makers and
practitioners more generally, are busy, working to tight deadlines and rarely have the advantage
of firm information upon which to make (rushed) decisions on serious matters of service

provision, let alone a less client-centred, possibly merely administrative matters. In order to
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mitigate this particular challenge, 1 must present conclusions from the literature and findings
from the research in ways that are inviting and are more likely to be taken up as evidence for
decision making; | must package information sensitively. The fact that | have had experience in
the same or similar communities of practice will prove useful here. I realize that it would not be
realistic for me to provide technical training or lead professional development activities, | can
however, tune my presentation of information to situations and levels of functionality with a very
practical-operational orientation. | have sufficient experience to identify a lot of what is relevant
to specific accountability contexts.

I will make available a summary of experiential that reflected the multiplicity of
participant perspectives and concerns, in terms of which policymakers may enhance existing
regimes and better evaluate the balance of accountability process issues with those of outcome.
In this way | hope to gently engender a more critical consideration of accountability regimes as
distinct programs with the potential to be evaluated. In my attempts to do so, | appreciate the
inherent messiness of policy making, let alone the messiness of a bundled concept which
accountability is. I anticipate integrating findings into my work. Both policy making and
accountability decisions are influenced by content experts, organized interest groups and
individual advocates, among others, all of whom engage discussions and negotiation before
acting, or, not acting.

Individual staff’s intersection with their social and political working environment will
determine the effectiveness of any contribution I try to make. An institutional focus on compliance
with accountability regimes, or on the accuracy of data, or on fostering collegial relations, or on
personal advancement, will all have a bearing on what can be accomplished. I believe, though, that
my on-going exposure to concerns of this type, and my understanding of behaviours that are

incentivised in various settings, will permit me to ‘customize’ my approach. | have on my side two
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external agendas that make the proposed research more timely: the Government of Maniotba’s plan
to ‘cut red tape’ for a pilot group of non-profits, and the Government of Canada’s decision to alter the
financial reporting requirements of GNFPOs, which will require further discussion on governments’

control of arms-length agencies.
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of my review of the literature is to explicate the conceptual framework of
my study— a naming of its parts.

The principal concept requiring explication is accountability. The discussion of non-profit
accountability shall then be given context as a part of a much broader notion of democratic
accountability. A clarification of the term ‘non-profit” will follow. Areas requiring further
investigation are noted as part of the summary. The review will refine and justify the formulation
of my research questions and suggest an appropriate methodological approach. The review is
structured as follows:

Section 2.2 explores how we are to understand the construct ‘accountability’. The section
will identify four interdependent aspects of accountability: “how, who should hold whom
accountable for what?’

Section 2.3 outlines the polemic of democratic accountability and contextualizes the
proposed research into that broader debate.

Section 2.4 looks first at definitions and characterizations of the non-profit sector, as well
as its heterogeneity. The ways in which a non-profit’s type and location in a taxonomy, is
believed to influence modes of being accountable will also be discussed, especially as they relate
to levels and predictability of funding and organisational autonomy. The section necessarily
expands upon chapter one’s discussion as to why non-profit accountability is of increasing
concern to social work practice and policy: the evolution of non-profits’ relationship with

government is often expressed through accountability.
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Section 2.5 reviews the theoretical and empirical literatures on the management of
accountability’s three aspects. A summary is provided in section 2.5 that includes an

identification of the gaps that the proposed study intends to contribute to filling.

2.2 The Construct *Accountability’

2.2.1 Accountability as a Relationship

The concept of accountability has a highly politicised, normative value (Philp, 2009).The
term’s use evokes images of (desired or aspired to states of) justice and sound governance
(Dubnick, 2002; Bovens, 2005). It causes greatest concern when it malfunctions or is deficient
(Leclerc, Moynagh, Boisclair, & Hanson, 1996; Bovens 2005; Mulgan, 2006),or is seen to be
lacking (Campbell, 2002; Dubnick, 2005), or when transgressions of the public’s trust are
understood to have occurred (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). Its rhetorical role encourages ever-
growing interest and homage (Dubnick, 2005; Mulgan, 2000; Philp, 2009; Young, 2002).

Though the term has wide currency, what it denotes is imprecise, making empirical
analysis of it difficult (Bovens, 2005; Candler & Dumont, 2010; Dubnick, 2002; Kearns, 1994;
Mulgan, 2000; Tetlock and Mellers, 2011). The term is often used synonymously with
responsibility, transparency, and governance (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Dubnick, 2005). With
specific reference to non-profits, accountability has both a very narrow conception of, for
example, a non-profit manager’s reporting obligations to her or his board of directors, to a much
broader conception that includes “clients, donors and other resource providers,
experts/regulators, staff, partners/allies, constituents, policy influence targets, members, the
general public and the media” (Candler & Dumont, 2010, p. 261).

Examinations of accountability have different foci that intersect and over-lap in complex

ways. Schema and matrices are multi-layered, conditional and tentative. Koppell (2005)
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identifies five concepts believed to be embedded into normative understandings of
accountability. These are transparency, liability, controllability, responsibility and
responsiveness; each of which can only be operationalised in specific, nuanced situations
(Bovens, 2005). Najam (1997) explores different ways a non-profit could be accountable to
clients, funders and to itself. Ebrahim (2009) examines the impacts of the accountability
relationship. Dubnick (2005), questions accountability’s purposes; its of-whats and for-whats.
Cordery and Baskerville (2011), examine impacts that prioritizing accountability to one
stakeholder might have on others.

Etymologically the term was associated with providing ‘a count’ of possessions to the
king ( Bovens, 2005; Dubnick, 2002). Although accountability systems are sometimes still
equated with the possible “facticity’ (Sartre, 1956), of lucidly expressed and assumedly non-
negotiable, uncontested ‘givens’ of accounting systems’ meanings, the term has broadened, very
significantly, to include a range of performance auditing processes (Bovens, 2005; Dubnick,
2005). Accountability now includes a great many variables, summoned in efforts to answer the
bundled question: ‘who is to answer for what and to whom’? A significant portion of the
literature strives to unbundle the question and conceptually map accountability’s landscape and
mechanisms. Levels of analysis range from the interpersonal to the societal (Bovens, 2007), The
guestion’s answer is understood to be consequential as the bundle of answers are to guide
decisions, including sanctions (Dubnick, 2002). To render the term more manageable, scholars
have increasingly focused on accountability as a set of practices that individuals or parties in a
relationship are expected to perform, ( Bovens, 2005; Dubnick, 2005; Mulgan, 2000; Romzek, &
Johnston, 2005). Various conceptions have as their foundation the social relationship of one
person or party providing an account to another person or party (Lerner and Tetlock, 1999;

Mulgan, 2000). Accountability is “*other oriented” in that the account is given to some other
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“person or body outside the person or body being held accountable” (Mulgan, 2001, p. 4). Where
notions of accountability are applied to actors within an organisation, it is considered an issue of
‘internal control” and not one of accountability. When an actor is accountable to him or herself
and feels internally accountable (Day and Klein, 1987), this has been considered to be a “felt
responsibility’ and distinguished from (external) accountability and internal controls (Mulgan,
2001). This broader conception, which includes internal accountability and initiation, felt
responsibility and personal integrity (Fry, 1995), will be looked at more closely when responses
to accountability regimes are considered. Literature that discusses external accountability is the
current focus.

Accountability is, or at least includes, an ‘account giving’. The literature stresses the
obligatory nature of the provision of a report, as opposed to something one chooses to do
‘voluntarily’ (Campbell, 2002; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Mulgan, 2000; Romzek & Johnston,
2005). The account giver is presumed to have accepted responsibility for discharging an activity
and may consequently be judged and challenged for possible abuse or neglect by others for his or
her performance of that task (Broadbent, 1999; Dubnick, 2005).

The obligation to provide the account falls upon an entity, such as a non-profit board, or
an individual, such as the organisation’s executive director. Accountability can be both a
collective and individual behaviour (Mulgan, 2001). That to which the obligation is owed can
likewise be an individual or entity. The parties in an accountability relationship are, more often
than not, understood to exist in a Principal/Agent arrangement (though, this need not be the case)
(Campbell, 2002; Dickie & Ott, 2002; Bovens, 2005). While the Principal/Agent conceptual
framework dominates discussions of accountability, it is not the only one (Dickie & Ott, 2002;
Lambright. 2008). It is argued that it over-simplifies the complexities of organisational life. For

instance, the ‘that’ or the “‘whom’ to which the accountable party is answerable, is not exclusively
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the delegator of authority, (Mulgan, 2000). Additionally, as is frequently argued where non-
profits are concerned, the pursuit of an organisation’s mission may be a more significant
motivator than self-interest and the role of the delegated-to is better described as a steward
(Dickie & Ott, 2002; Lambright, 2008).

Agency theory presumes that the Agent’s interests will diverge or be in conflict with
those of the Principal so moral hazards or conflicts of interest arise. In relationships where a
Principal and Agent are identified, the Principal is presented with a dilemma or problem of how
best to ensure that the supposedly opportunistic Agent continues to act in the Principal’s interest
once decision-making authority has been delegated and the information available to the Principal
ceases to be complete. (Bovens, 2005; Campbell, 2002; Dickie & Ott, 2002; Lambright, 2008;
Van Slyke, 2005). The Principal wishes to minimize both the risk associated with delegating
decision-making, and the (transaction) costs of attempting to align the Agent’s partially
invisible/hidden actions with its own interests by means of risk management (Dickie & Ott,
2002), performance contracting (Kettner, Moroney, & Martin,1999) or service monitoring
(Lambright, 2008). Where a Principal/Agent relationship is understood to exist, the
accountability relationship is hierarchical and bilateral and characterized by actual or potential
divergence of interests. Initially, this proposal will apply this dominant lens to the accountability
discussion; however, two related challenges to the supposed dominance and exclusivity of the
construct will be noted and explored, namely; stewardship theory and multiple accountabilities
(Van Slyke, 2005; Lambright, 2008).

Stewardship theory, like agency theory, focuses on understanding the relational context
within which formal accountability (and contracting), occur (Romzek and Johnston, 2005). Both
theories view the relationship as bilateral, (Van Slyke, 2005). Stewardship theory refers to the

individual or individuals to whom tasks are delegated as the "Steward" rather than the Agent. The
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theories diverge from each other in their conceptions of the Agent’s or Steward's motivation,
(Van Slyke, 2005; Lambright, 2008). Agents’ dominant motivator is self-interest, while Stewards
are predominantly motivated by more collectivist goals (Dickie & Ott, 2002; Lambright, 2008;
Van Slyke, 2005), particularly in social mission-driven organisations (Dickie & Ott, 2002). Van
Slyke (2005) and Lambright (2008) urge readers not to consider the theories mutually exclusive,
but rather that consideration be given to a relationship’s actors’ motivations when examining the
behaviours of contracted parties, including the relative importance institutional or individual
actors attach to fostering the relationship itself (Lambright, 2008). A fuller consideration, which
moves the discussion beyond motivation to one that has to consider broader political, ideological
and other issues, would help explain why parties originally contemplating a contractual
relationship, may first examine the extent to which their respective strategies and goals are
similar (Najam, 1997). Essentially, stewardship theory does not propose that parties’ interests are
inevitably conflictual.

A second challenge to the appealing simplicity of agency theory in the environmental
reality of non-profits, are multiple the accountabilities that may exist (Cordery & Baskerville,
2011). Non-profits are often simultaneously accountable to several different stakeholders, and,
often scattered stakeholder groups (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011; Dubnick, 2005; Lipsky, 1980;
Mulgan, 2001). In addition to being upwardly accountable, organisations can also be
laterally/horizontally and/or downwardly/vertically accountable (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Panel
on Accountability and Governance in the Voluntary Sector, 1999; Levasseur & Phillips 2005;
Phillips & Graham, 2000). Investigations of upward accountability dominate the literature; the
funder is generally perceived to be the constituency with greatest power. Lipsky (1980) notes

that front-line service providers often consider their primary accountability to be
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(downwardly/vertical) to the clients they serve. Different accountability cultures are sources of
potential conflict.

A problem of accountability, then, arises as a consequence of the process of delegation.
The funder seeks to get a non-profit agency to which it provides resources or power, to do
something (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Sappington, 1991). As resources
flow from principal to Agent, accountability information is to flow from Agent to principal. The
Agent is to provide an account for any actions taken and is understood to be responsible for those
actions, and may be held to account for them (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Stewart, 1984). "The
relationship of accountability, involving both the account and the holding to account, can be
analysed as a bond linking the one who accounts and is held to account, to the one who holds to
account” (Stewart, 1984, p. 16). Accountability, then, involves both a sharing of information and
the assumption of responsibility by the delegated-to Agent. The Principal strives to continue to
control the delegated activity. The central dilemma is how to get the Agent to act in the best
interests of the Principal when the Agent has an informational advantage over the principal, and
may have different interests from those of the Principal. The information asymmetry is a source
of an Agent's power. The Principal may lack the judgement and skill to assess what are often
highly discretionary actions by Agents (Lipsky, 1980; Romzek & Johnston, 2005).

The Principal requires accountability information in order to ensure that what is delegated
is obtained: that the Agent fulfils his or her obligations to the principal (Cutt & Murray, 2000
1992). The Principal needs to be assured of the Agent’s diligent efforts and competence to
execute the delegated tasks. The less information possessed by the Principal relative to the
Agent, the greater the possibility that the recruited Agent is not properly competent and/or can
act with less than due diligence (Power, 1999). Accountability mechanisms allow greater levels

of verification by diminishing information asymmetries (Power, 1999).
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The accountability issue most frequently addressed is a non-profit’s answerability to
funders— an obligation to explain. As the parameter of this research is a relationship that
includes a formal funding agreement between governments and a non-profit, this will remain our
focus. The seemingly straightforward and linear relationship will be shown to have several
strands beyond the exchange of financial information. Later it will be seen to have branches that
conduct information of many types to other parties beyond the funder and the funded.

The literature, both theoretical and empirical, often emphasizes the financial dimension
and practices of accountability; the oversight agency strives to ascertain that the resources it has
provided are being dedicated to the services it specified (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). While
the dominance of upward accountability is often asserted, tunnel vision is to be avoided; Najam
(1997) reminds us that non-profits are to recognize and accommodate the multiplicity of
additional accountabilities. Light (2000) suggests that the burden of upward accountability may
be excessive and beyond the non-profit’s organisational capacity, especially where a non-profit is
reporting to multiple funders (Phillips & Graham, 2000), or stakeholders (Cordery &
Baskerville, 2011). Edwards and Hulme (1996), and Ebrahim (2005) add that satisfaction of
upward accountability might have an adverse impact upon services and consequent downward
accountability to service-users.

The process of reporting on actions- revealing them and making them transparent-
requires that those to whom the authority to make decisions has been delegated provide
information on the manner in which obligations were discharged. The information provided may
be judged and explanations and justifications of conduct may be required. Following judgement,
sanctions may be imposed (Leclerc, Moynagh, Boisclair, & Hanson, 1996; Mulgan 2006), or
attempted (Bovens, 2005). The nature of the obligation and the information required are

becoming increasingly formalized in written accountability regimes (Bovens, 2005). The claim
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of the entity reported to is understood to be legitimate. In this context, Mulgan (2001) refers to
the right of ownership or authority of the party requiring the account.

Once the necessity of accountability relationships has been established or is assumed,
literature turns to the accountability information exchanged (content) and the ways in which it is
communicated. Indeed, Edwards and Hulme (1996) describe accountability as “the means by
which individuals and organisations report to a recognized authority” (p. 967).

Varying amounts of quantitative and qualitative information may be required in a single
relationship with varied frequency. The information requirements are understood to reflect the
Principal’s particular concerns. Different concerns result in different sets of expectations or
informational requirements (Mulgan, 2001), and the differences in which information is
exchanged and the nature of the obligation (and the frequency of the required exchange of
reports). Common labels exist for the predominant types of accountability reports. There is less
consensus on the more detailed scope of the informational content that make manifest political,
legal, professional and hierarchical accountabilities (Romzek and Johnston, 2005). Mulgan
(2001) proposes two main categories of accountability content: legal/financial and
policy/practice, and suggests that hierarchical accountability is a mode of being accountable, not
a category of content.

Mulgan (2001) and Romzek and Johnston (2005) suggest that hierarchical modes of
accountability characterize the public sector (ministerial responsibility for example), and apply
infrequently to the (less-hierarchical) reality of the non-profit sector. Despite this, contracts
between government and non-profits rarely reflect a non-profit’s multiple, fluid accountability
relationships, which are characterized by change rather than stability. In particular reference to
the non-profit sector, Bovens (2005) adds a social accountability to Romzek and Johnston’s three

main categories. Social accountability is described as a form of political accountability where the
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public shortcuts the elected representative and holds public managers and their delegates,
including non-profits, to account in a more direct fashion (Bovens 2005). (Hierarchical) political,
legal and professional types of accountability persist, but are a component within a dynamic
network of more diffuse accountabilities. (Bovens, 2005).

Political accountability in democracies exists between voters and representatives who
delegate their ministerial authority through a chain of public servants (Clarke, 2004). In the
context of non-profits, political accountability has a broader scope and is equated to Agent’s
responsiveness to stakeholders and its political acumen (Mulgan, 2001). In discussion of non-
profits, an appreciation of political accountability allows both Agents and Principals to consider
their accountability to a fluid network (Dubnick, 2002).

Professional accountability exists among more deferential members of a professional
class called upon to exercise discretion, and a supervisory body with a repertoire of expertise and
established intervention technologies. Professional accountability within more regulated
professions, and includes many of those working in accounting, health and legal spheres.

Specified legal accountabilities exist between non-profits, funders and the legal system,
and concern compliance with established standards. Mulgan (2001) includes the requirements to
submit financial reports as a component of a broader legal accountability to the general public.
Romzek and Johnston (2005) suggest that legal accountability lies outside of the constructed
accountability relationship; it provides the relationship with its broader governance context.

In summary; the fundamental questions regarding accountability relationships then, are
the identification of who owes the account- who is the reporter?, what is required in the report,
and to whom is the report is owed (Candler & Dumont, 2010). The two parties which must exist
for the relationship to fall within the scope of the review are a non-profit and a government

funder. More parties are likely to exist because of the nature of the context in which non-profits



46

operate. The evolving accountability relationship between non-profits and government is

discussed in section 2.3.

2.2.2 The Information Exchanged

In representative democracies, "Virtually everyone to whom an account is due is also
accountable to someone else at a higher level (Aucoin & Jarvis, 2005, p. 8), with the exception
of the sovereign electorate, which may pass judgement, periodically, on governments and
remove them. Between the periodic, foundational, democratic mechanism of elections, the
effectiveness of institutional mechanisms of public management in ensuring that all those
exercising authority within an elected government and its system of public administration are, in
fact, accountable, is questioned, and the need for improvement, noted (Aucoin & Jarvis, 2005)
Jarvis and Aucoin also note that the capacity of parliament (or, in our case, Manitoba’s
legislature) to ensure the accountability of the elected government and the public service, may
not be sufficient without significant reforms to the parliamentary system to ensure greater
political competition. Institutional mechanisms, including changes in the accountability
relationship between the most senior civil servants, ministers’ deputies, parliament and its
committees, are necessary. That deputies be directly and explicitly accountable to parliamentary
committees is suggested. Methods of ensuring that deputies work in an independent public
service and provide non-partisan reports are also questioned.

The most established, systemic and systematic form of oversight within Westminster-
model parliamentary democracies, is the Auditor General or equivalent offices. In Manitoba,
under The Auditor General Act (Government of Manitoba, 2011), the Legislature is provided
with one of its means of holding the government accountable for its actions. The Act empowers

the Office of the Auditor General (OAG) to collect and present the Legislature with non-partisan
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information on the operational performance of government, mainly through the provision of
financial and performance audit opinions and reviews of government departments, Crown
organisations, and recipients of public funds. Manitoba’s OAG closely parallels Canada’s Office
of the Auditor General of Canada, which assists Parliament to hold the Federal government to
account for its stewardship of public funds, or the UK’s National Audit Office. Each office
reports to standing committees in much the same way as Manitoba’s OAG refers reports to the
Public Accounts Committee (PAC). The OAG and the PAC work closely together. OAG reports
are referred to the PAC and the PAC may request the OAG to undertake special audit tasks. The
PAC may supplement OAG reports with a report and recommendations of its own, and/or require
the OAG to elaborate further before passing the report. Together, these two institutions are
pivotal in the state’s audit framework. Manitoba’s Auditor General’s office has two key roles: it
undertakes audits of Manitoba’s accounts and conducts performance audit reports on selected
policies and issues within Manitoba.

In Manitoba, in addition to routine, scheduled audits, prescribed by legislation, the OAG
may investigate concerns brought to its attention by the Minister of Finance, the Public Accounts
Committee (PAC- an all party Standing Committee of the Legislature charged with examining
the financial administration of public assets and the spending of public funds), and others,
including government employees and members of the public.

Interestingly, in the OAG report for the year ended March 31, 2011 (OAG, 2011), the
Auditor General voices concern that the provisions granted by the Act to the Lieutenant
Governor in Council, the Minister of Finance and PAC to conduct a Special (i.e., unscheduled
audit), have only been exercised once, at the request of PAC. “An important opportunity for the
Legislature to use the skills available in our Office to provide them with useful accountability

information” has been exercised infrequently and is “disappointing” (p. 2) as part of its vision is
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the “Strong monitoring function ... regarding public funds” (p. 6). Despite the existence of a
largely independent and competent auditing body, external to government, audits not required by
mandate appear to be infrequently requested.

Furthermore, only one non-profit organisation is listed by the OAG as having been
subject to a special audit in the year ending March 2011: the Society for Manitobans with
Disabilities (SMD). The OAG was asked by a member of the public, in 2005, to investigate
allegations. The individual alleged that SMD’s administrative costs were excessive, that it lacked
accountability and had poor governance. Following its receipt of the allegations, the OAG
requested that the Department of Family Services and Consumer Affairs conduct an internal
audit focusing on what the Department received from the Services branch of SMD as part of the
(Service Purchase Agreement) contract. While contracted outcomes were not all being met, the
Department decided not to apply sanctions while resolution was sought. Five to six years after
the allegations were made, the OAG notes that further deterioration in the Department’s
relationship with SMD may require the imposition of unspecified sanctions.

In addition to the external audit role fulfilled by the Auditor General’s Office, there are,
as illustrated above, internal audit processes available to government too. These are performed
by Internal Audit and Consulting Services (IACS) on a routine basis, and at the request of
managers within all departments, when a concern has been raised as a priority. The Annual
Report of Manitoba Finance for the year ended March 31, 2010, reports that there IACS
conducted 36 new audit projects. Both the OAG and IACS audit levels are required to have an
“appropriate level of independence” (from management) (Manitoba Office of the Auditor
General, 2006, p. 5). In regard of this, Manitoba Audit committees have individuals who are
external to both the organisation and the department. Traditionally, audits have been compliance

based, versus more involved, risk based approaches that will examine such things as the
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effectiveness of internal controls, or the possibility of personal gain (Neu, Everett & Rahaman,
2010). In Manitoba’s Office of the Auditor General ‘Guide to leading edge internal auditing in
the public sector’ (2006), it states that its intention is to, increasingly, identify risks, trends or
break downs, before problems occur, with a focus on identifying risks and controls that mitigate.

The literature suggests that, despite increasingly rigorous and circumscribed auditing
practices, corruption and maladministration of public funds is still possible (Fraser, 2007), as
evidenced by the Sponsorship Program designed to encourage national unity (Gomery, 2006).
Technical auditing activities can be shaped and usurped by political influence, especially once
auditing, as a social and politically pragmatic activity, and not merely a technical practice, is
appreciated (Neu, Everett & Rahaman, 2010).

The investigation of the political influence on auditing processes and opinions is difficult
because it is often clandestine (Gomery 2006), but considered particularly salient in the public
(and political) sector (Neu, Everett & Rahaman, 2010). An auditor’s opinion is best understood
as something produced within the context of her or his relationship with the auditor’s client and
ideological context. New Public Management’s predilection for private sector accounting norms
is no guarantee that the auditing function will take place unfettered. Political policy decisions are
often beyond the scope of an audit, if that audit has the potential to result in a diminution of
bureaucratic and/or political autonomy (Aucoin & Jarvis; 2005). Neu, Everett and Rahaman
(2010) point out that senior, internal auditors, are often required to exercise greater political
shrewdness than their junior counterparts, as it is the senior auditor who is charged with drafting
published audit findings. Audit recommendations are to move the bureaucracy towards
improvement, but are not designed to cause embarrassment or to oust the minister. The different
roles and susceptibility to political influence proposed here, may parallel government staffs’

differential attention both to accountability findings and subsequent responses to non-profits’
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accountability reports. Junior auditors and government staff may feel less constrained by political

concerns than do their senior colleagues.

2.2.3 The Information Exchange and Accountability’s Purposes

The review of the literature on accountability information includes a consideration of the
information exchanged— its content— and the ways in which information is communicated; its
mechanisms or vehicles.

In a general sense, accountability information is assumed to be a testament of how an
organisation uses its resources and how decisions regarding their allocation were based on
consistent protocols and reasoning (Kearns, 1996). The information exchanged often includes the
use to which the non-profit organisation puts its inputs in order to achieve a particular output.
Candler and Dumont (2010) identify three clusters of information for which the organisation is
accountable: consequential inputs, including financial and volunteer resources, and “reputational
capital” (p. 268), the resultant goods and services produced, and the processes used to transform
the inputs to outputs. While accountability methods and tools vary greatly, external measures
tend to be designed, as Candler and Dumont propose, to provide empirical evidence of
organisational performance in order to encourage desired performance, to meet government
policy objectives or to empower service users to make informed choices (Cutt & Murray, 2000),
or to align government and a non-profit’s goals and strategies (Najan, 1997), or to produce a
combination of these (Lamblight, 2008).

The Agent may explain allocation activities through existing reporting tools or by choice,
using less formal, supplemental, mechanisms when they deem that such a “voluntary’ approach
may substantiate or qualify externally imposed information requirements (Cutt & Murray, 2000;

Fry, 1995). Voluntary disclosure of this sort is not obligated, but may reflect an Agent’s quest for
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survival and autonomy, or fidelity to its articulated mission (Chen, 2005). Stepping beyond the
script by either party is an expression of some sort of dissatisfaction with the scripted exchange
(Bovens, 2005; Chen, 2004).

The common assumption is that information shared in the process of being accountable
will contribute to decision-making processes that will affect an organisation. Accountability is,
arguably, a precondition for informed action (Patton, 1997; Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004).
The pressure to change may depend on what information was shared and with whom. The
circulation, privacy or degree of publicity exchanged accountability information receives is a
significant variable (Bovens, 2005).

Although accountability information is in some sense necessarily publicized in order that
it attains a limited transparency (without publicity, or at least some sort of audience), there is no
exchange of information), not all accountability information has the same public or is equally
‘transparent’ and visible. In the context of non-profits, an obligation exists to provide an annual
report which includes a financial statement provided in a public forum, but the level of public
scrutiny is a great deal lower than it is in the public sector, suggests Mulgan, (2001). Further, the
public to which information is provided may have no power to influence the direction the non-
profit takes or to otherwise respond to the information; making public or sharing information is
better understood as an issue of transparency that may affect accountability, rather than one of
strict accountability (Mulgan, 2001).

The literature tends to focus on a non-profit's degree of compliance with reporting
requirements. Discussion of the process of selecting required information and the manner in
which the desired information is to be exchanged is less comprehensive. Compliance with an
existing accountability regime receives more attention in the relationship than the design of

effective regimes. The historical or retrospective orientation is often emphasized. Empirical
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examination of an accountability regime’s influence on future behaviours of both the Principal
and/or Agent has received substantially less attention (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Bovens, 2005). Cutt
and Murray (2000) distinguish between ex post reporting (the monitoring of past performance)
and ex ante controls, such as budgeting and regulation, with responses to historical
accountability regimes and information dominating the literature. The distinction between the
two is somewhat blurred because the requirement to provide ex post data can function in much
the same way as ex ante control. However, empirical examination of ex-ante measures’ effects,
as another category for analysis, has not been thorough.

Thompson (1998) argues that the effectiveness of a regime will also depend upon the
existence and clear communication of incentives and sanctions to encourage compliance with
information requirements. Again, the focus is on a reactive conception of accountability that is
assumed to promote appropriate (and ethical) behaviour as something that is externally initiated
(Dubnick, 2005). However, an important piece of accountability information appears to be
communication of the consequences of non-compliance.

As has been indicated above, accountability information can also include what is
volunteered. An Agent can be proactive in the sense that she or he may “take responsibility for
oneself” (Ebrahim, 2002, p. 3) and be self-initiated (Day & Klein, 1987; Fry, 1995). This aspect
will be discussed below as a part of the evolution of non-profits’ relationship with government.
However, information disclosed voluntarily plays a less significant role in the Principal/Agent
model and will be set aside for the time being. Initially, neither party knows how complete or
incomplete is their understanding of the other’s motives and actions, but the issue of possible
Principal ignorance can be overcome with an appropriately structured regime.

When delegating in this manner, the Principal is confronted by the probability that it does

not know if the Agent is pursuing the required role in a manner satisfactory to the Principal. The
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Principal therefore attempts to compensate for the information asymmetry by creating
contractual incentives (rewards and penalties) for the Agent to behave in a way conducive to
meeting the Principal’s goals. The contract’s effectiveness in controlling the Agent will depend
upon the degree of concreteness/abstractness of what it is that the Agent wishes to control.
Steward, (cited in Broadbent, Dietrich, & Laughlin, 1996) identifies increasingly specific
possible accounts of an Agent’s actions. At their most generic are issues of legality and probity.
An Agent can be in compliance with the law’s requirements while retaining considerable room
for autonomous decision making. More specific information includes details of the processes
followed, or means employed, by the Agent. More specific still, are performance, program and
policy accountabilities, that are understood to provide the Principal with information about the
degree to which the ends specified by the Principal were achieved by the Agent. The level of
detail contained in the contract will suggest the degree of ex ante control the Principal wishes to
establish and the degree to which the Principal believes that it is possible for the Agent to make
the information available. In the social services, where intervention technologies are often
uncertain, results unquantifiable and knowledge is tacit, complete disclosure may not be
possible: The relationship between inputs and outputs is necessarily indeterminate. Surrogates
may be unreliable indicators of either process accountability or performance, program and policy

accountability (Broadbent et al., 1996).

2.2.4 Accountability’s Multiple Purposes

The literature identifies accountability’s four main interrelated purposes: by rendering
behaviours transparent, accountability democratises power and helps prevent abuses (Cordery &
Baskerville, 2011); it provides forums and languages (a “‘common currency’) (Cutt & Murray,

2000), in terms of which abuses can be addressed (Bovens, 2005); and it deters unethical
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behaviour, and it encourages better outcomes (Dubnick, 2005). Dubnick (2005) stresses that how
accountability fulfils its varied functions is poorly understood. Less specifically, accountability is
intended to align the Agent’s (social development (Campbell, 2002)) goals with those of the
Principal (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Van Slyke, 2005).

Accountability systems are also understood to encourage (the public’s) trust in systems
that bind Agents to act in compliance with defined rules, and can be used to sanction violations
or to require remedy (Mulgan, 2001); accountability is a safeguard of fair governance (Bovens,
2005). Bovens (2005) also refers to the cybernetic perspective where accountability regimes are
seen to make new learning possible and to encourage learning of those caught in the shadow of
possible failures.

Where an accountability relationships exists, an Agent anticipates that it will be called
upon to explain and perhaps justify the appropriateness of its actions in particular contexts
(Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). Lerner and Tetlock (1999) emphasise how this imminent possibility
impacts behaviour, encouraging some behaviours while deterring others. Empirical data do not
clearly corroborate the intuitive assertion (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999).

The particularity of the accountability situation determines what information is made
available to permit judgements. Accountability information has traditionally focussed on readily
auditable information, normally of a financial nature (Biesta, 2004), but the “what’ of
accountability has expanded to include activities and targeted performances (Cutt & Murray,
2000; Kearns, 1994; Leclerc, Moynagh, Boisclair, & Hanson, 1996). Behaviours monitored
through accountability mechanisms include interventions, and, increasingly, program
achievements: outputs and outcomes respectively (Campbell, 2002; Rossi et al, 2004; Romzek &

Johnston, 2005).
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The instrumentality or effectiveness of accountability regimes will depend on an
alignment between desired behaviours and the monitoring mechanism (Cutt & Murray, 2000;
Romzek & Johnston, 2005). The theoretical literature increasingly considers Agents responsible
for behaviours related to processes, outputs and outcomes in various combinations, rather than a
less differentiated mass of (measureable) activities (“traffic flow’), (Weinbach, 2005, Lambright,
2008). This evolution is reflected in the detail of accountability information required.
Increasingly program logic models are proposed to map each piece of an effective accountability
regime with particular types of behaviour, in terms of which a regime’s effectiveness may be
evaluated (Chen & Rossi, 1983).

Romzek and Johnston (2005) suggest that with the shift of focus from inputs and
activities to outcomes, the tasks or behaviours for which accountability information is being
sought becomes increasingly less routine. Input tasks are typically routine, readily auditable, and
amenable to hierarchical supervision. Readily mandated and definable processes are more easily
measureable and lend themselves to legal accountability, whereas less definable outputs must
respond to stakeholders and are considered political. Professional accountability predominates
when complex outcomes are examined. Accountability regimes’ effectiveness will be diminished
if tasks are not examined through an appropriate accountability lens. A hierarchical approach to
non-routine outcomes, for example, would not be appropriate and is a frequently voiced criticism
of (hierarchical) managerialism where expertise in a specialist area does not, on its own, exempt
professionals from prescriptive management (Clarke, 2004). Similarly, examining outputs
without consideration of the Agent’s responsiveness (political accountability) to stakeholder
needs would not enable a determination of program effectiveness to be made. Romzek and
Johnston (2005) stress the need for the type of accountability to be appropriately aligned with

tasks and that those tasks are classified with reference to a clearly articulated (program) logic.
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2.2.5 A Summary

In summary, when applied to non-profits, accountability is minimally the process by
which a representative of a non-profit organisation (the *Agent’) provides an account of the
agency’s activities to the primary stakeholder, (the ‘Principal’). As such it is a tool of governance
or control where the Principal determines the desired behaviours for which and account will be
required. Conceptions often include mechanisms by which the representative gives the account
(Mulgan, 2000) and that sanctions may be applied in the event that the Agent is not compliant

(Ebrahim, 2002; Rubenstein, 2007).

2.3 The Non-profit Sector: Definitions, Heterogeneity and Evolution
2.3.1 Definitions and Heterogeneity

The ensuing characterization of government-funded non-profits is of consequence for

three main reasons:

o] it reduces a large heterogeneous sector into its various (mutable and nuanced)
pieces, and allows common and particular properties of that part of it which is
relevant to this study to be made explicit

o] it presents the political and ideological backdrop for ongoing discussions of
accountability as they pertain to the increasing importance of government-funded
non-profits and the actuality and rhetoric of accountability .

o] it demonstrates how much of the sector’s fluid relationship with government is
expressed in terms obligation and the tasks of accountability.

The emerging categories are not immutable. Pedants will need to become tolerant of a

degree of ambiguity and dynamism. For example, my use of the term *government-funded’
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implies only that the services offered by the non-profit depend upon government funds in order
for them to continue. The blurring of boundaries occurs both within the non-profit sector, and
between the private, public and non-profit sectors. As is shown, the commercialisation of the
non-profit sector merges it with the first (for-profit) sector (Dart & Zimmerman, 2000; Quarter,
Mook, & Armstrong, 2009; Salamon, 2010). The contracting culture merges the third with the
second (state) sector (Scott, 2003). The term “non-profit’ covers a broad spectrum of
organisations that may alternatively be referred to as non-governmental (NGO’s), voluntary,
independent, charitable, philanthropic, and, more broadly, the *social economy’ (Najam, 1997;
Salamon, 2010).

The sector includes those organisations that are institutionally separate from government
and businesses and are self-governing and dependent on volunteer boards for governance. They
occupy the “common space between the state and the market” (Banting & Hall, 2000, p. 1). In
terms of the literature search, nomenclature expanded the range of possible search terms. | have
made most use of the hyphenated ‘non-profit” which had, until the last couple of years,
consistently returned more hits than the alternatives. As Google’s search algorithms have
changed, entering one search term will return similar search terms.

The term non-profit itself remains something of a misnomer because non-profits are not
prevented from making a profit; they are constrained as to how they may distribute it
(Hansmann, 1980). The definitional components that refine and clarify the thesis include
Hansmann’s constraint; the organisations examined are prohibited by law from distributing its
surplus, assets or income, for the private benefit of organisational insiders, including its staff and
board. Any surpluses are to be dedicated to the furtherance of the organisational mission

(Hansmann, 1980; Statistics Canada, 2005).
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Smith and Lipsky (1993) identify three subsets of those organisations having a
distribution constraint. There are those established organisations receiving funding from
voluntary donations and endowments. These are privately funded organisations which strive to
supplement the demand for public services that governments are unwilling or unable to satisfy
(Smith & Lipsky, 1993; Young, 2000). Non-profits that emerge in response to the availability of
government funds are included in the second category (Smith & Lipsky, 1993). These
organisations complement what a government does and work in partnership (Young, 2000).

The third category includes those grassroots organisations whose existence is perhaps the
most fragile, and whose reliance on volunteers is greatest. They tend to try to influence
government to act in particular ways (Young, 2000). Their relationship tends to be adversarial
(Young, 2000).

For the purpose of this research, we are primarily concerned with organisations that
occupy the second category; those whose primary funder is the government. The government
necessarily exercises considerable power and influence over the selected category, which will
find expression in the accountability relationship (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Edwards & Hulme,
1996; Kramer, 1994; Najam, 1997), and will often be articulated in formal contracts (Romzek &
Johnston, 2005; Van Slyke, 2005) . Robinson (1997) suggests that these organisations are “driven
more by market considerations than by values” and are therefore distinct from other non-profit
organisations that are (more) “value-driven organisations” (p. 59).

Najam (1997) characterized the temperament of the collaboration between government-
funded organisations and the government into four groups. There are those organisations that
pursue similar ends with similar means to government (cooperative), those that are
confrontational because they pursue different ends from those of the government funder,

(configurations of adversariality are elaborated upon by Kramer (1994) and Young (2000)), those
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that are complementary because they approach similar ends with different means and those that
adopt similar means in the pursuit of different ends: co-optation. The situation with which I am
most concerned best approximates the cooperative model, with the level of cooperation indicated
in a shared agreement, such as a contract. It is conceivable, though, that appearances are
deceptive and that the reality of this situation is one that better approximates co-optation. Co-
optation is a tense relationship where a government’s goals and preferences are not synonymous
with those of the non-profit. As a non-profit becomes increasingly dependent on government
funds, accountability requirements will become more “skewed to the most powerful
constituency” (Edwards & Hulme 1996, p. 968). Fry’s (1995) analysis of an Agent’s experience
of accountability substantiates Najam’s distinction between cooperation and co-optation:
Cooperation is enabling whereas co-optation is characterised by monitoring or surveillance.
Contracts can change the relationship of contracting parties from one of equal partnership to one
where the contractor (the Principal) dominates and the subcontractor (the Agent) becomes
subordinate (Fry, 1995; Van Slyke, 2005).

As noted in Chapter One, many non-profits are charitable organisations; others are
required to be registered as a pre-condition for providing services. Both these distinctions will
have a significant impact on accountability and the experience administrators have of
accountably relationships.

Registered charities are regulated by the Canada Revenue Agency under the Income Tax
Act. Registered charities are required to comply with special provisions of the Income Tax Act
(Government of Canada, 2011) in order to retain their charitable status, a significant advantage
of which is their ability to issue a donation receipt to donors who can then seek an income tax
refund, thereby incentivising donating. To retain charitable status, the organisation is required to

adhere to a series of provisions that limit organisational autonomy, including the requirement that



60

it devote all of their resources, including financial, human, and physical resources, to charitable
purposes (Canada Revenue Agency, 2008). The Minister may issue a Notice of Intention to
Revoke to a registered charity that ceases to comply with the requirements of the Income Tax
Act” (Canada Revenue Agency, 2005). Registered charities are also required to submit a
Registered Charity Information Return (form T3010), and limit the nature and extent to which of
any political activities (Canada Revenue Agency, 2005).

The second evolving accountability complexity includes those non-profits, which may
also be registered charities, which require accreditation from a registering authority in order to
receive funding and operate. Manitoba’s Adult Literacy Act (Government of Manitoba, 2009),

and Manitoba’s Adult Learning Centres Act (Government of Manitoba, 2002), are examples.

2.3.2 Managerialism and the Use of Contracts

The retrenchment of the welfare state provided the subsequent impetus for the sector's
rapid growth as a site for the production of social services. The accountability challenges facing
the sector have increased correspondingly. Bernstein, (1991), Broadbent et al. (1996), Levasseur
and Phillips (2005), Salamon (2010), and Smith and Lipsky (1993), among others, comment on
the sector's changed character resulting from its increased reliance on governments for resources
and on the use of contracts. The loss of autonomy or independence of action is cited as the most
common manifestation of the change. The loss or dilution of an organisation’s original mission,
as well as the increasingly complex task and higher costs associated with the sector fulfilling
governments’ reporting requirements, are two important consequences (Bernstein, 1991; Imagine
Canada, Canadian Policy Research Networks, and the Canadian Council on Social Development,
2005). Levasseur and Phillips (2005) suggest that governments’ increased use of very specific

project-based funding contracts, has functioned, as a policy instrument, to control and, in
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significant ways, isolate the non-profit. Additionally, the contract’s reporting requirements do not
add to an Agent’s accountability as the information stipulated is mostly financial, and “does not
incorporate other important information elements including impacts on society” (p. 218).

Traditionally the non-profit sector was considered distinct from other sectors in virtue of
its particular motivations and inherent goodness or value orientation (Salamon, 1995; Najam,
1997; Young, 2000; Mulgan, 2001). In part, this attribution is seen to flow from non-profits’
mission to provide valued public goods that contribute to society’s general welfare. Non-profits
were seen to be concerned with the “articulation and actualization of particular social visions”
(Najam. 1997, p. 378). The attribution of the goodly virtue on the sector impacts accountability
(Banting & Hall, 2000), insofar as the sector’s perceived inherent integrity delayed examination
of accountability as being something unnecessary, or certainly much less urgent (Billis, 1991;
Salamon, 1995). Newer non-profit organisations whose existence has depended on government
funding and waged labour are not seen to be necessarily any less inherently good (or bad),
(Billis, 1991). The increased burden of accountability stems from something other than a
growing doubt that pursuit of a noble mission and a distribution constraint is sufficient to ensure
propriety (Billis, 1991). Increased accountability obligations parallel the growth of the service
obligations for this part of the non-profit sector (Clarke & Newman, 1997).

Clarke (2004) suggests that government regulation of the part of the non-profit sector that
it funds exemplifies the ambivalent positioning of private organisations functioning in the public
sphere. The welfare state’s zenith marked a time when private organisations of any sort were
regulated, licensed, monitored and sanctioned by governments (Clarke, 2004). Neo-liberalism
has seen (Anglophone) governments turn their hostility from the private to public sector models
of service delivery that are seen to be weighed down by bureaucratic inertia and inefficiencies

(Broadbent et al., 1996; Clarke & Newman, 1997; Du Gay, 2000). The policy shift combined
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“ideology and rhetoric with minimal evidence” (Wistow et al., 1996, p. 12). The state has been
rolled back and public goods have become devolved and privatized (Van Slyke, 2005). The
movement from a civic culture of service provision to a business culture is characterized by a
delegation of responsibility to non-profits, (or, when occurring within government, to
organisational units), while requiring the managers of those entities delegated to, to be
responsible for their activities specified by contract in exchange for (financial) resources
(Broadbent et al., 1996).

While non-profits are not the only alternative delivery mechanism to the state’s dispersal,
they are a very significant one. Services are to be delivered with an ethic hitherto considered to
belong to the private, for-profit sector (Kirkpatrick, Ackroyd, & Walker, 2005). Human services
contracting is seen as a means by which governments can harness competitive forces to realize
greater effectiveness and efficiency (Brown & Troutt, 2004; Van Slyke, 2005). The managerialist
ethic requires scrutiny of all publicly funded organisations regardless of the goodness or apparent
nobility of their mission (Dubnick, 2005). It is in this context that the language and substance of
accountability demands by governments of non-profits it funds are framed and are best
understood, in particular the notion of ensuring value for money (Broadbent et al., 1996). Where
once professionals or communities were able to decide on what to do for service users, now their
priorities may be overridden by governments pursuing greater efficiency or cost-controls.
Rhetorically, government monitoring is to function to ensure that the organisation is responding
freely (and apolitically) to the market (Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). The processes of dispersing the
provision of public goods to non-profits and the associated corporatisation of service delivery
has been promoted by its advocates as depoliticising service delivery (Clarke, 2004; Kirkpatrick,

et al, 2005). “What counts is what works” (Blair, 1998, cited in Clarke, 2004).
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The process of supposed depoliticisation necessarily displaces the traditional
organisational roles of professionals with new methods of public service management
(Kirkpatrick, et al., 2005). Agencies that do not conform and perform can be discarded (Edwards
& Hulme, 1996). Managerialism requires the expansion of accountability systems (Clarke,
2004). The funding relationship expressed through a contract is viewed as what drives the degree
of compulsion felt by non-profits to respond to funders’ requests for information (Cutt & Murray,
2000; Phillips & Graham, 2000). An understanding of possible funding arrangements provides

the basis to a fuller understanding of accountability relationships.

2.3.3 Funding Models

The terminology used to define government’s funding arrangements of non-profits is not
used consistently and can lead to confusion. There is also considerable fluidity in each definition.
Manitoba is currently developing a new pilot funding model, so the landscape continues to
evolve (Government of Manitoba; 2011). This will further qualify the rigour of any definition. A
loss of Agency autonomy is associated with more burdensome reporting requirements (Levasseur
& Phillips, 2005; Scott, 2003; Smith & Lipsky, 1993), but there need not be a correlation
between the funding arrangement and actual reporting requirements. While the information
provided to the funder is arguably intended to demonstrate the effectiveness and efficiency of the
funded agency’s delivery of a government’s desired and measurable project inputs, outputs and
outcomes, the resources required to comply with the government’s reporting requirements may
diminish the agency's freedom to pursue outcomes congruent with its mission (Phillips, Laforest
& Graham, 2008). The reverse is also true; where an agency retains a greater degree of
autonomy, its accountability to government is understood to be less (Frumkin, 2001).However,

the three main funding methods under consideration are presented in the order of presumed
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degree of autonomy; fee for service, grant/service purchase agreement and contribution
agreement.

Unwin (2004), describes three funding “styles’: (not models); giving, shopping and
investing. We are concerned with the ‘shopping style’. The Treasury Board Secretariat of the
Government of Canada categorizes government’s funding technologies into tax assistance,
matching grants, core funding, contribution agreements and contracts (Government of Canada,
1998). For each funding model, the pros and cons are identified from different perspectives.
Under the broader heading “Grants’, Manitoba distinguishes between Service Purchase
Agreements, (SPA’s), Memoranda of Understanding (MOU’s) and Letters of Intent (Government
of Manitoba, 2005). Funding models can be hybridized and combined, with a single agency often
making use of more than one funding mechanism or income source at any one time (Scott,
2003). Of greatest relevance to the proposed research are grants and contributions, or what
Manitoba describes as the Service Purchase Agreement (SPA’s) and Contribution Agreements,
though as Levasseur and Phillips (2005) point out, * the contribution agreements that govern
project-based funding come with pre-specified terms and conditions and deliverables that are
largely under the control of government, they are barely distinguishable from fee-for-service
contracts” (p.211)

The funder’s development and administration of Contribution Agreements, SPA’s and
‘fee-for-service’ contracts erode some of the presumed distinctions between them. Detailed
provisions and exclusions within a fee for service contract, for example, can render the
agreement almost indistinguishable from both Contribution Agreements and SPA’s. Further, the
development of accountability regimes may depend not only on the risk or exposure the funder
perceives, but the context in which the agreement was developed- competitive tender, request for

proposal, request for quotation, renewal of previous contracts, precedent, government priority,
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are among the variables. The research will describe participants’ understanding of funding
arrangements and reporting requirements and their perceived degree of compliance with polices.
With these qualifications in mind, the presumed distinctions between the dominant funding
models are described.

SPAs are an example of increasingly targeted government contributions made in return
for a specified, distinct, service. Often the government renews contracts with the established
service provider periodically, with updates or amendments to the agreement occurring at any
time. Service Purchase Agreements are increasingly seen to be the government’s mechanism of
choice for those agencies, such as those in the proposed case, that provide a service to “emerging
social issues” (Scott, 2003, p. 44).

In Manitoba, SPAs are the type of agreement favoured by Family Services and Labour
Affairs (FSL). Rarely less than three years in duration, Manitoba also holds SPAs of five years,
and in one instance, ten years in duration. SPAs in Manitoba range from a few thousand dollars
to 25 million dollars. SPA’s provide the government with an instrument that can be used to
influence all aspects of an agency’s government funded activities (Smith & Lipksy, 1993).
Agreements may stipulate how many of the agency’s functions are to be performed and how
project funds are to be spent. SPA’s often include at least two funding streams; one amount pays
for largely non variable costs- the *grant’, the other stream is a per-diem which fluctuates with
client traffic. The basis of suggestions that SPAs allow greater autonomy than contribution
agreements so that a large part of an agency's apparent autonomy associated with SPAs is
illusory; client selection and subsequent interventions reflect a government’s priorities under
which the organisation’s mission is relegated (Smith & Lipsky, 1993). Most significantly, FSL’s
current SPA contract includes a clause that allows department representatives to assume Board

responsibilities, thereby, eliminating an Agent’s independence and autonomy: “Manitoba may
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appoint a provisional administrator to exercise all the powers, responsibilities and authority of
the Service Provider and its Board as they relate to the Services to be provided”, as agreed in the
agreement. (Service Purchase Agreement, Section 16.03, subsection (e) (iii).

Contribution Agreements are distinct from generalized contracts in so far as the latter
normally follow a more competitive, if not always open bidding system, with the lowest
qualified bidder being awarded the contract (Scott, 2003). They have in common, the fact that
both often relate to the support of a particular service or project, not to the organisation (i.e. no
‘core funding’). The conditions attached to funding arrangements have the potential to restrict
the organisation’s autonomy and limit the extent to which it is able to set and pursue its, rather
than the government’s (or private donor’s), mission. Restrictions can exist around the costs
covered, the method of delivery, required quotas and progress reports. Increasingly, Contribution
Agreements examine, or at least collect data, to evaluate service outcomes in ways not dissimilar
to those used in the administrations of SPA’s. (Kettner, Moroney, & Martin, 1999; Hall et al,
2003)

Grants, and any many government Contribution Agreements, are often conditional upon
the applicant securing funds from alternative sources, and through partnerships- a condition
requiring a substantial investment of time and effort to establish, and, given the short term nature
of most project funding, inherently unstable (Scott, 2003). This possibility is discussed further,
below. Contracts are used less extensively than Contribution Agreements, in part because there
are often too few human service organisations in a given market to permit competition to deliver
services. (Smith & Lipsky, 1993). Contribution Agreements are typically one year in duration
and are used by most departments contracting with non-profits, including Entrepreneurship,

Training and Trade, Labour and Immigration and Aboriginal and Northern Affairs. Contribution
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Agreements are preferred by Provincial departments receiving money from the Federal

agreement through bilateral agreements.

2.4  Review of the Theoretical Literature
2.4.1 Responding to Accountability Regimes

Lerner and Tetlock (1999) emphasise that an Agent’s belief that it may be called to justify
the appropriateness of its actions at any time will impact the Agent’s intentional behaviour as it
relates to activities for which an account might be requested. This section looks at the range of
non-profits’ anticipated responses to providing accountability information- their reporting
activity, not at the results the content of reports submitted may have on funders, non-profits and
the relationship existing between them. This will be addressed more fully in the review of the
empirical literature.

For Dubnick (2005), it is the Agent’s role as raconteur that is of greater interest. Dubnick
suggests that an Agent’s response will fall into one of three broad categories that exist along a
continuum: reporting, mitigating or reframing. As a reporter, the Agent is considered to be a
disinterested party providing the information required by the Principal in a neutral manner. (Note
that the Principal’s requirements will not be neutral). When mitigating the Agent will admit
responsibility for a difficult situation, such as a failure to meet projected outcomes, in order to
prevent or soften negative evaluations, by justifying, making excuses or apologizing (Austin,
1975; cited in Dubnick, 2005, p. 387). As a ‘reframer’, the Agent attempts to provide reports
designed to transform the Principal’s perceptions, and responsibility is not admitted. When
reframing, the Agent is conceived as an account maker attempting to control the situation and
manage or renegotiate expectations, rather than merely an account giver (Dubnick, 2005). In

order that the Agent is able to successfully avert negative evaluations, it must have sufficient
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understanding of the possible response of the audience, which presumes predictability, (Lerner &
Tetlock, 1999), and treat the Principal’s demands as legitimate (Mulgan, 2006).

The Agent’s movement along the continuum will depend on a series of variables,
including the degree to which the Principal can thwart the Agent’s intentions, and what is at stake
pending a negative evaluation. Methods of delivering mitigating or reframing accounts may be
negotiated over time and may vary from the formal to the casual and depend on trust and ethical
norms (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Mulgan, 2000; Dubnick, 2003; Van Slyke, 2005). The Agent may
also be motivated to provide reports as required in order to lower transaction costs, particularly
in order to increase funding stability and to reduce ad hoc requests for information (Cutt &
Murray, 2000).

Brown and Troutt’s (2003) case study of 22 non profits focused on stress felt by non-
profit personnel resulting from precarious funding and possible deficits, inflexibility in moving
funds between cost categories, job insecurity and excessive accountability reporting
requirements. Their later study (Brown & Troutt, 2004) isolated a contrasting relationship
wherel9 non-profits funded by a single government agency experienced a remarkably supportive
and amicable relationship with its funder, with which all parties were highly satisfied; a
satisfaction resulting, in part, from the collaborative negotiation of its Service Purchase
Agreements and from trust that flows from a shared wish to address a social issue using similar
means. Returning to Najam’s schema, Brown and Troutt’s 2003 study suggests that most
relationships are confrontational. A similar case is made by Reed and Howe (2002). Brown and
Troutt’s (2004) later study illustrates a rarer, more cooperative example. In terms of the control
and autonomy dichotomy, Brown and Troutt point to the existence of a continuum between
autonomy and control where the expertise of the service deliverer is reflected in SPA’s of

sufficient flexibility to meet a wide range of contingencies during its agreement’s term. The
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possibility that too cosy a relationship between funder and organisation could lead to
complacency and tolerance of problems, is also raised. Mitigation of potential difficulties is
possible provided the funder also possesses a high level of expertise in the particular service area
to balance the non-profit’s informational advantage, and the contract is supported by clearly
articulated standards of service that serve to curtail inappropriate activities and to clarify
responsibilities. Brown and Troutt (2004) maintain that expertise must inform decision making
and override other, less rational, considerations, and that the business of contracting is to be
conducted in a stable environment in which immediate transaction costs are low. The study is
particularly useful because it pinpoints areas where potential tensions between the funder and
agencies lie, and how the Branch Director is able to manage collaboration. What is less clear is
whether or not structures, such as the SPA’s, standards, and funding formulas, required to ensure
that collaboration persists once personnel and attitudes change, are sufficiently robust. For
example, Brown and Troutt (2004) recount how reasons for the branch’s possible rejection of a
proposal are shared openly with the applying agency; whether this is a requirement or merely an
inclination of the present Branch Director, is not made explicit. While the study concludes that
there are no incentives on the part of agencies to conceal information because punitive sanctions
do not follow on the heels of accountability information submitted, no evidence is provided that
this is in fact the case: It is based on trust. The study also assumes that the Branch Director has a
more significant role in ensuring persistence of the collaborative attitude than the agency
directors.
2.4.2 Roles of the Principal

The Principal has three main roles; to determine the information required and to craft it
into a contract or a less specific agreement, to administer the agreement and to evaluate and

respond to information (Romzek & Johnston, 2005).
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A fundamental challenge of accountability is how it is to effectively bridge the
information gap that exists between the Principal and Agent (Cutt & Murray, 2000). The Agent
has more information than the Principal and is able to use that information for purposes
inconsistent with the funder’s goals.

The Principal must design an accountability system that anticipates and aligns the Agent’s
behaviours with the Principal’s goals (Romzek & Johnston, 2005; Van Slyke, 2005), or ensure
that goals are convergent before a contractual agreement is entered into (Najam, 1997). Contracts
must specify obligations and expectations of each party to the agreement. The literature explains
that clearly articulating expectations and reporting requirements is particularly difficult in
complex social service contracting because of the number of shifting, sometimes competing,
performance expectations and intervention technologies that exist (Dubnick, 2005; Mulgan,
2001). Moreover, Agents and Principals may collaborate with a number of other organisations to
deliver services. Principals’ and Agents’ ability to act autonomously is therefore curtailed
(Romzek & Johnston, 2005). Difficulties are further compounded by the need to reflect
(politically lodged) expectations either explicitly or implicitly, with varying degrees of
specificity (Bovens, 2005; Campbell, 2002; Cutt & Murray, 2000;). Value conflicts and
methodological constrains compound difficulties. Accountability measures are often not seen as
credible or objective, but “products of inherently subjective, fragile and highly political
processes” (Campbell, 2002, p. 256).

Campbell (2002), Dubnick (2001) and Romzek and Johnston (2005) argue that while the
rhetoric of accountability is increasingly focused on outcomes, the problem of attributabilty
causes Principals (and Agents) to pay greater attention to more readily measurable output data,
over which the Agent has greater control. Measurement of outcomes is rendered more difficult

where a time lag is expected between the time of the intervention and the appearance of the
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desired outcome. So, in addition to clarifying what is to be reported on, there must be
congruence between the data and the stated objectives (Romzek & Johnston, 2005). And, the
necessary data collection activities must be practicable (and found to be literally irresistible by
the Agent) and ensure accuracy. Provided the Agent reports in a neutral manner, the Principal
will receive the required information at the required time and in the required form (Dubnick,
2005). The Agent functions as the Principal’s subordinate; metaphorically, the front line worker’s
report replaces a supervisor’s direct observation (Lipsky, 1980).

The information furnished in the process of being accountable may elicit the Principal to
respond in particular ways. The Principal might encourage or compel the Agent to make changes.
Literature exploring the dependent variable ‘compulsion’ (alternatively ‘power/control’), as it
relates to non-profits was not identified, except as a function derived from articulated or
perceived conditions of funding. Again, using Najam’s rubric to plot the factors that influence the
forcefulness with which the principal can elicit change would help develop a clearer
understanding of accountability’s power relationship.

The Principal’s power to require change- its response- is partly a function of the
comprehensiveness of the information shared. Lerner and Tetlock (1999) consider that greater
accountability will follow an expectation that the subject will be called to justify more actions.
They also suggest that change may be initiated through self-reflection alone; without the
judgement of others. While Kogan (1986) directs examination to accountability’s instruments
and policies; its mechanisms, Lerner and Tetlock (1999) require that considerations of
accountability be expanded to include “social and institutional norms of adequacy”.

Van Slyke (2005) suggests that a Principal’s response depends as much on information
regarding the context within which the non-profit operates, which may not be reported, as it does

on reported information. Contract termination as the ultimate sanction may not be possible where
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other service providers are not available. Additionally, the comprehensiveness of contract
administration depends upon the resources the Principal has available for developing
accountability tools and subsequent monitoring. Making judgements and subsequent decisions
based upon performance of an organisation is fraught with difficulty. Not only are outcomes
difficult to define and to quantify over the short-term, but the gathering of information is both
costly and time-consuming. Different stakeholder groups will have different priorities and
expectations which might conflict, and the resources required for gathering the information may
be lacking. Without the necessary capacity, even the best designed accountability systems will
fail. Conducting follow up evaluations with clients can only happen with adequate investment of
resources and accurate bookkeeping, and can only happen if the necessary financial systems are
in place.

Robinson and Timperley’s (2000) analysis suggests that a full understanding of
accountability must consider the Agent, the Principal, the substance of accountability, and the
information requested and provided. A fuller consideration of accountability must necessarily
examine context and relationship, and not be limited only to mechanisms or tools upon which a
great deal of the literature has been focused (Leclerc, Moynagh, Boisclair, & Hanson, 1996;
Power, 1999).

A further distinction has been drawn between those accountability systems that have as
their audience representatives of the public and the state and those that have private audiences
(Wellman, 2001). Wellman proposes that non-profit accountability systems serve as a basis of
comparison between similarly mandated organisations rather than credentializing activities that
are more private in nature. Their purpose is to rationalize funding allocations. This theme relates
to a very extensive empirical and theoretical literature under the general heading of evaluation.

Wildavsky (1974) contends that budget allocations are only minimally based on considerations
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of the relative efficiencies of comparable institutions, and much more on political expediencies.
Rutman (1980) expands upon Wildavsky’s consideration of the political and gestural dimension
to accountability. The purposes to which accountability information are put is of interest only in
so far as they appear to represent an underlying logic or impetus to the formation of an
accountability relationship; they are symbolic only (Rutman, 1980). The frequency of the gesture
reflects the potentially high stakes and consequent importance of accountability to an
organisation’s future (Rutman, 1980).

The possibility that the provision of information is an irresponsible act has not been
advanced,; it is invariably assumed that the person charged with providing the accountability
information is behaving responsibly. Biesta (2004), maintains that it is difficult for Agents to
resist demands that they be accountable because it is assumed that the furnishing of auditable
data implies responsibility for it, and to resist or evade demands is considered a plea for
irresponsible action and is politically imprudent.

The theoretical (and de-facto) roles of the Principal continue to be contested. Where once
the commoner provided the account to the king, now the authority provides an account, mediated
by delegates, (Bovens, 2005), in order to encourage responsiveness, (Mulgan, 2006) to a variety
of stakeholders (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011).

Accountability for non-profits is multidimensional in that reports are made to and for a
variety of audiences, including external funders, donors and communities, and internally, to
volunteers, program staff and board (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Fry, 1995; Najam, 1997). The focus
of the empirical literature however, has tended to concentrate on the non-profit being exclusively
accountable to government, or the non-profit executive director being accountable to his or her
board; in other words, on upward accountability (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). The distinction

between the roles of different parties within an organisation is rarely examined: the organisation,
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in its relationship with government, is treated as a monolithic entity (Edwards & Hulme, 1996).
The status of the non-profit board is viewed alternately as being inside the organisation by the
funder, or peripheral if not altogether outside the organisation, by staff (Gill, 2001). A chain of
accountability that is presumed to exist between the governments, the board and the executive
director is often elusive (Febbraro, Hall & Parmegiani, 1999). The theoretical literature on
governance agrees that an organisation’s board is the ultimate authority, and the funder is its life-
blood (Fry, 1995). These two customers of accountability information have the potential power
to change fundamentally an organisation’s structure and to modify the delivery and direction of
its programs, making them the most significant recipients of accountability information. In
isolation or in collaboration with each other and with others, these two clients identify their
particular information needs and adapt the scope and foci of the accountability measures
accordingly (Cutt & Murray, 2000). Scholarship does not address the different consequences of
sharing information with an organisation’s board and the higher stakes flowing from a more
public disclosure, and how this may impact the nature and manner of accountability information
exchanged.

Upward accountability requirements are designed primarily to demonstrate that any funds
the organisation receives from the government are being spent on the services stipulated in any
agreement (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Najam, 1997). The information required includes financial
reports and programming details. Both present problems. A funder is primarily concerned with
the funds that it provides. An Agency, however, may have multiple funders, each having its own
particular, and not necessarily compatible, reporting requirements (Smith & Lipsky, 1993).
Programmatic accountability is in a constant state of flux; from focusing on outputs, it now looks
at outcomes and impact. Program evaluation and performance monitoring have an entire body of

literature of their own; much of which is focused on practicalities (Wholey, Hatry, & Newcomer,
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2004). Such considerations are beyond the scope of this thesis. They are of concern only to the
extent that the mechanisms used to gather desired (performance) information are effective, that is
to say that | am concerned with assessing the performance of a specified accountability regime,
rather than performance evaluation in general.

Where the relationship between the non-profit and the funder is primarily co-optive,
satisfaction of upward accountability requirements may displace the organisation's original
mission (Smith & Lipsky, 1993), and with it, the organisation's accountability to its clients- those
whom services are designed to benefit- to itself, and to its collateral agencies (Fry, 1995). The
ease with which lateral and downward accountabilities can be neglected can be attributed in part
to their lack of formalised requirements and mechanisms (Najam, 1997), and in part to the
relative powerlessness of an increasingly diverse group to inform and direct agency activities
(Fry, 1995).

Lateral accountability to partner agencies, like downward accountability, lacks formality
and is often internally initiated (Fry, 1995). The literature does not expand on felt responsibility;
but, as indicated above, requires a commitment from within an organisation rather than on

external compulsion.

2.4.3 Accountability’s Mechanisms.

Difficulties exist in defining performance and the consequent scope of accountability
information (Cutt & Murray, 2000). Generally more is assumed to be better (Ebrahim, 2005). A
paradox emerges that is not queried; discussions of accountability mechanisms are explored in
relation to their supposed functionality in determining the degree to which an organisation is
fulfilling its mission, however, as discussed above, accountability for government funded non-

profits may be more concerned with identifying the extent to which the non-profit fulfils the
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government's mission and is more reflective of the government’s values, neglecting alternatives.
The literature does not distinguish between the tools best suited for internal lateral performance
indicators from those whose primary purpose is to report outward and upward. Most
accountability tools are designed to address the concerns of funders (Kearns, 1996). Financial
audits are perhaps the most ubiquitous, followed by various compliance reports, service usage
statistics, and site visits (Power, 1999; Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004; Weinbach, 2005).

The literature does not relate mechanisms to accountability’s different dimensions, or
classify measures that are specifically designed to assist the fulfilment of lateral or downward
accountability requirements. Non-profits rely almost exclusively on government imposed
mechanisms to demonstrate organisational effectiveness, (Cutt & Murray, 2000); the possible
implication being that what is good enough for government is good enough for all. “Non-profits
tend to rely on indirect indicators such as annual budget approvals as signs that they have
responsibly and satisfactorily fulfilled their promises to clients or constituents” (Fry, 1995, p.
190). Regarding upward accountability measures, recent (evaluation) literature discusses the
government’s apparent shift in its attention to outcome measures as well as outputs (Hall et al.,
2003). Typically, though, funders require input and output information. What is not discussed is
the degree to which ex-ante outcomes are investigated ex post, or indeed the extent to which
accountability is used at all by the Principal. This will touched upon in the research when I invite
participants discuss their experiences of an organisation's capacity to meet distal outcomes
specified in the agencies’ ex-ante contract. Outcomes however, can be very difficult to measure.
(Hall et al., 2003). Goodhart’s Law (Goodhart, 1975 cited in Kay, 2003, p. 65.) referring to
inflation, stated that "any observed statistical regularity will tend to collapse once pressure is
placed upon it for control purposes.” Any performance indicator loses its usefulness when used

as an object of policy. If sanctions could result from accurate measures of poor performance,
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inaccurate measures of good performance might be expected to follow. So, despite the
incorporation of outcome measures in accountability mechanisms, ex-post indicators continue to
emphasise the management of the more readily measurable inputs and the reporting of outputs or
traffic flow data (Patton, 1997; Weinbach, 2005). The usefulness of popular, though implausible,
distal outcomes is apparent when we recall Najam’s rubric and the way in which concurrence on
ends, if not means, will increase collaboration.

Compliance measures have also sought evidence of an agency's use of prescribed
intervention (transformative) technologies (means). Process accountability will result in
disagreements and the greater possibility of co-optation when the Agent and the principal cannot
agree on the best processes/practices. As Lipsky (1980), noted, professionalisation of a human
service can exacerbate disagreements between the principal and Agent; a neo-liberalism
ascendant managerialist ethos may have the same impact where the consumer is aligned against
the provider. Conflicts might grow when the Principal imposes practices or delegates an
inspector to review processes. The recruitment of experts by the principal to assist in its
assessment of the Agent is itself accompanied by its own set of challenges analogous to the
professional Agent whose activities are not fully understood by the lay principal, and, as such,
are significantly insulated from non-peer critiques (Lipsky, 1980).

Accountability questions are influenced by the time, resources and money available.
(Cutt & Murray, 2000; Patton, 1997). So, too, are the methods and procedures used in obtaining
the desired information. Upward accountability focuses on financial and programmatic
information. Smith and Lipsky note that problems can arise when, for instance, an organisation
has “multiple funding sources, each with its own, non-compatible billing requirements” (p. 80).
In terms of programming, the principal is most often concerned with service usage (outputs)

rather than outcomes (Patton, 1997, Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004; Weinbach, 2005).
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Essentially this is because effectiveness (qualitative indicators) is very much more difficult to
demonstrate than quantitative indicators of activity. What is not readily measurable may be
ignored (Edwards & Hulme, 1996).

Compliance with measures will partly depend upon whether the relationship between the
Principal and Agent “is experienced as a monitoring or enabling process” (Fry 1995, 186). Fry
(1995) suggests that the Agent’s apprehension of the Principal’s motives is important, as well as
the temper or mood of the request. The issue of loss of autonomy is most salient when
enforcement of accountability demands requires that the agency’s mission be neglected. (Dickie
& Ott, 2002; Juillet, Andrew, Aubry, & Mrenica, 2001) The resources that the non-profit is
compelled to dedicate to stabilise funding threatens the delivery of service and the fulfilment of
its mandate and may incline organisations to be less compliant (Hall, Phillips, Meillat, &
Pickering, 2003), or resentful (Smith & Lipsky 1993), or to reframe accounts (Dubnick, 2005).
Najam (1997) develops these issues and considers lateral accountabilities more fully: to
collateral agencies, to the organisation’s mission and to its staff. Like upward accountability,
lateral and downward accountability have both internal and external dimensions. Lateral external
accountability would include, for instance, an agency’s responsibility to provide service to
referrals it receives from other community agencies in accordance with its publicly stated
mission. Downward accountability is concerned primarily with an Agency’s responsibilities to its
service users, clients and beneficiaries (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Najam, 1997; Rice, 2001). In
policy development and program delivery this stakeholder group is often neglected (Wharf &
Mackenzie, 2004), or is reconstructed as consumers with choices by third-way proponents
(Clarke, 2004; Giddens, 1998). While I identified no empirical literature examining downward
accountability’s fluctuating fortunes, the growing burden of upward accountability to

government implicates an organisation’s capacity to simultaneously report to its users (Dubnick,
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2005), especially if the dominant accountability does not reflect the concerns of the supposed
beneficiaries of a non-profit’s activities. For the sake of this proposal, | have presumed that the
non-profit agency’s responsiveness to the range of client needs can be inferred from the analysis
of the data collected in response to my invitation to comment on the experience of accountability
regimes (the collection of mechanisms). The Principal’s downward accountability, beyond what
is notionally ascribed to democratic accountability, will also be surfaced. Here, the literature is
silent.

What is most significant about lateral and downward accountability is the relative
powerlessness of the stakeholder groups when compared to the “privileged” Principal (Ebrahim,
2005). The Principal is able to hold an agency to account through the formal mechanisms it has
at its disposal. Beneficiaries’ power to hold Principals to account is not discussed in the
literature, but was examined in the research. . Nor can a non-profit agency dependent upon
government funds turn its back upon the Principal in favour of the client. There has been little
discussion on how a balance between possibly competing accountability demands is achieved

(Cutt & Murray, 2000; Ebrahim, 2005; Edwards & Hulme, 1996).

2.4.4. Costs of Accountability

This review has not examined the reasons for the growth of government-funding of non-
profits. | have merely acknowledged that its growth is significant for the quite plausible reasons
outlined by Salamon (1994, 2010). There is the presumption that it is cheaper to contract services
out. The costs associated with delegating responsibility to the non-profit sector, and thereby
separating sovereignty from control, are to be balanced by the savings realized (Van Slyke,

2005). The consideration of costs is not to be confined to relative production costs in the two
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sectors; it is to include the cost to the Principal of surrendering agency and of subsequent
monitoring. Calculation of these costs is rendered difficult because separation can occur to
varying degrees of distance and formality (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). The service purchase
agreement is a most formal arrangement. The challenge of costing the fulfilment of
accountability obligations will be surfaced in the empirical literature and cannot be confined to a

consideration of financial costs only.

2.5  Review of the Empirical Literature
The body of empirical literature pertaining to non-profit accountability lacks

cohesion and direction (Carman & Fredericks, 2008), and often crosses over to program
evaluation (Cutt & Murray, 2000; Hoefer, 2000). The primary focus in this section will be on
how existing accountability regimes are seen to affect the dialogue between the Principal and
Agent, in fact; what enactment of accountability does. There is little sense of any clear testing of
particular accountability theories, more a prompting of further theorizing and tentative
refinements of existing hypotheses (Nevile, 2010). What is emerging in the empirical (and
mostly qualitative) research, is the gradual development of a program logic model for non-profit
evaluation which requires a re-examination of the functioning of accountability, and helps focus
that discussion (Carman & Fredericks, 2008; Cutt & Murray, 2000). Further, the literature
suggests that a non-profit’s being accountable is seen to depend on understanding of what is
required, disposition to provide what is being required and its capacity to do so.

Extensive surveys do exist, including a 2001 study by the Centre for Voluntary Sector
Research and Development and the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy’s Voluntary Sector
Evaluation Research Project (Hall, Phillips, Meillat, & Pickering, 2003). The phone survey

involved nearly 2000 non-profit organisations and over 300 funders. Findings included the lack
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of funder support for evaluation and the internal prompting of evaluations rather originating with

the Principal.

2.5.1 Responses to Accountability Regimes

Romzek and Johnston (2005) studied accountability of five cases in which the state held
contracts for social services engaged in the delivery of welfare, adoption, foster care, Medicaid
and employment preparation services. Their five case studies were, to some extent, prompted by
their earlier observations that the state’s devolution of services to private contractors (non-profit
and for-profit), was not accompanied by adequately effective accountability, understood to be
achieved when the Principal is “able to assess contractor performance and hold the contractor
responsible” (p. 437). In part, the deficiency was attributed to contracts being developed without
accountability in mind, and how effective accountability requires different approaches where the
traditional, market based, contracting environment does not exist and incomplete or relational
contracts develop. Additionally, the researchers suggested that a ‘re-tooling’ of former program
managers working in the state’s government, to the needs of contract management, had not
occurred.

Using a scoring grid developed along three themes of; clarity and suitability of measures,
the design of contract components, including responsibilities, and the alignment between core
tasks and the type of accountability, Romzek and Johnston conducted a series of in depth
interviews with funders and program staff and reviewed reports, and service providers’ historical
records. Upon completion of data collection, the five organisations were scored relative to one
another.

Romzek and Johnston (2005) concluded that the Agent’s ability to respond to information

requirements is hindered if the Principal’s articulation of them is unclear or performances
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measured are not clearly related to contract obligations, situations that arose most markedly
when there was a lower degree of agreement on appropriate intervention technologies.
Responses were also less fluent when reporting methods were unfamiliar to the Agent,
particularly following the introduction of new software intended to facilitate data gathering.
Problems were exacerbated in situations where the contract requirements were less open to
discussion. In environments where the Agent was able to act more autonomously because of a
lack of competition or dependent relationships, or because of the highly professionalized nature
of the intervention, the Principal’s capacity to compel the Agent to comply was seen to be lower.
Legal accountability was most relevant where contracts were developed in regulated
environments. Principals were seen to defer to Agents’ professional expertise in four out of the
five cases. Reigning contracts in the four cases had not specified the intervention, only the
desired outcome because the core tasks were complex and non-routine. (The Principal presumed
expertise and did not allocate resources to capacity building activities.) Concerning political
accountability, Principals indicated traffic flow targets, counted heads, and informally solicited

client feedback on the quality of their experiences, where legal accountability was low.

2.5.2. Accountability and Mission Drift

Non-profits’ loss of autonomy and consequent drift off mission or ‘normative legitimacy’
(Edwards & Hulme, 1995) has been examined from two predominant, overlapping perspectives.
The first concerns the experience of professionals being managed and the requirement that they
surrender a degree of control. These examinations are not confined to the non-profit sector alone,
but include the experience of professionals operating within a state’s structures, and within the

health, academic and educational fields in particular (Clarke, 2004; Kirkpatrick, et al., 2005).
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Professionals are understood to belong to high status occupational group, whose
membership affirms its tendency to be oriented towards client services that requires professionals
to exercise of considerable autonomy and discretion. (George Bernard Shaw’s suggestion that
“every profession is a conspiracy against the laity” provides an alternative view of professions,
(cited in Rittel & Webber, 1973). Professional practices may be seen as being nothing more than
“dressed up amateurism” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 156)).

Performance assessment of professionals was, certainly before the rise of New Public
Management (NPM), largely the exclusive domain of peer professional mentors, not managers
(Power, 1999). The accountability demands of NPM on professionals have turned attention to
what can be counted and calculated, and may result in a loss of autonomy, de-professionalization
and an erosion of client service (Clarke 2004; Du Gay, 2000; Elston, 1991). Syntheses of
empirical studies that investigate the impact on professionals working in non-profits engaged in
intractable social problems were reviewed. Du Gay (2000) proposes that the professional
proximity of the person requiring accountability data from or about a professional’s practice, will
affect the degree to which the accountable, professional Agent, will feel, his or her autonomy to
be challenged. The more distantly ‘bureaucratic’ the assessor, the greater the Agent’s perceived
loss of professional autonomy.

The second theme looks at how instrumental values have been replaced by substantive
values (Kearns, 1996; Clarke, 2004; Nevile, 2010). Clark (2004) calls this shift, a shift towards a
‘bottom line’ orientation that will require compromises. The non-profit agency's ability to assert
(political) independence becomes increasingly stifled as it is required to adopt standardised best
practices or risk forgoing increasingly uncertain funding.

Studies examining particular strategies used by non-profits to resist funder hegemony;,

and consequent mission drift, include Nevile’s recent study (Nevile, 2010). A series of semi-
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structured, in-depth interviews, were conducted, with a diverse group 26 non-profits in England.
12 non-profits had been in existence for fewer than ten years at the time of the study. Nevile
observed emerging patterns, noting first that non-profits strive to absorb negative impacts that
accountability measures may have on clients. Particular examples were cited in the study of non-
profits forgoing success statistics in order to remain faithful to their mission. Organisations that
were disposed most to this approach were those involved in direct client services where the
funder provided “time-limited [..funding..], assuming a linear projection from dependence to
independence,” (p. 537). Despite an organisation’s disposition to act in this way, the ability to do
so was a function of its funding and the degree to which it was diversified and not dependent on
a single Principal. Nevile noted that a non-profit’s motivation to seek alternative funding may be
suspended when central government funded a pilot program. Pilot programs were often cash rich
and permitted greater manoeuvrability and choice for the non-profit. Pilot funding would often
end, or be reduced, after central government devolved ongoing programming to the local
authorities, when again the search for diversified funding would resume, non-profit resources
permitting. Non-profits providing services readily transferred to the for-profit sector, particularly
smaller non-profits serving marginalized populations, were most vulnerable to mission drift and
consequent challenges to their normative legitimacy. The study also recorded participants citing
the need to be flexible and creatively package what they did in order to balance the competing
demands of funder accountability and normative legitimacy. The consequent extent of mission

drift or defiance was not explored further.

2.5.3 Accountability’s Mechanisms, Burdens and Non-profits’ Capacity
The awareness of accountability issues arising in consequence of the transfer of service

provision, the lack of understanding of the sector’s capacity to respond, and non-profits’ need to
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meet accountability requirements, are regularly expressed in the literature (Cordery &
Baskerville, 2011; Government of Canada & Voluntary Sector Joint Initiative: Report of the Joint
Tables, 1999; Kramer, 1994, Phillips & Levasseur, 2004). This has not been matched by
empirical research into remedial strategies that examine the challenges of external accountability
may be addressed. Literature quantifying the resources required to meet accountability
requirements is sparse. Strategies researched have tended to focus on internal governance and
accountability to boards where the peculiarity of a sector in which the organisation’s managers
and governors are less experienced than its employees becomes most apparent (Kramer, 1994;
Smith and Lipsky, 1993). Billis (1991) referred to non-profits as “black boxes” in which what
takes place remains largely concealed (p. 57). In the same context, Salamon (1994), recognizes
the growing information deficit within the sector (1994).

The Panel on Accountability and Governance in the Voluntary Sector (1999) was
assembled to conduct research and disseminate findings. Its final report was issued in 1999. The
report addresses fundraising most thoroughly, and proposes something of an ethical code of
conduct for fundraisers, partly in response to the concerns raised by donors regarding charities’
apparent lack of accountability. It does not fully address accountability issues challenging the
government funded sector.

Through 36 Canada-wide focus groups and a series of interviews involving three hundred
representatives from a cross-section of the non-profit community, a research consortium led by
the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy (McClintock & Guertin, 2003) explored the financial,
human resource and structural capacity of non-profits to meet their respective missions and the
nature of constraints that hindered or prevented an agency’s full realisation of its potential.
Financial and other reporting requirements were found to be “unduly high” and to consume *“an

inordinate amount of staff and board time” (p. 18), regardless of whether the source of funding
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was the first, second or third sector. Funders’ accountability requirements were found to divert
resources from organisations’ mission and consequently reduce their capacity to perform. A non-
profit’s need to comply with the dimension of financial accountability was particularly onerous.

The Centre’s study did not address the issue of accountability head on. It did, however,
provide a conceptual framework, elements of which, the proposed study will reference when
seeking to understand non-profits’ responses to accountability in terms of their capacity to be
accountable. The model identifies external factors that can either constrain or facilitate identified
constituent capacities of the organisation that will, in turn, encourage or impede the achievement
of outputs and/or outcomes. Within the external domain, the study identifies environmental
factors, such as political mood, an organisations access to resources and its historical record.
Internal to the non-profit, the study proposes that the combination of human, financial and
structural capacities mediate the impact of external factors on organisational outputs and
outcomes.

The same study also examined the ways in which non-profits’ ability to be accountable
flows from their capacity to self-evaluate and to assess their own effectiveness in meeting
outcomes. What does not appear to be comprehensively explored is research specific to
accountability and government funded non-profits.

Bernstein (1991) conducted a thorough ethnography examining how non-profit
administrators delivered social services for which their organisations had contracted with the
government, but again, the study did not analyse the specific questions and responses arising
from being accountability.

Phillips and Levasseur (2004) examine the apparent paradox of a Federal government
exerting ever greater control over the organisations with which it contracts, while

simultaneously, seeking to foster greater collaboration with non-profits to advance collective
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societal interests. The financial and other costs of increasingly burdensome, project-based,
accountability requirements are assessed and discussed, following interviews with twenty-nine
senior staff of voluntary organisations and seven governmental project officers or sector leaders.
In addition to reduced organisational autonomy, innovation, experimentation and risk taking, are
also increasingly curtailed. Non-profits may be required to report on “minutiae” (p. 458), and
have to improvise to deal with delayed funding and responses from government. The study also
found that that requirement to demonstrate accountability had reduced the time and effort project
officers had to help “instigate and nurture projects” (p. 461). And, equally detrimental was the
transforming effect increased surveillance was seen to have on the relationship between
(changing) project officers and the organisations with which they worked.

The Manitoba Office of the Auditor General (OAG, 2005) reported on the accountability
practices of seventeen non-profits whose primary business was in the arts. Each received funding
from the Manitoba Arts Council or the Manitoba Department of Culture, Heritage and Tourism.
Through interviews and examinations of documents, the study explored the degree to which the
funder and the funded adhered to Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Foundation (CCAF)
benchmark principals of reporting. The OAG report examined the clarity of funders’
performance expectations, considerations of the information’s relevance, and Agents’ beliefs
regarding the uses to which the information they provided influenced funders’ decision making.
It found that substantial variation existed in the clarity of expression of performance
expectations. Where expectations were clearly articulated, it was suggested that the funder take
expectations “to the next level of evolution, namely towards: the establishment of performance
targets” (MOAG, 2005 p. 4). It was beyond the scope of the report to suggest a process by which
appropriate output and outcome targets are, or would be, selected. The study also found that the

information gathered did not provide the funder with a sound basis for decision making, and,



88

that, in order for the funder to draw any evidence-based conclusions, information gathered must
clearly inform the degree to which articulated program outcomes are achieved and whether this
occurs effectively and efficiently. The report noted that it is not always clear that funders gather
and use pertinent information appropriately. Consideration of the appropriateness of the
accountability measures or standards used was absent. Instead, the report focused on ensuring
that agencies’ administration of their arts programs complied with more refined (evolved) funder
requirements.

The literature indicates that the responses of both Principals and Agents to changes in
accountability regimes are hesitant and the resources and expertise required to develop and
implement regimes is insufficient. The resourcing of accountability is seen to be lacking for both
the Principal and the Agent. Questions about the appropriateness of regimes are raised but not
their resolution, perhaps by means of greater collaboration as proposed by Brown and Troutt
(2004) and Phillips and Levasseur, (2004). A number of the empirical reviews cited by
researchers suggest that accountability’s burden will, almost inevitably, cause mission drift. The
conditions, under which mission drift will occur, are still uncertain (Cordery & Baskerville,
2011). Studies examining the responses of Principals to accountably information have not been
identified. Paradoxically, though, a lot of the literature implies that adjustments to regimes are
made in response to some aspect of the information provided by the non-profit, including its
perceived paucity. Changes made to accountability regimes were not discussed in the literature,
beyond the very general. Nor were the specifics of existing accountability regimes. There is a

great deal that remains obscure (and obscured).

2.6 Summary of the Theoretical and Empirical Literature, and Research Gaps
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While requests for accountability are (politically and financially) compelling, a number
of research gaps are evident. First, different interpretations of what constitutes accountable
behaviour flows from theoretical uncertainty, particularly where notions extend beyond less
ambiguous financial (and, to a lesser extent, legal) dimensions of accountability information.
Then, the connections between what the Principal requires and communicates to the Agent, and
the Agent’s response, has been incompletely explored, beyond ideas of degrees of compliance.
Discussion of the nature of a Principal’s response to accountability information is largely
prescriptive, and the presumed homogeneity and uncontested nature of its accountability regime,
is rarely surfaced, nor is its efficacy in ensuring the Principal and Agent meet their obligations.
Influences acting upon a seemingly more nebulous and heterogeneous Principal’s decisions, as
they apply to the Agent, remain unclear.

The research gaps are more pronounced when accountability data extends beyond the
technical reporting of financial data (Cutt and Murray, 2000; Power, 1997). The appropriateness
of applying a similar model and associated assumptions to management of the non-financial
dimensions of third sector agencies with complex purposes and tentative intervention
technologies has not been critically examined.

The ways in which practices of non-profit agencies have had to change in order to
accommodate the demands of auditability are unclear, although auditability tends to be equated
with organisational transparency (honesty), and is, therefore, politically imprudent to resist. The
relationship between performance indicators and the quality of service is often not
comprehensively examined before implementation of an accountability regime (Rossi, Lipsey, &
Freeman, 2004; Rutman, 1980). Lipsky (1980) and Banks (2004), suggest that increasing
accountability demands elicit behaviours that meet the needs of the accountability system rather

than being responsible for professional action (Lipsky 1980; Banks 2004).
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The gaps revealed in the empirical literature particularly do not examine considerations
and cogitations of the diverse Principal charged with constructing accountability regimes and the
Agent charged with compliance. No literature was identified that discusses how the Agent uses
accountability information provided to the Principal. And the changes and responses to
accountability information by Principals remains elusive.

From the Agent’s perspective, it is apparent that the purposes of accountability are often
submerged in efforts to ensure that complex reporting requirements are met. The research will
revisit accountability’s purpose from the perspective of both the Principal and Agent and will
reveal some of what implicated individuals believe regimes are designed to accomplish.

It is also clear that the pursuit of accountability obligations has the potential to distract
the Agent from pursuing the organisational mission. The research surfaced some of the ways that
Agent’s experience this distraction or burden

Finally, the focus of accountability literature has tended to be on the upward
accountability of the Agent complying with a powerful Principal’s documented informational
requirements, in an assumedly hierarchical reporting relationship. The accountability of the
Principal to the Agent has not been thoroughly explored. The literature is silent on a more
precise account of the impact personal relationships, supplemented or framed by formal
accountability requirements, might have on the accountability relationship between Principals
and Agents, thought Cordery and Baskerville (2011) suggest personal relationships do have a
significant role.

In short, the study helps bridge the gap between the clean, largely prescriptive, rhetoric of
accountability, and the reality of personal experience of individuals’ fluid and nuanced
engagement in accountability. A more subtle account is of possible greater use to those involved

in the administration of government funded non-profits; an account that will describe how
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individuals, as protagonists, perceive, then reflect on their and others’ roles in the performance of

accountability.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The literature review identified that discussions of non-profits’ relationship with funders
are dominated by references to constructions of accountability and associated accountability
regimes. The interactions between non-profits and their government funders often occur within
mechanistic and formal accountability frameworks that require, but are not delimited by:
ensuring that non-profits respond to funders’ wishes and concerns, a possible calling to account
for delegated responsibilities, and a rationalizing logic of decision-making, including the
imposition of any sanctions.

The various regimes are frequently described in detail, and their underpinnings sketched
by theoreticians, rationalized, often tautologically, by Principals, and complied with and
contested by Agents and sector advocates. Through accountability’s mechanisms, the literature
explores the means by which a funder may scrutinize a non-profit’s activities, and, in varying
degrees, control and constrain the agency’s activities, and provide a framework and data within
which ostensibly democratic deliberation between the public, non-profit agencies, and
governments may occur. The accountability information required and the form it is to take is
largely determined by funders, provided by non-profits, and then, with very varying degrees of
thoroughness, reviewed and perhaps responded to by funders or those they delegate.
Accountability’s mechanisms, content, and subsequent, often prescriptive, possible responses to
information received by the Principal have received far more attention in the theoretical literature
than descriptive practice has received in the empirical literature.

Significantly, no literature was found that specifically addresses people’s subjective,

sympathetic experiences of being engaged in accountability and how accountability is sensed.
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The research literature on accountability includes works from various disciplines, including
political science, social science, organisational theory, accounting, and psychology. Elements of
accountability regimes that enhance what is sought, and those that impede or frustrate attainment
of an ill-defined grail, are not clear. “....[A]chieving consensus on whether accountability is
helping, hurting or having no effect is impossible because so much hinges on observers’
sympathies and perceptions of whose ox is about to be gored” (Tetlock and Mellers, 2011, p.
250).

This appears to hold equally true of both the non-profit and government sectors.
Furthermore, any sort of literature describing government’s internal disputation of accountability,
its extent, and characterization of the polemic was not found. Beyond very general descriptions
of individuals’ disposition towards particular accountability regimes, very little has been written
on how accountability is apprehended by those whom it implicates and obligates: How is
accountability “subjectively felt”? (van Manen, 1990. p. 9).

The thesis helps fill this gap by enhancing our perceptiveness of the phenomenon’s
apprehension at the point when it first encounters the individual needing to respond. In turn, this
permits greater tact in responding to, and developing, accountability relationships and regimes.
Our re-turning to subjective experiences allows greater understanding of individuals’ intentional
responses; responses that are penetrated with reflections, recollections, dispositions and insights,
that are situational, relational and enactive (van Manen, 2002), and have been largely ignored by
the existing literature. The emulation of experiences through attentive textual portrayal might
inform subsequent theorizing and sensitize practices.

I sought to understand all data in the experience under study from the perspectives of the
participants, not to validate a pre-selected theoretical framework. | have selected a research

method from the phenomenological tradition (Creswell, 1998), persuaded that the methodology
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provided the richest data relevant to the study and made the most substantial contribution to our
understanding of the phenomenon. The methodology required that the researcher possess
“interpretive sensitivity, inventive thoughtfulness, scholarly tact, and writing talent of the human
science researcher” (van Manen, 1990, p. 34). My on-going preoccupation with accountability
equipped me with some of these qualities and with a curiosity which motivated the research and
informed the methodology’s interpretive and analytical aspects.

Individuals’ actions and behaviours regarding accountability have been documented.
Individuals’ intentionality has not. The research methodology investigated and documents this
juncture of the very personal and subjective, and the inter-subjective domains. Hermeneutic
phenomenology has as its purpose the identification of what is invariably experienced as true by
participants. The phenomenological approach is established in qualitative research (Giorgi 1985;
Moustakas 1994). Kupers (2008) supports phenomenological research for the analysis of
organisational change and learning.

Adopting a hermeneutic phenomenological methodology allowed the researcher and
participants to re-interpret what may have been assumed to be true, and, as such, had ceased
being reflectively thought about, but is only thought from. What is curious and thought-
provoking about accountability is that so much is assumed and not reflected upon. “Most
thought-provoking in our thought-provoking time is that we are still not thinking” (Heidegger,
1968, p. 6). Phenomenological methodology structures our questioning of the phenomenon, and
invites us to doubt and to ‘problematize’ reflectively and constructively (Schon, 1983) at the very
point where individuals caught up in the phenomenon, act (in the lived-in world). By way of the
methodology, “one begins to understand the other’s position and the rich meanings described”

(Churchill and Wentz, 2002, p. 252). Through dialogue, the researcher and participants create a
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community of common understanding based on original (primordial) experiences of the

phenomenon.

3.2 Research Questions

Despite extensive research on accountability, a clear answer to the question “What is
accountability?” is elusive. What does it mean to be accountable? In relation to what can we
consider ourselves accountable? What is the essence of accountability? What is an accountability
experience? What is the nature of its presence? What is the nature of its mystification (van
Manen, 1990)? Ultimately: “What is it like to be accountable?” My interest in this question
animates all that follows and is returned to time and time again. It is an ambiguous question that,
unlike questions two and three below, cannot be delegated to an indifferent researcher who,
unengaged, will be adrift. Questions two and three do, however, inform my perplexity and propel
my inquiry. | must first concern the reader with my question; | must pull the reader into having a
similar curiosity (van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1990): to provoke the reader to thought
(Heidegger, 1962). I hope to have accomplished this task in part by the earlier autobiographical
account of how my encounters with accountability were of concern. In answering, | must return
from the theories and practices described in the literature review to the experience itself.

In summary, issues that are not comprehensively answered in the literature reviewed
include:
1. What is the experience of accountability? And what is the meaning and significance of

accountability to those whom it preoccupies and compels?
2. What considerations determine the nature of the information requested and delimit what

is accepted as accountability information? And, what are the responses of individuals to

that information understood to be?
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3. What are the specific information requirements of funders? A secondary aspect of this
question is what other than the explicitly and formally required information informs
funders, and how and why is it provided?

The first question is concerned with clarifying lived meaning. It investigates how
accountability may be more profoundly understood as something experienced. The way chosen
to inquire is phenomenological and hermeneutic. It is phenomenological because it is the
descriptive study of lived experience, a disclosing of the essence to which the experience points.
And hermeneutic, because it is necessary to make sense of, or interpret intentional acts to
understand a phenomenon’s significance, as expressed or objectified, in (mediating) media- text,
art, speech, or other artefacts, so that experiences’ essence is intelligible to others (van Manen,
1990). The method takes as its starting point the sensitive exploration of the realm of lived
experience, human responses, and their subsequent description.

Although my experience and awareness of accountability are more than fleeting, its
meanings remain elusive and puzzling. Accountability matters and engages the interest,
resources and time of many. While some of its components are readily identified in the literature,
there remains a great deal that appears to be presumed or otherwise implicit, or what Polanyi
(1964) terms respectively the ‘subsidiary’ and the “focal’. Moving from the subsidiary and more
readily visible elements of accountability, | wished to surface the implicit or focal dimensions
into an understandable whole by asking myself and others for first-person accounts of their
experience of a phenomenon that appears sometimes ritualized, common, variable, novel,
modern, ambiguous, ineffable, scientized and more (van Manen, 2002).

Concerns with the second and third area of questioning provided context to the first. | did
not intend to conduct either an ethnography or a case study, but will use both methodologies to

inform prompts | may provide to participants in interviews to encourage ways of “looking
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reflectively at an instance (or several instance) of the kind of experience under consideration”
(Polkinghorne, 1983, p. 42). The second area seemed best suited for an organisational
ethnography and approximated the perspective (‘situatedness’) of the participants. An
ethnographic stance would have allowed participants (and me) to apprehend their role in
accountability’s processes, particularly the design of regimes, and to interrogate/note/feel those
processes (Van Maanen, 1995). Question two helped explain conversations and other responses
to informal and exceptional information about the non-profit under consideration, as well as the
more formal and explicit responses. The question was designed to provide insight into what the
funder does with the accountability information: What commands attention, how it is interpreted,
why it is interpreted in a particular way, who is involved in interpretation, what discussions data
prompts, and any implications for the non-profit— positive or negative. It also described a
funder’s response to degrees of non-compliance, including the funder’s assessment of the
possibility and desirability of enforcement versus degrees of tolerance. In other words, what was
involved in the funder’s calculation of the strategic value of requiring and acting upon certain
types of accountability information gathered, and what were the roles of individuals implicated
in decision-making? The extent to which the funder’s actions are governed by fixed rules and by
pragmatism and discretion became clearer. The second question sought to predict and determine
causal relationships; the first question did not.

Question three would probably have been best answered by case studies that included an
examination of documents produced and exchanged (Prior, 2003). Answering this question was a
largely descriptive exercise based on conversation about reporting requirements and the
mechanics involved. It helped identify precisely for what it is that non-profits are accountable to,
and the associated experiences. The various artefacts prepared by the funder for circulation

within government were also discussed. The goals behind the third question included the
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identification of mechanisms that make explicit the funder’s reporting expectations of the non-
profits it was funding, and, perhaps, encourage a degree of cognitive dissonance as | anticipated,
it shifted discussions from the possibly abstract to the very concrete. It is my familiarity and
unease with some of these documents and non-profits’ formal and informal responses to them
that has, to a large extent, prompted the asking of the first and second questions. Theories of
accountability are rarely elucidated, principles are not always apparent and changes to

accountability requirements seem to be enveloped in an air of ad hocness.

3.3  Research Design

3.3.1 General Epistemological Considerations of Phenomenology

Phenomenology accepts multiple realities or multiple versions (Creswell, 1998;
Fetterman, 1998). Heidegger stressed the importance of unconstrained thinking over research, of
understanding what we implicitly know, rather than thoughtlessly or unreflectively knowing
more, in order to better generate more insightful/revelatory inter-subjective versions (Heidegger,
1962; Heidegger, 1977). Phenomena that are not well understood, yet are central to people’s
experience, lend themselves to phenomenological research (Creswell, 1998) by way of thinking
(Heidegger, 1977), dialogue (van Manen, 1990), and writing (Heidegger, 1962; van Manen,
2002). Phenomenological inquiry can throw light on critical human experiences (Moustakas,
1990) and make experiences and their associated meanings intelligible by others (Heidegger,
1962; van Manen, 1990) even though interpretations can never be final or unassailable.
Understanding phenomena includes a commitment to keeping dialogue open (van Manen, 1990).
In this sense, findings of this thesis are not final. The best they can do is provoke thought of a

possibly poetic kind rather than a logical kind (Heidegger, 1968).
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Truth is individual and contained in how something is experienced: on what appears to an
individual’s inter-subjective consciousness. According to Husserl (1970), experience of the world
is immediate and unencumbered by interpretations, categories, or imposed logics of cause or
origin. In this pre-reflective, purely descriptive phenomenology, awareness is of pure experience;
experience that is not self-conscious. In this sense, experience is primordial (Heidegger, 1962;
Husserl, 1970). Experience is pre-reflective and presuppositionless. Mediation of any sort is
considered to distort the Husserlian conception of pure experience (van Manen, 1990).
Experience has a raw or pure quality about it, and, as such, is understood by phenomenologists to
be authentic. It may be contrasted to naturalistic knowledge, which lacks this philosophical
authority and is therefore lacking in human meaning too; naturalistic is merely theoretical and no
arbiter of truth. However, the primordial nature of experience is buried (concealed or veiled)
beneath the liminal quality of knowledges so that it becomes difficult to access or to think about,
to consciously know, or even to know that it calls for thinking, that it is thought-provoking, and
that it beckons the alert (Heidegger, 1968).

In hermeneutic phenomenology, the experience is re-engaged historically—it is itself
objectified or mediated by thought, text, and action (van Manen; 1990). The process of
sedimentation is to be reversed so that the invariant essence is grasped and comes to light
(Polkinghorne, 1983). Hermeneutic phenomenology always includes this greater level of
interpretation. For Heidegger, experience with understanding occurs within the existential
ontological context of spatiality, corporeality, temporality and relationality, and is therefore
historically tempered or situated in ways in which we may not be aware (Heidegger, 1962; van
Manen 1990). Heidegger (1962) argues that the attribution of meaning or signification is
primordial. Van Manen (1990) suggests that phenomenological interpretation is considered to be

a disclosing of what experience points to— what it is of— rather than a pointing out.
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Contrary to Husserl’s suggestion that we bracket assumptions to return to an experience’s
primordiality (1970), Heidegger suggested that phenomena are necessarily apprehended or
engaged by Beings’ consciousnesses, which embody intuitive linguistic, cultural, and historical
situatedness as a condition of Being’s being (Heidegger, 1962; Laverty 2003). As such, as yet an
unarticulated pre-understanding of how we are is something that is (ontologically and
epistemologically) unbracketable or otherwise separable from Dasein; it is our very being-in-the-
world, or our ontological structure (Heidegger, 1962; Laverty, 2003). We cannot step out of our
various selves to look at experiences with Husserlian indifference or disengagedness. Edmund
Husserl (1970) then maintained that knowledge of the world begins not in the world, but in
individuals’ experience of it, whereas for Heidegger, we are first and foremost engaged in the
world and variously but unavoidably disposed to it as concerned being(s)-in-the-world, as beings
experiencing with a mood (Heidegger, 1962; Laverty, 2003). Individuals cannot be divorced
from their experiences or exist separately from them. The manner in which phenomena are
experienced is a function of what the perceiver takes to it in terms of interest, intention and
signification; the way Dasein is. Further, descriptions of experience are necessarily interpretive
recollections of experience mediated through language (Heidegger, 1962; van Manen, 1970).
With this in mind, it is Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology that propels this method, rather
than bracketing it, situatedness is highlighted (Cohen, Kahn & Steeves; 2000).

Insight or striking realizations arise from hermeneutic investigations of quotidian human
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). People’s detailed stories are re-constructed and interpreted in a
search for what is salient or essential, a “deepened and extended awareness that would further
illuminate structures and essences” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 10). Phenomenological inquiry
discloses a phenomenon’s essential or paradigm structure; that upon which a phenomenon as

such, depends. It is something that is shared in all manifestations of the phenomenon (Laverty,
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2003; Cohen, Kahn & Steeves, 2000). Its essence may become known intuitively and described
in @ manner that is recognized by those whom the phenomenon engages. A phenomenon’s
essence holds within it the meanings of an experience, which we may then explore, describe and
explain (van Manen, 1990). The understandings thus described are not any more or any less true,

simply more informed and the best that can be done to date.

3.3.2 Implications for Research

Knowledge as understanding will emerge from the investigation of direct human
experiences. | must first asked myself: “What human experience do | feel called upon to make
topical for my investigation?” (van Manen, 1990, p. 41). | recall an experience lived through.
Van Manen (1990), citing Dilthey, suggests that experiences are structures, each of which is
unified by a central or unifying motif that can become apparent when the experience is
recollected (or perhaps ‘memorized’). Recollecting experience may disclose hermeneutic
significance (van Manen, 1990). Within or prior to the emergence of a central motif are more
primitive modes of being that make the experience possible. The identified nexus is itself an
interpretation.

Lived experience validly informs action—what people say and do is a function of their
interpretation of (their place in) the world and the manner in which human consciousness, alone
and together, constitutes and sustains objects of experience to make the world meaningful
(Gubrium and Holstein, 2003). Hermeneutic phenomenology examines the textual or semantic
structure of (everyday) experience: what it is that people actually do. Meaning is constructed by
individuals from experiences.

Lived experience is immediate, prereflective awareness. It is reflexive. When | consider

what it is that | am aware of, | am reflective of a now objectified experience. The moment of
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experience is fleeting and ungraspable. Only later can | grasp it, albeit indirectly, through
remembrance. One of my roles as researcher is to prompt such recollections. Given the assumed
impossibility of (Husserlian) bracketing, the researcher must make pre-understandings or
interpretive influences explicit. Pre-understandings, then, are the meanings with which we are
permeated and which are present at our encounter with experience, and are (pre-reflectively)
taken for granted—a paradigm or gestalt. Pre-understandings are not something a person can step
beyond or set aside; they form part of a necessary unity of Dasein’s engaged and concerned
touching (of the world). Within this necessary intimacy, the researcher can surface (find)
constructed interpretations or meanings where Dasein and meaning are dialectically co-
constituted—a possible “hermeneutic circle.” Additionally, the researcher invites participants to
alter approaches to understanding as greater insights are gleaned and essential meanings
considered (Moustakas, 1990). This is the nature of hermeneutic phenomenology’s activism (van

Manen, 1990).

3.3.3 Stages of Hermeneutic Phenomenological research

Van Manen (1990) emphasizes that hermeneutic phenomenology is not mechanistic. It
has less of a step-by-step method than many qualitative methodologies. It is much more of a
methodical research tradition that includes six major themes or activities that may be
intermittent, simultaneous or sequential. Drawing on Moustakas’ (1990) heuristic
phenomenology (1990) to supplement van Manen’s (1990) hermeneutic approach, the
interrelatedness of the six themes will become increasingly evident. | have followed the order in
which van Manen (1990) presented the six themes. | envisage the six themes being called upon
at any stage in the research. They will become familiar to the researcher who will consider their

application at each step.
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The first requirement of the researcher is to orient oneself to the phenomena (van Manen,
1990). This orientation allows the researcher to engage with phenomena under investigation in a
particular way that reflects and is consistent with the method’s underlying philosophy.

The researcher becomes sensitive and open to what may show itself. The research project
is understood “from the inside” (van Manen, 1990, p 8). This, the process of attunement, is
described in more detail by Moustakas (1990) where it is invoked during the initial stages of both
data gathering, and, again, as a step in preliminary data analysis. | am to lie or dwell with the
material until | can depict its many dimensions, not just intellectually, but spiritually and
emotionally. I am to move between theory and feeling, between parts and wholes and back again.
I extract from the focal and the subsidiary aspects many nuanced meanings in a process that
Moustakas (1990) calls focusing. Focusing allows a researcher to surface qualities of an
experience that were not hitherto evident because insufficient time had been spent with them. |
am to be open to and trustful of my own experiences and remain unshackled by methodological
structures (a heuristic application of bracketing) that may limit my awareness and sensitivity
(Moustakas, 1990).

Phenomenological method begins with a dialogue with oneself (which is then followed
by dialogues with others) in order to discover meanings of an experience that engages and is
considered important by the researcher (Moustakas, 1990). This preliminary step of self-
dialogue, documented in a journal, requires an “indwelling” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 24) that
uncovers ways in which we care about and attend to the phenomenon experienced (van Manen,
1990). We let ourselves be ‘summoned’ (beckoned) (Heidegger, 1962). We adopt an “inverted
perspective” (Moustakas, 1990 p 16.): | “become’ accountability and commit to examining
accountability’s interactions with the world in order to begin to disclose its multiple meanings, as

my (personal) project. In part, this is a function of the review of the literature, because there,
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accountability’s life is vibrant, yet manageably contained in text. But my acquaintance also
penetrates my mood and mode of engagement with the subject matter. (Perhaps as something
authoritative with which non-compliance is associated with a cost of some sort? Or as something
that consumes resources and can cause indignation and/or indignity? What is it about
accountability that provokes my unease or tension, and ultimately, my eventual and continued
curiosity?)

The second step for me, as the researcher, was to return fully to experience: To return to
the things themselves (Heidegger, 1953; van Manen, 1990), and not to their abstractions. It was
also an invitation to explore other ways of experiencing the phenomenon so that we become
more fully oriented to the phenomenon and to the word (van Manen, 1990). An approach is to
trace the etymology of the word examined back beyond its taken-for-granted meaning, its
metaphorical (van Manen says “fossilized” (1990, p 61)) status. The word’s subsequent
constructions are then temporarily set aside (Heidegger, 1962; Moustakas, 1990; van Manen,
1990). The term’s early usage and its etymological references helped disclose how the word and
world originally connected. Allusions to the original meanings can sometimes be surfaced by
paying close attention to everyday idiomatic usage and the word’s usage by writers, poets, artists
and so on (Heidegger; van Manen, 1990). We attempt to answer the question: When we use a
word, what is it we are truly saying; what meanings are we containing in our utterances? Van
Manen (1990) clearly considers the examination of etymology and usage a part of
phenomenological data gathering and preliminary analysis. It is a task that took place in the
analysis of the literature and continued throughout the project.

The second step’s most involved aspect is the gathering of data through interviewing
others about their experiences and their stories. This step is elaborated in the Research

Procedures and Data Collection Plan below.
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The researcher’s third activity is to analyse. | proceeded to follow this third step.
Analysis, as became evident time and time again, underlay all aspects of the research process.
The process is described further in the Analysis section. Through analysis, | became better able
to describe what unified participants’ insights. Analysis pulled me into the experience of others
so that | was better able to understand their experience and identify what is essential to it, or
“invariant to such-and-such a kind of experience” (Polkinghorne, 1983. p. 42). Or, that which is
being pointed out (to an attuned researcher) but may have hitherto been veiled.

The fourth activity was writing; to bring experience into speech. | was to express the
experience in language (van Manen, 1990). It is the basic analytical method of phenomenology.
Experience is to be shown as it is in itself and this is best accomplished through writing, which
forces thoughtfulness and an acute attentiveness to language (van Manen, 2003).

The fifth related activity was the requirement that the researcher remained committed to
the project’s question. Immersion must be enduring. The researcher is alert to all occasions when
the question or a variation of the question emerges in his or her daily life. The fifth activity as
described by van Manen (1990) appeared analogous to the third phase of research outlined by
Moustakas (1990), that of ‘incubation’. My understanding of the requirements of this phase is
that the researcher lets what is tacit simmer with what has been more actively gleaned from the
research process; it is a period of gestation from which new understandings or enlightenments
will emerge. This natural process of illumination characterises this phase (Moustakas, 1990).

The process of illumination resulted in the adding of new knowledge or the correction of
misconceptions or misapprehensions. Moustakas (1990) suggests that the required disposition is
relaxed. Nothing is forced; there is no conscious striving. Our conscious role is to ensure

receptivity to the possibility of new discoveries. It is a mood that could permeate the entire
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research project and was understood as a particular mode (a more informed mode) of Orientation
described above.

The sixth theme was an isolation of what we are newly aware of in explicating text.
Explication follows illumination. Explication requires the examination and isolation (van Manen,
1990) of what has been awakened in consciousness “in order to understand its various layers of
meaning” (Moustakas, 1990 p 31). The product of explication is the identification and depiction
of key themes which are subsequently ordered into the core essence of the experience. Depiction
may take a narrative form of art, or poetry (Moustakas, 1990; Heidegger, 1977). Explication

isolates elements which are then creatively synthesized (Moustakas 1990).

3.4.  Sample Definition and Selection
Like all researchers, phenomenologists select sites on the basis of their theoretical and
substantive interests, as well as considerations of access and convenience. The research questions

largely determine who needs to be talked with in order that relevant data can be collected.

3.4.1 Sample Definition

In hermeneutic studies, sampling is purposive; participants are selected on the basis of
their perspicaciousness and ability to describe experiences in (thick) detail (Cohen, Kahn &
Steeves, 2000). | recruited eight participants and conducted two in-depth, conversational
interviews with seven of the eight participants. The eighth participant and | had a third
conversation. Participants occupied different positions and, more importantly, played different
roles in the funder/funded, government/non-profit, accountability chain. They were selected
because (either through my observations or by way of their reputation) | believed them to be

particularly thoughtful, sensitive and articulate (or more conventionally, ‘information rich’,
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(Patton, 2002)). Participants were involved in a broad range of accountability transactions of
organisations immersed in intractable, ‘wicked (social) problems’. Participants were willing to
reflect upon and talk about their experience of accountability and were able to provide me with
detailed pictures of the sense they made of their experiences of accountability. Conservatively,
participants provided “reasonable coverage of the phenomena given the purpose of the study and
stakeholder interests” (Patton, 2002, p. 246). It is worth noting that the accountability
experiences about which the participants were expected to be able to speak did not need to have
confined their involvement to the roles I have outlined below— in most instances the participants
occupied a range of other positions in what 1 am choosing to call the chain of accountability.

This purposeful sample of key informants included representatives currently (or recently)
situated in either the Principal or the Agent ‘camp’ or who have had past experience of roles
within that chain over several years. My preference was that participants from the Agent camp
were employees or volunteers for organisations whose on-going viability is dependent on
continued government funding. | felt that their vulnerability would help ensure that discussions
are alive with vivid concerns as | anticipated the stakes to be quite high. Further, 1 sought
participants who would reflect a range of perspectives within and between the two camps.

I was fortunate in so far as all participants had occupied one or more positions along the
chain during their recent professional life. Of the eight participants, all had had one or more
active roles working within the non-profit camp. Five participants had had experiences working
within the Agent’s camp. Five therefore had, at one time or other, gained experiences from both
camps. Roles represented included two participants who had, or continued to function as “front-
line- workers’ in, four who had worked as senior non-profit staff, including as an organisation’s
executive director, three who had worked as a member of a board of directors. Three participants

had worked on the edge of the Principal’s camp, as the non-profit’s first point (the ‘Liaison”).
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Three participants had occupied middle management positions within government, including a
department director. Senior government administration was not represented in the sample. One
Assistant Deputy Minister had been solicited but had had to withdraw. One past legislator did
participate and was able to relate personal experiences of accountability while working in
caucuses.

In addition to the withdrawal of the member of senior government staff, two other
participants withdrew after completing the first of two interviews. In order to establish the cohort
of eight, thirty-two, well-positioned potential participants were contacted by telephone. Of those,
seventeen agreed to review the recruitment letter and to consider my invitation further. Eleven
agreed and interviews were scheduled. Then three participants withdrew citing a vague mixture
of time pressures and concerns with having their identities revealed and feeling exposed.

Despite withdrawals, the above domains remained quite well represented by the eight
participants who did participate. | also decided that, for ethical and other reasons, participants
were not to be associated with the same non-profit or operate in the same chain of accountability.
With one exception, interviewees had significant relationships with one or more of four of the
following Government of Manitoba departments: Housing and Community Development (HCD),
Advanced Education and Literacy (AEL), Family Services and Labour (FSL), and Immigration
and Multiculturalism (I1&M).

Each participant had extended and rich experiences working regularly with aspects of
accountability in a social service environment. Experiences were sufficiently diverse from one
another that very rich, diverse and unique stories were told.

Participants were expected to be willing to talk to me about their experiences in
considerable detail and to describe their moods, dispositions and feelings about those

experiences. | was to allow and encourage them to feel free to talk openly. The sense of being
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able to speak freely and frankly depended on their trust in me and in the process’ capacity to
maintain agreed upon conditions of confidentiality. Moustakas (1990) suggests that the
conversation needs to be conducted in an atmosphere of openness and trust that he compares to
the therapeutic relationship advocated by Carl Rogers (1961), characterized by empathetic
understanding. I strived to meet this standard. Ideally they must like me (a bit) so that they are
willing to tell me more (Cohen, Kahn & Steeves, 2000). These considerations further influenced
my selection of participants; despite the fact that, a priori, | was not able to guarantee that
participants were as forthcoming as | wished. As things transpired, participants were willing to
explore their experiences in sufficient depth.

Site references and names have been removed from the thesis. My use of pseudonyms,
mixing gender and concealment of the site, has helped to ensure—but not guarantee—the
confidentiality of participants.

The final design of the research was a product of on-going negotiation between
participants, and both anticipated and unanticipated situational constraints. Like a case study, the
parameters of participant selection are permeable: unanticipated relationships with other possible
informants emerged and were pursued where appropriate, without breaching confidentiality.
What is outlined above represented the starting point for what unfolded in necessarily fluid

practices. My approach remained flexible and dynamic (Patton, 2002).

3.4.2 Participant Recruitment and Access

Before beginning recruitment activities, | did not foresee significant difficulties in
recruiting and interviewing most of the intended participants, whether they worked in the non-
profit sector or in government. With varying degrees of familiarity, | knew the intended

participants through paid or volunteer work, or reputationally. Some potential participants were
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already aware, through work and conversation, of my intended research interest and appeared
curious. | believe this curiosity may have encouraged their willing participation. Other
individuals that I wished to engage wanted to discuss their possible involvement further, before
making a commitment. Those that did not know me or of my research interests were more
reluctant or cautious. I sought to allay possible fears by sharing with them more of my
background, and, where appropriate, | identified where our roles may have crossed over in past,
or might intersect in the future. In two cases, we had associates in common who introduced me
and were my ‘reference’.

My recruitment letter, formally requesting participation, briefly stated my substantial
involvement in both the non-profit and government sectors, and my consequent belief that | was
relatively well positioned to represent the anticipated range of perspectives interestedly and
empathically. It was not sufficiently informative or inviting to ensure the participation of all
those | invited. As described, a number of individuals declined my invitation. | encouraged
prospects to contact me for further information. In the ensuing conversation, | provided
individuals with a further explanation of the research and my interest in it. When participants
raised the issue of my possible partisanship, I sought to provide the necessary assurances. If it
was alluded to, | put my cards on the table and invited frank discussion. Discussions of this type
did occur and prompted a fuller recollection and more penetrating discussions. The ensuing
discussion provided me with an opportunity to develop an increasingly trusting and respectful
relationship, upon which the research venture largely depended.

The process of recruiting participants and of gaining access was documented because the
concerns voiced, and the clarifications and assurances sought, foreshadowed aspects of the
ensuing interview conversations (Schwartzman, 1993). It became an important contextual

element of the research.



111

As a civil servant, the Civil Service Act (Government of Manitoba, 2004) obliges me to
disclose real or potential conflicts of interest. Initially, | considered it conceivable that in the
structured part of my data-gathering—namely, the interviews— | might have become privy to
information that I ought to act upon in my capacity as a government employee and according to
the oath of office that employees are required to make as a condition of employment
(Government of Manitoba, 2004). | had intended to inform participants of this possibility and the
course of action that | proposed to take if such a situation arose. If a participant did disclose to
me a matter that is potentially unlawful and possibly contrary to the public interest, I would, in
accordance with the Public Interest Disclosure (Whistleblower Protection) Act (Government of
Manitoba, 2006), request advice from the officer designated by the provisions of the Act.
Formally reporting possible wrongdoing would only occur if | received advice that that this is the
appropriate course of action. No more information would be disclosed than is made necessary
by the Act. In discussion with the Research Ethics Board, | reconsidered the chances of this
eventuality and decided that it would be unlikely, not so much because of the absence of a
possible conflict of interest, but because of the requirements of the Act. It remained in the back
of my mind during most of the interviews. Participants frequently sought assurances that | would
exert myself in protecting their identity.

My frequent exposure to accountability concerns has necessarily influenced my
perspective on how government and non-profits negotiate responses. This is happening most
explicitly in the development of departmental responses to the government’s pilot project to cut
red-tape for non-profits, where | wonder if my interest and close attention is motivated by
professional concerns only, or by my academic interests too. The nature of my work has meant
that issues of non-profit accountability, unavoidably, consume a lot of my colleagues’ and my

time. An autoethnography was sometimes suggested both before and during the research. When
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observing government colleagues transact accountability with former colleagues from non-
profits, | frequently found myself being something of a participant observer, observing without
consent, the interaction. In order to avoid a conflict of interest, | must distinguish between my
observations of colleagues as part of my job as a staff supervisor, and journaling my
retrospective, impersonal reflections. Only the latter activity can be included as research data.
The process of journaling (see section 3.5.4) was used to capture reflections and not
observations, as suggested by van Manen (2002), in order to steer a course away from a possible
conflict. 1 avoided collecting data as part of my job. | have, however, noted how more general
changes in the accountability environment have influenced some of my musings. The interviews
provided me with opportunities to jointly probe issues arising in reflection so that they can be
included in research findings without compromising my employer. If, upon completion of my
data gathering and drafting findings, | had felt that | may have breached of my Oath of Office, |
planned to consider sharing the findings chapter with officer designated by the Civil Service
Commission, for guidance. As things turned out, | do not feel any such breach occurred. | have
also wondered, especially as | neared the end, whether or not | should seek to postpone
publication. When 1 originally considered this possibility, | had done so out of concern for my
participants. My concern then became directed towards myself as | am very obviously, not
anonymous, and have made some statements that may be troublesome to some in positions of
power over me. To reduce the possibility of trouble, | have softened my language a little and

qualified my thoughts.

3.5  Research Procedures and Data Collection Plan
Experience is necessarily recounted retrospectively. The process of data collection must

allow my participants and me to literally re-call or summon an experience. | must then be able to
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turn and return to their accounts by fixing them in text. The collected transcripts of the interviews
then, are very much the main subjects of analysis. These are supplemented by field notes of my
observations of the interviews, the environment in which they occur, and other ruminations, and
are contained in a journal. A third layer of data was comprised of further literature and

accountability’s artefacts.

3.5.1 Research Procedures

The following research steps were anticipated:

o Document pre-understandings in the form of a conceptual map
o Propose a research design

o Submit Thesis Proposal

o Secure Ethics Board approval

o Recruit participants

o Schedule first interviews

o Transcribe and analyse first interviews

o Conduct second interviews

o Transcribe, analyse, refine

o Conduct Research Seminar

o Invite feedback from as-yet-undefined others
o Complete and present analysis

Each step was taken, except for the research seminar. The main reason for dropping the
seminar was my apprehension that participants would not be willing to share their identities with

other participants. When discussing the proposed seminar with two of the participants they
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wondered how revelatory it would actually be if participants did not feel sufficiently safe to

attend, let alone to actively engage in discussion.

3.5.2 Journaling

The process of journaling (writing) was as important as the journal itself. Journaling
fulfils three interrelated research functions. First, 1 used it to surface and describe my own
accountability experiences as an elaboration of chapter one. Second, | wished to record
accidental and intentional encounters with accountability. Third, I included reflections on the
research activity. These functions are not discrete, so considerable overlap is inevitable.

With reference to the first goal, both Moustakas (1990) and van Manen (1990) suggest in
different ways that the researcher describes his or her own experience in writing before requiring
the same of others. Requiring others to provide a written description or “protocol” (van Manen,
1990, p. 63) is problematic for practical reasons. The same is not true of the researcher. Writing
in this way requires the adoption of a reflective and inquiring attitude that may not be the case in
a conversation, where the production of ‘talk’ is more immediate and often less considered.

In preparing a written description, van Manen (1990) suggests elements of an effective
approach. We are to describe the experience as we lived through it and resist the temptation to
explain it in any way. The goal is pure description of the nature of our engagement with the
phenomenon from the inside—not as could be seen by outside ‘others’: how does it make us feel,
move our mood, shift our passions? The description is to be simply and straight-forwardly
written, and to be of a particular instance of the experience and not of experiences of the
phenomenon in general. It is to be written as if it was the first time we were immersed in the
phenomenon (freshly). We are to consider what senses were called upon and the manner of their

calling. We are to resist the temptation to interpret or to explain. Not only are the disclosures
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surfaced in the exercise useful in themselves, they also alert and sensitize us to what others’
accounts might look like (Moustakas, 1990; van Manen, 1990).

Concerning the second, vaguer goal, Moustakas (1990) stresses the importance of the
researcher’s emotional connection to the research question. What the committed researcher
considers salient then becomes the subject of a more systematic self-questioning and self-
challenging (Moustakas, 1990). The researcher becomes immersed in the quest for a meaning:
(“it follows me around” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 11)) and the researcher becomes intimate and as
one with it. I can foresee intuitively (Polanyi, 1964) conceptualizing (quite passively or
naturally) many everyday interactions as experiences of accountability. I wish to gather and
document these “encounters’ and to integrate that upon which | ‘gaze’ (Moustakas, 1990) into the
research project, with ever greater sensitivity and perceptiveness (Moustakas, 1990).

In addition to the accidental encounters, there is also the dominant, planned component to
data collection. The two principal data collection strategies undertaken for this study were a
series of interviews and subsequent collective reflections on preliminarily interpretations of
interview transcripts. The interview step required that | encourage the re-creation of lived
experiences and then depicted them in a manner that preserves the frame of reference of the
speaker. The reflection step was preceded by the researcher’s preliminary analysis. How both are
prepared for, were reported in the journal as a form of encounter.

My own experience of the phenomenon was clearly expanded and deepened by these
encounters. By way of interviews, | gathered and internalized others’ experiences and thereby
elaborated my own understanding. | became a receptacle of experiences of the phenomenon. |
constantly moved toward apprehending how interviewees’ lived experiences were ways of being

(accountable).
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The third function of the journal is as a vessel to simply contain reflections. This ‘stream’
of the journal took the form of an audio log, for the sake of immediacy. Hermeneutic research
requires the researcher to constantly reflect and have an internal dialogue about the experience of
research while simultaneously living in the moment of research activities. In this context
Moustakas (1990) speaks specifically of ‘immersion” and van Manen (1990) explores
‘orientation’. Both continue to refer back to primordial or presuppositionless states and the need
to identify (if not actually bracket) highly conceptualised consciousness. One’s prior knowledge
is clearly important, either as something carried forward (Heidegger, 1962) to the research
setting, or as something that is set aside (Husserl, 1970). In this context the journal documented,
for eventual depiction, the experience of researching accountability; how | moved from gathering
data back to literature, from conversations and casual readings, to the emerging
phenomenological texts.

The process of journaling helped me meet and document the methodological need to:

o have a sound and thorough understanding of the state of scholarly research,
o be engaged with the phenomenon,

o surface and create “textual expressions” (van Manen, 1990. p. 36), and

o connect all aspects of the process.

In the context of connecting processes, | anticipated, for instance, that theoretical
literature would contain (possibly accidental) insights into lived experience as well as a more
conventional conceptual exploration of non-profit accountability. Furthermore, as | moved
through the phases of research, the journal helped me to document shifts in situatedness, or my
historical frame of reference, in terms of which I necessarily encounter and constitute the world,
and am, in turn, constituted by it (Heidegger, 1962). Here a hermeneutic approach may have

heuristic outcomes. While bracketing may not be possible, | became ever-more alert to what it is
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that remains unbracketed and how my biases or framework may have motivated and explained
my interpretations. The journal represented a forum where | made my shifting framework
explicit (Laverty, 2003).

Finally, the journal itself documented what is going on in the research and helped
determinations of its rigour or plausibility (Koch & Harrington, 1997), including a record of
when and how | determined that enough data have been gathered. In this regard, Van Manen
(1990) suggests that conversations that lapse into silence may indicate saturation. Clearly, given
the hermeneutic method, the achievement of silence is as much a function of analysis as it is of
data collection. When collaborative conversations seemed to arrive at a meaning and not shift
beyond it or imagine alternatives, the possibility that a provisional end is being approached was
explored: the learning curve flattens. More pragmatically, the researcher’s departure from

research was determined by necessary time limits.

3.5.3. Interviewing

A most basic form of human inquiry is discussion. Interviewing informants for first
person accounts/stories/anecdotes of lived experience is the dominant form of data collection in
phenomenology (Moustakas, 1990; van Manen, 1990). The interview in hermeneutic
phenomenology is progressive and cumulative. It is both a data gathering process and a part of
discursive data interpretation (van Manen, 1990). It is an evolving conversation that is structured
as a triad: there is the subject matter of accountability about which talking is taking place, there
are the views that are expressed and interpretations that follow. The conversation is driven by a
collaborative desire to make sense of the experience being examined. One of the researcher’s

roles is to keep participants’ attention focused on the lived experience and on the free and open
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construction of all possible meanings (Laverty, 2003). Honesty and openness must be
encouraged so that no compulsion is felt to provide a “correct’ answer.

During early interviews, or early in an interview, | asked the interviewee/participant
about his or her experiences, anecdotes, examples, specific incidents, and musings that she or he
relates to accountability. My stock of narratives for later hermeneutic analysis grew. In later
interviews, | became less concerned with gathering data and much more concerned with
conversing with the participant about our reflections, about transcripts, interpretations and
considerations. The later interviews were essentially hermeneutic (van Manen, 1990). The
interviewee’s role shifted from one of informant to one where she or he became a collaborator.
Regardless of the predominant mode, | had to keep the original need for the interview—the
research questions—uppermost in mind. All interviews were envisioned as conversations in
which both parties joined each other in investigating the phenomenon “like friends” (van Manen,
1990, p. 98).

The depth to which | expected to explore experiences required a minimum of two
conversations of an hour to an hour and a half with each participant, as well as an opportunity to
review draft descriptions with participants. Ideally each interview was continued until each
participant had completed her or his story. This was not always practicable for some of the
participants, mostly because of the additional time investment it would require. Jordana was able
to return for a third interview because she felt she had so much more to say. Andy too, felt that he
too would have more to say when some more time had elapsed to process recent events. Once
conversations started flowing, it was easy to forget about the time we had already spent talking. |
felt that all participants had more to say. Mutual respect for each-other’s time commitments

resulted in neither party wishing to over-stay their welcome.
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Follow-up interviews were increasingly led by the participant as he or she was invited to
discuss my preliminary phenomenological descriptions and transcripts from the first round of
interviews. Presentation took the form of an annotated transcript, a bit like a two-column table
which contains the transcription on one side and the interpretation in the adjacent column,
immediately alongside its source. Descriptions arising from the first interview with the specific
participant that did not adequately capture the recollected experience were revised. Additionally,
preliminary interpretations of all interviews were presented, to which | added comments on non-
verbal and beyond verbal communication, where a purely verbatim transcription may have
missed something that | considered to be salient, including silences and other contextual issues
(van Manen, 1990).

Because the main recording device was be a digital voice recorder supplemented by field
notes, | am not planning on inviting participants to review second interview transcripts, as,
having been recorded, they were at least be verbally accurate (Koch, 1998). However, all
respondents were offered opportunities to review, and perhaps elaborate on, the verbatim
transcriptions of the first interview in order to be better prepared for the second. Transcripts were
sent to participants in advance.

During the first round of interviews, participants were asked to describe in detail their
experiences of accountability (and make increasingly explicit its unifying motif (van Manen,
1990)). One of the researcher’s roles was to return the participant to the concrete experience
rather than to the pursuit of abstractions. One way of doing this was to ask that a specific
instance be identified and then it was explored to its fullest (van Manen, 1990). My questions
were very open in nature and designed to prompt recollections, but not to lead in any particular
direction. | understood my role as researcher, using hermeneutic phenomenology, as to

encourage the interview process to remain tightly focused on the experience. Although
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interviews were largely unstructured, several themes of accountability were touched upon,
sometimes to get the ball rolling, and sometimes to get a conversation unstuck. At its most
unstructured, the interview was little more than an exploratory conversation containing four
embedded questions on the subject of accountability (See Appendix D: Interview Schedule). The
categories of information were similar in each interview, although the emphasis changed
depending on the particular accountability role of the person interviewed. | expected the
responses to vary considerably, especially between different categories of respondents as they
described different aspects of the accountability experience. | was not disappointed.

As interviews unfolded, | expected to use prompts, rather than questions, to become
increasingly focused around particular incidents that appeared to be especially significant to
either the participant or me, or both of us. Requests for particular details and clarifications were
foreseeable, during which specific accountability-related events from the past were
collaboratively and dialogically dissected in order to elicit the most focused data possible.
Prompts were formulated based upon the descriptions provided by participants up to that point.
Prompts were often simply my invitation that they elaborate on an experience. | might invite
them to “talk about that more” or to “tell me exactly what happened next” or “when you started
reading the report, what did you feel?”

The interviews, then, were my principal means of data collection. There remained a
number of uncertainties. Before sending out invitations to participate, | conducted two pilot
interviews in order to better ascertain how to initiate conversations, what the possible duration of
the interview process might be, how the questions might be perceived, and how their wording
could be improved upon.

Following the approval of the proposal, I sent letters or telephoned potential participants

to describe the study’s design and process and requested their participation in two 1.5 hour face-



121

to-face interviews (See Appendix B: Recruitment Letter). Most interviews were conducted over a
two-month period following recruitment. Potential respondents were all interviewed by me.

The setting of the interviews varied. My intention was to invite the proposed participant
to select a time and site in which she or he felt most comfortable and able to talk frankly, with
minimal distraction. Some took place in my or their office; others took place at my or their home.
Each interview lasted for around 90 minutes. There was some variation in this: | had three
interviews with Jordana totalling more than four hours. My tow interviews with Lindsay totalled
approximately four hours in length. Meron’s interviews lasted for 70 minutes or so and | felt |
could have listened for a lot longer. My interviews with Meron were the shortest. Sam’s were
curtailed by Sam’s other commitments. There was a lot more that | was interested in exploring

with Sam.

3.5.4 Observation and Other Data Sources

Van Manen (1990) proposes that close observation is another approach to data gathering.
I do not believe that close observation was practicable unless the phenomenological approach
was combined with elements of an organisational ethnography. While such an approach would be
of value, resource scarcity prevented it in this instance. Close observation requires of the
researcher a level of alertness and exposure of sufficient duration to permit him or her to
recognize (telling) anecdotes (accounts with revelatory power) and what it is that makes an
account stand out as an anecdote or be construed as one. Further, | doubted that I could have
gained the required permissions from the observed, necessary to conduct an ethnography study
because of the sensitive nature of some of what they would be discussing regarding

accountability.
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Other sources of vicarious experiential data could include novels, poems, biographies,
blogs and the (*non-discursive”) visual arts (van Manen, 1990. p. 74). The manner in which the
artist configures lived experience in the particular nonverbal language of their chosen medium
may illuminate further. 1 did not fully consider the potential of this data source beyond a possible
examination of visual evocations of accountability (on the jackets of accountability reports or use
of the word in banner newspaper headlines, for example).

Of course, phenomenological literature itself will provide data (van Manen, 1990). While
the specific area of immediate concern may not be discussed phenomenologically or
hermeneutically, related areas might have been. The researcher can gain insight by an alert
entering into the tradition and examining the work of other phenomenologists, in terms of what
was studied phenomenologically as well as through experimentation within the
phenomenological tradition. Through reading the work of phenomenologists, the researcher
began to recognize effective methodological approaches. Van Manen (1990) considers the pros
and cons of when to enter into dialogue with other phenomenologists. My preference is to persist
with the accountability focused literature review and preliminary personal phenomenological
interpretation, then turn to the work of other phenomenologists to better understand the approach
to writing through example (van Manen, 2003). | did conduct very cursory reviews (of scholarly
literature) where phenomenology had been the research methodology used. Its use in the
disciplines of nursing (and health), and post-secondary education were the subjects of my brief
focus. The nature of phenomenological writing and the structure of texts were my principal

interests.
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3.5.5 The Proposed Research Seminar

I had intended on conducting a research seminar. My purpose in doing so was to invite
two or three participants to review draft descriptions of what appear to me to be particularly
insightful, perhaps paradigmatic, overviews, or more localized, revelatory anecdotes (see below).
The goal of the collaborative analysis was the refinement, expansion and reformulation of
descriptions in order that they resonate more fully with participants who are similarly concerned
with the phenomenon (Laverty, 2003). With reference to a particular text, participants would be
invited to discuss similarities and differences in our understandings and refine descriptions so
that they properly “transform lived experience into a textual expression of its essence—in such a
way that the effect of the text is at once a reflexive reliving and a reflective appropriation of
something meaningful; a notion by which the reader is powerfully animated in his or her own
lived experience” (van Manem, 1990, p. 36). Clearly, data gathering and data analysis were not
envisaged as separate activities. This step was to be regarded as part of developing the
intersubjective validity of research findings, aggregating insights, integrating new information, in
such a manner as to progress towards a synthesizing statement about the experience (van Manen,
1990).

The proposed research seminar was to shift the focus from the experience and meaning of
individual participants to a discussion about the emerging meanings as they relate to our
situatedness, and to consider the emerging composite description.

I proposed that, in the event that a seminar or focus group was not possible, less formal
reviews will be necessary with the same goal in mind; the examination of experiences as
metaphors. These conversations may be conducted with a convenience sample of available
interview participants who live and/or work in my home town—it will therefore be made up of

those who were selected on the basis of their present or past involvement with non-profits as
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either an executive director or voluntary board member. Others, not yet included as participants,
may be invited to comment on the narratives. As things turned out, participants were either not
willing or not able to join any such seminar. As indicated in the proposal, composite cluster
themes and emergent themes were discussed with two participants separately (Kole, in some
detail, and Mika,) and with three individuals who did not form part of the participant cohort; but
who worked frequently with accountability. They were individuals | would have selected had
ethical considerations not excluded them— two worked for organisations that my office funded
and the third individual occupies a role that parallels my current role, but in a separate
department. Unfortunately, we co-fund organisations, so again, he was not permitted to
participate.

In addition to reviewing preliminary phenomenological descriptions that 1 am intending
to provide written in the first person and in the present tense (van Manen, 2002), | planned on
asking participants to bring with them a document or documents that capture or provoke a
particular recollection about accountability. The documents that | suggested could be presented
to the group would not have been produced specifically for the purpose of research. They are not
personal documents, but rather official documents deriving from the state (Bryman, 2001). | had
in mind report forms provided by the funders to the organisations that are to be completed and
returned in accordance with published accountability reporting requirements. The documents
would be queried using themes emerging in the interviews. Documents, | thought, might provide
a window on the soul of accountability. Themes included comments about the focus of
informational requirements (client data, financial reports), the tone of correspondence, the length
and number of data sets, ambiguity of phrasing and potential misunderstanding, use of
specialized language, and documents’ focus on inputs, outputs, processes and outcomes. In the

absence of the seminar, | familiarized myself with the documents | believe participants would
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use as part of their accountability roles, before the interviews. As appropriate | asked general or
specific questions about the documents during the interviews. As things transpired, document use
was not upper-most in most participants’ minds when discussing accountability issues.
Documents were symbolic of relationships formalism but did not appear to be the focus of very
significant attention.

My decision not to conduct the seminar was a pragmatic one. Had | been conducting a
phenomenological study in an area where individuals were less fearful, | would have pursued it
further. 1 had imagined that it would have been the site of concentrated hermeneutic efforts. As
the research unfolded | came to understand that reflections on experiences during the one-on-one
interviews are themselves, very richly hermeneutic. | felt that the loss of the seminar was not as
impactful as it might have been. It was, never-the-less regretful. It would have had substantially
more instructional power, | believe, had participants been discussing the same relationship from
different perspectives where it would have combined a case study methodology with a

phenomenological and hermeneutic one.

3.5.6 Equipment

Data were collected using pen and paper for impressions and observations, forms and
digital recordings for conversations and interviews. Recordings were listened to repeatedly and
were transcribed. They were disadvantageous to the extent that they inhibited openness because
of their clear attributability and their obtrusiveness. The researcher must always be prepared to
turn the recorder off, or otherwise cease recording a conversation when particularly sensitive
issues are being discussed. This did occur on two occasions, one where Sam was talking about
staffing challenges and reporting and another time when a participant spoke about the level of

upset felt at recent events and I felt the recorder was intrusive. In both instances | chose to turn
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the recorder off, | was not asked. The recorder was at its most obtrusive when it ceased
functioning. In an interview with Jordana, for example, the memory became full and I had to
transfer data without upsetting the flow of the conversation unduly, while trying to record what

was being said on pen a paper, for a few minutes.

3.6 Data Analysis

Qualitative data analysis is a creative and reflective activity that is significantly
dependent upon the analyst’s intuition (Merriam, 1998; van Manen, 1990). The intended result of
analysis is a tabulated presentation of the individual, experiential categories of accountability,
followed by extended, accurately descriptive statements of experiences and considered
meanings. Individuals’ descriptions were synthesised to form a single explication of
accountability’s essence, felt to be vividly genuine (Polkinghorne, 1983). Pragmatic
considerations prevented me from jointly review the “final’, albeit tentative formulation of
collective essence. Earlier iterations that focused on aspects of impression management and
story-telling for “political ends’” were discussed with three participants and my three ‘associates’
mentioned above, and seemed to have some resonance (‘and be imbibable’) by the three
participants.

Given the methodology’s extensive use of open-ended questions and largely unstructured
interviews, the potential for multiple interpretations of the links between data and interpretation
were considerable. My role was (and still is) not only one of an analyst. | needed to facilitate and
encourage research participants to analyse too, especially during the later stages of the interview.
I did the tedious grunt work of organisation and presentation. Data analysis began very early in
the process of inquiry, with interim findings informing subsequent data gathering activities: data

organisation and analysis were not conceived of as activity separate from the overall process of
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investigation, or as something that happens when all the data have been collected and fieldwork
is at an end.

The process of data organisation and analysis was an iterative one. | alternated between
understanding the experiences collected and reflecting upon them, from induction to deduction
and back again, and from moving from parts to wholes (Patton, 2002). As part of the process of
analysis, | reflected upon those data and noted emerging questions, connections, observations,
insights and patterns, and then returned to the participants for further clarifying information and
elaboration. | was unable to draw a clear line of demarcation between data collection and
analysis.

Using complete transcriptions of participant interviews, for each transcript, | listed those
statements that were relevant to the experience and considered what moment of the statement, if
any, pointed to what is more or less invariant (Moustakas, 1994), or what is local and what is
global (Cohen, Kahn & Steeves, 2000). Statements that overlapped, were repetitive, unrelated, or
vague, were subtracted from further analysis. As analysis progressed, the number of repetitive
statements declined as I tuned into their very particular nuances, which were sometimes only
discernible when recordings were listened to— they were not ‘heard’ through the transcripts.
Those that remained were clustered or grouped into emerging themes and labels for the themes to
be proposed and refined (Moustakas, 1994). Distinctions were made between explicit statements
and those | inferred. Both were presented to participants for validation, further consideration, and
refinement, (or outright rejection). Using validated invariants and themes, Moustakas proposes
that an “individual textural description” be written from which a “complete description of the

meanings and essences of the experience” be developed (p. 121).

3.6.1 Goals of Analysis
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There are few universally agreed to procedural canons for qualitative data analysis
(Lofland, 1974; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Considerable discriminatory analysis has taken place
before the formal research processes begins, even before the very formulation of the research
question. The very selection of the problem follows analytical selection. The collection of data is
itself necessarily a selective sampling exercise, preceded by preliminary analysis. Most
importantly, though, in hermeneutic phenomenology, data analysis occurs as part of collection;
data are constructed and understandings are developed with the participant working with the
researcher and texts to bring the experience to life (van Manen, 1990).

As collection and analysis occur together, | anticipated the extent of variation between
participants’ descriptions of experience, to become less and less. As additional variations largely
ceased and/or became less significant, | also anticipated that further data collection interviews
were not necessary. Polkinghorne (1983) does caution researchers not to truncate data gathering
prematurely because of their imaginative poverty. In absolutist terms, saturation of data occurs
when that invariant which is shared in all manifestations of the phenomenon ceases being
contested. Its essence is apprehended and described in a manner that it is recognized by those
who the phenomenon engages (Laverty, 2003; Cohen, Kahn & Steeves, 2000).

The goal of hermeneutic analysis is to accurately describe and interpret participants’
experiences and meanings by processes of talking, writing, and reading. The hermeneutic method
“focuses on the details and the seemingly trivial aspects of our everyday lives. It makes us aware
of the consequential in the inconsequential, the significant in the taken for granted” (van Manen,
1990, p. 8). The method’s goal is the discovery of meaning and understanding. Hermeneutic
phenomenological analysis is foremost a reflective activity that spurns mechanistic approaches to
counting or coding of particular terms. It aims to disclose the essence of lived experience that

may be presumed pre-reflectively, but is rarely explicated in a manner that clearly discloses its
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meaning structure: an understanding of meaning is often implied (van Manen, 1990).
Heideggerian analysis is the systematic way of moving from data to crafting written descriptions
of an experience in its various aspects, to identification of meaning themes, toward the disclosure
or unveiling of the essence of an experience (Heidegger, 1962). “In determining the universal or
essential quality of the theme our concern is to discover aspects of qualities that make a
phenomenon what it is and without which the phenomenon could not be what it is” (van Manen,
1990, p. 107).

Phenomenological analysis requires inspired and attentive insight that allows that which
makes up an experiential structure to become apparent. Written accounts are turned to with
questions like “What is going on here?”” or “What is this an example of?” (van Manen, 1990).
The researcher mines the data to uncover what is significant in the experience: the experience’s
point. What is it about the experience that possibly matters in relation to the research question?
The researcher remains open to what the experience and its description ‘gives’, to his or her
inventiveness, and to the dialogic process of discovery (Merriam and Caffarella, 1999; van
Manen, 1990). Thematic analyses give shape to the notion of concern—they are not matters of
indifference. Nor are they distillations of the notion: they are possible expressions.

Van Manen (1990) suggests three increasingly detailed analytical approaches to
identifying and then isolating themes. First, the fundamental meaning of an experience can be
described by the researcher in a single, possibly idiosyncratic holistic phrase. Second, one or
more illuminating statements may be selected and highlighted, and their possible significance
expressed. Third, each phrase, sentence or cluster may be mined in detail for what it reveals
about the experience being described, and why it is “telling’ (van Manen, 1990). Using theme
analysis is a way of capturing an aspect of the phenomenon we are trying to understand; it is

evidence of our efforts to make sense of an experience and to open that experience up to all its
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possible meanings. Van Manen (1990) suggests that sensitivity to possible themes depends upon
the persistent concerned attentiveness of the researcher.

Themes are then woven into phenomenological descriptions of situations. Themes are
rarely singular statements, but rather, elements of a multi-layered description of the structure of
the particular experience. The researcher creates phenomenologically descriptive paragraphs
from the themes and other research activities that include only what is essential and universal,
and exclude what is incidental. Incidentals are those aspects that, if disregarded, do not detract
from the essential quality of the experience, from its fundamental meanings. The decision to
include a theme as essential may be decided by asking oneself if the experience can properly be
conceived of without it (van Manen, 1990).

Whereas qualitative data analysis often involves transforming raw data through a
continuous process of simplification and abstraction so that what remains is more focused and
amenable to summary, paraphrasing, and possible synthesized displays (Miles and Huberman,
1994), hermeneutic phenomenology requires extended textual descriptions that often move in the
opposite direction; from more abstract to concrete descriptions, such as anecdotes (van Manen,

1990).

3.6.2 Organisation

The process of data collection outlined above generated an enormous amount of raw
information. In order to analyse data, | first systematically processed them, which involved
transcription into digital form, making back-ups, printing copies and organisation.

In order not to jeopardise observational inferences, analysis of data occurred as soon after
it was gathered as possible. Once | became oriented within the data, | was able to begin to

identify and aggregate similar phrases, possible relationships between the variables, emerging
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patterns and distinctions between participants. Isolated commonalities and differences informed
subsequent data collection activities. My later conversations related emerging themes with the
constructs emerging from the scholarly literature reviewed, and verified by returning to
participants or to my notes.

The first step was to prepare and read the transcripts many times to develop an overall
sense of the data. Sections that do not appear to be relevant to discussions of accountability were
ignored. Initially, | was unsure of the basis upon which (coding) decisions would be based, and
what data would be ignored, at least temporarily. | expected that there would be a large amount
of irrelevant data in my early interviews than in my later ones, simply because | become better
able to keep participants focused on the subject matter at hand the more interviews I conduct.
This did not really transpire. Verbatim phrases occurring in the first round of interviews that were
unclear or ambiguous were highlighted, and where possible, participants were be asked to clarify
them. Preliminary narratives were then developed using participants’ own words as much as
possible. I had planned to take these preliminary composite narratives to the Seminar session for
the group to discuss. Instead, | discussed early iterations individual of composite narratives with
available participants. Emerging codes and tentative clustering of experiential statements into
themes was very time-consuming, tentative and subject to constant revision and refinement. The
process and some of its challenges are discussed more fully in the next chapter.

Through dialogue and collaborative reflections on writing, | and the participants worked
together to co-create descriptions that encourage greater insights into accountability (Merriam &
Caffarella, 1999). The process continued until (relative) silence was achieved and all horizons
become fused in a description contained no (glaring) inner contradiction (van Manen, 1990). We
spoke about our different and changing constructions of reality to formulate better interpretive

descriptions about what is going on. We were committed to the possibility of understanding an
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everyday phenomenon in new ways. In this way, we were obliged to be imaginative and to
suggest different ways of understanding that succeed in deepening our appreciation of the
phenomenon. Beyond the particular phenomenon, 1 and the participants become increasingly
sensitive to the ways in which we used language to produce meanings (Merriam & Caffarella,

1999).

3.6.3 Writing It Up

Writing creates an autonomous text that may be interpreted and understood in different
ways. The author is side-lined as the need to understand then comes to the fore. Writing forces
otherness; it dispossesses the writer. Into the space created by distancing, new orientations
become possible (Geanellos, 2000). Interpretations of the writer as reader shift, perhaps multiply.
We close the distance as new meanings become apparent and are appropriated. Self-
understandings broaden or perhaps just deepen as we become aware of—and raise up—
understandings with which we were already equipped (Heidegger, 1962; van Manen, 2003). Just
as we do not regard the original phenomenon ‘blankly,” but situate and contextualize it, and know
that it can always be more, so we do with textual description of the experience (Laverty, 2003).

Interpretation begins in a naive way where the general meaning is grasped.
Interrelationships between parts are then explored to develop deeper understandings. The
flowing back-and-forth, back-and-forth allows movement from explaining what is said in the
text, to what is pointed to; to what is being talked about by way of the text. Interpreters may
follow often ambiguous clues in the text differently and develop multiple meanings. Fortuitously
or coincidentally, similar constructions are possible. Where differences emerge through, for
example, “free imaginative variations” (Polkinghorne, 1983, p. 44), common ground may be

ruminated upon. It remains possible, though, that agreement is not forthcoming because of the
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nature of one’s traditions and pre understanding. However, closure, or the last word, is not sought
(Geanellos, 2000; van Manen, 1990). Different interpretations may be equally valid. That which
is held in common will be sought.

The productive task of writing is fundamental to the phenomenological research activity
and largely inseparable from the research process. Writing creates data; through writing, data are
analysed, reflected upon, and eventually presented. Ultimately, research/writing is part of
thinking and thus is self-producing. What we know and the way it is known is made explicit in
writing. It becomes visible to oneself and others (van Manen, 1990). It stands outside us as
somehow inadequate and incomplete. We rewrite, edit, and adapt; deepen our “authorization.’
Eventually we become reconciled with what we have written and take it back in a way that
allows more thoughtful praxis, perhaps even “radicalized action” (van Manen, 1990, p. 154).

Phenomenological writing, like poetry, strives to vividly evoke the recollection of primal
experience; to grasp being (Heidegger, 1962; Polkinghorne, 1983). Writing is to do justice to the
fullness of the experience by way of a language that “authentically speaks the world rather than
abstractly speaking of it” (Van Manen, 1990. p. 13). Hermeneutic phenomenology has as its goal
the creation of the fullest possible interpretive description of the experience of a phenomenon in
the full knowledge that the actual experience, or its complexity, cannot be replicated (van
Manen, 1990). In and through words, phenomenological texts disclose to the attentive reader
what has hitherto been concealed (Heidegger, 1962). Both the what and the how of the writing

are important (van Manen, 1990).

3.6.4 Interview Analysis
To do the experience justice, the writer must listen to what is said and what is not said.

She or he must listen to the possible meanings and considerations contained in different silences
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(or empty chattering) (van Manen, 1990). Listening is profound and conducted in a mood of
engaged wonder in and of the world (Heidegger, 1962), and it is (to be) done with inquisitive
curiousness (Moustakas, 1990).

From listening the researcher is to create engaging narratives (stories). Anecdotes or
biographical incidents may be used as one of the narrative forms because of their revelatory
power to capture and represent in a readily comprehensible manner particularly elusive aspects
of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990). Anecdotes also often have the character of down-to-
earthness or pragmatism. Van Manen, (1990), citing Fadiman, notes how anecdotes humanize
and may demonstrate a deep insight, great wisdom or truth that has not hitherto been written
down. Anecdotes may function as vessels containing important messages that are difficult to
convey in a more straightforward way. The use of evocative language may render them more
memorable. While anecdotes contain descriptions of a particular, they often point to what is
universal, much like phenomenological descriptions themselves. They are examples imbued with
a transparency through which the universal becomes apparent or is recalled (van Manen, 1990).
Anecdotes work by commanding our reflective attention by re-presenting an experience that is
relevant to us in a manner that is somehow unsettling, so creates a degree of cognitive
dissonance that will usurp, or; “do(es) violence . . .to . . . tranquilized obviousness” (Heidegger,
1962, p. 359).

How precisely insight and intuition work to sort data is uncertain. Van Manen (1990) and
Moustakas (1990) provide suggestions which, as described in the next chapter | followed as best
I could. While the word “coding’ is anathema to phenomenology, some sort of sifting and
organisation is necessary. The journal and annotated transcripts served to track and make the
analytical choices and decisions clear. Content analysis of verbatim transcription helped me

recognise patterns, recurring themes and significant concepts. Questions arising from the first
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round of interviews that required clarification and elaboration, together with preliminary
interpretations, were returned to participants together with transcripts. Participants helped me
clarify and explore descriptions and interpretations. This reduced the possibility of
unrepresentative reporting and increased the validity of the research (Yin, 1994). It was
inevitable that contradictory, contestable or rival interpretations would emerge as part of this
process. The process of collectively assessing different interpretations functioned to help me
supplant one for another, broaden possible interpretations or deepen existing ones. Where
uncertainty prevailed, curiosity was fostered and disposed practitioners to more reflective
practice (van Manen, 1990) and a greater alertness to possible alternatives.

(Positivistic) notions of triangulation compare multiple sources of information in order to
propose credible explanations and to verify claims. Triangulation is generally understood to
improve data and the accuracy of findings (Fetterman 1998). In this inquiry, a considerable
portion of what has been written and considered was shared, discussed and revised until it was
apprehended as a genuine, resonant, albeit, partial, encapsulation of the essence of experience
(Polkinghorne, 1983). Where accounts were not corroborated by other sources, the significance
of the perspective was examined as potentially adding value to the research and/or revealing
something new or nuanced. Ambivalence from the same data source can be instructive, as can
differences (not ‘inconsistencies’) between two or more individuals’ experience of the same
phenomenon.

Paradoxically, the process of ‘Epoche’ (Moustakas, 1994), or the arguably analogous
process of ‘Bracketing’ (Groenewald, 2004)—the freeing of oneself from suppositions or, being
very clear what they are through critical reflection (Cohen, Kahn & Steeves, 2000)—was made
easier as new experiences at work and conversations with participants and others helped me

invalidate and disqualify both what I thought I ‘knew’ and what I expected participants to tell
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me. | noted that I had fewer expectations of responses as the interviews progressed and became
better able to “hear whatever is being presented, without colouring the other’s communication
with my own habits of thinking, feeling and seeing, removing the usual ways of labelling or
judging or comparing” (Moustakas, 1994, p.89), or leading participants in one direction or
another during the interview (Cohen, Kahn & Steeves, 2000).

My biases included an expectation of higher levels of acrimony, mud-slinging, and
scandal. | was a little disappointed at the lack of structural rancour. Experiences described were
sometimes characterized by high levels of frustration, but, with one notable exception, lacked the
immediate viscerality | had prepared for. It was later, when participants returned to the aspects of
notable experiences, to understand and to work out how to respond to them, that greater affect
was noted. Participants’ dispositions included personal apprehensions of being done wrong;
senses of personal indignity, dishonour, a pernicious maligning of character. | believe some
individuals were motivated to participate in the research, in part, to retell more dignifying stories.
Encounters with blatant fraud such as the paying of ghost staff and pocketing payroll were dealt
with procedurally.

I had also expected that formal upward accountability to funders or donors would be the
predominant accountability relationship cited by both the funded and the funder as generating the
more salient and preoccupying experiences. The ensuing descriptions would invariably focus on
accountability’s frustrating burdens that divert energies from mission, limit autonomy, and are a
constant reminder of the fickleness of government funding. Experiences of these did arise, but
did not dominate discussions to the extent | had expected. Issues of burden and organisational
capacity did arise, but more often than not, the burden was what participants experienced
involved the interpretation of requirements and strategizing responses, rather than the response,

itself. The exercise of discretion was seen to burden.
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I did not anticipate my need to understand the importance of participants’ particular
context to the extent it was. Nor did | anticipate participant afterthoughts, retractions,
refinements, clarifications, contestations, or regretful cogitations. Nor did | anticipate the
unfamiliarity, unpreparedness or possible confusion amongst participants regarding what
constitutes an experience of accountability. In all first round interviews, participants chose to
focus on a particular experience that they connected to the concept of accountability. In

discussions it became clear that they need less

3.6.5 Document Analysis

There were four groups of documents with which I was most concerned. Of greatest
salience were the transcribed interviews. These were supplemented by field notes and publicly
available documents associated with reporting requirements. Advanced Education and Literacy’s
and Family Services and Labour’s financial reporting requirements are relatively accessible on-
line. I did not conduct a thorough analysis of the third group of documents. But, where they were
available, 1 became sufficiently familiar with those documents, that | believed might be used by
participants, both inside and outside government; | wanted to have a sufficient understanding of
the contexts within which participants operated in order to avoid any need for lengthy
explanations in the event that participants chose to reference accountability artefacts during the
interviews. As indicated, | had become familiar with many of the formal accountability reports
and associated instructions, before meeting with participants.

The fourth type of document continued to inform me for the duration of the research; the
scholarly literature. I would have liked to conduct a concept analysis of the literature, but time
limitations and a lack of access to specialized software prevented this. Data was extracted from

transcribed interviews only, not the scholarly literature, with the assistance if a word-processing
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program that | used to count the number of times a word or phrase was used (Prior, 2003).
Evolving iterations of codes were developed as the main tool of organizing participants’ many
experiential statements, and for conceptualizing, then presenting, provisional understandings-
The tables assigned all or most of the data without undue overlap (Patton, 2002), and, to some
extent, be reproducible by somebody else with similar skills and insight. The analysis of
transcripts has been described above.

The review of accountability’s documentary artefacts by participants was also outlined in
the proposed research seminar, sketched above. The fact that the Research Seminar did not occur
did not completely prevent participants from commenting on some of accountability’s specific
artefacts (many general comments were also made). My reasons for wanting a participant
commenting on particular documents endured despite the dropping of the seminar. When | asked
three participants to look at and consider (rather than “analyse’) selected documents, |
encouraged them to tell me what the documents made visible and what remained invisible or
indeed obscured; what is it that they ask and tell and what is it that they don't ask and don't tell?
We also looked at the ways in which documents make things visible. Who authors the documents
and forms? Who was complete them, and, in particular, what roles did their authors and readers
have? What is their “anthropology of use” (Prior, 2003 p. 104)? As facilitator, | also needed to
ensure that the readers of the documents collected believed that what is being referenced is the
same: that they share the same contextual currency (Cutt and Murray, 2000). The ways in which
the documents presented, were linked by participants to other documents and to interview,
observational and other data was integrated into transcripts. My sense was that the performance
of accountability activities is incarnated so significantly in written documents that an
understanding of them and their functionality remains important. My preliminary document

analysis will precede the first round of interviews.
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3.6.6 The Evaluation of Phenomenological Writing

Phenomenological descriptions must show how people are orientated to accountability.
How do individuals think about accountability, how they act towards it and about it, what does
accountability make them do and feel? In writing the effective text, the researcher saw all
interactions between Principal and Agent, the funder and the funded, as possible expressions of
accountability (van Manen, 1990). These are to be expressed in a compelling and engaging
manner that can move the reader in different ways and suggest thought-provoking meanings far
beyond the original experience (Heidegger, 1962). Writing must not be only of the obvious and

the taken for granted or commonplace.
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Chapter 4: Findings
4.1 Introduction

Chapter four reports the results of the 17 interviews with 8 participants. It provides
embodied, experiential descriptions of accountability and the meanings we made. The chapter’s
purpose is to present and assess data provided by individuals engaged in varied, intersecting
accountability roles with nonprofits and government funders. The focus is on participants’
experiential claims, concerns and understanding of accountability so that what is mattering most,
be it events, relationships, concepts, processes or other, is surfaced. The Chapter is divided into
five main parts: 4.2 Describes my approach to questions and questioning. Convention may
indicate that this part should be contained in Chapter 3. | have included it here because, | believe,
the changes in my approach to questions and questioning is itself a pertinent finding. Section 4.3
Provides basic information on data collection. 4.4 Discusses the eight participants, not
demographically, but experientially. Figure 1 represents their locations along a figurative chain
of accountability. Individual structural descriptions are included in this section. Here the
underlying dynamics of the experience that account for participants’ dispositions are suggested,
supported by verbatim statements. This section also includes my involvement as a participant
and how my interim reflections influenced my questions and my approach to my conversations
with participants. Section 4.5 provides a thematic description, represented graphically in Figure
2. Figure 2 also includes the number of statements made in each cluster and emerging theme.
Section 4.6 includes a composite: a metaphorical description, integrating emergent themes, and
suggesting a possible collective essence of experiences.

In analysis, | anticipated moving from field texts, made up of interview transcripts and
field notes, to my stand-alone narrative (Cohen, Kahn & Steeves; 2000), via (semi) ordered

analytical steps. Following Moustakas’ 1994 adaptation of van Kaam’s method of data analysis, |
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would immerse myself in data, initially conceived of as a sort of monastic in-dwelling from
which epiphanies and decisive pronouncements would emerge. The reality proved to be a much
more time-consuming, confusing, and frustrating process, characterized by second guessing,
tentativeness, and frequent revision. Interviews were listened to several times and transcriptions
were read several times. Significant statements related directly to accountability were extracted
and meanings were suggested. These were interrogated to surface what was interesting about that
statement—a sort of dialogue with the statement which tried to specify the statement’s features,
its appearance and how participants felt towards the statement: “The process of recovering the
theme or themes that are embodied and dramatized in the evolving meanings and imagery of the
work” (van Manen 1990, p. 95). Statements were then clustered into themes for each participant.

These themes were then integrated across transcripts where commonalities were apparent.

4.2 Research Questions and Phenomenological Analysis

As discussed in Chapter Three, despite an extensive literature on accountability and the
notion’s ubiquity, an answer to the question “What is accountability?”” remains muddled and
infused with other ambiguities of, for example, transparency, responsibility, and answerability.
What does it mean to be accountable? How is accountability experienced? Indeed, what is an
experience of accountability? In relation to what can we consider ourselves accountable? Beyond
the rituals, what is the essence of accountability?

The methodology does not permit the use of a rigid interview schedule. My questions and
approach to each interview evolved as patterns in the way participants’ responses emerged.
Before meeting with each participant, we had a brief telephone conversation during which |
explained my research and the approach | would be taking to hearing detailed descriptions of

their lived experience of accountability. It had been my intention to consider the first interview as
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an opportunity to elicit raw expressions of experience. The second interview was to provide us
with an opportunity to jointly look at the first transcript and my annotations, comments and
preliminary coding in order to explore possible meanings. The process’s reality was much less
tidy. The nebulous, amorphous nature of accountability required that participants first had to talk
about what they were going to talk about—participants wished to define the particular context
and parameters of what they were to describe. Consistent with the literature, there was no
commonly held understanding of the meaning or scope of accountability. It is not clearly
delimited. After my first mock interview (or, after Cresswell, (2009) the mini “pilot study’), the
participant said that talking to me about accountability was difficult because “it is not something
like insomnia or rape ... I didn’t really know what you wanted to talk to me about, to be honest.”
With the mock interview in mind, | suggested to participants that we begin our conversation with
any instance or episode which they felt had a bearing on accountability.

Of the eight participants, seven quickly identified one or more ‘cases’ to which particular
accountability stories had been attached. Rather than force a possibly premature focus on the
lived experience, | used the cases as a starting point, believing that, in order to begin talking
about accountability intelligibly, perhaps we had to first provide a bounded context or site from
which to begin. A preliminary question, then, was to invite participants to talk about instances
‘where experiences of accountability are or have been significant to you’. To avoid prejudicing
the participant or otherwise leading her or him in a particular direction, my use of prompts, if
necessary, was vague and as inviting as possible: *Others have spoken to me about their roles in
providing accountability information, the difficulties associated with defining or meeting
requirements, relationships they have had: ‘Begin where you wish....”. | avoided bringing-up

what | assumed to be hot-button issues such as non-profit autonomy and funding.
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Either during the telling of the case or afterwards, |1 would ask for ever-greater detail,
frequently reiterating that there was no detail that | was not interested in and that | was extremely
nosey. | would learn what made the case stand out, how the case had unfolded, how it was
bounded. Then, often during the second interview, after | had had an opportunity to understand
the transcribed stories more fully, we would return to the case in order to get a better and fuller
description of how aspects of it were experienced.

A fairly tidy example will illustrate how the process tended to unfold. In one interview,
the participant cited a particular meeting between a nonprofit’s board of directors and
government funders as being a significant turning point in the relationship between them. First,
the story was told about what the relationship looked like before the transformation and during
the meeting that precipitated its transformation. | then sought a description of what the
relationship evolved into after the meeting. We would return to this meeting several times in
order to hear, more fully, the minutiae of the participant’s experience. | would ask what was most
memorable about the experience, and then what might seem like the more insignificant details;
minutiae that were not so readily recalled: ‘If | had been there, what would | have seen or heard
or felt?” And: “if I could hypnotize you, what would you tell me about the experience? Recall it,
almost as if you are a witness’. In this example, the experience that prompted the participant’s
‘opening-up’ or, dispositional change, was his catching of a funder’s eye as the funder put a glass
of water back down upon the board table without taking a sip: “I saw she was trying to hide her
hand trembling. Out of frustration, I guess. Or anger. | don’t know. Maybe that was it” (Kole,
2.921). For the participant, this moment of transparency was the point at which the funder
assumed a human form and meaning. Someone was “just trying to do her job” (Kole, 923).

Most questions were designed for one of three inter-twined purposes and were used as

prompts only if necessary. The first purpose was to seek further detail. The second sought to
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reveal participants’ dispositions toward the experience. The third type was used to explore the
sense we were to make of the experience, our orientation to it, and the phenomenon more
generally. I think it significant that the emerged patterned structure of questions is, in itself,
something of a minor “finding,” both methodologically and in terms of nature of the
phenomenon.

Questions about moments in the experience would typically be structured using the
simple past. Examples include: “What happened next?’, ‘How did you respond?’, “What did you
do?’, “‘Who said what?’, “Where were you?’ and ‘How long did you have (to do this or that)?’

To understand participants’ disposition or moods towards an event, the past or present
continuous were used, depending on the currency of the experience: “What was/is going through
your mind?’, “‘What were/are you feeling?’

Tenses used in questions designed to encourage reflection and meaning-making were
mostly structured using the present simple and referred specifically to transcripts or possible
themes, ideas and issues | had identified: “What sense do you make of what happened there?’, or,
citing a passage in the transcript, 1 would ask ‘What is going on t/here?’. In many cases,
participants would begin to explain and interpret aspects of the experience before fully
describing the experience. This tendency was evident when several participants began with an
explanation for selecting the chosen case or cases. We would then return to the experience itself
and move between the event’s moments, dispositions and towards interpretation. The experience
was more easily contained in the past (tense), interpretations were in constant (present) flux and
functioned to influence dispositions.

Virtually all my other questions sought further clarification of a statement or a turn of
phrase in order that | did not jJump to conclusions or misunderstand or misinterpret what the

participants said or meant. | sought, for example, clarification about what was meant when the
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term “‘making waves’ was used. | needed to ensure | understood how the participant saw any
waves and who those waves might wet, rock or drown. Other recurring words requiring
participant elaboration included ‘transparent’, ‘responsible’ and ‘integrity.’

The use of second and first person pronouns often rendered a statement ambiguous,
possibly unintentionally or habitually. Where “we” was used | needed to check the participant’s
role in the *we’; sometimes ‘we’ was an impersonal institution with no personal participant
involvement other than association. At other times ‘we’ referred to a group with which the
participant was intimately engaged. Where “we’ was used, | had to ascertain if there was there a
real or implied collective (decision-making) voice. Similarly, where ‘you’ was used | sometimes
had to check to see if the participant and/or third parties were being referenced. | am not
confident that my question was fair: | feel that the invocation of the collective implies the
operation of a broader discourse.

Before concluding this section, I need to make two further points. First; as the interviews
progressed, | had to cease simply referring to ‘Principals’ and *Agents.” The terms are too broad.
I named particular individuals, nonprofits, board members, etc., in order to reduce possible
confusion, and to reflect the diversity within both the Principal and Agent camps—neither camp
is an homogenous entity, but rather an heterogeneous one containing divergent voices. Second; I
have called government employees charged with being the official and routine point of contact,
or interface, between government and the employee, the “Liaison.’ Participants used several
formal terms, including Project Officers, External Agency Coordinators, Agency Liaisons and
Consultants. While the Liaison is the Agent’s official representative, they are best understood as
conduits for two-way communication. If it were not for the more modern pejorative
connotations, | would visualize the Liaison as having to be double—faced. They listen and hear

what adjacent links in the accountability chain say, want and need, and strive to manage the
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tensions and avoid unplanned fractures. While the balancing act is most overt for the Liaison, all
research participants reflected their roles in keeping adjacent chains in the accountability chain

connected unless a significant change in allegiance was planned.

4.3 Data Collection

A little over 25 hours of conversation were recorded from 17 interviews. Most interviews
were about an hour and half long and were preceded by a brief, unrecorded, shooting of the
breeze. Each interview was generated and transcribed. Interviews generated somewhere between
11,000 and 15,000 words each. Below | have indicated where each interview took place. I invited
participants to choose between their office, my office, a room at the University or my home.
With two exceptions, interviews occurred between September and November 2013. In addition
to interview data, | maintained, sporadically, a journal in which I noted salient or thought-
provoking moments and over-heard comments related to accountability. Several such moments
involved colleagues from within government and from non-profit staff from non-profits
receiving funding from the department for which I work.

In order to establish the final group of eight participants, | had had to contact several
more. Thirty-two well positioned individuals were initially contacted by telephone or by me, in
person. | would briefly describe what | was researching and my proposed method, and request
that they permit me to send them my recruitment letter. Where | was unable to contact them
directly, I would leave a single voice mail. Seventeen individuals agreed to review my
recruitment letter. Of the seventeen, eleven people agreed to participate. Two interviews were
conducted with two individuals before they decided to withdraw. The reasons for withdrawal
were not specific, but a combination of the time requirement, fears of being identified by

supervisors, and possible negative repercussions were included among them. Similar worries
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were expressed by three individuals who did participate. One participant stated within the first
two minutes of our first interview that he did not want me letting his (newer) boss know of his
participation:

I wouldn't have felt this way. There are just different styles of leadership and I guess

second-guessing motives, and that sort of thing and | absolutely feel there's nothing,

inappropriate to do, or I wouldn't do it. But I, I really don't want [my boss] knowing.

There could be perceptions by others that there's inappropriateness. (Lindsay, 68.)

Another participant was very clear about what time period and associated experiences he
was willing to talk about and what was out of bounds. Reflecting on some of the language used
in the first interview, he said at our second meeting: “the biggest piece was to be mindful of the
words | choose to communicate. You do have to communicate, but it's about being diplomatic. |
don't know if that's making much sense. There's quite a risk of things being taken the wrong
way” (Sam, 2.215). Another individual was very keen on participating but, following the joining
of our two departmental divisions, needed to be excluded in order to comply with the approved
ethical protocol.

In four instances, | had worked with them in various capacities before requesting their
participation. In the other instances, | had been made aware of their work and possible insights
by friends, colleagues, or both.

In six out of the eight cases, participants provided me different perspectives based on the
different roles they had had along the accountability chain. One participant’s experiences, for
instance, included her roles as a front-line worker in government and as a board member. Others
had been employees of government and nonprofit organisations. Some focused on experiences of
accountability from a volunteer’s perspective, some focused on their paid roles, and others

looked at combinations.
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4.4 Participants

All participants were generous with their time, flexible, articulate, and, at times,
impassioned. | had selected them because of my belief that they would collectively possess a
great depth and breadth of varied, relevant experience, and be willing to talk frankly about those
experiences. A criterion for selection included a significant period engaged in matters of
nonprofit and/or government accountability. Loosely, | had thought of the threshold being five or
more years. In practice, the range was between five and twenty-five years. Another requirement
was that participants had to be involved in social service organisations, including health,
housing, poverty, education and training, which had an accountability relationship with
government funders (even if that relationship was not always the dominant subject of our
accountability discussion).

When describing research participants below, it is my expectation that participants readily
recognize themselves, through their pseudonyms. I also hope that each participant feels that,
while I have tried to conceal her or his identity, sometimes by changing their gender, by avoiding
organisational or situational identifiers, or by being purposefully vague, | have never-the-less
reflected the special nature of each contribution and his or her disposition towards their
experiences of accountability. | have listed each participant in alphabetical order by pseudonym.

Figure 1 provides a schematic of where, along an imagined chain of accountability,

participants resided.
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Figure 1. Participants’ location along a conceptual chain of accountability.
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4.4.1 Andy:

I contacted Andy believing, at the time, that he occupied the position of Executive
Director for a prominent Winnipeg nonprofit receiving significant funding from both the Federal
and Provincial governments. Andy had worked with the organisation for twenty-five or so years
and had assumed the leadership of the organisation approximately eighteen months before I
made contact. During our first telephone call, | learned that he had left his position within the last
month or so. It became evident quite quickly that Andy’s new distance from the organisation
provided us with a significantly nuanced perspective where a relationship had been fractured in
part because of disagreements around issues of accountability. Andy was able to provide a
detailed, program specific perspective, having worked as an employee for over twenty years.
Andy, as Executive Director, had then been able to gain a more holistic perspective of how the

organisation, as a whole, did things. It was also apparent that the period of adjustment remained a
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little raw and led to some unrecorded conversation and musings about the recent change. And,
very much like two other participants, there appeared to be a keen desire to get things off his
chest. Andy seemed motivated to tell me a lot and to tell me quite quickly. Andy and I met twice
at my office.

Below is a structural description for Andy. For Andy and the seven descriptions that
follow, I have included verbatim, illustrative, statements from the transcript.

Andy spoke about five main intersecting experiences and reflections on and of
accountability. They were: As an employee interacting with a board of directors; of a board of
directors interacting with a funder; as an internal issue of staff accountability to management,
including the board; of a funder’s demand for information that impinged on 