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Introduction 
 

Robert Behn (2001, p. 6) has noted that the expression, “To hold people accountable,” has become a 

clichéd substitute for thinking. If he is accurate in his charge, we are indeed hiding our inability to 

create a clear understanding of accountability, behind a well known phrase that is certain to get some 

heads nodding. As such, in laying the bedrock of accountability literacy, the aim of this literature 

review is both to narrow as well as broaden the concept. In other words, it is necessary to narrow our 

understanding from Behn’s cliché, but also to keep it broad and inclusive at this stage. 

 

In previous efforts to conceptualize accountability, AIDS Accountability International (AAI) has created 

broad categories of thinking, disaggregating accountability into three groups: Vertical (elections), 

Horizontal (Parliamentary oversight, Judicial review) and Diagonal (Civil Society (social accountability). 

In keeping with these categories, this literature review is organized in a similar fashion, but will borrow 

language from Robert Keohane (2003). He segregates different modes of accountability analysis into 

(1) Democratic Accountability (the same as AAI’s Vertical Accountability – a state centric view), (2) 

Pluralistic Accountability (synonymous with AAI’s Horizontal Accountability - Madisonian 

constitutionalism, in which different branches of government are accountable to one another) and (3) 

Transnational Accountability (similar to AAI’s Diagonal Accountability – inclusive of non-state actors 

and advocacy networks). While each of these represent separate spheres of theorization on 

accountability, all three concur that various mechanisms of accountability must fundamentally revolve 

around sanction.  

 

Democratic Accountability  
 

David Held and Mathias Koenig-Archibugi define accountability in strictly democratic terms in their 

book Global Governance and Public Accountability. They assert that accountability is the extent to 

which “those who shape global public policies” (elected leaders) are accountable to “those affected by 

their decisions” (constituents) (Held & Koenig-Archibugi, 2005, p. 1).  

 

In the same vein, Anne-Marie Slaughter (2005, p. 35) quotes Former Canadian Prime Minister, Paul 

Martin, in support of her thinking on the concept. Martin said, “Only governments bear the political 

imprimatur that is bestowed by political accountability. Neither multinational corporations nor 

international bureaucracies are a substitute.” However, Slaughter’s rigid perspective expands slightly, 

to argue that the unitary system of state-held accountability can and should fracture so that certain 

government officials act quasi-autonomously and can therefore be more accountable to their “global 

constituents” (2005, p. 39).  

 

More broadly imagined still, Robert Behn (2001) acknowledges that accountability may implicate 

anyone from politicians to stakeholders, auditors, scholars, lawyers, journalists and - even baseball 

umpires. That said, he also expresses, quite strongly, that democratic accountability is the most 

important manifestation of this principle. He says, “Public officials – regardless of whether they are 

elected or appointed – face greater ethical obligations than do similarly situation officials in the private 

sector” (Behn, 2001, p. 16).  



 

 

 
 

 

 

    

 

Lastly, while still looking at accountability through a democratic lens, Mathhew Potoski and Aseem 

Prakash (2011) use principal agent theory to operationalize accountability. Principal agent theory 

means that citizens are the principals and state governments are the agents. Potoski and Prakash 

argue that in order to achieve accountability, principals need two things – resources and information. 

They can then use these to achieve either legal or financial sanction if agents do not perform in the 

way that is desired. However, they make room for civil society (termed ‘voluntary programs’) to close 

certain informational asymmetries. In simpler terms, principals need certain information to hold 

agents accountable, and the voluntary sector may have a pivotal role to play here.    

 

Pluralistic Accountability  
 

Unlike Democratic Accountability, which primarily examines the accountability chain between elected 

government and its constituents, Pluralistic (or Horizontal) Accountability is concerned with the checks 

and balances within one level of governance. This has traditionally - though not exclusively – been 

thought of in terms of the federal government apparatus.  

 

Chief among pluralist accountability theorists is Guillermo O'Donnell. Writing primarily on Latin 

America, he says, “My interest in horizontal accountability stems from its absence” (1998, p. 112). In 

mentioning democratic accountability, he emphasizes the equal importance of pluralistic 

accountability in maintaining the liberal and also the republican components of new governments 

(namely, limiting the power of the Executive).    

 

In similar fashion, Argelina Cheibub Figueiredo (2003) writes about how state systems often evolve 

counter to their original designers’ goals. He cities Madison’s intent when he designed a system of 

government with “multiple entry points that both offset the power that any branch of government 

might otherwise acquire over another, and assure that if a majority of citizens share a ‘common 

impulse of passion or of interest’ it should be rendered unable to carry it into effect” (Figueiredo, 

2003, p. 170). However, in line with O’Donnell’s thinking, he argues that contrary to Madison’s fear 

that power would end up concentrated in the Legislative branch it has rather been seen to do so in the 

Executive.  

 

In American political theory on pluralistic accountability, Mathew McCubbins and Thomas Schwartz’ 

article Congressional Oversight Overlooked: Police Patrols versus Fire Alarms (1984) along with George 

Tsebelis’ book chapter “Monitoring in Networks and Hierarchies: Congress and Organizations” (1993) 

have examined how the U.S. Congress attempts to exercise power over the Executive branch, its semi-

autonomous agencies included.  

 

While pluralistic accountability has traditionally meant accountability within one government, it can be 

taken to mean within one layer, or level, or governance. Some have thought about pluralistic 

accountability between or among states. Stephen Krasner’s book, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy, 

notes how the doctrine of sovereignty has traditionally served to protect states from external 

accountability, although it has not adequately accounted for horizontal or pluralistic mechanisms to 

protect weak states from accountability to the strong (Krasner, 1999).  



 

 

    

 

 

Transnational Accountability  
 

The third cluster of thinkers on accountability theory is made up of those in the Transnational 

Accountability camp. According to Keohane’s (2003) categorization, this group includes demands for 

external accountability against states, intergovernmental organizations, corporations, and other 

entities that are perceived to be powerful. These demands are typically made by non-state actors. 

 

Miles Kahler (2003) suggests that this channel of accountability is a relatively new phenomenon. He 

says that in the 1960s and 1970s, “accountability was *…+ linked to questioning who governs among 

nation-states, rather than the possibility that delegated authority might escape the collective oversight 

of governments or their citizens” (Kahler, 2003, p. 12-13). He then expands on this ‘newer’ 

conceptualization of accountability and how it certainly extends to the inter-governmental 

organization (IGO) model (NGOs, primarily) and that for this, accountability defined by analogy to 

national democratic polities (the democratic accountability definition) is not desirable “as it impairs 

the effectiveness of NGOs” (Kahler, 2003, p. 24 & 33). Instead, he advocates for accountability to be 

understood as less rigidly ‘Western’ or ‘American’ and something more experimental in these new 

spheres of governance. 

 

Robert Keohane (2003) also puts forward a transnational theory on accountability, noting that 

regulation of activities applies to firms as well as states, and the NGOs play a very active role in 

lobbying these bodies and in generating publicity for the various causes that they espouse. Contrary to 

Behn (2001) and Slaughter (2005), Keohane feels that perhaps it is multilateral organizations – not 

states - that experience the greatest pressure from accountability forces. He says, “Multilateral 

organizations are therefore anything but ‘out of control bureaucracies,' accountable to nobody. [..] 

These organizations are subject to accountability claims from almost everybody” (Keohane, 2003, p. 

19). NGOs, too, he adds, “can be as legitimately held externally accountable as other powerful entities 

that operate in world politics” (Keohane, 2003, p. 23).  

 

Like Kahler (2003) and Keohane (2003), Jon Gaventa (2002) also calls for a re-conceptualization of 

accountability and citizenship. In the same manner as Kahler, Gaventa (2002, p. 3) says that today’s 

“changing understanding of rights”, along with “new arenas of participation” necessitate a 

reconsideration of the mid-century thinking on accountability and responsibility. Today, these ideas 

must include actors across differing spheres and levels, including civil society and the corporate sector.  

 

Slightly divergent from this new wave thinking, Benner, Reinicke, Wolfgang and Witte (2004) advocate 

for a blending of new (read: transnational) and old (read: democratic, pluralistic) avenues of 

accountability. They call these accountability hybrids “multisectoral public policy networks” (Benner et 

al., 2004, p. 191). These networks bring together the public sector (governments and international 

organizations), civil society and business, around a range of issues. The theory behind this form of 

transnational accountability comes from what they term ‘re-embedding liberalism’ at the global level 

with the help of new governance mechanisms. They bolster their proposal in the ideological shift away 

from the Washington Consensus, which now focuses on global public goods. 

 



 

 

 
 

 

 

    

While, most are hailing the entry of civil society and the private sector into inclusive discussions about 

transnational accountability, some are concerned with their involvement. Matthew Flinders (2005) it 

not as optimistic as the abovementioned. He worries that this blend of forces may conflate the 

motivations of one group with another’s. More precisely, there is a concern that transnational 

networks involve a trade-off between managerialist notions (such as efficiency) and democratic 

notions (such as accountability and legitimacy). He worries that there may be truncated lines of 

accountability, too, where certain mixed partnerships (public/private/non-profit) are legally 

independent from government and yet they spend public funds to provide public services.   

 

However, Julie Hearn (2001, p. 50) tackles this issue in mentioning how “providing 'monitoring' and 

'accountability' is a confrontational role as CSOs [civil society organizations] must expose irregularities 

and challenge powerful interests, but on a more fundamental level their participation is welcomed 

because it contributes to efficient service delivery.” She illustrates how CSOs may not be the direct 

service providers in the new era of accountability, but that they do play a key role in ensuring that the 

services are delivered efficiently and that the paradigm, as a whole, works. Hearn calls this a 

“legitimating role” rather than a “critical role”. 

 

Concluding Remarks   
 

So, “accountability is an important yet illusive concept whose meaning and characteristics differ 

depending on the context” (United States General Accounting Office, 2005, p. 4). As Robert Behn 

quips, “that’s not very helpful” (2001, p. 3). He suspects, however, that those being held accountable 

have a very specific understanding of what it means to them, personally. Accountability means 

punishment. Whether you are speaking about democratic accountability, pluralistic accountability or 

transnational accountability, all mechanisms of accountability revolve around this central tenet of 

retribution. Despite reaching this useful conclusion - that accountability may be logically grouped into 

the above three categories, and that they all orbit around the notion of penalty - Behn’s worry is that 

this consensus may be a dangerous one. If all of or our efforts in creating systems of accountability 

discourage good people from taking public office, or leading non-governmental advocacy, then such 

practices may require some serious re-thinking. Perhaps in all of our theorizing on process, procedure 

and mechanisms for upholding accountability, Behr is urging us to place equal emphasis and 

consideration on the outcomes and results of this endeavor. Where this literature review has focused 

on the first part, more nuanced ‘accountability literacy’ must necessarily include the latter as well.         
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