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Abstract 

Organizational control systems are a central phenomenon, yet despite their significance, research 

is dominated by top-down command-and-control approaches and contingent models of goal-

directed behavior. This paper introduces and empirically explores the concept of accountability 

system: the set of norms and practices an organization puts in place to assess, reward, and 

sanction the work engagement and output of an individual. Data from seven organizations are 

used to explore whether organizations provide distinct, useful accountability systems for 

individuals working in complex, knowledge activities. The findings show that organizations are 

struggling to set up accountability systems around the notion of contribution what would help to 

direct attention and mobilize effort beyond the boundaries of hierarchical control systems. 
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A fundamental departure is in process in many firms from traditional forms of organization strategic 

formulation and implementation. To what extent does that departure parallel shifts in the social 

control systems governing organizations? This work has the goal of reorienting the approach toward 

control systems in organizational settings.  

Organizational control systems are a central phenomenon that has been viewed with multiple 

theoretical lenses (Tannenbaum, 1968; Ouchi, 1979; Giddens, 1984). However, despite the 

significance and theoretical richness of organizational control systems, the research agenda is 

limited. It has been shaped significantly by a top-down command-and-control approach and 

contingent models of goal-directed behavior (Ouchi, 1977) that views control systems as unilaterally 

directive configurations based on either measurement of outcomes (outcome control) or direct 

personal surveillance (behavior control). This, in turn, has led to research dominated by a focus on 

management responsibility and hierarchical decision-making as a primary or even the only 

theoretical explanation (Fisher, 1995). While this approach has yielded powerful insights, it has also 

constrained discourse. In contrast, consideration of alternative theoretical views will likely draw 

attention to different conceptions of social control, and to organizations and environments where the 

logic of management by objectives and hierarchical control is less pervasive. Also, such approaches 

may lead to novel understandings of organization-individual relations in knowledge environments 

and new theories of organizational behavior. 

Our purpose is to provide a deeper understanding of control systems. We attempt to do so by 

focusing on the concept of accountability system. The term accountability system is intended to give 

theorists in the organizational field a new set of tools for analyzing theories about social control and 

processes of complex social action. The control dynamics in organizations are composed of multiple 

simultaneous causal processes, operating along multiple dimensions, and occurring both within and 
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between organizational actors (Heckscher and Adler, 2006). Such processes are inherently 

complicated and must be aligned for the correct functioning of the accountability system.. 

Regrettably, field studies in control tend to neglect the role that organization strategic formulation 

and structure implementation have on the definition and implementation of accountability systems. 

This leaves to simplistic formulations of control systems as either market or hierarchy-driven. Such 

systems find uneasy fit with emerging configurations around knowledge work (Heckscher and Adler, 

2006). 

Our research follows a classic qualitative approach to organizational inquiry (Yin, 1994). While it is 

not acceptable to generalize to an entire population from case studies, it is possible to use a 

qualitative approach to discover and conceptualize emerging phenomena where literature is limited 

and sparse. Given the emergent quality of the phenomenon under investigation, we deliberately chose 

the more qualitative pathway guided by broad research questions rather than specific hypotheses, 

with the aim of building grounded theory to address the implications of a change of paradigm in 

organizations on the management of accountability. We hope to contribute to building the theory of 

accountability systems in organizations by identifying and redefining key variables and relationships 

in models of accountability and performance. 

ORGA
IZATIO
AL CO
TROL  

Rules stabilize and hold together the elaborate, complex system of 

authority, status, and technical skills which constitute modern 

bureaucratic organizations. Rules reduce uncertainty by 

eliminating, as far as is possible, the influence of individuals and 

creating a permanent and predictable structure of relationships 

independent of the position (Anderson, 1968). 

 

Contribution to the group’s purpose contrasts with focus on one’s 

own job responsibilities; it particularly legitimizes going ‘above 

and beyond’ the duties of the job—not in terms of effort but in 

terms of trying to solve a problem regardless of the formal 

responsibilities involved. But it also implies working with others 

as part of a group effort, rather than trying to gain total control or 
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responsibility as would be the expectation in a bureaucratic 

framework (Adler and Heckscher, 2006: 40). 

 

These two excerpts contain alternative views to the organization of work. Underpinning these 

concepts there are divergent understandings about governance norms and control systems in the 

workplace. The following sections examine the foundations of control systems in organizational 

settings. Traditional governance mechanisms seem well-suited to address the control problems raised 

in hierarchy and market, whereas the distinctive characteristics of knowledge work are expected to 

require distinctive rules. There is an absence of arguments that speak to the enforcement aspirations 

of the latter. This section largely addresses this absence by delineating the principles of 

accountability in knowledge work. Alongside the lack of empirical research in the area, two research 

questions that were addressed by the study are offered. 

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

Insert Table 1 about here 

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

Antecedents 

There are several approaches to control and accountability in organizations. Control systems 

contribute to the delineation of social mechanisms that frame work expectations and align individuals 

with the objectives of the organization (Tannenbaum, 1968). The dominant view in management 

theory and accounting is to see control systems as configurations of social mechanisms. The central 

focus of this view is on performance control, on the mechanisms available to management for 

framing individuals’ work expectations and aligning them with the objectives of the organization 

(Tannenbaum, 1968). Control systems are made up of a number of mechanisms that convey the way 

individuals (at multiple levels in an organization) must behave to achieve organization objectives and 

satisfactory performance. The system includes the use of power and authority, a range of 

bureaucratic mechanisms, and cultural or informal mechanisms (Ouchi, 1979). A second strand of 

literature views control systems as reflecting the metaphoric grounds of the organizational control 
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discourse; and so it discusses the uses of control systems by management. Effective control is 

attempted by several alternative forces—cognitive, normative and regulatory— and levels –

corporate, management and operational—that help to delineate the range of individual 

responsibilities (Giddens, 1984; Scott, 1995). Additionally, there are several studies on control 

practice that look at power and inequality issues in organizations (e.g. Braverman, 1974; Barley and 

Kunda, 1992). Researchers working in this perspective consider control to be an instrument that 

enables control by management over lower-level employees (Administrative Science Quarterly 

published a special issue on the critics perspective on organizational control, 1998). The main 

argument is that certain control mechanisms, such as performance management tools, are not simply 

tools to improve performance but rather as vehicles creating and perpetuating inequalities between 

workers and managers. 

Both approaches to control rely on cybernetic control (Aldrich, 1999), defined as a model of behavior 

production. Drawing on Wiener, Hofstede (1978: 451) defines cybernetic control as "[…] a process 

which uses the negative feedback loop represented by: setting goals, measuring achievement, 

comparing achievement to goals, feeding back information about unwanted variances into the 

process to be controlled, and correcting the process." The traditional cybernetic control cycle does 

not explicitly define the mechanisms of a control system, but rather defines the formal control 

process, such as the performance measures and incentive compensation systems. Cybernetic control 

relies on the following three assumptions: there is a standard, corresponding to effective and efficient 

accomplishment of the organization’s objectives; actual accomplishment can be measured; and the 

standard can be compared against the measurement and variance information fed back to eliminate 

unwanted differences between measurement and standard in the future (Hofstede, 1978: 452). A 

large majority of works on control in organizations reflects such a perspective from the cybernetic 

tradition (Bradach and Eccles, 1989). 
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One of the main uses of the cybernetic paradigm in organizations is Management by Objectives 

(MBO). The literature on MBO suggests assumptions of rational connection between means and 

ends, of measurability, and of unambiguous attribution. This prospective control system is forward 

looking in that it offers incentives for organizational actors to meet goals determined in advance 

(Locke and Latham, 1990). Its governance logic relies on defining "objectives [that] are needed in 

every area where performance and results directly and vitally affect the survival and prosperity of the 

business" (Drucker, 1954). The expectation is setting work objectives for individuals (the key unit of 

performance) based on the principles of predictability, homogeneity, and compliance with the rule 

through which to attain measurable work outcomes (Merton, 1940). In that regard, MBO-infused 

control systems exemplify the manner in which price and authority are efficient means of assessing 

and rewarding work outcomes and behavior modifications in organizations (Drucker, 1954; Sloan, 

1964). Most empirical research on control systems has drawn directly or indirectly on the MBO logic 

of control (Martin-Rios and Erhardt, 2008). Following the seminal work of Thompson (1969), Ouchi 

suggests that organizational structure determines the form of control system (1977: 95). Increases in 

organization’ size and complexity create a problem of integration. This problem may be resolved by 

the establishment of a control system which consists of two elements: on the one hand, "a set of 

conditions which govern the form of control to be used" and, on the other, the system itself 

containing "a process for monitoring and evaluating performance" (1977: 96). The process of control 

centers on two phenomena which can be observed, monitored, and counted by management: 

behaviors and outputs. These forms of control can be related to an ideal organizational mode—i.e. 

market (with control based on price) or hierarchy (with control based on authority) (Coase, 1937; 

Williamson, 1985; Bradach and Eccles, 1989). In general, behavioral control relies on authority 

mechanisms—‘what you have to do to achieve the goal’ –and output control relies on price—‘what 

you actually do’ (results). Some authors, however, argue that hierarchical control is more central to 

organization. According to Williamson "hierarchy is its own ultimate court of appeal" (1996: 98). 
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Similarly, Ouchi (1977: 97) points out behavior control is the essential form of control in 

organizations and so, output control is part of the behavior control "although the means is by 

selectively rewarding certain of his outputs." Hierarchical control, including variants of MBO, 

assumes that processes and outputs are readily visible to those in authority. In cases when processes 

are unknown and outputs indeterminate, some note that management utilizes informal, ritualized, or 

social control (Eisenhardt, 1985; Govindarajan and Fisher, 1990). Studies in management control 

find uneasy to reconcile the hierarchical system with the informal or social system and the latter is 

often dropped from theoretical models and empirical analysis (Eisenhardt, 1985). Instead, the 

accepted focus is on hierarchical system where the objective of efficient goal attainment (Blau and 

Scott, 1963) seems more plausible. To date, mainstream research on management control systems is 

almost exclusively committed to the study of control under the hierarchical logic.  

The limits of control system theory 

In this section, we highlight two main limitations to the above arguments on control system theory 

and research to date: its inadequacy for knowledge-intensive activities, and its inadequate attention to 

the social side of control systems and its consequences for the economic development of firms. 

First, knowledge plays an increasingly central role in organizations. There is a broad consensus that 

modern organizations are becoming increasingly knowledge intensive (Bell, 1973; Argyris, 1993; 

Alvesson, 1995; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Castells, 1996). There is also a growing view that 

knowledge work requires an alternative organizational form to market and hierarchy (Grant, 1996; 

Adler and Heckscher, 2006; Heckscher, 2007). In general, these studies present a picture of 

knowledge-intensive settings as horizontally designed work arrangements operating in uncertain and 

competitive contexts in pursuit of innovation and coordination for complex products or services. 

Those systems exist at the various organization levels (corporation, division, or unit) as well as 

beyond the corporation boundaries (e.g. global value chains and alliances).  
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We highlight two elements of work in knowledge settings to claim the inadequacy of market and 

hierarchy to address control: collaboration and the notion of contribution. First, in knowledge work 

collaboration emerges as a response to attain ill-defined, complex goals while stressing the need for 

working together across formal boundaries (Mohrman, Tenkasi, and Mohrman, 2003; Heckscher, 

1994; Scott and Einstein, 2001). Work is designed around interdependent networks of diverse 

contributors (Hechscher, 2007:5) as a suitable arena to promote learning and knowledge (sharing and 

creation) activities (Heckscher and Donnellon, 1994; Mohrman, Cohen, and Mohrman, 1995). 

Second, contribution emerges as the key coordinating value, as a consequence of the shift in focus 

from employee compliance to responsiveness and innovation (Heckscher and Adler, 2006: 40). The 

emphasis in contribution and collaboration calls to a redefinition of the traditional roles of 

individuals in the workplace, their tasks and obligations.Field studies in management and human 

resources tend to neglect the role that new organization strategic formulation and structure 

implementation have on the definition and implementation of control systems. Formulations of 

control systems as either market or hierarchy-driven (Williamson 1981; Bradach and Eccles, 1989) 

neglect the increasingly complex work relationships and duties related to collaborative activities and 

contribution to mission outcomes (Adler, 2001).  

Most of the critical or Marxist literature on management has criticized the MBO governance model 

without, however, offering an alternative. The critical approach starts from the assumption that the 

interests of workers and managers are never congruent, at least in the formal arena. Barlow’s analysis 

of performance management systems as an image of perpetuation of power in bureaucratic terms is 

illustrative (1989). Using Etzioni’s (1961) dichotomy between utilitarian and normative control, 

Barlow describes performance management as an inefficient tool to measure an employee's 

performance but a powerful tool to define and perpetuate managers’ rational-legal ideology. 
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Whatever their validity, such critiques fail to acknowledge that some control system is essential for 

the functioning of organizations as for everyday life.  

Collaboration and contribution may be undermined by hierarchical control systems because such 

control mechanisms determine an individual's assessment of the other's trustworthiness (Beer and 

Cannon, 2003; Heckscher, 1995). The sociological literature on trust has argued that formal control 

mechanisms diminishes trust in colleagues and team partners and reduces collaboration (Shapiro, 

1987; Sitkin and Roth, 1993; Adler, 2001; Sabel, 2006). Increasingly, individuals operate as 

members of fluid, temporary teams that must work closely together to achieve higher-order strategic 

objectives. Focus on individual performance creates problems in team environments, and it is even 

more problematic when is managed by the logic of control by objectives (Heckscher and Martin-

Rios, 2007). Objectives-based systems and clear operating rules may limit the team’s ability to act in 

a collaborative and contribution-driven manner, which results in overemphasis on quantitative 

individual objectives at the expense of contribution to the team. 

The second limitation to control system theory is its inadequate attention to the social side of control 

systems. The relationship between formal control and informal control mechanisms has not been 

explored thoroughly (Fisher, 1995). We have seen that informal relations among employees rooted in 

informal friendship and acquaintance ties are crucial to the stability of traditional hierarchical 

systems, where formal systems are just “the tip of the iceberg” (Kanter, 1993; Heckscher and 

Donellon, 1994). However, scholars have been reluctant to include social or informal relations in 

their research. Eisenhardt (1985) suggests differences between organizational and economic theory in 

recognizing the ‘people’ or social strategy for control, but she intentionally excludes social control 

from her agency theory-based system of control. Snell (1992), when testing the control systems from 

a human resource perspective, uses “informal” or “social control” to refer to direct supervision and 

feedback. He finds that social control, even in this limited sense, is ambiguous from the human 
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resource point of view because it involves culture and informal exchanges rather than objective 

behaviors and outputs. Research in other disciplines interested in control has arrived to similar 

conclusions: strategic management (Govindarajan and Fisher, 1990), accounting (Baxter and Chua, 

2003) or, international management (Harzing, 1999).  

The conditions for knowledge work raise issues regarding the emphasis on formal control systems. 

We underline several theoretical issues with respect to formal and social control dimensions. First, in 

traditional control theory “social” is equated with “informal,” and hence, seen as inherently 

unmanageable. Social control only works when interpersonal relations among employees are rooted 

in informal—friendship and acquaintance ties; but this logic prevents people from developing 

collaborative relationships with peers. In knowledge environments, however, the trend is toward 

increasingly formalization of formerly informal work relations and practices (Dougherty 2001: 626; 

Heckscher, 2007: 136; Hargadon and Bechky, 2006: 495). In knowledge work, hierarchical control 

systems focusing on formal relations may be limiting, preventing people from reaching beyond their 

formal networks to establish crucial collaborative ties. It is only through formalization of social 

relations that learning and knowledge sharing flourish (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Mohrman, 

Tenkasi, and Mohrman, 2003). Learning processes are central to the success of knowledge work 

(Adler, 2001). In this view, control systems based solely on formal control may prevent individuals 

to engage in learning from team members. 

The nature of knowledge accountability   

The objective of this work is to study control systems in organizations. Since organizations are 

changing, we assume that concepts useful for the past need to be generalized and abstracted. Two 

distinct yet interrelated conceptualizations of social control phenomena are central to our discussion. 

The broadest of these constructs is accountability, which we define as the notion that indicates to 

individuals the rules for their participation in the work process. The other construct is contribution, 
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which is both an integral component of the accountability system and one of its key representations 

in organizations. Hierarchical control systems are one form of accountability system; the latter 

concept is more general. Hierarchical control is increasingly misaligned with the needs of 

knowledge-based organizations. We will argue that the latter require accountability systems based on 

the logic of contribution. 

Conceptualizing accountability systems. Accountability systems can be defined on two 

dimensions. One relates to the individual nature of accountability. Individuals respond to demands to 

effectively engage in constructive outcomes (Tetlock, 1998). In everyday life they are held 

accountable to myriad duties and responsibilities, including family, friends, and community. The 

workplace is no exception (for a survey of general issues in the analysis of individual accountability 

in organizations, see Frink and Klimoski, 2004). In this sense, accountability is parallel to the 

concept of answerability (Frink and Klimoski, 1998). The other aspect refers to the organizational 

level, at which the system of accountability is organized. The notion of accountability system has 

been used in the organizational and sociological literature (Kanter, 1993; Heckscher and Adler, 2006; 

Simons, 2005) but it still lacks a formal, commonly accepted definition. In organizations, 

accountability functions as an “operating system” that coordinates the several elements in place to 

trigger the desired behavior. Accountability systems make individuals conform to the requirements of 

execution and accomplishment (Garfinkel, 1967; Roberts, 1991). A significant emphasis of the 

accountability system is on answering to the following three demands for improving organizational 

performance (for what to be held to account?) by connecting human behavior (who to be held to 

account?) with the norms, mechanisms, and practices (how and when to be held to account?) 

underpinning strategic success. 

Organizations establish sets of systems that formalize the need for accountability as defined by the 

needs of the business (Gelfand, Lim, and Raver, 2004). Accountability systems are more ambitious 
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and comprehensive than control systems in their scope and are framed so as to involve a sense of 

responsibility in several directions: toward superiors, the task, the outcome, and toward oneself 

(Munro and Mouritsen, 1996). Accountability makes self-regulation and social control possible 

(Schlenker and Weigold, 1989). Self-regulation helps individuals monitor and control their own 

behavior, whereas social control forces individuals to be answerable in fulfilling duties and 

obligations (Frink and Klimoski, 2004). Answerability varies along the level of individual 

involvement in fulfilling duties and obligations. Thus, accountability systems represent an 

organizational response to the need for providing individuals with a set of norms and mechanisms 

that assess and sanction—reward, punish, and recognize—the accomplishment of duties and 

responsibilities as well as their participation in the work process and work outcome (Garfinkel, 1967; 

Roberts, 1991; Munro and Mouritsen, 1996; Simons, 2005). 

The distinction between control systems and accountability systems is important. Sabel (2006: 123) 

suggests that accountability involves a subjective form of control, especially in knowledge work; he 

defines the social rules operating there as "systems where the external and internal web of 

accountabilities live together." Yet, no uniform conceptualization of an alternative system to 

behavior and output control has been offered to date. 

Level of contribution to the organization strategy. Contribution represents an alternative paradigm 

to behavior and output control and constitutes an essential norm of accountability in knowledge 

settings (Heckscher, 2007). Thus, individuals are accountable for accomplishing not only particular 

tasks/performance requirements—the traditional outcome of employees in organizations—but also 

strategic goals beyond a particular job. This requirement comes in the form of long-term and 

dynamic mission-driven objectives that are shared with peers and are only attainable through 

common effort (value-generating activities) in some form of collaboration. Accountability systems 

for knowledge work stem from the notion of individual contribution to the attainment of collective 
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goals, which transcends the traditional and more restrictive definition of accomplishment as 

execution of individual tasks. Sabel summarizes the new accountability: 

Accountable behavior in this setting no longer entails compliance in the sense of rule following, but 

rather provision of a compelling explanation for choosing, in the light of fresh knowledge, one way 

of achieving the common (sub)goal over others. At the limit principal–agent accountability gives 

way to peer review, in which decision makers learn from and correct each other even as they set 

goals and performance standards for the organization. (2006: 144) 

Addressing the quest for contribution in knowledge settings requires a revision of the role of 

individuals in organizations. The excerpt from Heckscher and Adler at the beginning of this section 

is illustrative. These authors define the emerging ethic of contribution around two elements: 

"contribution to the collective purpose, and contribution to the success of others" (2006: 39). Like 

this study, they focus on the underlying accountability consequences, "contribution, of course, 

requires something to contribute to: that is, people must understand the value that they are creating in 

the same way and they have to be committed to achieving it" (2006: 43). However, these authors 

consider only the consequences for work organization and do not delve into the control consequences 

(Heckscher, 2001). Contribution to higher-order strategic objectives seems difficult to reconcile with 

the requirements of hierarchical, objectives-based control system.  

Foundations of accountability mechanisms. Frequently in the literature of organizations individual 

performance means results, outcomes, against some predetermined goals. These results can take 

many forms (e.g. output, quality, efficiency, or customer satisfaction). The accountability problem 

emphasizes the connection between these employee goals and their organizations’ strategic goals 

(Martin-Rios and Erhardt, 2008). This depends on two broad mechanisms: assessment and 

sanctioning. 

Assessment mechanisms generally involve supervisory evaluations of individual performance, 

frequently in the form of reviews or appraisals (Beer, 1981; Simons, 1995). Most of the literature 
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looks at particular mechanisms and effects on individual performance. One view focuses on 

assessment tools and their effects on particular accountability conditions for individuals (Klimoski 

and Inks, 1990; Antonioni, 1994; Mero and Motowidlo, 1995; London, Smither, and Adsit, 1997, 

Frink and Ferris, 1998). There is also extensive research in the HR field on various appraisal 

practices and their perceived effectiveness for individuals and organizations (Murphy and Cleveland, 

1995). The accountability perspective we propose requires a further link between assessment 

mechanisms and organizational effectiveness. They have to judge whether individuals have made a 

contribution to the larger organization. This may be achieved through tools with a focus on strategy, 

like a “strategic scorecard” or equivalent processes. Strategic scorecards provide a framework for 

translating the mission and strategy into a set of objectives and quantifiable measures that 

collectively capture the requirements most critical for the continued success of the organization 

(Kaplan and Norton, 2001). That way, strategic scorecards allow driving strategic awareness through 

the entire system, and connecting rewards and sanctions to these requirements (Heckscher, 2007: 

178).  

In addition to assessment, accountability requires a system of sanctions (Covaleski et al., 1998). 

These can be both positive sanctions (including incentives, praise, and promotion) and negative 

sanctions (i.e. criticism, shaming, demotion, and firing) (Tenbrunsel and Messick, 1999). These 

mechanisms provide incentives for contribution and also help socialize members into organizational 

and occupational norms and work roles. Overall, sanctioning mechanisms are a powerful 

motivational tool driving decisions and action that are consistent with the espoused strategy. Control 

theory examines a few key sanctioning practices, particularly compensation, benefits, and career 

advancement. An accountability system perspective, includes these practices, but also adds an 

awareness of informal sanctions arising from peer approval and other group dynamics, and it tries to 

align these informal sanctions more deliberately with the goals of the organization. For this purpose, 
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reputation emerges as a powerful instrument to encourage work collaboration and contribution 

(Granovetter, 1985, Kilduff and Krackhardt, 1994; Borgatti and Cross, 2003). In hierarchical control 

systems, reputation operates informally through word-of-mouth and is disconnected from the formal 

process; its connection to organization goals is uncertain. Lazega (2000), for example, has analyzed 

the existence of informal lateral control regimes that work as a sanctioning mechanism among 

professional peers. In knowledge settings, by contrast, reputational capital is a critical sanction; 

people shape their behavior to increase their reputation (Jones, Hesterly, and Borgatti, 1997). An 

initial proposition connecting individual and performance reputation is presented by Kilduff and 

Krackhardt (1994: 88). They assert: "The higher an individual's reputation, the more valuable he or 

she becomes in the internal labor market."  

Interestingly enough, although management control systems are seen as essential in managing 

organizations, very little attention has been paid to them and the system of accountability that hold 

them together in collaborative knowledge systems (Heckscher and Adler, 2006: 41). The empirical 

challenge is to validate the notion of accountability system with the actual control system in 

established organizations, to disentangle it conceptually to provide a realistic picture of its norms and 

mechanisms. Questions that will be explored: What elements and relationships govern the nature and 

form of accountability systems in knowledge work? What mechanisms of accountability are possible 

and effective in knowledge work? 

DATA A
D METHODOLOGY 

This work draws on exploratory case study design (Yin, 1994) and grounded theory approach 

(Glasser and Strauss, 1967), with the aim of theory building through the comparative analysis of case 

studies (Eisenhardt, 1989). More specifically, the "Straussian" version of grounded theory was used 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Locke, 1996). This version allows for the potential of prior theory, 

literature, and personal and professional experiences to guide researchers' data analysis (Strauss and 
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Corbin, 1994). As required in grounded theory, data collection was tightly interwoven with data 

analysis. Multiple case studies were used to capture the dynamic nature of control systems in 

knowledge settings. Comparative case analysis relies on multiple research entities for the purpose of 

cross-unit comparison (Jensen and Rodgers, 2001: 239). This study undertook a multiple-case design. 

The participant organizations represent a theoretical, and not random, sample of the phenomenon of 

interest (Eisenhardt, 1989). Fieldwork was carried out at seven research sites representing a variety 

of strategic and organizational situations in knowledge-intensive environments. The seven cases in 

the study had in place control systems that differed in their norms, their practices, and the degree of 

understanding and acceptability by the employees. At the same time, all seven sites had consistently 

adjusted or sought to challenge their control systems. Basic criteria for the choice of the units were 

that they were (1) operating in competitive, demanding environments and in which knowledge assets 

are crucial to accomplish complex goals, and (2) undergoing challenges to and changes in directive 

control. These sampling parameters allowed for replication (Yin, 1994). Interviews with key 

members from the targeted organizations further helped to validate the appropriateness of each case 

for this study. The unit of analysis included departments and business units of Fortune 500 

organizations. It also included one individual organization (Humresco) that given its small size was 

yet analogous to the chosen units and consistent with selection criteria. The boundaries of the unit of 

analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994: 25) were determined by the sensitiveness of the topic (issues of 

accountability and control), and the targeted environment (knowledge work), and the specific context 

(addressing awareness about novel systems of accountability). 

Data were collected through participant interviews, observation, and pertinent organizational 

documentation. Information collected from interviews was obtained by interviewing 91 key 

informants in the seven settings. Informants were meant to represent key actors or groups in each 

organization and ranged from executives at the business unit to project (team) leaders and team 
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members. An exception was Service: in that case the data were obtained through interviews with 

former employees, longtime insiders and now outside the organization. That was necessary to get 

information on a company that otherwise would have been inaccessible. Servico is often cited in 

popular and academic studies as exemplar of innovative firm. Data on this case was further tested for 

validity with scholarly literature in the organization. A semi structured interview template was used, 

focusing on what motivated organizations to address control issues and explore alternative 

accountability systems; how those systems evolved over time; and the relation between assessment 

and sanctioning mechanisms of accountability. Interviews were carried out through either face-to-

face or phone interviews. Interviews ranged from 30 minutes to roughly 1:45. A total of over 50 

hours of interviews were recorded. Each case study contributed roughly proportionally to its size—

about 4 to 25 individuals per organization. Participation was voluntary. Confidentiality was assured 

to interviewees. All requests for interviews were answered positively and nobody declined to 

participate. In addition to the interviews, participant observation of the work process, attendance of 

several meetings, and revision of corporate information were added to field notes. Over a year and a 

half, from June 2004 to January 2006, 16 field events from the research sites were observed and 

recorded into the case study database. These included observations of team work meetings and 

routines, business meetings, and planning meetings for evaluation appraisal, compensation and other 

personnel practices. Documentary sources, including internal personnel documents and records, 

supplemented the information collected on sites and provided background for the cases. Finally, 

some 20 informal conversations accumulated at five of the seven sites contributed to disentangle 

accountability issues as well as work processes and practices. Table 2 summarizes the organizations 

and these sources of data. 

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

Insert Table 2 about here 

----------------- 
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Data analysis 

Findings were the result of framing the data, constructing general principles, and providing a general 

interpretation (Lofland and Lofland, 1995: 182). Data were arrayed following the technique for 

cross-case pattern sequencing (Eisenhardt, 1989) and tabular displays (Miles and Huberman, 1984). 

These are suitable techniques when reporting results from exploratory case studies, and they have 

been widely applied in the management field (Chandler, 1988; Mintzberg, 1989; Heckscher, 1994). 

To analyze the data collected at each site, we followed the guidelines suggested by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) and Miles and Huberman (1984), developing empirically grounded sets of categories 

capturing how sites develop systems of accountability in the process of overcoming the hierarchical 

logic of participation to get the work done (e.g., contribution outcomes, mechanisms involved, 

sequencing) and the context in which it occurred (e.g., norms, assessment, reputation, and reward 

systems). We followed an iterative process, first developing patterns, then comparing those ideas to 

new data from the sites, and further using the new data to decide whether to retain, revise, or discard 

the inferences. 

Data analysis was based on three types of coding suggested by Strauss and Corbin: open, axial, and 

selective coding (1990: 101). Open coding was the initial process of breaking down, comparing, 

conceptualizing, and categorizing data. From the transcribed interviews and field notes, similar text 

segments were labeled and grouped to form codes. Finally, selective coding, where core categories 

that integrate others are articulated into a theory, was carried out. The results from the selective 

coding phase were a series of dimensions that were transferred to a Content form. Examples of codes 

produced for accountability systems are the following: "interlocking practices", "strategic 

orientation," or "goals for the organization." Each code in the Content form was further differentiated 

around multiple dimensions derived from theoretical predictions. These dimensions portrayed 
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similarities and divergence across control systems and helped to find patterns of norms, assessment 

and sanctioning mechanisms that would indicate the development of accountability systems..  

Because the absence of an objectively defined construct of accountability system available in the 

literature, we often relied on the informants’ accounts of control and accountability rather than 

imposing definitions of our own. For example, the following scales were produced for the code 

‘goals for the organization [regarding its accountability system]’: "formalization-mid-centralization," 

"real, linked to action-mid-rhetorical, not action-linked," and "contribution driven-mid-task 

objectives-driven." These dimensions helped to identify whether the system in place was a major 

departure from hierarchical control systems, a combination, or a reflection of market and hierarchical 

control systems. A comprehensive analysis of each interview would allow assigning the appropriate 

codes to each individual’s responses. Wherever data from a particular interview did not offer 

sufficient information on any of the dimensions to be coded, the code would remain unanswered. 

Once data were analyzed and coded, there were two aggregation procedures. First, codes and 

dimensions from individual sources of each case study were gathered together. With this procedure, 

codes from all organizational members from the same research site were evaluated to test the 

consistency of results. Once aggregation at the site level was accomplished, the final step in the 

analysis was to cluster sites with similar patterns (both in dimensions and codes). That way, data 

were analyzed by the same pattern and coagulate into cross-organizational categories. The result was 

the identification of the accountability systems in knowledge work and how they are planned, 

implemented, and amended over time.   

RESULTS 

We now present an analysis of the case data as they relate to our two sets of research questions. We 

first describe the difficulties of hierarchical control systems in knowledge settings in terms of their 
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architecture, norms and mechanisms. Then we describe the responses of the seven sites in terms of 

accountability systems. Finally, we analyze the tensions existing around accountability in knowledge 

settings. Brief descriptions of the elements of accountability systems in each of the seven cases are 

given in Table 3.  

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

Insert Table 3 about here 

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

Difficulties of hierarchical control systems in knowledge settings 

The question about the usefulness of directive control was a recurrent theme in our conversations 

with senior managers at all research sites. Managers, team leaders and members talked vividly about 

the characteristics of their control systems and their various governance practices. With variations, 

formal control systems at five of the seven research sites were focused on individual objectives and 

hierarchical assessment and reward of behavior and output against those objectives. 

With the exception of Semiconco, where there seemed to be a broader consensus about the validity of 

their control system and practices, all six places were engaged in –either formal or informal—

deliberations about how to succeed in renovating their systems. Such discussions often emerged from 

within organization interactions that surfaced the inadequacy of hierarchical control systems to 

capture two of the key dimensions in knowledge settings, which are people’s willingness to 

collaborate and contribute. The existence of a mixture of answers at each site reflected the absence of 

an obvious alternative to hierarchical control systems. Five of the seven research sites were engaged 

in an ongoing elaboration or change of their governance systems. To varying degrees, Petroco, 

Telcomco and Pharmaco were struggling with the implementation of a broader standard 

accountability based on contribution. None, however, had clearly attempted to move away from the 

principles of behavior and output control. We categorize these systems of accountability as 
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transitional. In all cases, these hybrid systems were characterized by internal contradictions between 

traditional assessment and reward practices and the expressed need to move towards greater 

teamwork and collaboration. This quote is illustrative: 

An example: if a team gets a bonus based on a contract being signed- I have a problem with the fact 

that that bonus will be based on the deal being signed, not how the work is done. And there is no 

way of measuring how the job was done. The question should be whether everything that you have 

done has added value to {Petroco}. 

These cases were marked by tension and instability caused by the inconsistency between parts of the 

system; the continued force of directive control systems clashed with efforts to be more involving 

and strategy-focused. The director at Petroco illustrated this tension, "We have said we want it not to 

be a command and control style; but sometimes managers don’t have time to ask pretty please." One 

director at Telcomco, who also belonged to the leadership team engaged in revising aspects of the 

governance system, explained the difficulties of effectively bringing together the novel 

accountability expectations with the existing culture embedded in the work system, 

Change becomes cumbersome. One of the issues that we have is that the model is designed to work, 

to really be optimized when there is collaboration. And the challenge is that this probably has been 

one of our greater weaknesses. We come from a long history of cowboys and very independent 

people doing their own thing. And people have a tendency to go back to silos (…)  

The transition from a governance model in which control norms and practices were concentrated in 

the mid and upper echelons, to a system drawing on a broader sense of accountability, required 

research cases novel approaches to control practices. Yet, a number of central tensions emerged in 

the process that illustrated the fundamental difference between governance principles and assessment 

and reward practices. The same director at Telcomco went on to say,  

It's a couple of things. Some of this is historical but, I will be honest, we talk a lot about 

collaboration but our performance and compensation systems are based on individual performance. 

So, you know, when you look at collaboration, what does it make to think of? Does it make to think 

of an individual or a team, a team working together? To me it is working together so well that not 

necessarily one person is standing out. So, when people get into a collaborative environment, what I 

see happening is that they have to do a lot of work and they don't necessarily get individual 

recognition, or individual compensation for that, and I do not know if we have the right 

reinforcement in place for the behaviors we are trying to drive. 
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There was also considerable resistance to collaborative practices. Managers stressed the negative 

effects of shared accountability and feared a loss of control. A team leader at Semiconco explained 

her view on the matter in the following terms, 

The big problem of course is the split of accountability and responsibility. In a capture team, 

everybody is accountable for his bit, so nobody is accountable for the total. The one who is 

accountable for the total is the AM or capture team leader, and that one has no power.… We are 

running a business here, and you need the power to decide. 

Stability in the workplace was regarded as beneficial and was safeguarded accordingly by senior 

management at research sites like Semiconco and Airco. The HR manager at Semiconco claimed that 

their control system strengthened workplace stability, loyalty and productivity. Questions about the 

effectiveness of the control system in place were repeatedly contested by management because, in 

their view, it would unnecessarily raise the fear that the foundations of the governance system might 

be eroded when they were most needed. In these sites, people reported a lack of satisfaction with the 

system, the existence of tensions between organizational groups, and increasing pressure to formalize 

a system around the notion of contribution. Yet, they showed uneasiness about the prospects of 

change. Several managers at Petroco, Pharmaco and Telcomco shared similar concerns. Across these 

sites the expectation was that minimal changes were enough to make the governance system 

adequate to organizational demands and, therefore, more effective. At the basis of this idea there was 

concern about the potential consequences of completely eliminating the objectives-based system 

from the governance model. In the three cases, MBO norms and, to a lesser extent, practices were 

deeply rooted in the management logic. The analysis suggested that longstanding hierarchical control 

systems were comforting but alienating, appealing accountability systems were invigorating but 

puzzling, and their combination was unstable, with the latter incapable of taking over critical aspects 

of the former. 

Awareness of a novel system of accountability.  
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Analysis of the field data reveals four sets of interrelating elements that play a role in triggering 

awareness of a novel system of accountability: (1) architecture of the system, (2) purposes of the 

system, (3) scope of the system, and (4) mechanisms of the system.  

Control system architecture. Content analysis of the responses given by management of the seven 

research sites revealed three strategies for dealing with problems related to directive control and 

accountability described above. Each of these strategies also showed a different approach to adopting 

new norms of accountability and maintaining hierarchical control system architecture. 

First, two sites – Petroco and Airco – had initially opted for eliminating most corporate-imposed 

routines and reducing significantly hierarchy as a way to remove bureaucratic burdens tied to the 

system. Senior management team still played a strong role, though peers became more influential 

actors in the system. These sites tried to eliminate any reference to seniority or other norms aside 

from assessment of behavior and output control. That was seen as a way to introduce flexibility in the 

accountability system. However, such an approach was soon deemed inadequate and quickly turned 

around. As the director of the New Ventures Division at Petroco explained "Our original view was 

that culture of hierarchy is bad. But we are now revisiting to see where hierarchy is needed and how 

to accept the necessary parts of it." In that sense, it was recognized that changing the way hierarchy 

was exercised rather than the hierarchy itself was a more appropriate approach to introduce changes 

in the accountability system. 

Moreover, Pharmaco and Telcomco stressed the notion of "objectivity" to drive change in the 

accountability system. These sites put the emphasis on the establishment of a comprehensive set of 

tools for objective measurement. "The glue in all this is a defined process based on strong 

measurements and key performance indicators that go into strategic scorecards that are public on the 

intranet," explained the director of the Service Unit at Pharmaco. Whereas the formalization of 
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objective measurements and key performance indicators (KPIs) stressed the notion of an objective 

system, a reliance on objective measures may seem at times to hinder moving the scope of control 

systems beyond output control. Increased complexity of evaluation had the effect of focusing people 

sharp on particular aspects of their work rather than on the key dimensions of a knowledge setting. 

The following dialogue with a senior manager at Telcomco exemplifies the debate,  

(q) Is there alternative to the objectives-based system? 

(a) This is an engineering, numbers-oriented organization. There are clear metrics – people understand 

what they are required to accomplish. You can only manage what you can measure. You can 

manage this organization because you can measure it. 

(q) How does it work with collaboration and other work requirements that you mentioned earlier? 

(a) Oh, well… Yeah, well that is a very real challenge. How do you get people to work well in teams 

when the only financial reward at the end of the year is, the only metrics for ranking the 

performance, are at the individual level? We don’t have a ranking system, or a performance system 

or even a compensation system that truly supports group, teams. Yeah, the truth of the matter is we 

talk teamwork but we don’t reward team work. 

Finally, the strategy developed by Humresco and Servico was to acknowledge the relevance of a 

model of accountability—as opposed to the alleged objectivity of MBO—as a way to sanction 

contribution and to formalize the subjective system. Data analysis corroborated the existence of 

systems of control that were not predicted by the theory of control systems. Such systems resembled 

a contribution-based accountability system, as developed conceptually above. Central to this model 

of accountability was both the distinctive emphasis given to the notion of tasks and obligations and 

the contrast between performance and contribution. The following excerpt from the CFO at 

Humresco reflected: 

Although it is qualitative in nature, the system works because the only way to measure this work is 

qualitatively. Besides, it’s so consistently applied globally that actually people believe on it. In 

other words, people believe in its accuracy and veracity over time. That does not mean that some 

people don’t think they did not get a fair review one year or one month. 

From the interviews with managers it became evident that a reason for creating an alternative 

accountability system was to emphasize the role of contribution. These places laid emphasis on the 

subjective aspects of individual and collective contribution. A senior manager at Humresco reflected, 
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We’ve been claiming collaboration for contribution but have a system in place that organized our 

consultants around clients, and they have their evaluation, goals, and compensation around clients. 

We are trying to get the team and organizational level into their appraisal, through metrics: To tie 

high-level collaboration into their view of work with clients. We are beginning next year. Though 

we have done this informally in the past, we want to formalize it around the concept of client and 

client-teams: to proportionally reward them in other than individual bonuses as a first step to bring 

collaboration to the forefront. 

Overall, most research sites attempted to modify aspects of their control systems. Several factors 

emerged from the data to explain the main elements and why these aspects were enacted differently 

at the different sites under study. 

Contribution as the central norm of accountability. Performance was a salient issue in interviews 

and informal conversations held with executives, functional managers, and team leaders. We 

questioned managers and team leaders about the meaning of performance and its key components; 

this view looked at what aspects of individual accomplishment were deemed critical in each 

organization. We attempted to surface variation of meanings across sites. Task performance—or 

individual accomplishment of particular job tasks— the essential definition of accomplishment in 

control theory, was frequently mentioned in sites with hierarchical control systems in place. 

Managers at Semiconco and Airco defined individual results according to the demands of the 

established hierarchical system: standardization, efficiency, and metrics derived from past 

performance. However, managers and team leaders at Telcomco and Petroco often found such 

definition of individual performance rigid and increasingly inadequate as traditional hierarchies have 

declined and new strategic demands have emerged. As one supervisor working overseas for 

Telcomco reflected: "The old metric system is in conflict with a strategic orientation; metrics require 

stability, and strategic demands need diagnosis, flexibility, and speed." The director of operations of 

Petroco described the evolution of their thinking on performance: "There is no simple way of 

measuring how the job is done—the question should be whether everything that you have done has 

added value to [Petroco]." Managers at Servico or Humresco went further in their exploration of new 
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dimensions of individual accomplishment by promoting an open debate on the notion of contribution. 

Often, managers referred to the complex division of labor that marks their work settings to raise 

awareness of the meaning of employee contribution. Work was seen as occurring in short-term, 

pragmatic collaborations with peers; such teams were necessary to cope with complexity, variability, 

and ambiguity in work output.  

If you have things you have to achieve personally with help, people will help you. So you are never 

alone. But there are certain things you have be held to accountable for, such as, if you are a sales 

consultant there is a sales quota, a certain amount of business that you are expected to deliver on in 

a year. […] So, one form of looking at it is monitoring and balancing the dimensions of success in a 

collaborative way. So you balance the results process and relationships to create a sustainable 

organizational environment with greater organizational satisfaction overall. 

These emergent work systems brought to individuals new demands in the form of higher 

commitment to team projects and responsiveness to strategic decision making. Responsiveness to 

mission-driven objectives was a central element of the emerging definition of contribution. The 

expectation of "going ‘above and beyond’ the duties of the job" as defined by Adler and Heckscher 

(2006: 40) was in place at Servico and Humresco. Within such a framework, questions of 

contribution to higher-order goals became increasingly appropriate. Sites like Petroco and Telcomco 

were also interested in promoting contribution, although less formally. Field analysis showed that 

there was a widespread perception about the need for setting contribution as central norm of the 

control system. A senior manager at Petroco describes the way contribution was embedded in work 

processes and work relations, "These people are very highly motivated to work in the right place. 

People expect the best from everybody else. Everybody expects you to be real contributor. If you are 

not making a contribution, you are not making a difference, so you will find difficult to stay here." A 

junior manager at Telcomco explained how the relevance of contribution evolved to the point of 

challenging traditional definitions of individual accomplishment and autonomy: 

A person is successful in his work when he makes a contribution to the larger team goals 

for which it will impact on the organization effectiveness. It is not just what you do, but 
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how to do it to succeed in a team environment. The need to contribute to the organization’s 

success by working with others is more important. Today, people are held more 

accountable than 3-4 years ago. A few years ago, there were smaller, less relevant teams, so 

more individualistic behaviors were allowed. Also, individuals were more empowered to 

make critical decisions. Today, some empowerment has been taken away but there is more 

collaboration. Individuals have less chance to make decisions by themselves.  

Another dimension along which several research sites exhibited distinctive patterns from traditional 

control systems made reference to the participation of individuals in accountability decision-making. 

While hierarchical assessment prevailed in objectives-based systems, the notion of shared 

accountability emerged as a distinctive aspect of accountability systems centered on the ethic of 

contribution. This excerpt illustrates the reasons for the importance of shared accountability in the 

novel set of governance norms, in an excerpt that is particularly interesting because the interviewee 

was chairman of Humresco, a site whose experience of a novel accountability system was recent:  

We need to think in terms of shared accountability. If we are all operating with that DNA, we will 

be holding ourselves accountable. And we will be held accountable for each other. We will be 

sharing responsibility regardless of who gets credit for what. And we will be operating at this very 

high level of behavior with one another in getting the job done. 

Shared accountability might help to overcome many of the dilemmas which centralization of decision 

making creates in knowledge environments. It also creates new ones. With a system seeking to 

leverage shared accountability, it becomes more difficult to set objectives beforehand and to 

centralize decision making around a limited number of individuals.  

I am very deeply involved with my people working on big projects. I am responsible for their 

appraisal. It is a mix between results and using a personal network to find out about someone's 

performance. We are in daily contact about projects, about what effort they do, we are working as a 

team here in the office {…) If an individual is involved in two or more projects then you go with 

the feeling that if you don't hear anything going wrong things must be going OK. Functional 

managers don't ask for PA {performance appraisal}. 

Because of their knowledge and proximity to work processes and outcomes, peers are necessary in 

defining the project’s priorities, objectives and agenda. Also, peers have first-hand knowledge about 

each individual contribution to the project and, hence, were required to participate in accountability. 
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However, managers found there was a disconnect between the objectives of the accountability 

system and the norms and practices in place in knowledge settings. A fundamental mismatch 

between the system’s need for contribution and the system’s interlocking assessment and sanctioning 

of task-performance goals called into question many of the fundamental assumptions of the 

hierarchical control system.   

Accountability mechanisms: Maintaining stability at the expense of flexibility. Our cases tried a 

variety of assessment and reward practices as a response to the increasing complexity of governance 

norms. Our interviews surfaced complex alignment issues associated with connecting assessment and 

rewards within the broader directive control system. This excerpt from the director at Telcomco 

expressed the assessment made by several managers: "It’s a couple of things. Some of this is 

historical but, I will be honest, we talk a lot about collaboration but our performance and 

compensation systems are based on individual performance." For the most cases, behavior and output 

control mechanisms were still in place. Yet, data at each field site showed that the perceived 

effectiveness of assessment and reward practices had been put into question, the more so since 

contribution appeared to be a critical work requirement. The absence of clear links between the 

principles of the system and its practices was perceived as negative, creating dysfunctions and 

provoking distrust toward the overall system. Firms struggled to reconcile the need for peer 

involvement in accountability with the need for procedural and metric consistency. Several cases 

adopted practices that required individual involvement but, in most cases, management fell short in 

formalizing the level of participation beyond some developmental practices. At the time of research, 

Telcomco was introducing a form of developmental multi-source feedback for managerial levels with 

not clear results yet. Pharmaco and Petroco recognized and emphasized the relevance of 

collaborative decision making in accountability, although no one had yet begun to formalize it.   
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This tension in the way assessment and rewards related to the novel set of governance norms was felt 

at all levels in the organization. At the executive level, one director at Telcomco complained about 

how existing appraisal lost ground and created uncertainty among organizational members. Similarly, 

one senior manager at Petroco claimed: "I hate the idea of negotiating with your boss how many 

points you should get. If you work for an incompetent boss, he will score people low, because he 

does not want his subordinates to be seen as more competent than him." Managers, on the other hand, 

held part of their power. At Telcomco and Petroco, supervisors and functional managers kept control 

over accountability by managing the evaluation tool and exerting their influence on its outcome. The 

following excerpt illustrates what several managers at these sites recounted of their participation in 

the evaluation, "What matters in the end is the rating code, a common process done throughout 

[Petroco]. Codes are assigned by the leadership team. It is done by the three departments first, and 

rounded off by leadership team. We recognize that in small units you don’t get the right statistical 

balance, so the leadership team adjusts." Finally, at the worker level the increasing complexity of 

work duties and work processes was seen as causing issues with the veracity of top-down reports. 

Whenever assessment and rewards relied entirely on supervisory discretion–for setting up work 

standards and appraising and rewarding the fulfillment of objectives—employees lamented a certain 

lack of vision about higher-end goals and the inability of current practices to drive change. 

One problem is we are really such a flat organization. Most people work for several different 

bosses. So the question is "Who does my performance appraisal? (…) Sometimes within a flat 

organization you really don't have a manager, this makes people feel uncomfortable when appraisal 

time comes. With layoffs coming, you worry who really knows what I am doing; there is no one 

single person who understands my contribution. 

Notwithstanding the mounting concern about hierarchical control, individuals often reacted 

unpleasantly to the prospects of change in accountability. "I do not get the value of all these things 

[new appraisal practices]. Under the old system, you were told how you did it. Now, you do not 

know how well you did. The report we fill now is a description of what we did, but nothing is 
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measured. So, what is this worth?" Indeed, we observed mistrust and strong reactions against new 

assessment practices. As one employee at Petroco stated, "There is fear that beyond performance by 

objectives there is nothing but chaos, subjectivism, and arbitrariness."  

In part because work demands did not appear to correspond with the assessment in place, five sites 

opted for alternative assessment mechanisms, often in the form of multi-source feedback. 

Contradictions between the some of the principles of hierarchical control model (autonomy, 

deference and peer solidarity) and the requirements of the multisource (subjectivity, fairness, or 

equality) (Peiperl, 2001) were reflected at all levels. The lack of alignment caused doubts about the 

linkage of the appraisal to other development practices. Leaders in Telcomco and Petroco observed 

strong resistance to expanding decision making beyond management due to a longstanding story of 

absence of trust between management and employees and among the several employee groups. One 

manager at Telcomco went on to say, "It is not a performance tool. It is opinion." In that sense a 

senior manager regretted the way objective-driven practices collided with looking-forward, 

developmental practices: "In the end, financial accountability clashes with behavioral accountability 

for collaboration." The implementation of 360-degrees only for developmental purposes or the 

establishment of informal recognition programs is an example of practices that require individual 

participation but have limited implications in the accountability practice. Also, previous 

organizational conditions, typically a directive-driven culture, had a negative impact on the 

promotion of practices that pointed toward contribution. Similarly, reward practices were often not 

very clearly defined and delimited, and thus contribution could not easily be endorsed. Most progress 

in rewards was achieved by introducing variants to monetary pay (e.g. individual pay for 

performance at Telcomco, Petroco, and Semiconco or annual group bonus at Humresco) or by 

leaving rewards, in as much as possible, outside the accountability formulation (i.e. at Pharmaco and 

Airco). Much was talked about formalizing reputation systems as an alternative mechanism to 
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promote accountability (e.g. knowledge matrix at Airco, merit database at Pharmaco, or the skills 

pool at Petroco). Yet, they had rarely become highly formalized. There were still severe resistances 

to openness. The quote from one team leader at Telcomco summarizes the fear of losing control over 

rewards and sanctions expressed by several managers. 

The company is pay for performance, so everything comes down to the individual. Does that inhibit 

collaboration? I don't really… I don't know. Maybe—because in the end it is going to be me against 

my peers. However, I think is the whole, you know—not just pay for performance good or bad 

versus pay everyone the same, which is socialism, you know. 

Other instances were more formalized. Servico and Humresco assessed people based on yearly multi-

source practices in which everyone ranked their superiors, subordinates, and peers on how much they 

contributed to firm capability, and whether they engaged in creating, retrieving and distributing 

knowledge. The tool was a combination of developmental and decision making that included peer 

assessment of contribution and leverage mechanisms that guided compensation and career plans, The 

CEO at Humresco observed, "It is a major task for the leader the creation of an environment where 

feedback is possible, it is good, it is not a negative thing. We all know we’re trying to get better and 

we cannot do it unless we understand our impact on others, the impact of our actions and how we 

would perform otherwise. So we need to rely on each other for feedback." Each person received 

rigorous cross-department peer reviews including reflections on past contribution and a framework 

for prospective actions. Both managers and individual employees valued the role of the practice in 

delivering a comprehensive view of a person’s contribution. The CFO at Humresco expressed the 

view of several interviewees: 

The tool [360-degrees appraisal] is especially helpful for people who are trustful with themselves, 

self-aware, and allow the process to defining where they are in an objectively manner. People that 

understand it helps them focus attention on priorities and objectives and that appreciate their 

contribution but also need to identify the areas of improvement.  

These three elements—architecture, accountability norms and mechanisms—provide a framework 

for understanding how accountability systems are projected in organizations. As Figure 4 illustrates, 
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the accountability architecture, its norms as well as its assessment and sanctioning mechanisms are 

the constituent elements of accountability systems that allow directing attention and mobilizing effort 

beyond the boundaries of hierarchical control systems. However, we have found that some of these 

components sometimes occur in the absence of the others: firms might promote accountability for 

contribution without eliminating the MBO system, for instance. Finally, organizations find 

hierarchical control systems significantly less adequate to address the quest for contribution and 

shared accountability. 

DISCUSSIO
 A
D IMPLICATIO
S 

An empirical scrutiny of the systems for accountability that captures emerging market requirements 

and organizational demands in knowledge-intensive work has not been rigorously researched. It is, 

however, a fundamental area for study and theory generation. The thesis is that organizations in 

knowledge-intensive environments are required to undertake accountability systems that replace 

market and hierarchy control systems, and argues that while control systems are beneficial for 

organizations in stable contexts, they are fundamentally inconsistent with all but incremental demand 

for collaboration and contribution as required in the new organizational paradigm. A hierarchical 

system often means centralization of decision making (Drucker, 1954), a standard practice likely to 

collide in knowledge-intensive settings where so many organizational requirements take place at any 

given time (Adler, 2001). Centralization of decision making concentrates knowledge about the 

governance model, its norms and mechanisms, and its implementation and outcomes outside non-

managerial organizational members. However, in collaborative knowledge work, firm success rests 

on these groups’ ability to create and share knowledge and build teamwork and agreement 

(Heckscher and Adler, 2006). Their exclusion from accountability decision making has negative 

consequences in the legitimacy of the entire accountability system. 
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We have found that many knowledge places are exploring their way toward new accountability 

systems as a way to overcome the inherent problems of hierarchical control systems when transferred 

to collaborative environments, while solving the essential contradictions associated with formalizing 

otherwise informal governance patterns. We have found differences in accountability systems in 

organizations. We have further found that several accountability systems appear to be based on the 

ethic of contribution and, moreover, that work outcomes are further reinforced by governance 

mechanisms adequate to the larger knowledge work environment.  

Control theory posits that market and hierarchy control are most effective to the extent that the 

organization has total information over the employee and the expected outcome (e.g. Ouchi, 1980; 

Eisenhardt, 1985). Human resource posits that market and hierarchy control are most effective to the 

extent that they fit with personnel practices and the requirements of the organization (e.g. Scott, 

1984). Radical theory posits that control systems are most effective to the extent they serve to 

institutionalize management power over workforce (e.g. Maslow, 1987). In this paper we document 

accountability systems as alternative to hierarchical control systems. While the other theories view 

control merely from the management point view, none of them consider patterns of work group 

interaction as one of the components with which contribution is achieved. Furthermore, we have 

found that contribution is explored as an alternative to output and behavior control. As Ouchi (1979) 

pointed out, the underlying idea behind control theories is that somehow the presence of market and 

hierarchy control enhances individual results and, at the aggregate, firm performance. When there is 

a lack of directive control, the absence of goals undermines the individual commitment with 

improving her performance. 

Data from cases showed that emerging accountability systems stem from two norms of accountability 

absent in hierarchical control systems: contribution and shared accountability. Contribution 

overcomes the more traditional notion of performance. The emergence of contribution as the 
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fundamental governance norm signifies the need for call into question hierarchical market and 

output-driven forms of control. Contribution has been defined as going above and beyond the duties 

of the particular work. It implies how to analyze their work and translate the analysis into actionable 

decisions with the purpose of value creation. The notion of contribution offered in this work draws 

on Heckscher and Adler’s work (2006) and tries to extend it by identifying three alternative but 

equivalent elements as part of the work requirements embedded in the definition of value creation. 

Herein defined, contribution requires commitment to one’s own learning and to system learning (firm 

capability), participation in peer development and success, and accomplishment of the strategy 

(generation of profit). Taken together, these three aspects constitute equally important pillars of the 

notion of individual contribution to higher-order strategic objectives.   

• The first dimension of contribution includes an account of the individual contribution back to 

the knowledge capacity of the organization. Contribution to the system-learning ability 

constitutes a critical component of accountability in knowledge environments. Differently from 

the notion of performance, which stemmed from a forward looking idea of work outcome 

(objectives are just set for the following period), this notion of contribution reflects on the past 

to address present and future work outcomes 

• The second dimension of the definition includes an account of the individual contribution back 

to peers. Contribution to peers is distinct from personal ties like friendship or allegiance. It is 

set on the basis of reciprocity. It signifies the willingness to both take and give that is less 

based on personal ties and more on work requirements. Reciprocity is deemed an appropriate 

argument to foster collaboration.  

• Finally, the third element of the definition involves individual contribution to firm strategy. 

While the other two components of contribution do not, this third element alludes to 

contribution in the form of profit generation. It refers to clients as the critical element of the 

firm strategy. Contribution in that sense means not only to perform those tasks and activities 

related to an individual job, as would be the case with the notion of performance in hierarchical 

settings, but also to actively engage in returning value to the organization.  
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Besides the requirements for contribution, we found that there may be indeed a trend in knowledge 

settings to design and/or orchestrate assessment and sanctioning mechanisms based on the notion of 

contribution. However, analysis of accountability within real organizations reveals intricacy and the 

several interpretations of the new formulation. There is a substantial lack of literature linking the 

organizational context with assessment and reward tools, which is a major limitation in evaluating 

the effectiveness of the existing (mostly hierarchical) practices designed for and implemented in 

advanced collaborative work. The literature on control has shown the value of MBO in addressing 

behavior and output control. Contribution, on the other hand, needs alternative measures that are 

often not well defined. As the formalization of contribution in the control logic is not well understood 

yet, research sites opt for a variety of instruments to assess and reward contribution. As a result, we 

found there was divergence in the level of engagement in the new accountability. Most research 

cases were uncertain about alternatives to mechanisms anchored in behavior and output control. 

Despite the fact that there were problems with extant objectives-based mechanisms, cases often opted 

for hybrid solutions that mixed discourses around the notion of contribution with control practices 

anchored in behavior and output control. Central to this fact was the concern on the appropriateness 

to introduce flexibility in the control system. Although flexibility was deemed essential for the 

success of the accountability system, management tended to rely on hierarchy control rather than on 

collaborative practices. Management faced a very difficult choice: Short term stability at the expense 

of long term response to accountability demands. Telcomco, Pharmaco and Petroco favored the idea 

of introducing flexibility through several practices (for example implementing some form of multi-

source assessment) while the main principles of the hierarchical control system remained untouched 

so to further stability. The literature on human resource management and performance appraisal 

reports on challenges that individuals confront when adopting multi-source tools (Peiperl, 2001). 

Implementation of multi-source appraisal faces resistance from the existing organization because it 

challenges a model of hierarchy based on dyadic relationships that is dominant in bureaucracy. 
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Anecdotal evidence from the cases in the study illustrated these mounting problems. In sites like 

Servico, flexibility was seen as valuable because it extended the organization’s search for 

accountability answers beyond the familiar domains of the MBO governance logic and contributed to 

eliminate, through redesign of the accountability system if necessary, the background conditions 

which generated that certain routines were institutionalized. The challenge for such iterative systems 

was to make sure norms and practices were compatible and consistent with the pursuit of long-term 

stability in the practices of accountability. 

Opportunities for future research. The study endeavors to break new ground by analyzing control 

and accountability through an organizational theory and organizational behavior lens. The notion of 

accountability system herein proposed is only a first step in a promising and fruitful field of study. 

There are promising research avenues with respect to the understanding of overall accountability 

systems. The inclusion of several dimensions not included in this study, as organizational dynamics 

over time, cultural tensions, and concepts borrowed from strategic management and other theories 

will all contribute to the enhancement of our understanding of the accountability systems in 

collaborative knowledge work. The topic of accountability systems in knowledge work is a novel and 

unexplored phenomenon. In that regard, several forward-looking questions are at stake. Is it always 

good or even desirable to introduce new accountability systems? Are there alternative models to 

contribution-centered accountability systems in knowledge work? What are the consequences of 

introducing such systems? Specifically, further research needs to be done on how and why some 

organizations (corporations and units) are more likely than others to institutionalize successful 

accountability systems on the principles of contribution. 

CO
CLUSIO
 

Scholarly literature in organizations has failed to offer comprehensive accountability solutions for 

organizations in knowledge environments. Senior management and team leaders interviewed in this 
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study showed remarkable interest in these topics. We set out to explore two issues concerning the 

relationship between organizational settings and accountability systems: first, whether there is 

alternative to hierarchical control systems; and second, whether accountability systems are effective 

control systems for knowledge-intensive organizations. To these questions we respond with a yes. 

There is sufficient evidence to talk about accountability systems as alternative systems to hierarchical 

and market control systems. Central to this change is the role given to contribution as the key norm 

of such emerging system. Contribution is defined as a form of analysis of the person’s work and the 

translation of such analysis into decisions aimed at value creation. Contribution contains and exceeds 

behavior and output control by imprinting a sense of ownership of the work process and outcome. 

Fieldwork data suggests that at least five of the seven cases under study have tried to modify their 

current governance model with the expectation of adapting it to the demands of knowledge work. 

With this study we aimed to contribute to a deeper understanding of accountability systems in 

knowledge settings by moving the focus from mechanistic and hierarchical control practices (such as 

task-driven performance appraisals) to associative control practices (i.e. multi-source assessment and 

reputation system). However, this paper argues that the absence of clear alternatives to the dominant 

mode of control based on task performance might persuade senior management from certain sites to 

avoid experimenting with accountability norms and practices whose validity is still indefinite. A 

solution to their problem might be to adapt the existing model of governance to strategic and 

organizational pressures as they take place, instead of questioning the whole accountability system. 
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Table 1 Elements of control and accountability systems 

 Objective Source Formulation Planning 

Hierarchy Compliance and 

efficiency (generalized 

expectations) 

Hierarchy (supervisor) - Behaviors 

- Prospective 

Programmatic 

 

- Competency survey

- MBO

Market Goal attainment (explicit 

expectations) 

- Hierarchy (supervisor) 

- Self 

- Output 

- Prospective 

Programmatic 

 

- Goal

- MBO

Knowledge Contribution (internal & 

external) 

Shared, participative:  

- Hierarchy (supervisor) 

- Peers (team) 

- Self 

- Contribution 

- Retrospective 

Programmatic and 

emergent: 

- Reflexivity 

- Interdependence 

- Metrics based on 

contribution
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Table 2 Characteristics of case sample 

Organizations 
Interviews 

 Archival Documents Direct observations

 Industry Setting Employees Corporate Informal 
umber Examples 
umber 

Airco Airlines Division 280 15 5 7 

Business plan, 

personnel records 

and documents, 

internal memo 

8 

Semiconco Semiconductor Regional branch 180 10 -- -- n.a. n.a. 

Petroco Energy Division 150 13 n.a. 2 

Personnel records 

and documents, 

business plan 

n.a. 

Telcomco Software Division 500 30 6 5 

Business plan, 

collective 

bargaining, 

personnel records 

and documents 

3 

Humresco 
Service in human 

resources 
Organization 60 4 2 3 

Training material, 

strategic plan 
n.a. 

Pharmaco Pharmaceutical Division 82 15 5 2 

Personnel records 

and documents, 

business plan, 

internal memo 

5 

Servico 
Service to 

organizations 
Headquarters 600 4 2 1 Business plan n.a. 

    91 20 20 -- 16 
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Table 1 Elements of control and accountability systems 

 Objective Source Formulation Planning Mechanisms 

Hierarchy Compliance and 

efficiency (generalized 

expectations) 

Hierarchy (supervisor) - Behaviors 

- Prospective 

Programmatic 

 

- Competency survey 

- MBO 

Market Goal attainment (explicit 

expectations) 

- Hierarchy (supervisor) 

- Self 

- Output 

- Prospective 

Programmatic 

 

- Goal-setting 

- MBO 

Knowledge Contribution (internal & 

external) 

Shared, participative:  

- Hierarchy (supervisor) 

- Peers (team) 

- Self 

- Contribution 

- Retrospective 

Programmatic and 

emergent: 

- Reflexivity 

- Interdependence 

- Metrics based on 

contribution 
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Table 2 Characteristics of case sample 

Organizations 
Interviews 

 Archival Documents Direct observations 

 Industry Setting Employees Corporate Informal 
umber Examples 
umber Examples 

Airco Airlines Division 280 15 5 7 

Business plan, 

personnel records 

and documents, 

internal memo 

8 
Planning and 

team meetings 

Semiconco Semiconductor Regional branch 180 10 -- -- n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Petroco Energy Division 150 13 n.a. 2 

Personnel records 

and documents, 

business plan 

n.a. n.a. 

Telcomco Software Division 500 30 6 5 

Business plan, 

collective 

bargaining, 

personnel records 

and documents 

3 
Project 

meetings 

Humresco 
Service in human 

resources 
Organization 60 4 2 3 

Training material, 

strategic plan 
n.a. n.a. 

Pharmaco Pharmaceutical Division 82 15 5 2 

Personnel records 

and documents, 

business plan, 

internal memo 

5 

Planning, 

evaluation and 

team meetings 

Servico 
Service to 

organizations 
Headquarters 600 4 2 1 Business plan n.a. n.a. 

    91 20 20 -- 16 -- 
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Table 3 Elements of accountability systems 

Organizations 
Description of control system 

Status (as initially 

assessed) 
Pitfalls 

Implementation 

features 

Airco 

Assessment is rather informal (not formal appraisal in 

place). Rewards tied to dual reputation: loyalty and 

excellence. Not monetary or career rewards. 

Ongoing 

(implementation) 

Lack of long-term 

vision and formalization 

Hierarchy control system 

(behavior-based) 

Semiconco 
Assessment is hierarchical: behaviors and results-

based. Monetary rewards (pay for performance). 

Dwindling Lack of direction. 

Culture distrust  

Market control system 

(outcome-based) 

Petroco 

Assessment is a blend of multi-source and 

hierarchical tools based on metrics. Monetary 

rewards (everybody shares equally in bonuses) and 

informal sources of reputation (thru developmental 

360 feedback). 

Ongoing 

(implementation) 

Conflicting views: 

contribution and 

individual goals 

Teams are pull out 

Market model (output-

based) 

Telcomco 

Assessment is a blend of multi-source and 

hierarchical tools based on metrics. Monetary 

rewards (pay for performance) and informal sources 

of reputation (thru developmental 360 feedback). 

Expanding 

(conception) 

Conflicting views: 

contribution and 

individual goals  

Culture distrust. Work 

system around silos 

Market model (output-

based) 

Pharmaco 

Assessment is hierarchical, formalized on metrics. 

Monetary rewards but increasingly tied to ad-hoc 

recognition 

Ongoing 

(implementation) 

Building blocks.  Toward formalization. 

Contribution is brought to 

the forefront. 

Humresco 

Assessment is multi-source and endorsed by 

hierarchical mandate. Rewards are based on 

reputation for excellence combined with individual 

monetary rewards 

Expanding 

(implementation) 

Conflicting views: 

contribution and 

individual goals.  

Struggle for 

formalization 

Contribution is brought to 

the forefront.  

Servico 

Assessment is multi-source. Rewards tied to a 

reputation system for contribution. Monetary rewards 

second to career projection (up-or-out career) 

Established 

(running) 

Self-reinforcement. 

Resource consuming 

Contribution is brought to 

the forefront. 
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