
184

Abstract
Accountability to political principals, stake-

holders and citizens is a major issue in the liter-
ature on structurally disaggregated autonomous 
agencies. There are numerous accounts in the 
literature which claim that the need for indepen-
dence of agencies reduces the ability of political 
principals to hold it and its leadership account-
able for actions. However, next to traditional ver-
tical accountability instruments (e.g., monitoring 
and evaluation of the organization or senior man-
agement), ‘alternatives’ such as horizontal ways 
of holding agencies accountable exist. Using 
multi-country survey data, this article explores 
how managerial autonomy affects the existence 
and use of such accountability mechanisms.

Keywords: agencies, horizontal account-
ability mechanisms, managerial autonomy.
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1. Introduction  

Over the last 20 years, several public service organizations have been granted sub-
stantial formal and operational autonomy in numerous OECD-countries. In line with 
the literature (e.g., Pollitt  et al., 2004) we will refer to this process as agencifi cation. 
Crucial to this process is that public sector organizations are placed outside of tra-
ditional, departmental hierarchies. One of the major concerns however is whether 
political principals, the product of democratic election, are able to control properly 
these organizations and to make sure that they follow the public agenda. If not, one 
can worry that this structure might enact mandatory regulations which the citizens 
cannot infl uence, but have to obey (Christensen and Lægreid, 2007). Ministerial re-
sponsibility, although still a cornerstone for accountability, can indeed have a num-
ber of shortcomings when applied to autonomous public sector organizations. As 
discussed by Schillemans (2008) one such shortcoming is the fact that the assessment 
of the quality of services can be hardly transported through democratic processes. 
Moreover, the focus of ministerial oversight tends to be limited to political priorities 
and risks. A second important shortcoming is the fact that the growth in size and 
complexity of present-day public administration has led to fragmented practices of 
control and administration that are ill-adapted to hierarchical models of accountabili-
ty, making the doctrine of ministerial responsibility less and less applicable. 

As a way to overcome these defi ciencies in traditional vertical accountability re-
lations, several authors (e.g., Bovens, 2005; Schillemans, 2011) point at new forms of 
accountability, making the accountability regime of public organizations more and 
more divers. However, also other shifts in accountability have been detected, such as 
forms of accountability that are directed towards third parties, outside of the prima-
ry principal-agent relationship. The rise of these additional mechanisms of account-
ability has been described in diff erent ways; many authors have coined these kinds 
of accountability mechanisms as ‘horizontal’ forms of accountability (Bovens, 2005; 
Schillemans, 2011). These forms of accountability do not directly address the political 
principals of agencies but aim at signifi cant stakeholders such as clients (Pollitt , 2003), 
professional peers (Thatcher and Stone Sweet, 2002), the use of systems of quality con-
trol and risk assessment (Aucoin and Heintz man, 2000), codes of conduct (Flinders, 
2001), and exit and voice (Meijer and Schillemans, 2009). However, it remains unclear 
to what extent such alternative accountability mechanisms are really eff ective (Schil-
lemans, 2008). Yet, the idea that representative government requires accountability to 
the general public is a core value of democracy and thus public administration. Pollitt  
(2008) even claims that ‘almost everyone, it seems, is agreed that accountability is a 
good thing, that is fundamental to liberal democracy and that we need more of.’  

The goal of this article is to examine whether managerial autonomy can be con-
sidered a key factor for explaining the existence and use of horizontal accountability 
mechanism or the absence (or presence) of vertical accountability mechanisms. Mana-
gerial autonomy is likely to be a pull-factor towards horizontal accountability, giving 
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managers the leeway to devise additional accountability mechanisms. The absence of 
vertical accountability mechanisms on the other hand could signify a ‘push’ factor. 
Agencies will seek ways to be ‘accountable’, not because they enjoy being controlled 
but because they may be perceived as being important (Mill, 1962; Olsen, 2013). The 
remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses accountability 
into more detail and relates the concept to post-New Public Management (post-NPM) 
reforms and agencifi cation. The used data are described in section 3. In the fourth 
part, we discuss the used methodology and results, off ering a detailed insight on how 
horizontal accountability mechanisms relate to the level of de facto autonomy. The 
fi fth part contains the conclusions.  

2. Accountability, post-NPM and agencifi cation 

Although the concept of accountability is widely used in public administration, 
there exists no unanimity on the meaning of the concept (Brandsma and Schillemans, 
2013; Behn, 2001; Mulgan, 2003; Bovens, 2007). As Brandsma and Schillemans (2013) 
indicate, many authors set out to produce their own specifi c defi nitions of account-
ability making it seem like an ever-expanding concept, which has come to stand as a 
general term for any mechanism that makes powerful institutions responsive to their 
particular publics (Brandsma and Schillemans, 2013; Mulgan, 2003, p. 8). Nonethe-
less, there is an overlap in what many authors present as the core of their defi nitions 
of accountability. The basic notion of accountability is understood to be a commu-
nicative interaction between an accountor and an accountee, in which the former’s 
behavior is evaluated and judged by the latt er, in light of possible consequences (Bov-
ens, 2010; Mulgan, 2003; Schillemans, 2011).

The relationship between a public sector organization and the oversight govern-
ment is a typical example of a principal-agent relationship, whereby the public sector 
organization acts as the agent of their political and administrative principals. Princi-
pal-agent theory emphasizes that the agent may use its autonomy to behave opportu-
nistically (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). Subsequently, traditional forms of accountabili-
ty mechanisms in public administration are often vertical and characterized by a supe-
rior (oversight government) demanding accountability from a subordinate (agency). 

However, several scholars have pointed at important changes in accountability 
systems resulting from NPM reforms (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2007). The increased 
autonomy of public sector organizations has limited the possibilities for strict minis-
terial control (e.g., OECD, 2002; Flinders, 2004; Haque, 2000; Schillemans, 2008). For 
instance, OECD (2002) points to some general problems, such as the lack of clarity 
regarding roles and accountability of top governance structures (appointment and 
evaluation of CEOs and boards) and weak accountability mechanisms to ministers 
and ministries, parliament and civil society. The introduction of new vertical account-
ability mechanisms such as result-oriented reporting, multi-year performance agree-
ments and monitoring mechanisms aim at strengthening accountability to minister 
and ministries. Most of these mechanisms are a new category of auditing, monitoring 
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and evaluating mechanisms which focus specifi cally on effi  ciency and performance 
(Power, 1997). NPM has thus led to a proliferation of various monitoring and reg-
ulating bodies designed to safeguard some ‘public’ standards in the absence of di-
rect ministerial control (Hood et al., 2004; Scott , 2000). These kinds of accountability 
mechanisms are obviously intended to limit the independence of an organization in 
undertaking actions. Yet, an independent but accountable agency performs its tasks 
without political interference, but its decisions are scrutinized afterwards, so that it 
operates under the shadow of possible sanctions. To put it another way: account-
ability is to ‘trust but verify’ (Behn, 2001, p. 106). The focus of vertical accountability 
mechanisms thus lies on ex-post result control.

Furthermore, public sector organizations are also becoming more and more ex-
ternally oriented, with a stronger focus on the provision of fl exible and tailored re-
sponses to citizens’ needs (Van Ryzin, Muzzio and Immerwahr, 2004). Denhardt and 
Denhardt (2007, p. 119) point out that ‘Public administrators are and should be held 
accountable to a constellation of institutions and standards, including the public in-
terest; statutory and constitutional law; other agencies; other levels of government; 
the media; professional standards; community values and standards; situational fac-
tors; democratic norms; and of course, citizens’. Romzek and Ingraham (2000) refer to 
the hierarchical, legal, professional and political types of accountability. Stone (1995) 
distinguishes fi ve modes of administrative accountability: parliamentary control, ju-
dicial/quasi-judicial review, managerialism, constituency relations (downwards and 
sidewards) and market (Stone, 1995, p. 511). 

Consequently, also other mechanisms are developed to improve the accountabil-
ity of autonomous public organizations directly to citizens, clients, customers and 
other groups, for example by the inclusion of these groups in boards, the distribu-
tion of annual reports, and freedom of information laws. As discussed by Schille-
mans (2011), many of these new mechanisms can be understood as horizontal forms 
of accountability, as they do not directly address the political principal of agencies, 
but aim at signifi cant stakeholders such as clients (Pollitt , 2003), or professional peers 
(Thatcher, 2002), and use systems of quality control (Aucoin and Heintz man, 2000), 
codes of conduct (Flinders, 2001) and exit and voice (Meijer and Schillemans, 2009). 
Literature (e.g., Mulgan, 2003) indicates that accountability is linked to some specifi c 
key questions: who is accountable, to whom, about what, and how?  Our distinction 
is based on the ‘to whom question’. We defi ne horizontality as being accountable to 
any external third party stakeholder – clients, customers, board members. This as-
sumption belies, contrary to the work of O’Donnell or Schedler, the possibility that 
these parties outside of the traditional hierarchy can exert command and control au-
thority. These new forms and tools of accountability are, for example, performance 
audit and reporting, client panels, scorecards and benchmarks, professional evalu-
ations, etc. For some of these horizontal accountability practices the accountees are 
not provided with strong sanctioning powers. Indeed, many of these forms have an 
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informal character. Nonetheless, negative publicity can also be regarded as a possible 
sanction (Schillemans, 2010, p. 301, pp. 305-306; Schillemans, 2011, p. 391). Thus, ac-
countability means having the responsibility to uphold a certain level of performance 
based on a set of expectations outlined by another party. Based on the above we con-
struct the following hypotheses:
H1: Organizations with higher levels of managerial autonomy are more likely to be subjected 

to horizontal accountability mechanisms compared to organizations with lower levels of 
managerial autonomy. 

H2: If organizations are subjected to horizontal accountability mechanisms, the intensity 
hereof will be positively related to the degree of managerial autonomy organizations en-
joy.

It is however still debatable to what extent these horizontal accountability mech-
anisms actually replace, complement or supplement vertical systems of accountabil-
ity (see for diff erent view, Pollitt  and Bouckaert, 2000; Haque, 2000): it is ‘not clear 
how responsiveness to market signals by independent organizations can be an ef-
fective and appropriate substitute for traditional, vertical mechanisms of democratic 
accountability’ (Thomas, 2003). Research in favor of horizontal accountability mecha-
nisms asserts that: (1) horizontal accountability enhances internal learning and inter-
nal quality improvement (Schillemans, 2008; Bovens, Schillemans and ’T Hart, 2008); 
(2) it broadens control and scrutiny of the organization to stakeholders and citizens, 
creating participation, legitimacy and countervailing powers; and (3) that it comple-
ments vertical accountability to the minister. 

Yet, more restrictive perspectives claim that such horizontal systems can never 
replace or even complement vertical direct accountability (Mulgan, 2000; Michels and 
Meijer, 2008). Nonetheless, we follow the fi rst, positive perspective and construct the 
following hypotheses:
H3: Organizations with lower levels of vertical accountability have a higher likelihood of 

being subject to horizontal accountability mechanisms compared to organizations with 
higher levels of vertical accountability. 

H4: If organizations are subjected to horizontal accountability mechanisms, the intensity 
hereof will be positively related to the degree of vertical accountability.

In this article, two horizontal accountability mechanisms are studied: the existence 
of a board and the use of customer surveys. These accountability mechanisms are 
defi ned as horizontal since these can be used as a mechanism to hold public sector 
organizations accountable towards customers and peer organizations (Haque, 2000). 
However, as discussed, it is possible that signals can be picked up by more pow-
erful accountees, such as the minister or parent department giving them a hybrid 
character. For what follows and in line with the literature (e.g., Schillens, 2011 on the 
existence of boards; Aucoin and Heintz man, 2000) on the use of customer surveys we 
will however refer to these as horizontal accountability mechanisms. In Figure 1 this 
relationship is visually presented. 



189

Given the lack of evidence in the literature, no assumptions are made regarding 
the eff ect of agencifi cation, and consequently managerial autonomy, on the charac-
ter of horizontal accountability mechanisms; hybrid (mixture of government offi  cials 
and third parties) or totally externally oriented (only third parties and thus purely 
horizontal).

Principal 

Vertical accountability 
mechanisms 

Agent 

Horizontal 
accountability 
mechanisms 

Third 
parties 

Third 
parties 

Third 
parties 

Figure 1: Vertical and horizontal accountability mechanisms

3. Data

Data used for the analysis have been provided by the COBRA-network (‘Com-
parative Public Organization Data Base for Research and Analysis’)1. This network 
developed a common questionnaire in order to survey senior managers of public sec-
tor organizations in particular, (semi)-autonomous agencies located directly beneath 
ministries and ministers. Top-level management (Chief Executive Offi  cers (CEOs)) of 
state agencies was asked, on behalf of the entire organization, to fi ll in a web-based 
questionnaire containing several types of questions (i.e., perceptions of autonomy 
and control, innovative activity, management and organizational culture). Although 
the COBRA database includes a wide range of countries, only some of them have 
information on accountability mechanisms. For this paper we will therefore use data 
on agencies from seven countries: Belgium (Flanders), the Netherlands, Austria, Por-
tugal, Romania, Sweden and Denmark. In Table 1 the response rates per country are 
presented. The goal of this article is not to conduct a cross-country comparison of 
the eff ect of autonomy on accountability, but to examine this relation independent-
ly from country characteristics. Consequently, the selection of these countries is not 

1 For more information see htt p://soc.kuleuven.be/io/cost/index.html.
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vested in theory but is based on maximizing the amount of data while maintaining a 
representative sample (see 3.4 for more information on representativeness).

Table 1: Response rates

Response rates per country
Country Sample Population

Belgium 124 220
The Netherlands 219 574
Austria 68 175
Portugal 155 342
Romania 46 127
Sweden 181 255
Denmark 162 262

In some countries the response rate is moderate to low. However, the survey was 
targeted to all agencies (and not to a sample of the total population). In that per-
spective, the level of representativeness is high. Indeed the different agency types 
and policy sectors are represented in a proportional way. See http://soc.kuleuven.
be/io/cost/survey/ for more information.

3.1. Measuring horizontal accountability 

Two horizontal accountability mechanisms are examined: the existence of a board 
and the use of customer surveys.

Board: In the COBRA data respondents were asked if their organization had a 
board and if so – the specifi c composition hereof. Based on this question a categorical 
variable is constructed. Hereby, zero means the absence of a board, one means that 
a board exists and that it includes a mixture of government offi  cials and third party 
representatives. The variable is set to two if there are no government offi  cials in the 
board. The variable thus off er information on the existence of a board and if it exists, 
the composition hereof (hybrid or fully horizontal).

Customer surveys: Respondents were asked if their organization makes use of 
customer surveys and if so to what degree. First, a dummy variable indicating wheth-
er or not the organization makes use of customer surveys is developed whereby the 
dummy is set to 1 if the organization does make use of customer surveys and to 0 
otherwise. A second dummy variable is developed whereby this dummy is set to one 
when respondents indicated that the organization makes use of customer surveys to 
a great extent, if this was not the case the dummy is set to zero.  Both variables off er 
information on the existence of horizontal accountability mechanisms. Furthermore, 
the use of customer surveys gives us an insight on the extent to which an accountabil-
ity mechanism is actually used, while the variable board off ers more information on 
how an accountability mechanism is used (hybrid or purely horizontal). 

In Figure 2, an overview of the existence and composition of a board across organi-
zations is given. A small majority of agencies has no board. However, when agencies 
have a board, we notice that a large majority (60.01%) has a fully external oriented 
board (only third parties, no government representatives). 39.9% of agencies report 
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to have a hybrid board, meaning that it includes both third parties and government 
offi  cials. 

Agencies 

No board 

Board 

Hybrid character 

Fully external-
oriented character 

100% 

51.20%

48.80%

39.90% 

60.01% 
Figure 2: Existence and composition of a board

In Figure 3, an overview of the use of customer surveys is presented. A strong ma-
jority of agencies (85.82%) report to make use of customer surveys. Yet only 29.69% of 
agencies report to make use of these to a large extent. 

Agencies 

No use of customer 
surveys 

Use of customer 
surveys 

Use of customer 
surveys to a limited 

extent 

Use of customer 
surveys to a large 

extent 

100% 

14.18%

85.82%

70.31% 

29.69% 
Figure 3: Use of customer surveys

3.2. Measuring the degree of managerial autonomy and vertical accountability

As indicated in the literature (Verhoest et al., 2004; Maggett i, 2007), de facto auton-
omy of an agency can diverge quite substantially from the formal-legal independence 
of an agency. Autonomy is here understood as the ability of agencies’ management 
to make decisions, free from pressure from their government, minister or parent de-
partment. More specifi cally, we focus on managerial autonomy whereby two forms 
of management autonomy are included: personnel and fi nancial management auton-
omy.
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Personnel management autonomy relates in this paper to the autonomy an orga-
nization has on (1) decisions concerning salary level, (2) promotion, and (3) evalua-
tion of staff . More precisely, we use strategic personnel management autonomy, refer-
ring to the extent to which the organization has the ability to decide upon regulations, 
procedures and criteria concerning the salary level, promotion and evaluation of staff  
itself without interference from above (ministers or departments). A categorical vari-
able is constructed based on the number of decisions the agency can autonomously 
make whereby 0 (the minimum) refers to no autonomy on the three matt ers and 3 
(the maximum) refers to autonomy on all above-mentioned issues. 

Also for the operationalization of strategic fi nancial management autonomy, a 
categorical variable is constructed, based on the aggregation of the scores on three 
indicators: the extent to which the organization is able to (1) shift personnel and run-
ning cost budgets, (2) to set tariff s for services and products, and (3) to shift person-
nel-running cost and investment budgets. Similar to the variable for personnel man-
agement autonomy the categories range from 0 to 3. The degree of vertical account-
ability is included using two variables: organizational vertical accountability and in-
dividual vertical accountability. Organizational vertical accountability mechanisms 
are used by the political principal to hold the organization itself accountable. The 
variable is constructed based upon two agency characteristics: the evaluation of the 
organization by or on behalf of minister and department and the fact whether or not 
organizational results are linked to rewards and sanctions. If there was no such eval-
uation and sanction or rewards, the agency received a 0 on vertical accountability. 
Vertical accountability was set to 1 when only one of the characteristics was available 
and to 2 when both characteristics were present. Individual vertical accountability is 
based on: accountability of the senior management with respect to results achieved, 
accountability with respect to general administrative functioning and/or with respect 
to legality of actions and decisions taken. Each of these variables has three values; 0, 
0.5 and 1. Whereby 0 stands for no accountability and 1 stands for accountable to a 
large extent. These values have then been aggregated so that the index represents a 
value between 0 and 3.

3.3. Control variables

Other factors determining the level of accountability mechanisms for agencies are 
numerous. However, a comprehensive discussion of all these possible determinants 
lies beyond the scope of this article. Instead, we will focus on: size in terms of full 
time employees (FTE), budget of agencies, organizational age, formal independence, 
primary task, and degree of vertical accountability (individual and organizational). 
By controlling for these factors, we want to reduce the possibility that the found in-
fl uences of managerial autonomy on accountability mechanisms are in fact due to the 
infl uence of other variables that are not in the model. 

1. Formal independence is measured by the legal-structural type of agency and the 
formal-legal distance from government. A dummy (Type) is coded one if the 
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agency is a public or private law based corporation and is set to zero otherwise. 
If the dummy equals one, this means that the agency is further away from the 
government. 

2. Size (FTE) and Budget can be interpreted in two ways. Agency research has 
clearly shown that size and budget are both proxies for political salience, as big-
ger agencies with larger budgets pose greater risks to politicians in case some-
thing goes wrong (Pollitt  et al., 2004). Moreover, size and budget also refer to 
the capacity of an agency to invest in mechanisms for accountability, not only to 
their political principals, but also to their stakeholders. Because the distributions 
of Size and Budget are highly skewed, we use the logarithms, that is; ln(Size) and 
ln(Budget) in our model.

3. Organizational age is included as a proxy for organizational stability. Agencies 
‘age’ (Age) is measured in years since founding (survey year minus year of set-
up). Since the distribution of Age is highly skewed, we use the logarithm, that is; 
ln(Age) in our model.

4. Measurability of primary organizational task, distinguishing between tasks 
which are diffi  cult to measure (i.e., policy formulation, regulation and other tasks 
of public authority) and tasks which are relatively easy to measure (i.e., service 
delivery and commercial tasks). A dummy (primary task) is included in order 
to examine the eff ects of primary organizational task. This dummy is set to one 
when the primary task of services exists (general public services and business 
and industrial services). 

3.4. Analysis of regressors

Table 2 shows the summary statistics for the main variables. The purpose of this 
table is to test whether the estimation subsample used in the regressions continues 
to be representative of the entire, representative sample or is instead biased in one 
or more variables, because of an unbalanced distribution of missing values. Overall, 
the values reported in Table 2 in the Original Sample and Used Sample columns are 
very similar, suggesting that our sample is representative. The linear correlation anal-
ysis among regressors is reported in Table 3. There appears to be a strong correlation 
between personnel and fi nancial management autonomy (0.5672) and between size 
(FTE) and budget (0.5224). Subsequently, we also test for multicollinearity using the 
variance infl ation factor (VIF). The mean VIF equals 1.34, whereby, as expected, the 
highest VIFs exist for personnel and fi nancial management autonomy (1.57 and 1.64). 
These values indicate that no collinearity exists between the variables.
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4. Methodology and results 

In order to examine the proposed hypotheses, logit regressions have been estimat-
ed whereby odds ratios have been calculated. It is important to note that odds lower 
than 1 have the same meaning as a negative sign in traditional regression analysis 
and thus refer to a negative relationship. 

Since agencies are nested in diff erent countries, we included country dummies. 
As the goal of this article is not to conduct a cross-country comparison of the eff ect of 
autonomy on accountability, but to examine this relation independently from country 
characteristics, the use of dummy variables is an appropriate approach to investigate 
relations while controlling for the infl uence of country characteristics. 

In Table 4 the results of the regressions are presented. For each of the accountabili-
ty mechanisms two analyses are presented: one for the existence of the accountability 
mechanism (column 1 and 3), and one for the composition (column 2, in case of board) 
or the extent to which it is used (column 4, use of customer surveys). When analyzing 
column 1 and 3 we notice that the existence of horizontal accountability mechanisms 
do not appear to be aff ected by the degree of managerial autonomy. Both personnel 
and fi nancial management autonomy have no eff ect on the existence of a horizontal 
accountability mechanism. 

Hypothesis 1 is clearly not supported by our results: managerial autonomy has 
no impact on horizontal accountability. Furthermore, organizations which are sub-
ject to vertical accountability mechanisms (both individual and organizational) have 
a lower likelihood to have a board as well, while vertical individual accountabili-
ty mechanisms positively aff ect the use of customer surveys. Hypothesis 3, claiming 
that vertical accountability mechanisms have a negative impact on the use of horizon-
tal accountability mechanisms, can therefore not be confi rmed. A possible explana-
tion for the opposite eff ect of vertical accountability across horizontal accountability 
mechanisms can be the fact that a strong use of vertical accountability mechanisms 
reduces the need for an extra ‘alternative’ accountability mechanism such as the set-
up of a board, regardless of the legal distance of the agency. While a positive eff ect of 
vertical individual accountability for the use of customer surveys can be explained by 
the fact that customer surveys can help in achieving goals set for the organization and 
can thus help in fulfi lling vertical accountability requirements. 

In addition, other variables prove to have a strong infl uence on the existence of 
horizontal accountability mechanisms. One such variable is size in terms of FTE: larg-
er organizations have a greater likelihood of having a board or to use customer sur-
veys2. This is in line with the literature (e.g., Pollitt  et al., 2004) and can be explained 
by the fact that larger agencies have more capacity to invest in mechanisms for ac-
countability. Additionally, large agencies are in most cases also of crucial importance 

2 We tested diff erent forms of Budget and Size (FTE), such as non-logged or classes. Furthermore, 
we tried non-linear specifi cations. This led to similar results.



197

for specifi c interest groups which will call for suffi  cient ways to hold the agency man-
agement to account for their actions and their eff ects on the private interests of these 
groups (Verhoest et al., 2010). Furthermore, larger agencies also pose greater risks to 
politicians in case something goes wrong (Pollitt  et al., 2004). 

Another variable that strongly aff ects the existence of horizontal accountability 
mechanisms is type or formal independence of organizations, agencies further away 
from political principals are more likely to have a board or use customer surveys. 
Horizontal accountability mechanisms thus appear to be more prevalent in agencies 
with high formal independence compared to organizations which are closer to gov-
ernment. This is in line with the literature (e.g., Egeberg, 2003) which states that offi  -
cials in agencies have very litt le contact with political oversight authorities. In their 
decision-making, accountability goes in the fi rst place to professional and expert con-
siderations. Next come user and client interest, and only in the third place weight is 
assigned to political signals. In ministerial departments (not vertically specialized) 
on the other hand, priority is given to signals from the minister and the professional 
concerns. Less att ention is paid to signals from user and client groups.

Furthermore, also primary task appears to have an impact on the presence of hor-
izontal accountability mechanisms. Agencies with services as primary task appear to 
be more likely to have horizontal accountability mechanisms in place. Intuitively this 
makes sense since these organizations interact most with citizens and private orga-
nizations as customers leading to a greater focus on third parties (Laegreid, Roness 
and Verhoest, 2011). Finally, country diff erences strongly aff ect the existence of both 
examined horizontal accountability mechanisms. 

More information on the extent to which a horizontal accountability mechanism 
is used (Hypothesis 2 and 4) is provided in column 4. When examining this column, 
we notice that managerial autonomy does not aff ect the intensity of using customer 
surveys. Hypothesis 2 is consequently not supported. Only type and individual verti-
cal accountability appears to aff ect the use hereof. Strangely, however, organizations 
which are further away for political principals are less likely to make use of these to 
a great extent. Such organizations are thus more likely to use customer surveys, they 
are however less likely to use them to a great extent. Again individual vertical ac-
countability proves to have an eff ect on using customer surveys; not only will organi-
zations with a higher individual vertical accountability be more likely to make use of 
customer surveys, they also report to make use of these to a greater extent compared 
to other agencies. Subsequently, hypothesis 4 is confi rmed. Finally, country diff erenc-
es again appear to be important.

By examining column 2, we get an insight in the factors aff ecting the composition 
of the board and thereby on the character of such an accountability mechanism (hy-
brid or totally horizontal). Although managerial autonomy proved to have no eff ect 
on the setup of a board, personnel management autonomy aff ects the composition 
hereof (χ²(2)=8.85**). The higher the degree of personnel management autonomy, the 
less likely the board will be composed only of third parties, without government of-
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Table 4: Logistic regression analyses

Variables

Board Customer Surveys

No/Yes Hybrid/
Fully external No/Yes Some degree/ 

High degree
(1) (2) (3) (4)

odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio
Personnel Management Autonomy  

Medium 2.302* 0.333 1.468 0.763
(1.057) (0.234) (0.847) (0.473)

High 1.550 0.101*** 3.032 0.702
(0.738) (0.0805) (2.051) (0.461)

Financial Management Autonomy  
Medium 1.227 1.170 1.093 1.735

(0.418) (0.650) (0.524) (0.818)
High 0.741 1.897 0.743 1.959

(0.304) (1.261) (0.441) (1.115)
Budget(log) 1.038 0.940 1.093 1.078

(0.0603) (0.117) (0.0920) (0.0758)
Size(FTE) (log) 1.283*** 1.109 1.481*** 1.058

(0.104) (0.164) (0.190) (0.107)
Age(log) 0.917 1.127 0.875 0.919

(0.0922) (0.188) (0.137) (0.116)
Type 5.666*** 1.036 4.370** 0.369*

(2.230) (0.592) (2.719) (0.217)
Primary task (Services) 1.864** 0.283*** 2.274** 1.347

(0.484) (0.132) (0.839) (0.467)
Organizational vertical accountability 0.753* 0.792 1.312 0.920

(0.128) (0.212) (0.319) (0.210)
Individual vertical accountability 0.728** 0.966 1.534* 1.462*

(0.116) (0.241) (0.361) (0.295)
Country dummies Included Included Included Included
Constant 0.315 18.23** 0.233 0.0421***

(0.236) (21.41) (0.253) (0.0445)
Observations 416 159 416 323
Joint signifi cance Personnel Management Autonomy χ²(2)=3.48 χ²(2)=8.85** χ²(2)=2.77 χ²(2)=0.30
Joint signifi cance Financial Management Autonomy χ²(2)=2.91 χ²(2)=1.26 χ²(2)=0.67 χ²(2)=1.60
Joint signifi cance country dummies χ²(6)=32.88*** χ²(4)=9.10* χ²(6)=11.48* χ²(5)=27.67***
McFadden’s R^2 0.202 0.192 0.247 0.128
McKelvey & Zavoina’s R^2 0.341 0.327 0.447 0.215
% correctly predicted 71.63 73.58 87.26 79.26

Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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fi cials. In other words, more managerial autonomy will increase the odds of having 
a hybrid board. Consequently, the board can in such a case be used to complement 
vertical accountability mechanisms. Furthermore, primary task has a negative eff ect, 
meaning that organizations with services as primary task are more likely to have a 
hybrid board. Finally, country diff erences are again important.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This article contributes to the literature on accountability in the public sector by 
empirically examining drivers behind the existence and use of horizontal accountabil-
ity mechanisms, allowing us to understand the real dynamics in administrative re-
forms beneath ‘grand’ labels such as NPM. The results indicate that the link between 
agencifi cation on the one hand and the existence and use of horizontal accountability 
mechanisms on the other hand, is not as clear-cut as expected. Several variables were 
found to have an eff ect on the existence of horizontal accountability mechanisms. 
Contrary to hypothesis 1, the degree of managerial autonomy proved however to 
have no eff ect on the existence of horizontal accountability mechanisms. Formal in-
dependence, size, primary task and country diff erences showed a strong eff ect on 
the existence of horizontal accountability mechanisms. All examined variables have 
the same eff ect (in terms of sign) on both examined horizontal accountability mech-
anisms. Agencies which are legally placed further away from political principals are 
more likely to be faced with horizontal accountability mechanisms. This makes sense 
and is in line with the literature (e.g., Egeberg, 2003). Furthermore, larger agencies 
and agencies with services as primary task are also more likely to be subject to hori-
zontal accountability mechanisms. 

Vertical accountability mechanisms did have an eff ect on the existence of horizon-
tal accountability mechanisms, yet the precise eff ect diff ered per horizontal account-
ability mechanism. In case of the setup of a board, vertical accountability mechanisms 
(both individual and organizational) proved to have a negative eff ect. Consequently, 
when vertical accountability mechanisms are well developed, horizontal accountabil-
ity mechanisms are not used to replace or even supplement vertical accountability 
mechanisms. The introduction of new vertical accountability mechanisms such as re-
sult-oriented reporting, multi-year performance agreements and monitoring mech-
anisms appear to succeed in their aim to strengthen the accountability to minister 
and ministries. This in turn decreases the need to setup alternative, horizontal mech-
anisms of accountability. 

Individual vertical accountability mechanisms however had a positive eff ect on 
both the setup and use of customer surveys. Organizations whereby the CEO is per-
sonally accountable are more likely to make use of customer surveys and are even 
more likely to make use of these to a large extent. A possible explanation could be 
that these surveys are used to strengthen the results of the organization. As such, 
this horizontal accountability mechanism is indirectly used to help fulfi lling vertical 
accountability requirements. 
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Finally, this article examined the eff ect of managerial autonomy on the composi-
tion of a board and thereby the nature of the horizontal accountability mechanism 
(hybrid or purely horizontal). Although managerial autonomy proved to have no ef-
fect on the setup of a board, personnel management appeared to be important when 
explaining the specifi c composition hereof. The higher the degree of personnel man-
agement autonomy the more likely that an agency has a hybrid board (mixture of 
government offi  cials and third party representatives) instead of having a board with 
a purely horizontal character (only third parties). The setup of a board is strongly 
rooted in the legal status of the agency (type), yet this is less so for the composition 
of the board. When the oversight government off ers the agency extended managerial 
autonomy, regardless of the legal status, it still wants to have some kind of control 
on the agency. By establishing a hybrid board, the minister or parent department can 
more easily control the agency and intervene when necessary.  

Based on these fi ndings horizontal accountability mechanisms do not seem to be 
able to replace vertical accountability mechanisms, yet they appear to be used to sup-
plement or reinforce vertical accountability mechanisms. Primary task also proved to 
have an eff ect on the composition of a board; agencies with services as primary task 
are more likely to have a hybrid board. This could be a strategy to reduce the domi-
nance of private interests over general interest, poor diff usion of information to other 
groups, lack of criteria and poor quality of information.

To conclude, country diff erences appear to be important when examining the 
existence, use as well as the composition of horizontal accountability mechanisms. 
Country diff erences therefore defi nitely matt er. However, studying these country dif-
ferences lies beyond the scope of this article since, as we only have country dummies, 
these cannot be examined in detail. In a further step, it would be interesting to take 
specifi c countries and cultural variables into account by employing a multilevel mod-
el. Given the fact that currently we have too few countries and since these countries 
are not randomly selected this was currently not an option. Future research studying 
this in more detail would nevertheless be a timely and valuable contribution to the 
body of knowledge regarding this issue. 
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