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1. Accountability is supposed to be good for organizations; good both as a matter of principle (it ensures a “right relationship” among all the individuals who have a relationship with the organization); and as a matter of practical effect (accountability tends to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of an enterprise – to be sure that the assets or not lost or stolen, wasted in sloppy methods, or diverted to purposes that are not really the purpose or best use of the organization.)

2. Presumably, this is as true for organizations in the nonprofit sector as it is for organizations in the private and governmental sector

3. Consequently, it is useful to think about the ways in which nonprofit organizations are now or could in the future be “held accountable.”

4. Accountability is about relationships, and more particularly about the power of one party in a relationship to demand that the other party in the relationship live up to some expectation or agreement (implicit or explicit) that the parties have made. 

5. The right to make a (just) claim on another party  -- to demand that it live up to an obligation, or that it explain reasons for its failure and fully disclose information, or confess error and offer recompense – is a kind of power that intrudes into the autonomy of the other party. It takes away both privacy and freedom of action and subordinates both to the interests of the party that has the right to demand accountability. Of course, this power might never have to be exercised if the parties agreed at the outset to the terms of their relationship, if they worked effectively together, and if disappointments and failures are worked out and re-negotiated without the help of powerful third parties who can insist on compliance. But if things cannot be worked out, then the idea of accountability includes the idea that one party can ask a third party to enforce the agreement that structured the relationship in the first place by creating more or less reciprocal rights and responsibilities in the relationship.

6. The power that exists in an accountability relationship could be generated and guaranteed by moral suasion – a shared understanding among the parties about the nature of their moral obligations to one another. Or, the power that exists in the accountability relationship could be backed up by the law and by the state. (Note that the “law” and the “authority of the state” appear here in several different forms. Insofar as the state makes itself available to enforce contracts that were agreed to by private parties, law is invoked to enforce these contracts without the state having any interest other than a fair adjudication of the dispute. Insofar as the state has substantive purposes that it is trying to achieve, and has been granted the use of state authority to demand performance of certain kinds from agents within its domain, the law appears as something that requires agents to be accountable to the state for these purposes. Insofar as the state is spending its money to contract with private parties, it enters into contracts with them, and can enforce the terms of its agreement just as any other contractor could.) Or, the power that exists in the accountability relationship could be enforced by the capacity of one party to threaten the other with a loss of imagined benefits from continued collaboration, or through the imposition of costs and harms (either within or outside the law). Of course, if one party is powerful enough, it can demand accountability on its own terms, or for that matter, keep changing the terms, and the relationship stops being an accountability relationship (in which the relationship is structured by understood and agreed upon terms) and becomes instead a kind of slavery (in which one part is free to demand anything they want from the other.

7. Moreover, the terms of the relationship that give content to the idea of accountability could have been created in more or less collaborative and mutual ways.  The terms could have been imposed by one party on the other.  It could have been created through an exploitive deal in which one party took advantage of another. It could have attached to an organization simply by virtue of its coming into existence at a particular time and place that exposed it to certain rules of society. It could have been negotiated in a mutually respectful and beneficial contract. And so on. 

8. No doubt, accountability relationships created in these different ways will feel very different psychologically to the parties who find themselves in these relationships. The psychology, in turn, might have a profound effect on the behavioral consequences of one party trying to demand accountability from the other based on one or another of these bases. But the point is that the whole idea of accountability is that one party has a right to make a claim against the activity or assets of another party, and to expect that that claim will be honored. That demand could be both a substantive demand, or it could be the right to demand information – an accounting of what the other party has done to meet the obligations within the relationship.

9. The understandings can also be more or less explicit – more or less symmetrically understood and appreciated; supported by a longer or shorter period of working together, more or less specific and exacting. 

10. The point is that when we say one actor is accountable to another we are saying the the actor who is accountable is morally, legally, or prudentially bound to meet some particular expectation of another. (Note: most relationships have mutual accountability in them in the sense that one party’s rights vis-à-vis the other party is usually the responsibility of the other to fulfill, etc. But that doesn’t mean that the relationship was negotiated from positions of equal power. Prisoners have rights against the state, and the state can be held accountable to prisoners for ensuring their rights. But the particular rights the prisoners got were not negotiated with the state from positions of equal power. They were granted as a matter of morality, or constitutional right, or as a matter of prudence to help maintain orderly relations in prison at a low cost.) The party that is accountable can be required by the party to whom the first party is accountable to deliver a something to the second party, or to allow the second party to understand and explore why it is impossible to do so.

11. While it is easiest to think of accountability in a simple two person case, the reality is that most organizations and the individuals who head organizations are embedded in a very complex “accountability system.” 

12. Organizations have relationships with and transact with many different entities. They obtain resources from some, get technical information from others, employ the physical labor from still others, exist to serve the interests of still others, and are vulnerable to being used by many for purposes that they might not have imagined were an important part of their social function.

13. That organizations have many different stakeholders is a truism. That they might – for moral, legal, or prudential reasons – have different degrees of accountability to the stakeholders is a bit less obvious. That the ordering and prioritizing of the claims made by the different stakeholders of the organization would be subject to the moral, legal, and prudential ties that bound them to the organization is still less obvious.

14. To make this excessively abstract discussion more concret, let’s look at the accountability systems in which four different kinds of organizations might find themselves.

a) A Privately Owned Corporation

b) A Public Stock Corporation

c) A Government Bureau

d) A Government Authority

e) A Charitable Trust

f) A NonProfit Corporation

g) A Membership Association

h) The Leadership of a Political Movement

 [Nota Bene: These are not just legal forms. Indeed, each of these kinds of enterprises could be structured in many different legal forms. They also carry with them: a) different structures of accountability; b) different kinds of constitutional and legal protections; c) different sources of revenues and resources; and d) different kinds of purposes and social functions]

The Publicly Owned Corporation (with privately owned as an interesting variant)

The Government Bureau (with public authorities as an interesting variant)

The Nonprofit Corporation (with charitable trusts, membership organizations, and advocacy groups as interesting variants)

