Multiple epistemologies in accountability and the ole of Post Normal Science
in shaping co-accountability

Ericka Costa, Carla Antonirt, Michele Andreausand Caterina Pesci

aUniversity of Trento, Department of Economics andndgement, Trento, 38122, Italy

Abstract

This paper addresses the need of finding a renewedrstanding of accounting and accountability
in the perspective of the epistemic approach t&t adopt. For this purpose, the study explores the
neo-positivism and the constructionism, which & most used epistemologies in accounting and
accountability, then it introduces the Post Nori®alence (PNS) epistemology. Various definitions
of accounting and accountability are deepenedrdymg them with different epistemic paradigms.
In this vein, accountability models related to ttheminant neo-positivistic approach develop
informative systems that tend to describe reatitgiiomatic, normative and static way. As opposed
to those grounded on the constructionist paradibat, describe reality coming from a knowledge
that is shared and stratified, thus producing amom view on what reality is. The epistemic
paradigms underpinning the previously describedonetof accountability are not static, but they
evolve developing slowly, trough frameworks, axioamsl rules to be tested or stratified in order to
reach an improved knowledge. The aim of this sigdg inquire theoretically on the potential of a
further epistemic paradigm, PNS, to guide the dgwalent of co-accountability. Co-accountability
attempts to be able of shaping a knowledge ramslblving and aiming at satisfying informative
needs connected with dynamic and multi-stakehdldensironments. This framework is not
considered in opposition to other possible accdilitaframeworks, derived by other paradigms,
but it is considered an alternative framework dblsatisfy different informative needs.

The contribution of this paper is twofold: (a) tdroduce different concepts of accountability and
relate these concepts to the most used epistemaaligans. (b) To explore the potential of PNS
epistemic position to develop co-accountability anggest a set of empirical steps to co-define co-
accountability. The paper contends that co-accdulittacould help to only better understand and
measure the multi-dimensional impact of organizegibut also able to become a potential strategic
tool to improve a sustainability performance in libveg term.

Keywords: accountability; post-normal science; epistemological approaches.

1 Introduction

A science is a ‘knowledge arranged in an orderlpme® (Hornby, 1987). Each science is connected
with an epistemic position which determines itddea and purpose. Accounting and accountability
are sciences and are related to epistemic posifidresstarting point of this paper is the explanati
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of different epistemic paradigs (Frame and Brown, 2008; Brown, 2009) and their linkage with
definitions of accounting and accountability (Roberts, 1985; Gray et al., 1996; Walker, 2006; Russel,
2015; Mashaw, 2006; Rached, 2016). Then, the paper offers a definition of co-accountability by
developing the post normal science (PNS) epistegyqlbuntowicz and Ravetz, 1998)03) applied
to accounting and accountability.

The assumption of discriminating among differentiores of accountability by addressing the
problem of epistemology is based on the fact thatrature of sciences depends on their cognitive
purposes. Consequently, the type of knowledge d@labunting and accountability can generate
determines their nature in terms of features angqaes. The basic role of epistemology has been
previously recognised by Frame and Brown (2008) Brwivn (2009), who differentiated between
‘monologic’ and ‘dialogic’ accounting and accouritiy by also introducing the epistemic issue.
Frame and Brown (2008) and Brown (2009) recogntkedrole of epistemology as issue able of
differentiate between two different typologies etaunting and accountability. But, in those work
(Frame and Brown, 2008; Brown, 2009) neo-positivism (Popper, 1962) and socio-constructionis
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966) have been consideredepis paradigms, while PNS (Funtowicz and
Ravetz, 1993) a method operating under the soaistnactionism umbrella. In this paper we argue
that PNS is an evolution of the socio-construcgbmparadigm able of shaping science differently
because of its specificity. In particular, the éiffince between socio-constructionism and PNS
originates by their different ontological positiod$e socio-constructionist paradigm, indeed, does
not neglect the possibility of achieving an undanging of ‘the’ institutionalised reality, while FAN

is not interested in arriving to ‘the’ reality, burt solving new and rapidly changing real problems
(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003).

This paper strongly promotes a vision of multigip@aches on accounting and accountability, that,
in being based on different epistemic paradigms,taen into different typologies of sciences. The
idea of a dominant paradigm is advanced by progosive possible coexistence of multiple
approaches. Different paradigms, indeed, can cbéesause they depend on different needs of
knowledge and in particular on the typology of kieatge to which they tend to. The knowledge that
sciences can produce depends on the epistemic mmsequently the epistemic paradigm adopted
can shape different notions of accounting and attedniity.

Brown (2009) recognises the necessity of referrtngdifferent notions of accounting and
accountability building ‘on the work of accountimgiters who have located their work in pluralist
traditions’ by mentioning Boyce (2000), Dillard %), Dillard and Ruchala (2005), Gray (2002),
Morgan (1988), Mouck (1995), O’'Dwyer (2005) and @drly (1985). In particular the author
advocates for the intervention of PNS, which issidered able of allowing for ‘ideological diversity
and legitimating plural perspectives (Brown, 2009318). The notion of PNS, anyway, is merely
mentioned by Brown (2009), but it is not exploresiam alternative epistemic paradigm able of
shaping different notions of accounting and accalitity. While, in this paper, the authors contend
that PNS in being an epistemic paradigm, can shlagm®unting and accountability sciences
differently, when compared to sciences that referneo-positivist and socio-constructionist
paradigms.

Accounting and accountability sciences are oftéated to the dominant neo-positivistic approach
that develops informative systems that describ@yaa axiomatic terms (Dillard and Ruchala, 2005)
and which informative value can be improved onlytésting that axioms and rules (Popper, 1962).
When accounting and accountability are groundethersocio-constructionist paradigm (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966), they are considered able of géngra type of knowledge that develops by
institutionalising insights valid within a sociadmmunity. In this approach, knowledge is shared and
stratified producing a common view on what realsy Both the abovementioned paradigms,
however, from an ontological perspective, produtgpa of knowledge which scope is to arrive to
describe (a more or less) objective reality.



The epistemic paradigms underpinning the notionacobunting and accountability are not static,
but they evolve developing slowly, through framekgraxioms and rules to be tested or to be
stratified in order to reach an improved knowledgsS, conversely, is an epistemic paradigm able
of shaping a knowledge rapidly evolving and aimagatisfying informative needs connected with
dynamic environments (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 12983). This epistemic position is helpful for
developing and understanding accounting and acability when they do not aim at describing
reality in absolute terms, but when they are catglinat part of reality (or simply information) dige

for stakeholders in a certain moment for obtairkngwledge on topics considered of interest for
certain purposes. This epistemic paradigm is cantisly evolving and subject to constant
negotiationamong the parties interested to retrieve new dymanowledge. In ontological terms,
PNS does not aim to arrive to ‘the’ truth, to ursd@nd ‘the’ reality, but to produce useful knowledg
which can be considered real or true until it isfukto the stakeholders. Adopting a PNS approach,
accountability becomes a matter of continuous deditions andnegotiationsmainly for two
intimately linked issues: democracy and the qualitg effectiveness of information (Strand, 2017).

This paper differs from previous works which p@sitounting and accountability, even when based
on the notion of PNS, under the umbrella of theasoonstructionism (Brown, 2009), because it
considers PNS an alternative epistemic positionclwhis worth of further exploration and
development in practical terms.

In addition, the paper answers to the call for ma@mocratic, participatory and pluralistic forms of
decision-making in these sciences Ip@'yer; 2005; O’Learly; 1985; Frame and Brown, 2008;
Brown, 2009, Brown and Dilllard, 2015) by proposiag application of PNS epistemology to
accounting and accountability. In this regard, plag@er provides a logical path for implementing
accounting and accountability when based on PNSeapblogy: the co-accountability framework.

The paper is organized as follows: it is firstlgalissed the idea that the epistemic approach atlopte
can shape differently sciences and by introducihmegrteo-positivist, the socio-constructionist and
PNS paradigms is presented the possibility that ta@ coexist in accounting and accountability for
satisfying different knowledge needs; then the notion of accountability is discussed by evidencing its
main features and the linkages with the adopted epistemologies; subsequently the PNS paradigm is
explored in connection with the main accountabfiggtures in order to develop the co-accountability
framework. Finally, the conclusion summarizes thgumentation in favour of multiple epistemic
paradigms in accounting and accountability andrdthee of PNS in developing the co-accountability
for satisfying new and dynamic stakeholders’ needs.

2 Multiple epistemologies in developing the sciences accounting and accountability

2.1 The Neo-positivist and the socio-constructionistgayms

Epistemology is the “philosophical study of theurat origin, and limits of human knowledge”
(Martinich & Stroll, 2005). Epistemology is the maobject of the philosophy of science that seeks
to define the boundaries of what can be considasescience or scientific and what cannot be, by
shaping different epistemic positions or paradigimsdifferent scientific discipline different and
sometimes multiple epistemic paradigms can co€ekist.debate on which epistemic position should
be the most suitable (if any) in accounting andaatability, anyway, is still ongoing (Burrell and
Morgan, 1979; Hopper and Powell, 1985; Thompson, 2011). Different epistemic paradigms own
different ontological positions because of theffedent interpretations of the nature of reality.

The potential coexistence of different epistemiprapches does not neglect the dominance of one
paradigm over another. Focusing on accounting aocdumtability, it seems that these disciplines are
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dominated by a mainstream approach based on sfuengitative data and analysis (Aherns et al.,
2008; Cooper, 2008). In many accounting frameworks, studies and papers, this approachpbeal

by following a tradition which has mainly origindte the Anglo-Saxon world (Watts & Zimmerman,
1986; Barth et al., 2000), and which seems to ignore or margeaine definition of social science
(Weber, 1949) and instead it privileges naturagstific methodologies in accounting.

This epistemic position of mainstream accountingkérs and scholars can be placed under the
umbrella of the neo-positivism. Many mainstreamodats seeking to defend a rigorous deductive
method use the thoughts of a philosopher oftenidered asui generimneo-positivist: Karl Popper
(1902-1994).

In Popper’s epistemology described in ‘Conjectusesl refutations’ (1962) the philosopher
introduces a concept called the ‘falsification pijhe’. Popper (1962) claims that each scientific
theory is valid until or unless it can be falsifiegl new experiments and new findings that are tble
falsify the previous conclusions. The resultingadethat scientific knowledge comes from (testpble
hypothesis resulting from experience or rigorowsoties that can be submitted to the falsification
principle. This epistemic view is connected witle thevelopment of testable theories for achieving
knowledge. Axioms, definitions and theories shdutddeveloped and tested and until remain valid
they can be part of the current shared scientifiovkedge. Consequently, even the tendency to
develop stable sets of testable rules for defisitignces such as accounting and accountability, can
be considered as an effort to develop these disepin conformity with the neo-positivist idea of
science (Brown, 2009). The existence of Concegdtuameworks mainly based on ‘true and fair’
views in accounting and accountability shows theettgpment of rules and axioms able of a priori
defining these sciences (Brown, 2009). Definitianges and axioms are not static, but constantly
object of changes addressed at improving the sgst@otounting and accountability in this view
can be considered developing sciences that meefpiseemic position of neo-positivism in which
scientists are building testable theories which rowpment depends by the possibility of their
falsification. Each falsified axiom or rule shoud@ re-thought and re-shaped, for overtaking the
falsification tests. Accounting and accountabilitythis perspective can maintain their status of
sciences until the content of their Frameworks banimproved by continuous conjectures and
refutations. In this philosophical understandirgesces are subject to the process of conjectues a
refutations in order to evolve and to fit the rgathey want to describe. The abovementioned neo-
positivistic approach is considered the mainstregmproach in accounting and accountability, but
also in science in general. Kuhn (1962) explairesdbminance of this paradigm by arguing that
revolution in sciences determines the rise of nakagigms. The dominance of neo-positivistic stance
follows the scientific revolution occurred in nadlsciences during 20th century (Kuhn, 1962). The
ontological idea connected with this epistemic posiis that the scientist is searching for ‘theith,

by testing rules or theories supposed to be coadeuth explanations of ‘the’ reality. In this pten
‘truth’ or ‘reality’ is supposed to be somethingj@diive existing outside of the individual, that
individuals can experience in their everyday lifae focus is on how to detect reality searching for
general rules explaining phenomena occurring iflaiging.

Accounting and accountability dominant epistemoldggo-positivist) is not shared by all the
scholars, in particular in the arena of criticat@mting thinkers. In this literature, indeed, an
increasing tension exists between the neo-pogitapproach — that is the most widespread in the
realm of natural science — and an opposite schbtiaught which see the development and the
feature of these disciplines closer social sciences (Laughlin, 1995; Burrell & Morgan,1979;
Morgan, 1983; Chua, 1986). In this scenario Laughlin (1995) work, among oshes particularly
worth of attention because it introduces the epigtessue and proposes a range of alternative
approaches available based on the thoughts of semehilosophers who have generated these
alternatives. Laughlin’s (1995) paper has the maribpening a debate among management and
accounting scholars. In particular Lowe (2004a) bhging his arguments on Bruno Latour’s (de)-
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constructionist ideas, distinguished three paththiwithe sociology of scientific science: the
empirical relativist program (Collins, 1981; 1983; Pinch, 1986); the constructionist program (Knorr
Cetina, D81, 1996; Latour and Woolgar, 1979); and the theory of social interest (Barnes, 1977, 1982;
Bloor, 1982, 1991; Shapin and Schaffer, 1995). The socio-constructionist program appears to be th
most used epistemic approach in accounting and geament after the neo-positivistic one and many
contributions defend its application and use irséhdisciplines (Quattren2004; Frame and Brown,
2008; Brown, 2009).

Socio-constructionism is an epistemic position cumnifrom sociology and it is based on
constructivismwhich is a theory of learning @et, 1937; Kelly, 1955). In this regard, Berger &
Luckmann (1966) explain that every action thatregj@iently repeated it is crystallized according to
a fixed scheme, which can therefore be reprodunddarceived objectivized and institutionalized.
Habituation also implies that the action can &l performed in the future and knowledge can be
transmitted to the next generations. Institutiareadiknowledge is learned as an objective truthen t
course of socialization and then internalized dgestive reality. The institutional world, thereér
own a specific ontology because it appears to bebgctive reality that can be known and spread
through in the form of socially shared culture (@sr& Luckmann, 1966). In this understanding,
accounting and accountability are socially congeddisciplines which are generally accepted and
the knowledge of reality that they can produceesweéd by a cumulative and collaborative process
of previously accepted and institutionalized nagion

The underpinned ontological idea of these paradigrtkat science should be an instrument for
achieving a better understanding of reality. Botlo4positivism and socio-constructionism, indeed,
stretch asymptotically to describslity; which in the first case is external to the individual, while in

the second is socially constructed. Accounting andountability when understood within these
paradigms develop frameworks for better achievimg scope of describing and measuring the
impacts of the existence of different types of oigations.

The so-called normal sciences (Khun, 1962) andctrnected epistemic approaches, anyhow,
develop in contexts characterized by a certainakegf stability, with the aim of achieving a shared
and as much as possible stable knowledge. Evee gdcio-constructionist paradigm can be placed
outside of the normal sciences because it doeseuassarily originates from scientific revolutions,
it requires knowledge to be institutionalised, #iere the scientific knowledge needs time to be
developed and accepted. Different dynamic contéxtahich a stable, cumulative and universally
shared knowledge is not so useful, require a diffeeepistemic paradigm. PSN (Funtowicz and
Ravetz, 1991; 1993; 1994, 2003) offers insight on this type of knowledge and onugefulness in
dynamic and pluralistic environments.

2.2 The Post Normal Science (PNS)

The PNS approach was first introduced by Funtowitd Ravetz (1991) as an alternative epistemic
approach for generating knowledge, shifting frone tinaditional individual agency, top-down
approach of science to more participatory formseegarch governance. PNS epistemic paradigm is
able of shaping a rapidly evolving knowledge and &imed at satisfying informative needs that keep
changing over time (Funtowicz and Ravai91; 1993 1994, 2003).

This epistemic position is helpful for developingunderstanding of sciences such as accounting and
accountability when they do not aim at describieglity in absolute terms. In particular, accounting
and accountability under PNS can develop for tleei§ip purposes of achieving an understanding of
a focused and necessarily partial reality, usedulstakeholders in a certain moment for obtaining
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knowledge on topics considered of interest for aertpurposes. This epistemic paradigm is
continuously evolving and subject to constant nie¢gjoh among the parties interested to retrieve new
dynamic knowledge (Strand, 2017). PNS does nottai@rrive to ‘the truth’, to understand ‘the’
reality, but it is aimed at producing knowledge,iathcan be considered real until it is useful t® th
interested actors (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993).

The approach of PNS proposes three core and ilaedeclements: (i) the plurality of perspectives
and commitments, (ii) the scientific managementrafertainty and of quality, and (iii) the intelleat
and social structures that reflect problem-sohangyvities (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1994).

Theplurality of perspectives and commitmem$NS refers to the fact that the scientifichrper se

is no longer attainable, desirable nor relevanh{&wicz and Ravetz, 1994). Thus, it is indispensabl
to engage a diversity of participants in the dialdor solving specific issues and for negotiating
useful solutions, which is the real aim of sciemt®n based on PNS. For example, if accounting and
accountability develop under a plurality of perdpess, they should go beyond individual
perspectives to negotiate and mediate the isswtslkat. Under this perspectiteese sciences should
engage stakeholders in the process of designing@mdhuously updating knowledge and processes
through time This perspective moves from the lowest level oket@lder engagement, informing
and consulting stakeholders to the highest levelebégating power and control to them (Friedman
and Miles, 2006).

In addition, multi-stakeholder perspectives becameial when dealing with complex issues. If one
seeks to understand these issues in a particutéexdpthose directly affected by the issue areamor
likely to have an in-depth insight of the problendalternatives to addressdaganoff, 200 /Gallotti
and Frith, 2013Janssen and Ostrom, 2006). Therefore pérgicipatory and democratic nature of
PNS is essential to assess the robustness of twairgability framework that in this epistemic
paradigm is co-generateBebbington and Larrinaga, 2014; Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993Funtowicz

& Ravetz, 1999; Gold and Sudgen, 207

The scientific management of uncertairggd of qualityis focused on the fact that the high level of
uncertainty related with some issues forces PN8Ke at least three considerations. First, to take
more cautious approach regarding arguments basegdaintitative analysis. There is no empirical
science completely free from uncertainty (Funtovéod Ravetz, 1990), thus, the challenging task is
to manage uncertainty in a way to maximize simatarsly the quantity and quality of information.
Maximizing quantity refers to avoid duplicationdrendancy and/or overload of information, while
maximizing quality refers to get the most out af thformation obtained. In other words, to improve
the relationship between quantity and quality ofoimation obtained for decision-making
(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1994). Second, to recogiiee presence and legitimacy of value
commitments. Ethical complexities are central te tiesolution of problems and the proper
management of uncertainty and quality. Third, wogmize and respect that every stakeholder has a
relevant contribution to the solution. Considenngltiple perspectives is not merely a moral and/or
ethical exercise of democratic justice but alse@gnition that multiple perspectives contribute to
understand better the problem and, therefore,rfgnéaster and more effective solution.

Theintellectual and social structures that reflect plem-solving activitiesepresent another of the
specific features of PNS. Under a PNS approacigatboncerns must be central to the science and
based on the respect and tolerance of multipleppetives (O’Connor, 199%luckman, 1972). As

a consequence, researchers engage in practicakissual policy making as much as in theoretical
development. Traditionally, scientists claim credit all the benefits from the research and blame
society for any harm made with the applicatiorheiit findings, thus, separating research from golic
issues, ethic concerns and advocacy. Ethical comenit should not be constricted to the mere
process and/or product development but expandiesl tige or abuse (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1994).

PNS paradigm differs from neo-positivism and cangtonism in ontological terms. PNS is not
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searching for an absolute scientific truth to b&tel@ or resulting by cumulative institutionalized
knowledge. PNS disregard the ontological issue umxd replaces ‘truth’ by ‘quality’ as its core

(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003, p. 4). FurthermoreSPMquires the involvement of multiple

stakeholders in a processregotiationregarding the knowledge they need to obtain, aqunsatly

it deeply differs from the mainly adopted accougtand accountability epistemic positions (neo-
positivism and constructionism).

The following table summarizes the different nosiasf knowledge and sciences derived by the
epistemic paradigms previously described.

Table 1 Epistemic paradigms and the connected agyadf science

Typology of Science and connectgd
ontology

Epistemic

Paradigm Notion of knowledge

Set ofaxiomsandrulesdefined and testejSCIence is derived by frameworks
¢containing axioms considered able | of

Neo-positivist which improvement is due to thé

. e properly describing ‘the’ reality unti
possibility of passing falsification tests. falsification tests are passed

Science is based upon evolving

Institutionalized knowledge that can |
. ) rameworks which improvement is due|to
Socio- improved by further concepts that become

W cumulative institutionalizgd

Constructionist | generally accepted and Consequerkﬁ/owledge that forms a social construgted
institutionalized reality

Science uses flexible frameworks usefyl in
a certain context for negotiating the needed
%nowledge for certain purposes: it does|not
aim to arrive to 'the truth’ or to 'the’
knowledge

Knowledge is the result ohegotiation
between different involved parties
solving specific issues and obtaining
related solutions

PNS

Depending on the epistemic paradigms used, it $sipte to arrive to different notions of science
connected with the notions of knowledge on whiatytare based upon. Consequently, accounting
and accountability can shape differently dependinghe epistemic paradigm to which they refer to.
None of these notions should be considered suptritiie other, but instead when developing a
certain type of accounting and accountability ttieogars and the interested stakeholders should have
in mind the typology of knowledge they need toieste.

3 Accounting, accountability and the issue of episteatogy

3.1 Accounting and accountability

Even though the definitions of accounting and aatalility seem to be shared by scholars and taught
within accounting many classes by referring to ge@&nd well-known references (Roberts and
Scapens, 1985, Mashaw, 2006; Brown, 2008; Rached, 2016); scholars are still far from adopting an
unique definition of accounting and accountability (Walker, 2006; Russel, 2015).

In general, accounting theory argues that collegtéarmation need to be punctual, accurate and
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timing in order to make informed decisions and hamdhpanies accountable. The discussion about
“what kind of information” is pertaining to accoumg and “which stakeholders” are touched by the
accounting information can vary considerable. Catie@al accounting argues that the accounting
information is primary addressed to the sharehsl@@rowners) which are rational economic actors
who are interest to the economic and financial disren of the transactions among the organization
and the society. Social and environmental accogremarges these perspectives and it considers a
plurality of dimensions, i.e. economic, financicial, environmental, political and cultural (Gray
2002) to multiple- stakeholders, not only the ovendrut also the customers, the employees, the
suppliers, the funders and in general all the $pca large. According to this broader view,
accountability is considered as the duty of beiogpantable for organizational actions and impacts
to different typologies of stakeholders (Gray et H096).

The multiple definitions of accountability are samees confused because “authors are talking about
different methods and questions of accountabiliith@ut specifying with any precision either the
particular accountability problem that engagesrth#iention or the choices that they are making
implicitly among different accountability regime@ashaw, 2006, p. 117). The different definitions
of accountability agree upon the idea that accduilittais a relational concept (Dwyer et al., 2005;
Costa and Pesci, 201@owever, the actors of this relationship are unknown or vague. In order to
unpack the accountability complexities, Mashaw @O0@roposes an analytical definition of
accountability based on six crucial “building blstlor questions (Rached, 2016), as follows:

whois accountable?

to whon?

whatthey have to be account for?

what processeed accountability to follow?

by what standardeeed the accountability behaviour be judged?
whateffects/consequencpsoduce a breach of these standard?

ok wNE

These questions are the key analytical prisms tenstand the disputes and arguments about
accountability. Accordingly, any attempt to contri® to the debate around the accountability notion
will revolve around this fundamental formal patt¢Rached, 2016).

Thefirst and second questionsings forward the subjects of an accountabilhation, where the
accountee (or power-holder) and the account-h@demvolvedThe relationship between these two
agents is inherently normative, it is related wtitth responsibility that arises within the powereleol
(i.e. an individual or an organization) from thghts and power to fulfil a promige the account-
holder (i.e. different sets of multiple stakehoB)erThe relationship among power-holder and
account-holder is based &wo important aspects: first, there is not a sirgpecification of these
variables, wWo is accountable to whom depends on differentviddal perspectives, and different
needs of multiple stakeholders {@¥yer et al., 2005; Bebbingont et al, 2007; Costa and Pesci, 2016)
account-holder and power holder has not been ceedeis individual intention (the power-holder is
accounting to the account-holder and the accoulgiehas demanding accounting to the power-
holder) but more explanations in terms of “colleetintentions” — those associated with joint action
—1is needed (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993, 1993; Gold and Sugden, 2007).

Thethird questionspecifies the object of accountability, that fer‘what” the power-holder needs to
provide an account to the account-holder. It reterdimensions, aspects to be measured and
indicators able to assess performance. In theatitez, the “for what” accountability debate has
mainly be addressed by considering advantagesraitdtion of adopting a strong focus on monetary
performance measuremerersusa more holistic view which is able to include sdcand
environmental performanceBrown, 2009; Bebbington et al, 2007; Larrinaga and Bebbgton 2014;
Costa an Pesci, 2016). The risk of monetizatiamoofeconomic values is that monetization will lead
to all activities becoming socially constructed'@sonomic” (Bebhiton et al., 2007; Brown, 2009).
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Indeed, as O’Conner (2000) explains, individual$ groups with different orientations will conceive
their “frontiers of monetization” differently, thefore a reasoning on the kinds of values (monetary
and/or non-monetary) involved the accountabilitgstion is required (Brown, 2009)

The fourth questionspecifies processes and procedures that put atmlity in place and the
specific time in which the accountability is cadien. According to Rached (2016) procedures can
range from a variety of balances between transpgreand confidentiality. A minimum of
transparency is though required because accoukyatith no transparency at all is ineffective give
that do not provide information to place (or notjst (O’Neill, 2002). Related with the processhs t
temporal perspective that reflects the moment irchvbccountability takes place. Accountability ex
post is carried after the organization’s decisiaakimg. In this case, stakeholders are only informed
about decisions that have already taken placeicypating thus, only in the lower steps of the
accountability ladder: manipulation, therapy andoriming (Rixon, 2010). On the contrary,
accountability ex ante considers mechanisms ofgmtaxe control and it should be done before the
decision-making process (Mashaw, 2006).

Thefifth questionrefers to the benchmark of judgment to which tbesgr holder is held (Rached,
2016). After the standards are set, the power hgdevides information and justification allowing
the account holder to assess the decision/actielasive to the standards. These standards are
considered such as other evaluative criteria, la@s, regulations, shared codes and they can
considerable vary in terms of degree of flexibilily order to define accountability standard and
benchmarks, many scholars have discussed regargimgle of experts and non-experts in providing
and contributing to its definitiotBrown, 2009; Jasanoff, 2003; Frame and Brown, 2008). Brown
(2009), for instance, considers the possibilitintooduce peer communities in order to accommodate
the opinions of stakeholders not previously receghias “experts”. This approach not only offers
new resources for thinking about the relationsl@meen “experts” and “non-technical experts” but
it also provides reasons for more active publiolmement in domains of technical decision-making
in an open discursive community (Jasanoff, 2003).

Finally, thesixth questiomepresents the consequences that the accourpieer-holder has to face
after the performance evaluation. Consequencesd cbel sanctions in case of not delivering
appropriately its responsibilities, rewards in caégood performance or redefinition of roles and
responsibilities in case of strategy redefinitidm@reoni et al, 2003). The idea of the consequences
or effects about accountabilities which do not eesphe benchmarks relates to two main issues: i)
the first one concerns the adoption of reinforamgchanisms that can foster the power-holder to
meet the standard (Andreoni et al., 2003), ii) skeond one reflect on the role of responsibilities
(Schlenker et al., 1994). In terms of reinforcingamanisms, Andreoni et al. (2003) argue that the
combination of rewards and punishments had a eopg effect in terms of cooperation among the
stakeholders; indeed, in a “Carrot-Stick” approach rewards and punishmentg@cbmplement one
another. In terms of responsibility, Schlenker &t @994) proposes a “triangle model of
responsibility” according to which different elemt@mmay define diverse driver in responsibility
within accountability. In their view responsibility “the adhesive that connects an actor to anteven
and to relevant prescriptions that should govemdaot” (p. 635) and it therefore represents basis
for judgment and sanctioning.

3.2 Pluralistic accountability: monologic versus dialogand the epistemic issue

From the definitions and questions provided in faper, it emerges that accountability implies a
relationship between two or more stakeholders wbaequired to give an account for their actions
(Roberts and Scapens, 1985). This relationship ligigls that information is crucial for
accountability not only as a right of the persorowtceives the information (power-holder) but also
as a duty of the person that provides the accaatb{nt-holder).



The relational dimension of accounting and accdilitya is at the centre of the academic debate.
Indeed, in recent years, there has been an incdeased of “new form of accounting” and
accountability that promote and facilitate moreipgratory forms of decisiomaking (Boyce, 2000;
Gray, 2002; Gray et al., 1997; Morgan, 1988; Mouck, 1995; O’ Dwyer, 2005; O’Leary, 1985). This is
particularly evident in the social and environmémiecounting stream of research, where various
scholars have promoted new attempts of explicithfogic accounting and forms of engagement
which are able to foster democracy (Bebbingtonlgt2007a, 2007b; Frame and Brown, 2008;
Thomson and Bebbington, 2005; Brown, 2009, Brown and Dillard, 2015). Starting from the early
work of Gray et al. (1997) in which the authorsmlad that accountability is “related to the rigtds
information of a participatory democratic socie{gray et al., 1997, p. 329), a more pluralistic and
participatory form of accounting and accountabiktyyowadays required (Brown and Dillard, 2015).
A more participative accounting and accountabgditgtems can foster democracy and facilitate social
change, thus questioning that accountability regineénforce the status quo (Celerier and Cuenca,
2015).

In order to become participatory and democraticoanting and accountability should consider
different stakeholders’ perspectives by facilitgtia “better conversation” (Morgan, 1988) and
different forms of engagement (Bebbington et &07). However, the engagement and involvement
of stakeholder is not guarantee of a more demaciatim of accounting and accountability, indeed
the corporate practices has often presented vetgreaeveloped ability to empower marginalized
voices and really engage different and often catitrg perspectives (Bebbington et al., 20Gray

et al., 1997Brown, 2009).

An interesting distinction within this realm, isgmosed by Brown (2009) who discussed two different
approaches between monologic and dialogic accollitfalm detail, the discussion of Brown (2009)
on monologic and dialogic accountability startsnirdifferent epistemic views. According to the
monologic form of accounting, it is possible todlea “true and fair view” of the reality througteth
adoption of well-defined technical instruments .(i.eéoookkeeping, budgeting, performance
measurement, reporting and auditing, standardagettcost-benefit analysis) which are also
hardwired institutionally (Brown and Dillard, 20139ndeed, Brown (2009) considers monologic
accountability mainly pertains to the neo-classivédw of the businessman and business
organisations, in which the rational economic agkavelops economic and financial transactions in
order to maximize profit return for shareholdersievs (Jensen, 2002). Within the monologic
accountability approach, technical experts prowdentific knowledge to decision-makers in order
to produce technical answers to pre-given goalswWBr 2009). The role of stakeholder engagement
and democratic participation of stakeholders igtéoh to confirm knowledge to the pre-existing
“truth” that has been built by the expert and tloenpeting views are limited in order to reduce
managerial complexity. As such, they delimit thaegs for debate and refuse voice to alternative
perspectives. Therefore, the stakeholder engagemstilt relatively linear and unidirectional ihe
monologic approach (Stirling, 2008; Brown and Dillard 2015), and the adoption of terms such as
“bottom-up participation” or “downward accountabyli risk reinforcing hierarchies among
organizations and stakeholders.

In contrast to monologic accountability which issfimned into the neo-positivist epistemic
paradigm, dialogic accountability proposes a défersocio-political perspective where the focus is
both on individuals, collectivities and companiasnaultiple actors of the society. Within a socio-
constructionist epistemic paradigm, dialogic acdahitity “is not concerned with discovery of an
‘infallible truth’, but rather with discussing acta’ values and priorities in ‘democratic’ processé
decision making” (Hillier and Healey (2010, p. 38The accounting and accountability reality is
positioned in the realm of social constructs.

In the dialogic accountability perspective theitgas not something static, absolute or unchaniggab
but on the contrary, decision are shaped and retgdtby all the stakeholders/participants engaged
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in the situated context (i.e. business, State,egsibnal, civil society...) and in a very specific
timeframe. This means that there is no “univergatht that can be applied to other contexts or
situations, because the knowledge that has beesiaed by those stakeholders in those situation is
not replicable (Brown and Dillard, 2015).

Therefore, dialogic accountability differs from nwdogic accountability because it is more
democratic and “multi-voiced” and attuned to a doty of stakeholders’ value and interests. The
“voice” of these different stakeholders form togetla multiplicity of expert knowledge, which is
thus oriented at supporting progressive changaugirdghe democratization of accounting (Brown
and Dillard, 2015).

In recognizing heterogeneity and multiple perspesti dialogic accounting and accountability
refuses to privilege capital markets, thus allowagnore pluralist expression of public interest
“mitigating the dominance of instrumental ratiohdliDillard and Ruchala, 2005, p. 621). Dialogic
accounting and accountability reject the idea stiamdardized and universal narrative, preferring “t
think of societies as contests of narratives” (Addi992, p. 649). These disciplines, thus become
viewed as vehicles with the potential to foster deratic interaction rather than a set of techniques
to maximize shareholder wealth and construct “goakele” others (Miller and O’Leary, 1987).

With specific reference to the social and environtakliterature, the dialogic perspective brings th
idea to develop models based on a multi-dimensiandlparticipative approach that is sensitive to
power differentials in society @bington et al., 2007; Frame and Brown, 2008; O’ Dwyer, 2005;
Thomson and Bebbington, 2004, 2005). Bebbingtal. ¢2007), for instance, advocate a social and
environmental accounting that takes stakeholdeag@ament seriously, where the “usual” roles of
principal and agent are more fluid and differeakeholders could have a greater voice in defining
accountability. Dialogic accountability within theocial and environmental accounting stream, it
recognizes conflicts among stakeholders, engag#giawiewpoints and explicitly addresses power
dynamics (Thomson and Bebbington, 2005). Theyfoallhe unitary lens of monologic accounting
to be replaced with a polyvocal citizenship persipedGray et al., 1997). Dialogic thinking accepts
the “messness” and complexity of working with a tinubiced process because it consider this an
essential way of engaging with lived reality (Bedibn et al., 2007).

In order to make dialogic accounting functioningp®n (2009) proposes a set of key principles as
the most relevant: ithe need to recognize a diversity of ideological orientations; ii) the importance

of avoiding “monetary reductionisimiii) being open about the inherent contestabdityalculations;
enabling access for “non-expéitss) ensuring éfective participatory processes; V) being attentive

to power relations; Vi) recognizing the transformative potential of dialogic accounting; vii) and
resisting new forms of monologism.

Those principles have helped in distinguishing ajal accountability from monologic one, both
based on two different epistemic approaches, ee-positivism and socio-constructionism.

In order to understand how these two differenttepisc paradigms can (or can not) fulfil the 6-
accountability questions addressed in the prevsaaesion, we propose Table 2, which presents the
relationship among dialogic/monologic accountapiihd the 6-accountabiity questions, based on
the work of Brown (2009).
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Table 2 — The 6-accounatbility questions into tlenaologic and dialogic accountability

6-accountability
questions

Monologic accounting

Dialogic accounting

whois accountable?

Recognize single ideological orientations

Monologic accounting assumes that rational economi
man, which is a self-interested utility maximizess)
direct and guide the accountability process

Recognize multiple ideological orientations

ic Dialogic accounting recognizes that people with
different values, perspectives and assumptionssesik
to “account” differently—for different things and i
different ways (Morgan, 1988). This view is basedao
political economic perspective of person according
which individuals and collectivities as actors teave
many roles and relations among them.

to whon?

Focus on shareholders
Monologic accountability is mainly oriented to séithe
profit maximization need of shareholders

Recognize multiple ideological orientations
Dialogic accountability is oriented to a broad sét
stakeholders, including recognition of those lessegrful

in order to facilitate the expression of differe
perspectives and to encourage individuals and gréoap

engage in democratic interaction across perspéc
borders.

nt

fiva

what they have to be
account for?

Focus on monetary performance

According to some scholars, the focus on monetinat
consistent with a neo-classical economic view ahhns
(Sagoff, 1998; Sinden, 2004). Within monologic view,
accountability could refer exclusively to financi
resources or, more precisely only to resourcesctirabe
measured in financial terms.

Avoid “monetary reductionism”

Impacts should not be reduced into a single “bottoat,

rather it is important to adopt a plurality of geestives
able to encompass both quantitative and qualitakaia.

a

what processieed
accountability to follow?

Limit participatory processes to unidirectional

engagement

Traditional accountability frameworks have a topvdo
perspective regarding procedures, as a conseqtiead
level of transparency is decided by the power-hodohel

which traditionally ends in financially-centref
frameworks.

Ensure effective participatory processes

In dialogic accounting, the process is based orodestic

participation. Following on participatory approalhth
einside and outside accounting, dialogic accountgb!

suggests to involve stakeholders early in the moead

dto develop procedural rules to establish a moreng

playing field for the expression of diverse vieu@aen
et al., 2001).

by what standardseed
the accountability
behaviour be judged?

Exclude accessibility for non-experts

In monologic accounting, the adoption of univer:
standard is supported by the idea that “techni
information is helpful in excluding people from th
political process. In this approach, experts théwese
cultivate a great self-awareness of the values
assumptions underpinning their models and stancend!
the dialogue with other non-technical stakehold
become hard.

Enable accessibility for non-experts
saialogic accounting does not used universal stahdad,
afin the contrary, it promotes the development oéreoéd
epeer community quality assurance processes Ww

scientists are expected to communicate epistemic
apthical uncertainties to stakeholder
5 Information should be provided in multi-layered way
eiim forms that are accessible to non-specialistsmntbre

audieng

nere
an
es.

what
effects/consequences
produce a breach of theg

standard?

e

technical forms that enable independent testing

The contribution of Brown (2009) to the understawgdof monologic versus dialogic accountability
has been relevant in order to positioning theseeegois within different epistemic positions. As
previously said, monologic accountability pertammainly to a neo-positivist view, while the dialogic
accountability mainly belong to the social constiaasm. In explaining the peculiarities of dialogi
accountability through a set of specific principlBsown (2009) also helped in better understanding
the differences among the two extremes of accotityain producing two different knowledge.
Moreover, she introduced the PNS approach in dssegssome specific principles, i.e. “Avoid
monetary reductionism” and “Enable accessibilityion-experts”. However, as shown in Table 2,
it is quite difficult to provide an answer to the6countability questions by adopting both monaiogi

or dialogic accountability.

Indeed, with both apgebes

it is not clear what are

the

effects/consequences after a breach of the standargéover, Brown (2009) did not develop in full
the role of epistemologies in shaping differentiomg of accounting and accountability and different
role and scope of these disciplines. Indeed, d@afuture investigation concerning the relatioipsh
between PNS and dialogic accountability is stikéogFame & Brown, 2008; Brown, 2009; Brown

and Dillard, 2015). Admitting the possibility forifiérent epistemologies in accounting and
accountability allows for an understanding of thatfires and usefulness of different approaches to
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these concepts. In opening toward the possibiityrultiple accounting and accountability sciences
aimed at different scopes, the role of PNS shoaltulther explored asger seepistemology which
develops in a ‘protean’ (Mashaw, 2006) way in ataier period of time for fulfilling certain
informative needs. The exploration of the role dfSfollows the need (Brown, 2009) of better
investigate the role of democratisation and plstaliform of accounting (Funtowicz and Ravetz,
1993; Haag and Kaupenjohann, 2001; Luks, 1998, 1999; O’ Connor, 1999; Ravetz, 2006).

In contrast to “normal science” (Khun, 1962), PNIS@cates for a plurality of legitimate perspectives
which can work in a situated context (Funtowicz &avetz, 1993) and could therefore help us to
address the 6 accountability questions, by desjgainew co-accountability framework.

4  Appling PNS to accountability: the co-accountabiliy framework

In order to fill the debate in the literature redjag: (i) the need of considering different episiem
paradigms as the starting point for developing antability frameworkgFrame and Brwon, 2008;
Brown, 2008; Bebbington et al., 2007), (ii) the exploration of PNS for the legitimatiohknowledge

in accountability (Brown, 200®Brown and Dillard, 2015), this section engages with PNS as an
alternative epistemic paradigm to shape co-accoiityaramework. In order to extend the Brown’s
work (2009) which applies PNS to some of the spegifinciples proposed for the dialogic
accountability framework, in this paper we are goto applies the three elements of PNS (i.e.
plurality of perspectives and commitments, scientihanagement of uncertainty and of quality
intellectual and social structures that reflecthpem-solving activities) to all the accountability
qguestions in order to develop the co-accountaldilggnework.

We consider a descriptive framework of accountgb{iadapted from Rached, 2016) to transform
each accountability question (adapted from Mash20)G Rached, 2016) to a variable of
accountability as follows: the first question “Wisoaccountable” is represented by variabl@ he
guestion: “To whom” is represented I8/ The question: “What they have to account for” is
represented by variablg. Subsequently, variabl® represents “which standards and procedures
needs to be followed. Finally, the question “Wh#feas/consequences produce a breach of
standards” is represented ByBriefly, the accountability model can be desdadilas: ‘A" accounts

to “B”, for “C”, based on D” standards and procedures, subjectEbconsequences.

Subsequently, we propose a co-accountability fraonkewthat links each variable/question

previously mentioned in the literature review sactwith the core elements of PNS (Funtowicz and
Ravetz, 1994). More in detail: i) the plurality pérspectives and commitments, ii) the scientific
management of uncertainty and of quality, iii) tiikellectual and social structures that reflect
problem-solving activities. Table 3 discloses iebhow each question/variable of co-accountability
is influenced by each core element of PNS epistegyol
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Table 3: The link between PNS and co-accountalilitgstions

PNS core elements

Co-accountability questions
and variables

The plurality of perspectives an
commitments

The scientific management of
uncertainty and of quality

The intellectual and social
structures that reflect problem-
solving activities

4.1 Whoare the power-accour
holders?=AB

A: power-holder accountability tg
whom? +B: account holder
accountability from whom?
Becomes AB’ power/account
holders.

t

AB s subject to changes. The
group of relevant stakeholders
can change over time.

AB share the whole process from
co-selection of indicators to
redefining strategies in the long
term.

4.2 What they have to be
account for? €

Performance dimensions, aspec
and indicators become co-
selected.

sindicators focus oAB's
mission. It goes beyond
guantitative indicators.

Indicators need to describe how
problem-solving activities are
performing.

4.3 Which procesand standards
need to follow? D

The overall process of co-
accountability is co-defined by
AB stakeholders

The process is ongoing and
dynamic. It evolves due to
uncertainty and changes.

The process is a problem- solving
toolkit of co-accountability.

4.4 \Which effects/consequencs
produce a breach of these
standards? £

sResponsibility and rights ar
shared according to the differe

e Individual and  collective
ntresponsibility  co-exist  and

levels of power.

complement each other

The measurement of consequenc
becomes a guidance for reshaping

S

strategies in the long term.

4.1 From the power-holder (A) and account-holder (BjHhe “account-power holder” (AB)

Thefirst and second question$the traditional accountability model (see Magh2006 and Rached,
2016) regardingvhois accountable tawhom represented b& andB correspondingly, become unique
variableAB according to a PNS epistemic approach.

Firstly, by considering the first core element &fF; the plurality of perspectives and commitments
the co-accountability framework proposes that @ksholders become gradually both account and
power holders.The redefinition ofA and B (and the relationship in between) under a PNS
epistemology would mean that not only A accoun® but also the other way arourid .other words,

A and B become a singléB variable that represents all involved (engagedkedtolders in co-
accountability. INnAB multiple stakeholders share rights and resporitsgisi) and ideally have a
balanced distribution of power to exercise thebhis plurality of perspectives improves the
relationship between quantity and quality of infatron because the interaction among different
stakeholders expands each individual's potentiaddaial understanding and action and allows them
to access to more information about partners’ bielhi{Gallotti and Frith, 2013).

Secondly,AB, is influenced also by the second PNS core priadiplates to thenanagement of
uncertainty and of qualityAttending to this principleAB is subject to modifications and thus, can
change over time. Under these conditions, compleaitd uncertainty are central to the co-
accountability framework and they represent thealfqmint for bringing different stakeholders
(experts and non-experts, see also Brown, 2008)tie co-production of knowledge (Frame and
Brown, 2008). According to co-accountability, urtegrty does not function as a source of
unwelcome tension between different stakeholder mmspectives; rather it becomes a primary
component of the process in order to interpretraadaged messiness (Frame and Brown, 2068l

and Sugden, 2007).

Thirdly, the AB power-account holder is also cotesis with the third core element of PNS regarding
theintellectual and social structures that reflect plem-solving activitiesindeed, the proposed co-
accountability framework recognizes and respedstdkiery stakeholder has a relevant contribution
to the solution. Considering multiple perspectii@sot merely a moral and/or ethical exercise of
democratic justice (O’Connor, 199%luckman, 1972) but also a recognition that multiple
perspectives contribute to understand better tlobl@m and, therefore, finding faster and more
effective solution. In other words, the recogniteomd respect of every stakeholders taught, provides
a relevant contribution to the solution (Frame Brnalvn, 2008). Furthermore, from a pragmatic point
of view, AB stakeholders are co-responsible of the whole goé co-accountability. Not only in
the definition of metrics, but also in its followgmqmeasurement (therefore in collecting togethea dat
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and estimating measurement) and along the ovenatirtious process or assessment and redefinition
of strategies in the long term (Schlenker et £94).

4.2 From standardized financial information to custoetizjualitative and quantitative
performance indicators

The third question of the co-accountability frameksxrelates to the different dimensiofar (vhat?)
the AB power-account holder need to agree upon the tiefinof performance information. In the
co-accountability framework the variaberepresents performance dimensions and indicataits t
are relevant for all engaged stakeholders.

Firstly, by considering the first core element &S the plurality of perspectives and commitments
C is co-specified byAB as a customized set of customized qualitative qumahtitative set of
indicators. @ven that there is not one single stakeholder atsge it is not possible to offer one
single metric able to reply to all possible stakdbos’ demands (Costa and Pesci, J0T&erefore,

in co-accountability performance dimensions, agptrbe measures and indicators are co-selected
(Jasanoff, 20083 thus customized for each organization and gudigngaged stakeholders.

Secondly,C, is influenced also by the second PNS core priaciplates to thenanagement of
uncertainty and of qualitySimilarly, to the dialogic accountability framewgr&o-accountability
neglects and refutes the focus on monetary infaomg&Brown, 2009) and it considers a broader and
holist perspective. More in detail, by following RNS epistemic view, the co-accountability
framework considers that although quantitative dméncial indicators may provide useful
information about economic performance, however,sitno longer possible to reduce co-
accountability to financial measures and quantiéairgumentgBrown, 2009; Bebbington et al,
2007; Larrinaga and Bebbington 2014; Costa an Pesci, 2016). Instead, indicators go beyond
guantitative indicators and focus on measuring @abeomplishment oAB's specified priorities.
Additionally, the set of indicators is not statiatlsubject to change across time.

Thirdly, by addressing the third PNS core eleméme, customized qualitative and quantitative
indicators need to be problem-solving oriented afiér a clear view on the performance towards
the solution, therefore it considers the inclusibexpert and non-expert view into the definitidn o
guantitative and qualitative performance indic&(Brown, 2009; Jasanoff, 2003; Frame and Brown,
2008).

4.3 The co-production of co-accountability

Thefourth and fifth questionsf the traditional accountability model (see Mash2006 and Rached,
2016) regardingvhat process need accountability to follow and matwstandards correspondingly

is unified in this paper in one single question gadableD. Variable D thus, represents the process
and standards of co-accountability. The co-accduilittaframework suggests that the process might
be carried by a focal organization — which is thgaaization or group of stakeholders that need to
activate the whole co-accountability process asveldan Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Proposed process of co-accountability framework

VARIABLE AB

To whom?

VARIABLE E \ ! VARIABLE C
Under which
consequences?

For what?

A focal organization in this context is the organization that starts with the process and therefore takes
the lead engaging its most relevant stakeholders at the beginning of the process. D describes the
process needed to specify co-accountability around a focal organization. The process starts specifying
variable 4B with the identification and categorization of stakeholders. Second, the process specifies
variable C, therefore it engages with multiple (4B) stakeholders to identify together its interests, main
dimensions of performance, aspects to be measured and relevant indicators. Third, variable £ is
specified with the co-design of system for performance evaluation and possible consequences.

Overall, co-accountability does not represent a linear process but instead variables are specified as
part of a chain that forms a loop in which each variable is fed and feeds back into each other. The
impact of one variable into another indirectly influences the ongoing process of co-accountability.
For example 4B influences the specification of C but nevertheless, C also influences the specification
of AB. More in detail, the specification of C influences the ongoing process of co-accountability
because depending on which dimensions and metrics are selected different stakeholders will be more
or less relevant. In order to ensure the representation of stakeholders in all dimension, changing
dimensions could change the specification of AB. This means that the co-accountability process
implies the interaction and interdependence of variables.

By reading this D variable through the three core elements of PNS (the plurality of perspectives and
commitments), co-accountability framework advocates a co-definition and co-production by all 4B
engaged stakeholders. By following Gold and Sudgen (2007), it is very hard to reach a collective
intentions, if the “we-intentions” it is build as a sum of “I intentions”. In order to make different
individuals or stakeholders to act collectively, it is necessary that collective intentions are the product
of a distinctive mode of practical reasoning, team reasoning, in which agency is attributed not only
to A or B, but to AB as a unique agent (Gold and Sudgen, 2007). This is consistent with a co-
accountability framework.

Secondly, it is important to highlight regarding to management of uncertainty and of quality, that
although the specification of variables can change over time, nevertheless, the process has to define
clear boundaries of co-accountability for a specific moment and priority problems to be solved. More
in detail, who are the engaged stakeholders, which indicators are relevant and which are the
consequences in case of non-compliance for a specific time and scenario. If co-accountability
boundaries remain uncertain, it is not possible to distinguish who are engaged stakeholders, for what,
and subject to which consequences.

Thirdly, by applying the third core element of PNS, the intellectual and social structures that reflect
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problem-solving activities D becomes a toolkit flee practical application of co-accountability. The
solution of complex problems require a continualgeiss of engagement of those who are affected
by and who affect a certain issue (Bebbington aawlihaga, 2014). This continuity in the process of
participation not only will allow the strategic tekit to adjust changes over time but also it &llbw
stakeholders to acquire experience that will hbknt to improve their interaction and cooperation
skills with each other (Gold and Sudgen, 2007).

4.4 The co-responsibility of co-accountability

VariableE offers a clear view on a system of shared rightsr@sponsibilities on an individual and
collective level that offers guidance in reshapingg- term strategie$Andreoni et al., 2003;
Schlenker et al., 1994).

Firstly, by considering the first core element &f$ the plurality of perspectives and commitments,
E considers essential an ethical commitment armbresbility not only in the process of disclosing
accountability but also in the use or abuse of p@wacted by the process. Therefore, is based on
reciprocity, there is tolerance of tensions andiadimn of possible antagonisms, but overall there i
a desire of coexistence beyond self-interest (OHoon1999). Therefore, it exists a responsibility
from power-account holders for the consequencébkedf actions. AB stakeholders share the rights
and responsibilities, and both collective and imdlial responsibilities operate simultaneously
(Gluckman, 1972).

Secondly, applying thenanagement of uncertainty and of qualityd@s not exclude or substitute
individual responsibility but complements it (Satiter et al., 1994). Along the same lines, in co-
accountability collective power and individual pavs@ould be complemented. As such, E represents
simultaneously an evaluation tool and a strateggefinition enabler at a dual level of individual
stakeholders and stakeholder network. In this sexmsaccountability should be helpful to guide the
redefinition of individual strategies (each stalkeleo) and multiple strategies (stakeholder network)
towards the achievement of its goals and missions.

Thirdly, by applying the third core element of PNI$ intellectual and social structures that reflec
problem-solving activities, E has to put in plac¢ only a mechanism of (i) evaluation performance
but also of (ii) evaluation of strategy. In bothsea considering simultaneously individual and
collective perspectives. In the case of evaluatibperformance, E is related with the measurement
of co-selected dimensions and performance indisator other words, AB not only selects and
provides information to estimate C but, ultimatdigs the co-responsibility of making a self-
evaluation of performance. The self-evaluationasalboth at individual and collective level.

In the case of evaluation of strategy, E aims tooge step forward towards consequential
accountability. The mere evaluation of performamaéhout any related consequence can be
particularly dangerous, overall in the case of Ipmiformance due to lack of responsibility.
Considering that all stakeholders specified in AB aubject to consequences accordingly to the
performance evaluation makes co-accountabilityvagoful tool for redefining strategies in the long
run. Although, it has been proved that voluntarstesn of rewards and, even more, of punishments
can act as a mechanism to harness cooperation @yd gerformance (Andreoni et al, 2003).
However, co-accountability prefers to transfornystsm of rewards and punishment into a step that
evaluates strategies and helps to redefine it wieedled. In this sense, E guides AB stakeholders to
evaluate and redefine strategies when needed atablelel: (i) co-strategy (of the group of
stakeholders as a whole) and (ii) individual styas (each stakeholder need to modify its attitude
toward the AB power and account-holders for theesa#lthe broader co-accountability interest).
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5 Conclusions

This paper has introduced different epistemic pgrad and it has linked them with the concepts and
definitions of accounting and accountability. Inrtpaular the epistemic position discussed are: the
neo-positivist (Popper, 1962), social construcsoniBerger and Luckmann, 1966) and PNS
(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1991; 1993; 1994; 2003). These epistemologies are presented as non-
conflicting, but on the contrary useful for diffetegpurposes depending on the cognitive needs that
they have to satisfy. Consequently, by adoptinferght epistemic positions it is possible to shape
differently the same science, i.e. accounting arwdantability.

The debate on epistemologies in accounting anduatability is not new (Laughlin, 1995, Lowe,
2004 Quattrone, 2004), but herein the paper contribution is to promatesision of multiple
epistemologies and to deepen the role of PNS. @perpindeed, contributes to differentiate between
social-costructionism and PNS which previously b@sn considered as a method used in the social-
costructionist arena (Frame and Brown, 2008; Brown, 2009).

In the authors’ thought, PNS is different when camggl to social-constructionism in terms of
ontology because it does not aim to reachireitutionalizedreality, but it negotiatesflexible
solutions for contingent problems by involving sthklders in the debate. This different ontology
determines accounting and accountability featutesnayplaced under the PNS domain, and it shapes
them as sciences useful to solve specific issues.

In being PNS epistemology oriented to practicalvidedge instead of to reach ‘the’ knowledge, it
needs flexible frameworks. In order to satisfy theed and to develop an understanding of PNS
potentialities in the accounting and accountabiléglm, the paper proposes the co-accountability
framework, which is considered to have powerful liogtions in practical terms. In this regard, this
study explore$NS epistemology to develop the co-accountabitaynework in order to extend the
previous work in dialogic accountability (Bebbington et al, 2007; Frame and Brown, 2008; Brown,
2009). The developed framework works in relation to the key accountability issues (Mashaw, 2006;
Rached, 2016) and it trays to translate them irctma useful indication for implementing
accountability in dynamic environments. First, nejag the accountability issue: “accountability
from who to whom?” Co-accountability blends thealtt@nally separated roles of account-holder and
power-holder into one role of account-power-holdensl accepts that relevant stakeholders can
change across time. Second, regarding “accourtiafali what?” Indicators become co-selected, go
beyond quantitative indicators and need to desdrdye problem-solving activities are performing.
Third, regarding “accountability how?” the papeggests that the process of information generation
is dynamic and ongoing, given that in real contextsditions, multi-stakeholders and issues to be
solved change constantly. More in detail, the psgploco-accountability framework suggests a
circular process of dynamic variables that areafedi feedback into each other in an ongoing process.
Furthermore, co-accountability is focused on infation useful to find solutions. Fourth, co-
accountability fulfls a gap of previous accountiypiframeworks developing an answer to:
“accountability under which consequences?”. AltHotights and responsibilities are shared this does
not imply the disappearance of individual rightsl aesponsibilities but on the contrary the need of
complementing each other in the most sustainable Wa argue that in order to achieve that, co-
accountability could perform evaluation and strategdefinition on a dual level of (i) individual
performance and strategy redefinition and, (ii)exilve performance and strategy redefinition gyvin
thus, an answer to “accountability under which egu®nces”.

The co-accountably framework proposed in this pap#rought to have deep practical implications
and to be used as a road map in contexts in witicbuatability needs to produce useful knowledge
deriving by a process of negotiation of interestd mformation.

Finally, the authors are aware that other epistespigroaches could be studied, developed and
applied, but they think that the specific ontol@gnd the consequent type of knowledge deriving by
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PNS owns potentialities particularly worth of atten in the current dynamic economic environment.
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