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Abstract 
Accountability was described by Sinclair in 1995 as having a chameleon quality due 

to it being subjectively constructed and changing with context, and also “residing in a 

bottomless swamp where the more definitive we attempt to render the concept the 

more murky it becomes” (Sinclair, 1995, p. 221). To test whether the accountability 

chameleon has changed its colours a content analysis was undertaken of all articles 

related to accountability published in the top international accounting journals this 

century. The content analysis indicates that the term “accountability” is still an elusive 

concept to grasp, with little progress being made in rendering it more definitive. The 

paper argues that greater research efforts should be devoted to developing a 

framework of accountability. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Accountability is a term used widely in many different contexts. It can be found often 

in organisational mission and vision statements as it is seen as having positive 

connotations due to its links with concepts of ethics and fairness (Parker & Gould, 

1999, p. 116). Yet, despite the attention of many commentators,
1
 there is no 

agreement on a definition and it has remained an elusive concept with a chameleon 

quality as it can mean different things to different people and changes with context 

(Bovens, 2005; Day & Klein, 1987; Sinclair, 1995). Sinclair noted in 1995 that 

“Accountability appears to reside in a „bottomless swamp‟, where the more definitive 

we attempt to render the concept, the more murky it becomes.”   

In order to determine if the chameleon has indeed changed its colours and if a more 

precise meaning is now attached to the term „accountability‟ this paper provides a 

thematic content analysis of all articles relating to accountability published in the top 

accounting journals in the 21
st
 century. The resulting themes which are developed 

form the use of the term „accountability‟ are then further analysed to determine if the 

meaning of accountability has become more precise in different contexts.  

 

2. Research Methods 
 

 In order to investigate the usage of the term „accountability‟ by accounting authors a 

thematic content analysis was undertaken of all articles relating to accountability 

published in the top accounting journals in the 21
st
 century. This was achieved 

                                                 
1
 An online search of Google Scholar on 26 January 2008 presented 233,000 articles 

with „accountability‟ in their title 
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through the use of a four stage process. Firstly, the top international journals in 

accounting were selected and accountability articles in the years 2000 to 2007 were 

identified and extracted. Thematic content analysis and relational analysis of the 

journal article text were then used to identify the most significant concepts and 

themes emerging from the articles. In the third stage the themes and concepts were 

represented visually using cognitive mapping (Smith, 2007, p. 27). Finally, manual 

confirmation of the emergent themes and concepts was undertaken through analysis 

of text contained in individual articles. Leximancer software was used as a tool to 

assist with the thematic content analysis in the 2
nd

 to 4
th

 stages.  

 

2.1  Journal Selection  

There is much contention as to what constitutes the „top‟ or „best‟ accounting 

journals. A number of studies have attempted to answer this conundrum (Beattie & 

Goodacre, 2006; Bonner, Hesford, Van der Stede, & Young, 2006; Cassar & Holmes, 

1999). A push to rank research quality in various geographical constituencies, such as 

the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in Britain, the Research Quality Framework 

(RQF) in Australia, and the New Zealand Performance Based Research Fund have all 

led to a focus on ranking journal quality. There is disagreement as to the best method 

of ranking quality, which can include citation studies, perception studies, library 

surveys and peer review amongst others. There is also contention as to whether undue 

emphasis on limited factors favours articles based on quantitative research methods 

over qualitative methods, and also articles placed in North American journals over 

other locations. In order to address these issues the range of accounting journals for 

the research was deliberately selected to exceed twenty so that qualitative journals 
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outside North America were included, but arguably are still classified as „top‟ 

accounting journals. 

To provide the journal numbers required it was decided to select all accounting 

journals listed in the top two tiers of The Association of Business Schools UK  

Academic Journal Quality Guide (2007), together with the A* and A accounting 

journals listed in the Bardsnet final recommendations for the Australian RQF. 

Journals dedicated to topics outside accounting such as tax law and finance were 

excluded. This exercise resulted in twenty one journals which are detailed in Figure 1. 

The twenty one journals were then compared to all the other journal quality rankings 

contained in the December 2007 Harzing Journal Quality List (Harzing, 2007) and 

appear to be an appropriate selection of the top accounting journals based on the 

majority of these rankings 

 

< Insert Figure 1 about here> 

Accountability articles from each of the twenty one journals were then selected if the 

term „accountability‟ appeared in the title or author supplied keyword of the article.  

If the journal contained no author supplied keyword then abstracts containing the term 

„accountability‟ were reviewed and selected only if accountability was deemed to be 

of significant focus in the article. An additional three articles were added in this 

manner. From Figure 1 it can be seen that the majority of journals contain none or 

very few articles relating to accountability. The list is dominated by four journals 

which together comprise over 75% of the accountability articles: Accounting, 

Auditing & Accountability Journal 28%; Critical Perspectives on Accounting 22%; 
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Financial Accountability & Management 13%; and Accounting, Organizations and 

Society 13%. 

The list of articles was then analysed by year as illustrated in Figure 2. There is no 

significant trend upwards or downwards over the 8 year period, however, it may be of 

some significance that 2007 contained more articles on accountability than any other 

year with a reasonable spread of articles across journals. 

 

< Insert Figure 2 about here> 

 

  

 

2.2 Content Analysis 

Once all the journal articles were selected, a text based electronic pdf copy of each 

one was obtained. If the original pdf was not in electronic text based format, that is, 

was scanned into the pdf as an image, the article was rescanned and put through an 

optical character recognition (OCR) process. This altered the journal article to a text 

based format which was able to be automatically read by the Leximancer software. 

Leximancer is a data-mining tool that “can be used to analyse the content of 

collections of textual documents and to visually display the selected information” 

(Smith, 2007, p. 5).  

Although much of the content analysis was undertaken automatically by the 

Leximancer software, manual intervention was still required in order for the results of 

the thematic content analysis to gather sufficient information on the usage of the term 

„accountability‟.   One of the initial problems to be overcome was that Leximancer 
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was extracting text from the journal names which gave undue emphasis to these 

words. As an example, Leximancer automatically judged „Society‟ to be a key theme, 

simply because it appeared often in “Accounting, Organizations and Society”, even 

though its usage outside this context was minimal.  The relational analysis between 

concepts was also distorted. For example, the relationship between accounting and 

accountability was very strong, simply because they appeared together in the journal 

which produced the most accountability articles, “Accounting, Auditing & 

Accountability Journal”. To overcome this problem all significant capitalised words 

appearing in journal titles (termed „Names‟ in Leximancer), were deleted from the 

Leximancer concept list and thus were excluded as concepts or themes in the thematic 

concept analysis. Note this did not exclude lower case words. Thus the terms 

„accounting‟ and „accountability‟ were automatically analysed in text, whereas the 

terms “Accounting‟ and „Accountability‟ were excluded. 

Another manual intervention was the merging of similar words into the one concept.  

For example, it was considered the terms „organisation‟, „organisations‟, 

„organization‟ and „organizations‟ all embraced a similar concept within the article 

text and thus were merged into the one concept. Where a term was considered 

significant it was added to the concept list as a „seed‟ term. The only two terms that 

was added in this manner were the acronym „SEA‟ (social and environmental 

accounting) and NPM (new public management), to see if the terms had become 

significant within the context of accountability. 

Finally the number of concepts that Leximancer was asked to automatically produce 

were reduced to a number of sixty. This gave a comprehensive list but eliminated the 

less relevant terms providing a more useful analyis. The final concept list was less 
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than sixty due to the manual interventions detailed above. This concept list presented 

in rank order by the number of occurrences in the text is shown in Figure 3. 

 

< Insert Figure 3 about here> 

 

As expected „accountability‟ was the top concept in the list mentioned 5,578 times in 

the 114 journal articles. As the articles selected were all from accounting journals, it 

was not surprising to see the term „accounting‟ being ranked second. Of interest is 

that the concept „reporting‟ was ranked third with a count of 4,390 times occurring in 

the text. 

< Insert Figure 4 about here> 

 

Figure 4 shows the words related to reporting, that occurred in close proximity to the 

term. Reporting was obviously relevant in a number of different contexts. Financial 

reporting, social reporting, performance reporting, social and environmental reporting, 

corporate reporting, management reporting and a whole host of different reporting 

types are obviously important when dealing with accountability. 

The fourth ranked concept was „research‟. Under the concept „research‟, terms such as 

„study‟ and „paper‟ were important and led to the high ranking for the „research‟ 

concept. 

 

The content analysis undertaken as detailed above is based purely on the count of the 

concepts in the text. Relational analysis provides further insights, by providing an 

indication of how closely concepts are related to one another, by analysing how often 

the actual concepts and significantly related terms appear close to each other in the 
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text. Using relational analysis the most closely related term to „accountability‟ was 

„public‟ as shown in Figure 5.    

< Insert Figure 5 about here> 

 

The term „public‟ has a number of different meanings depending upon the context. 

Figure 6 shows the words closely associated with „public‟. 

 

 < Insert Figure 6 about here> 

 

From Figure 6 it can be seen that the word „public‟ encompasses concepts such as the 

public sector verus private sector, providing information to the public, in the public 

interest, providing public services and so on. The one word encompasses a number of 

different meanings.  

 

From the ranked concept list it can also be seen that social aspects of accountability 

are important. These are considered to be far broader than social and environmental 

accounting by the journal articles, as environmental appears much further down in the 

ranked listing. Although the term NGOs is ranked well down in the ranked concept 

list (Figure 2), the term is far more important when it comes to its relationship with 

accountability. NGOs are one organisational form considered to be of importance 

when it comes to accountability. 
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2.3 Cognitive Mapping 

The themes and concepts related to accountability have been visually mapped using 

the Leximancer software. These are shown in Figure 7.  

< Insert Figure 7 about here> 

 

The circles represent the main themes, whilst the concepts are represented by the dots. 

The size of the concept dot is related to its frequency. The larger the dot the more 

often it appears in the text. Nearness of concepts in the cognitive map indicates the 

dots appear in similar contextual contexts. The circular themes are a simple way of 

grouping similar concepts. 

Four main themes emerge from the cognitive map. Accountability, not surprisingly is 

one of these. From the concepts within this theme, it can be deduced accountability 

relates to „organisations‟, „public‟ and „private‟, and has „social‟ implications and to a 

lesser extent „economic‟ implications. It has a „role‟ to play, of which „accounting‟ is 

an important part. 

 

Reporting is another important theme. There are different types including 

„environmental‟, „financial‟ and „performance‟ reporting. „Information‟ and „results‟ 

are an important aspect of reporting and the „audit‟ of results is also of importance. 

Accountability is also important in a management context. „Control‟ was an important 

concept within the management theme, being assisted by a „system‟ of control and 

production of „accounts‟. These two concepts of „system‟ and „accounts‟ also 

overlapped with the costs theme, ensuring low „costs‟ and „quality‟ of goods and 

services.  
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Overall accountability is important in a broad number of contexts, both public and 

private sectors, it is important in both financial and management accounting, has 

aspects of control as well as providing information. 

2.4 Manual Confirmation of Themes and Concepts 

The accountability theme illustrated in Figure 7 encompasses several concepts. The 

distinction in accountability between the public and private sectors is a recurring 

topic, for example, “…there are fundamental differences between the public and 

private sectors with respect to accountability requirements” (Barton, 2006). 

Accountability and organisations seem to go hand in hand. Many of the articles refer 

to organisations in general, for example “The interrelationship between accountability 

perceptions, power and trust was different in each organisation” (Goddard, 2004).   

 

The concept of control in the management theme imply both private sector, “Scale 

based fixed costs imply management accounting techniques to control labour” (Toms, 

2005), as well as public sector concepts of control,  “For supporters of PPA, public 

management is mainly aimed at limiting corruption and the waste and incompetence 

that are held to go with it. The emphasis is control through compliance to rules and 

regulations” (Gendron, Cooper, & Townley, 2001). 

 

Under reporting, performance reporting has become extremely important, especially 

under the public sector reforms. “Many other forms of performance information may 

be reported on an on-going basis directly to state and federal governments, and these 

provide further channels of accountability.” (Coy, Fischer, & Gordon, 2001). 
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3.  Discussion and conclusions 
 

From the thematic analysis and cognitive maps it can be seen that accountability is 

ever present in a variety of contexts and uses. Rather then becoming more prescriptive 

the concept of accountability appears to be ever broadening (Mulgan, 2000). What is 

meant by accountability in different contexts, and how accountability obligations are 

to be fulfilled, has not been resolved by the journal articles on accountability in the 

21
st
 century. If authors in the accounting field continue to approach the accountability 

concept in a piece meal approach, without considering how notions of accountability 

interact on a global level the elusive chameleon like qualities of accountability are set 

to continue. If we wish to see a permanent change in the colours of accountability a 

different approach is required. 

Several authors (Bovens, 2005; Day & Klein, 1987) have attempted to develop a 

framework in which the various aspects of accountability sit. In the author‟s opinion it 

is vital that these frameworks are developed further. Nearly everyone espouses the 

positive values of accountability, whether it be in corporate governance, the provision 

of public services, or management control systems. However, the thematic content 

analysis of journals as described in this paper reveal the conflicting and often 

competing notions that accountability entails. It is vital that accountability 

frameworks are developed so there is greater consistency and understanding of the 

term „accountability‟ when it is referred to in different contexts. Empirical studies can 

then be placed within the framework of accountability to highlight exactly which 

aspects of accounting the researchers are investigating. 

Unless greater research efforts are directed towards developing frameworks of 

accountability, it is highly possible that accounting researchers and practitioners will 
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be lamenting the elusive nature and chameleon like qualities of accountability at the 

beginning of the 22
nd

 century. 

There were several limitations to the research. One involved the subjective choice of 

quality journals selected for the study. There may be other accounting journals that 

are providing different views and studies on aspects of accountability. Another 

possibility is that the notion of accountability may be being refined outside the 

accounting discipline, which may be able to be borrowed in the future in an 

interdisciplinary manner. 

Aside from journal selection considerations, a further limitation of the research was 

its subjective elements. Despite Leximancer automatically undertaking much of the 

thematic content analysis, manual interventions needed to be undertaken to provide 

results suitable for the research. Different selections may have resulted in slightly 

different outcomes. The final number and size of themes on the cognitive map was 

also subjective. A greater number of smaller sized themes could have been illustrated, 

but the author believes the conclusions as to the elusive nature of accountability 

would still remain relevant. 
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Appendix – List of Figures 

 
Journal Acronym No. of articles %

Abacus Ab -                         0%

Accounting & Business Research ABR 2                        2%

Accounting & Finance AF 1                        1%

Accounting Horizons AH 1                        1%

Accounting Review, The TAR 1                        1%

Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal AAAJ 32                      28%

Accounting, Organizations and Society AOS 15                      13%

Auditing: A Journal of Practice and Theory AUD 1                        1%

Behavioural Research in Accounting BRIA -                         0%

British Accounting Review, The BAR 3                        3%

Contemporary Accounting Research CAR 1                        1%

Critical Perspectives on Accounting CPA 25                      22%

European Accounting Review EAR 6                        5%

Financial Accountability & Management FAM 16                      13%

Journal of Accounting, Auditing & Finance JAAF 1                        1%

Journal of Accounting & Economics JAE -                         0%

Journal of Accounting Literature JAL -                         0%

Journal of Accounting & Public Policy JAPP -                         0%

Journal of Accounting Research JAR -                         0%

Management Accounting Research MAR 9                        8%

Review of Accounting Studies RAST -                         0%

114                    100%

Figure 1 - Selected Journals  
 

 

Journal 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 Total %

Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 5 2 3 1 5 4 6 6 32 28%

Critical Perspectives on Accounting 1 3 3 5 5 2 6 25 22%

Financial Accountability & Management 1 2 2 2 5 3 1 16 13%

Accounting, Organizations and Society 1 4 3 1 3 3 15 13%

Management Accounting Research 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 9 8%

European Accounting Review 1 1 1 2 1 6 5%

The British Accounting Review 2 1 3 3%

Accounting & Business Research 1 1 2 2%

Accounting Review 1 1 1%

Accounting Horizons 1 1 1%

Contemporary Accounting Research 1 1 1%

Journal of Accounting, Auditing & Finance 1 1 1%

Accounting & Finance 1 1 1%

Auditing: A Journal of Practice and Theory 1 1 1%

Grand Total 12 10 16 10 18 17 12 20 114 100%

Figure 2 - Articles by year

TotalYear
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Ranked Concept List

Concept

Absolute 

Count

Relative 

Count

accountability 5578   100%   ███████████████████████████████████████████████████████

accounting 4392   78.7%   ███████████████████████████████████████████

reporting 4390   78.7%   ███████████████████████████████████████████

research 3705   66.4%   █████████████████████████████████████

public 3568   63.9%   ███████████████████████████████████

financial 2468   44.2%   ████████████████████████

social 2343   42%   ███████████████████████

management 2293   41.1%   ██████████████████████

performance 2269   40.6%   ██████████████████████

organisations 2055   36.8%   ████████████████████

information 1980   35.4%   ███████████████████

government 1812   32.4%   ██████████████████

cost 1657   29.7%   ████████████████

control 1619   29%   ████████████████

company 1563   28%   ███████████████

role 1494   26.7%   ██████████████

managers 1454   26%   ██████████████

economic 1368   24.5%   █████████████

work 1333   23.8%   █████████████

audit 1330   23.8%   █████████████

private 1219   21.8%   ████████████

members 1196   21.4%   ███████████

capital 1185   21.2%   ███████████

corporate 1185   21.2%   ███████████

system 1180   21.1%   ███████████

accounts 1106   19.8%   ███████████

society 1076   19.2%   ██████████

governance 1053   18.8%   ██████████

environmental 1045   18.7%   ██████████

production 1045   18.7%   ██████████

results 1039   18.6%   ██████████

quality 999   17.9%   █████████

income 988   17.7%   █████████

theory 900   16.1%   █████████

people 881   15.7%   ████████

Ngos 875   15.6%   ████████

market 845   15.1%   ████████

state 842   15%   ████████

business 838   15%   ████████

disclosure 812   14.5%   ████████

measures 784   14%   ███████

years 767   13.7%   ███████

knowledge 742   13.3%   ███████

action 725   12.9%   ███████

money 719   12.8%   ███████

labour 664   11.9%   ██████

period 663   11.8%   ██████

participants 640   11.4%   ██████

available 640   11.4%   ██████

workers 619   11%   ██████

year 597   10.7%   █████

international 522   9.3%   █████

Npm 304   5.4%   ███
Sea 180   3.2%   █

Figure 3 - Ranked Concept list  
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reporting   count=1696

report   count=1310

reports   count=1270

financial   count=1056

accountability   count=1007

accounting   count=897

annual   count=883

information   count=855

public   count=678

performance   count=676

social   count=515

environmental   count=484

corporate   count=455

management   count=394

government   count=390

companies   count=384

audit   count=359

reported   count=352

disclosure   count=335

process   count=317

research   count=309

sector   count=297

issues   count=266

company   count=258

study   count=251

stakeholders   count=247

should   count=242

statements   count=239

ACCOUNTING   count=233

results   count=232

Figure 4 - Words related to reporting

Words related to Reporting
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Accountability Related Entities. (Count: 53) 

Concept

Absolute 

Count

Relative 

Count

public 1266   22.6%   ██████████████████████████████████████████

accounting 1262   22.6%   ██████████████████████████████████████████

research 1061   19%   ███████████████████████████████████

reporting 940   16.8%   ███████████████████████████████

social 869   15.5%   ████████████████████████████

organisations 786   14%   ██████████████████████████

performance 689   12.3%   ██████████████████████

Ngos 678   12.1%   ██████████████████████

financial 670   12%   ██████████████████████

government 624   11.1%   ████████████████████

management 523   9.3%   █████████████████

role 504   9%   ████████████████

information 493   8.8%   ████████████████

economic 453   8.1%   ███████████████

society 406   7.2%   █████████████

managers 400   7.1%   █████████████

private 381   6.8%   ████████████

corporate 374   6.7%   ████████████

control 374   6.7%   ████████████

governance 356   6.3%   ███████████

audit 324   5.8%   ██████████

results 314   5.6%   ██████████

system 301   5.3%   ██████████

members 267   4.7%   ████████

work 259   4.6%   ████████

theory 257   4.6%   ████████

state 231   4.1%   ███████

environmental 221   3.9%   ███████

participants 221   3.9%   ███████

people 217   3.8%   ███████

action 207   3.7%   ██████

knowledge 206   3.6%   ██████

accounts 206   3.6%   ██████

company 199   3.5%   ██████

market 199   3.5%   ██████

cost 194   3.4%   ██████

business 192   3.4%   ██████

capital 177   3.1%   █████

quality 165   2.9%   █████

measures 163   2.9%   █████

production 152   2.7%   █████

money 152   2.7%   █████

disclosure 123   2.2%   ████

international 118   2.1%   ███

available 112   2%   ███

period 108   1.9%   ███

income 88   1.5%   ██

years 86   1.5%   ██

Npm 82   1.4%   ██

labour 69   1.2%   ██

workers 56   1%   █

year 40   0.7%   █
Sea 39   0.6%   █

Figure 5 - Accountability: related concepts  
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public   count=2902

accountability   count=1342

sector   count=1218

private   count=816

accounting   count=794

government   count=753

financial   count=524

management   count=451

information   count=430

performance   count=342

interest   count=330

services   count=315

reporting   count=308

social   count=304

audit   count=273

political   count=271

reports   count=257

report   count=249

state   count=243

economic   count=236

role   count=236

service   count=234

research   count=233

should   count=232

governments   count=217

control   count=198

system   count=193

organisations   count=191

annual   count=189

business   count=188

Figure 6 - Words appearing in 'public' context

Words associated with public
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