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The accountability movement and the advocates, concepts, and practices that gather under its banner, is among the most important developments in modern public administration.  Although not as mature as the accountability movement, the collaboration (sometimes called cooperation) movement and the advocates, concepts, and practices that gather under its banner, is likewise an important development in modern public administration.


Here is the problem.


The concepts and practices of accountability and the concepts and practices of collaboration may be incompatible.  


This is why.


First, consider accountability.  In practice, accountability is most often expressed through program evaluation and performance measurement techniques.  The Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) require annual quantitative measures of the performance of every federal program and are illustrative of accountability as performance measurement.  Several other pieces of legislation are described as accountability statutes, such as The No Child Left Behind Act, the Polluter Accountability Act, the Accountability for Presidential Gifts Act, and all call for measures of performance.  Several executive branch programs such as the National Performance Review in the Clinton administration, and the Program Assessment Rating Tool and the Presidents Management Agenda in the Bush administration, are examples of accountability by performance measurement.

A particular word is on every public sector management consultant’s lips—metrics.  A metric is defined as a standard of measurement, and in the case of government, a metric is a quantitative measure of performance.  Although not in my dictionary, the plural “metrics” is assumed to mean more than one metric.  Not a moment passes within the beltway without someone making reference to an agencies metrics, a program’s metrics, or the lack of metrics.  Metrics is the accountability power word.  

Accountability as performance measurement is deeply jurisdictional (city, county, state, nation) and program specific.  Measures of agency or program outputs or outcomes presume to describe how accountable that agency or program is to its purposes, most often purposes spelled out in strategic plans.  Student testing, for example, presumes to indicate how well a school is teaching mathematics.  

Accountability, thus understood, is a silo idea, an idea that reinforces the boundaries and barriers between jurisdictions, agencies and programs.


Now consider collaboration.  At the center of the concepts and practices of collaboration is the understanding that many public problems do not fit jurisdictional boundaries and agency silos.  Therefore, to effectively address public problems, managers must move to the margins of their agencies and collaborate across those margins with their counterparts in other agencies.  On one hand, jurisdictions and agencies are the fixed and permanent houses public managers live in, legally established houses with relatively stable revenues.  Cross boundary collaboration, on the other hand, is usually voluntary.  Collaborations have fuzzy boundaries and survive on the time jurisdictionally based managers are willing to give them and on whatever extramural resources their leaders are clever enough to cobble together.  

We are told that collaboration is a modern public management imperative.  If so, collaboration often amounts to an unfunded imperative.

Public managers live in a world of trade-offs, limited resources, and short time horizons.  Time and money given to inter-agency or inter-jurisdictional collaboration must be deducted from agency time and money dedicated to specific agency purposes.  In the extent to which annual measures of performance are designed to increase agency accountability to specific agency purposes, such expectations are unfriendly toward the prospects of collaboration.

Consider, for example, the case of gang violence.  Police officials in the cities in a typical metropolitan area will likely participate in some form of area-wide collaboration to control gang violence.  But when, in the name of accountability, a particular city implements an annual series of specific gang violence performance measures, the incentives for police officials in that city to dedicate time and resources to fighting area-wide gang violence goes down.  This form of agency accountability will be even less friendly to cross boundary collaboration when performance measures are coupled with targets, thereby increasing the pressure to be accountable with city boundaries.

Police officials have strong instincts in the direction of collaboration because they know that solving problems like gang violence requires it.  And, if they have slack resources and enlightened political leaders, they can make headway in reducing area-wide gang violence through inter-city collaboration.  But, the application of city-specific measures of gang violence, as a form of police accountability, will usually work against collaboration.                  
From the perspective of effective public administration, both the accountability and collaboration movements are positive and important.  But there should be no illusions as to their incompatibility.  

Can we have both effective performance measurement based accountability regimes and cross-boundary collaborations?  Yes, but only within the limits of their different purposes.  

The key is public service professionalism and competence.  First, it should be understood within a particular public service profession, say law enforcement or city management, that collaboration is a standard of professional excellence.  Second, public service professionals engaged in collaboration should work together to devise collective performance measures and data sources that demonstrate accountability both to their jurisdiction and to a larger public as well as a longer range public.  This is a great challenge because it is counter-intuitive to many elected officials to think of accountability beyond their immediate constituents and in terms of both a greater public and a future public.  But there are many examples of highly successful inter-jurisdictional and inter-agency collaborations.  The trick will be to creatively draw performance measurement forms of accountability into the exciting world of collaboration and see how compatible we can make them.    
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