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Abstract

This article reexamines Barbara S. Romzek and Melvin ]J. Dubnick’s fourfold ty-
pology of accountability, which distinguishes hierarchical, legal, professional, and
political forms. The study aims to clarify the theoretical connotations, practical
values, and inherent limitations of this framework in contemporary public admin-
istration. Methodologically, the paper conducts a systematic literature review
combined with a critical theoretical analysis from a “values-action” perspective.
The results show that the typology effectively expands the analytical boundaries
of administrative responsibility by introducing a multidimensional and con-
text-sensitive approach, thereby offering a flexible tool for understanding ac-
countability in complex governance environments. However, its application in
practice reveals persistent dilemmas, including conflicts among accountability
types, blurred responsibility boundaries, and institutional path dependence,
which may lead to accountability failure or buck-passing. The conclusion empha-
sizes that while the fourfold typology enriches the theoretical foundation of ac-
countability studies, its practical implementation requires continuous adaptation
to institutional contexts, task characteristics, and managerial strategies. For China,
the framework provides significant insights into improving administrative ac-
countability, particularly under the conditions of digital governance, globalization,
and decentralization.
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1. Introduction

The construction and refinement of accountability systems in public administration

has long been one of the core issues in the study of governmental governance. Under

the traditional paradigm of public administration, accountability mechanisms pri-

marily manifested as unidirectional checks on power, emphasizing hierarchical

management and legal oversight centered on a “command-control” chain, with the
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aim of ensuring administrative efficiency and legal compliance. However, with the
acceleration of globalization, the increasing complexity of social problems, and the
rapid advancement of information technology, the diversity and intricacy of public
affairs have risen significantly. As a result, the traditional unitary accountability
framework has become inadequate for addressing the multiple challenges faced by
contemporary public management. Against this backdrop, Barbara S. Romzek and
Melvin ]. Dubnick proposed a “compound theory of public accountability,” offering a
new perspective for understanding and analyzing accountability in public admin-
istration. Their framework classifies the responsibilities of public officials into four
distinct types and underscores the contextual dependence and structural features of
accountability mechanisms under different conditions, particularly institutional en-
vironments. This theoretical contribution has enriched the connotation of accounta-
bility research in public administration and advanced deeper inquiry into the trans-
formation and improvement of accountability systems in administrative institutions.
Nevertheless, scholarly debates remain regarding the conceptual completeness and
applicability of this fourfold typology of accountability. First, some critics argue that
the framework does not adequately clarify the conceptual boundaries of public ac-
countability, particularly the multidimensionality and layered nature of accounta-
bility in complex social structures. Second, questions persist about how to realize
effective coordination among the four types of accountability in practice—especially
how to ensure balance and coherence when institutional conflicts arise. In light of
these debates, this article systematically reviews Romzek and Dubnick’s accounta-
bility typology, provides an in-depth analysis of its core components, and, from a
“values-action” perspective, critically examines the contributions and limitations of

the theory.

2. Literature Review

Extensive scholarly discussions have been devoted to Romzek’s fourfold typology of
accountability, covering its theoretical foundations, comparative perspectives with
other approaches, and its implications for modern public administration. Since its
first articulation in 1987, the typology has become a core theoretical tool in the field
of public sector accountability. It has not only broadened the connotation and scope
of the traditional concept of administrative responsibility, but also provided a new
interpretive and analytical framework for multiple accountability mechanisms in
governance. Current research on Romzek’s framework primarily concentrates on
the following aspects.

First, explorations of its theoretical underpinnings. Scholars have sought to clarify
the intellectual origins of the accountability typology. Some have noted that
Romzek’s “compound accountability theory” drew inspiration from the classic de-
bate between Carl Friedrich and Herman Finer in the 1940s on the relationship be-

tween accountability and control. Finer, building on Frank J. Goodnow’s view of a
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politics-administration dichotomy, argued that indirect public control of bureau-
crats through elected representatives was the key to ensuring accountability; offi-
cials, therefore, should comply with the directives of political leaders. In contrast,
Friedrich inherited Woodrow Wilson’s emphasis on administrative autonomy and
argued that accountability should not be confined to obedience to orders but should
also be constrained by professional and ethical norms. He highlighted that account-
ability ought to be realized through internal behavioral standards rather than a sim-
ple “command-obedience” relationship. Friedrich’s contribution lay in introducing a
complex framework of internal-external interaction, emphasizing professional eth-
ics. However, this model still relied heavily on unidirectional supervision and fell
short of addressing modern demands for transparency and public participation.
Other scholars have observed that with the transformation from traditional public
administration to modern public management, administrators are now expected to
be more responsive, to provide more choices, and to grant broader discretion to
“customers” of public services. This implies that managers cannot hide behind the
shield of “value neutrality” but must assume greater responsibility, with a focus on
results and performance while remaining accountable for their actions. Hence, as
the times evolved, “a managerialist model of accountability indeed needed to be
constructed and broadly recognized by the public,” and Romzek’s fourfold typology
emerged precisely in this context.

Second, evaluations of its significance and limitations. Hughes emphasized that
Romzek’s framework was particularly valuable in diminishing the dominance of
compliance-oriented hierarchical and legal accountability, while elevating
non-“command-control” forms of political and professional accountability. As noted
above, one of the core aims of public management reform was to reduce procedural
preoccupation, relax regulatory controls, and grant greater discretion to public offi-
cials, thereby shifting focus toward outputs and outcomes. The emphasis on political
and professional accountability, with its respect for expertise and skills and its re-
sponsiveness to public expectations, clearly aligns with the reform trajectory of New
Public Management. Schillemans and Bovens further argued that, in practice, organ-
izations and individuals often find themselves accountable to multiple principals.
Such structures are particularly common in the public sector, where officials may be
subject to multiple accountability and reporting requirements. While mul-
ti-accountability may ensure broader oversight, the fourfold typology also reveals
the potential for conflict among different forms of accountability, especially in com-
plex governance environments. They pointed out that while multiple accountability
mechanisms may enhance scrutiny, they can also generate tensions, producing con-
fusion or ambiguity in accountability structures.

Third, attention to its implications for reshaping China’s accountability system. In
the context of globalization, digital governance, and decentralization, scholars have

highlighted both the persistent problems of existing accountability mechanisms and
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possible pathways for their improvement. First, globalization has driven public
governance toward transnational cooperation, with policies, regulations, and gov-
ernance systems across states increasingly intertwined. This raises new challenges
for the attribution and execution of governmental accountability. Some scholars
have noted the “blurring of accountability” under economic globalization, arguing
that in areas such as international economic cooperation, environmental govern-
ance, and public health, legal and political accountability often intersect. For in-
stance, while international environmental agreements may impose legal obligations
on governments, their domestic implementation ultimately depends on political ac-
countability. Second, digital technologies—such as big data, artificial intelligence,
and blockchain—have become key tools of governance, but they also bring risks re-
lating to algorithmic transparency, data privacy, and information security. Digital
governance has complicated the exercise of legal accountability, as governments
now bear stricter obligations in data collection, storage, and use, while simultane-
ously having to fulfill political and professional accountability by safeguarding citi-
zens’ privacy. Third, from a decentralization perspective, scholars have examined
the challenges facing China’s current accountability framework. Decentralized gov-
ernance emphasizes power devolution, local autonomy, and multi-actor collabora-
tion, but also risks fragmented governance, blurred responsibility, and intergov-
ernmental buck-passing. In China, local governments face increasing political ac-
countability pressures—not only to the central state but also to the public, requiring
them to balance the demands of multiple interest groups. How to reconcile compet-
ing responsibilities and enhance the resilience of local governments thus remains a
pressing issue. Moreover, based on Romzek’s framework, some scholars have of-
fered direct implications for improving China’s accountability mechanisms. Li Mi-
aoyan, for instance, argued that the fourfold typology is applicable in the Chinese
context: in highly professional domains, staff must be granted sufficient deci-
sion-making authority and be held accountable for outcomes, while political ac-
countability should be strengthened through more transparent governance and
greater public oversight. Such measures, she suggested, could significantly advance
the improvement and implementation of administrative accountability in China.

In summary, existing research has not only deepened the understanding of the com-
plexity of administrative accountability but also provided robust theoretical support
for addressing the increasingly diversified and complex accountability demands of
modern governance. Nevertheless, some scholars caution that the typology may en-
gender conflicts among accountability types and raise challenges for coordination in
multi-accountability systems. These debates not only shed light on the practical ap-
plication of Romzek’s fourfold typology but also lay a solid foundation for this pa-
per’s critical examination of its theoretical content and applicability.

3. Elucidating the Fourfold Typology of Accountability: Control
Dimensions and Conditions of Applicability
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Barbara S. Romzek and Melvin ]J. Dubnick first advanced the fourfold typology of
public accountability in their study of the Challenger Space Shuttle disaster. They
emphasized that accountability cannot be determined solely by a single dimension
of hierarchical control and oversight, but rather constitutes a complex system
shaped by the interplay of multiple factors. In their seminal work, the authors ar-
gued that the root cause of the Challenger tragedy did not lie, as NASA claimed, in
technical failures per se, but rather in the excessive emphasis on bureaucratic and
political accountability. Had professional accountability (technical responsibility)
been given equal weight, the shuttle’s launch would never have been scheduled on
such a cold morning in January 1986.[1] Against this backdrop, Romzek and Dub-
nick developed a novel composite theory of accountability, positing that the public
sector operates within a multi-dimensional and dynamically competitive accounta-
bility system comprising at least four distinct types: hierarchical, legal, professional,
and political accountability. This framework provided a new analytical lens and in-

tellectual impetus for the study of administrative responsibility.

3.1. Control Dimensions: Accountability Entities and Intensity

Within this framework, the four types of accountability are closely conditioned by
institutional contexts, with each form possessing distinct generative bases. Ac-
countability mechanisms for public managers are constrained by two core dimen-
sions: the source of control and the strength of control.

First, the source of control refers to whether accountability is imposed internal-
ly—emanating from actors within the organization—or externally, through the legal
system or public oversight. Internal control is typically exercised through adminis-
trative orders and organizational rules, whereas external control derives from stat-
utes, judicial institutions, audit and inspection agencies, as well as expectations from
societal stakeholders.

Second, the strength of control denotes the extent to which these entities are em-
powered to define and enforce organizational expectations. Control intensity de-
termines whether accountability imposes rigid constraints on public agencies. Coer-
cive accountability is typically imposed either by statutory regulation or by admin-
istrative commands issued within hierarchical authority structures. Both approach-
es place clear, formalized, and legally binding constraints on public managers, en-
suring compliance through institutional rigidity. By contrast, non-coercive account-
ability relies more heavily on professional norms, societal expectations, and moral
standards, exerting softer forms of behavioral influence.

Based on these two dimensions, Romzek and Dubnick classified accountability into
four types:

(1) Hierarchical accountability refers to responsibility embedded within organiza-
tional hierarchy. Its core logic is to ensure effective policy implementation through
administrative directives, supervisory systems, and chain-of-command management.
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This type is most prominent in traditional bureaucracies, where subordinates are
unconditionally accountable to superiors, reinforcing discipline and organizational
stability. It operates through a “command-control” model, wherein authority flows
top-down, emphasizing clarity of command chains and rigidity of task execution.
Discretionary authority for managers is strictly curtailed to minimize uncertainty in
administrative decision-making.

(2) Legal accountability highlights the obligation of public agencies and officials to
adhere strictly to laws, regulations, and policy frameworks, thereby safeguarding
the legality and legitimacy of administrative action. Its sources of control are exter-
nal, deriving from legislatures, courts, audit offices, and oversight agencies. Institu-
tionalized rule-based constraints are enforced through statutory compliance, budg-
etary audits, litigation, and formal accountability proceedings. On the one hand,
public agencies must implement their functions in strict accordance with legal texts
to prevent illegality or abuse of power. On the other hand, citizens and civil society
organizations may challenge governmental decisions via lawsuits or judicial review,
ensuring transparency and fairness.

(3) fessional accountability is rooted in deference to expert knowledge, professional
norms, and technical judgment. It requires public managers operating in complex
governance environments to follow professional standards and best practices, in-
corporating advice from internal technical staff and professional employees. This
mechanism emphasizes technical discretion and is particularly relevant in fields
marked by high technical complexity or scientific uncertainty.

(4) Political accountability occupies a central position in democratic systems, re-
quiring public managers to be responsive to citizens, legislatures, and public opinion.
Its essence lies in responsiveness to societal expectations and demands. From the
perspective of New Public Management, political accountability rests on the princi-
pal-agent relationship, in which public managers, as agents, must represent and re-
spond to the demands of citizens, the principals. Mechanisms such as elections, pub-
lic hearings, and media scrutiny ensure managers remain under continuous demo-
cratic oversight.

From the standpoint of control source and intensity, two observations follow. First,
hierarchical and professional accountability both originate internally within public
organizations, but differ in coerciveness: the former derives from administrative
authority and rigid organizational rules, while the latter depends on professional
knowledge and ethics rather than direct commands, thus operating at a lower con-
trol intensity. Second, legal and political accountability are externally imposed: legal
accountability, akin to hierarchical accountability, carries high coerciveness, where-
as political accountability, relying on public expectations and electoral scrutiny, ex-
erts comparatively weaker binding force.

3.2. Conditionality in the Choice of Accountability Systems
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In analyzing NASA's institutional characteristics, Romzek and Dubnick observed that
the agency resembled other public organizations in having to reconcile the legiti-
macy demands of democratic political systems with the often conflicting expecta-
tions of multiple stakeholders. Consequently, public managers cannot rely on a sin-
gle form of accountability; rather, their choices must be conditioned by the institu-
tional arrangements within which they operate.

James D. Thompson further argued that the choice of accountability types is not only
shaped by institutional context but also by the nature of tasks (technical responsi-
bility) and by the strategies of organizational leadership (managerial responsibility).
Ideally, all three factors—institutions, tasks, and leadership—should be considered
jointly in order to ensure the effective functioning of accountability mechanisms,
thereby promoting stability and adaptability in public governance.

Romzek emphasized that all four forms of accountability—hierarchical, legal, pro-
fessional, and political—can provide legitimacy within specific institutional contexts,
ensuring that managerial behavior conforms to normative expectations of public
governance. However, no single type is inherently superior or more legitimate
across all contexts. Each emphasizes distinct core values, applies different con-
straints, and is suited to particular circumstances. Thus, the applicability of ac-
countability systems must be dynamically adjusted to fit governance contexts, policy
demands, and institutional arrangements, rather than relying on a fixed or unitary
mechanism.

As noted earlier, in practice, the choice of accountability mechanisms is jointly in-
fluenced by institutional settings, the technical nature of tasks, and managerial phi-
losophies. While theoretically each type can ensure the fulfillment of responsibilities,
in practice the choice is constrained by governance goals, policy attributes, and
leadership styles, and is subject to external environmental change. For example,
under routine governance, administrative agencies often rely predominantly on hi-
erarchical and legal accountability to ensure command compliance and legal adher-
ence, while other types remain latent. In crises or policy failures, however, second-
ary forms such as professional and political accountability are frequently reactivat-
ed to reinforce oversight and restore public trust. Similarly, during reform periods,
shifts in policy orientation and underlying administrative philosophy can recalibrate
the relative importance of accountability types—for instance, with professional and
political accountability gaining prominence under New Public Management to en-
hance responsiveness and performance orientation.

In sum, as Romzek herself observed, accountability is neither simple nor monolithic
but inherently complex and multidimensional. The selection of accountability types
is never fixed; rather, it emerges from the interaction of institutional conditions,
task characteristics, and managerial strategies. At different governance stages and
under different policy environments, the priority and configuration of accountability

mechanisms vary, presenting formidable challenges for public managers in balanc-
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ing responsibility management with expectation management.

4. Reexamining the Typology from a “Values-Action” Perspective

Romzek and Dubnick’s accountability theory, building upon and extending the Frie-
drich-Finer debate on accountability and control, constructed a systematic frame-
work for analyzing administrative responsibility that has had considerable impact in
the field of public administration. Its central contribution lies in breaking with the
limitations of traditional approaches, which tended to be one-dimensional, mecha-
nistic, and static. Instead, the typology emphasizes the multidimensionality and
contextual dependence of accountability systems, making it more suitable for the
complex accountability demands of contemporary governance. Nevertheless, while
the fourfold framework offers a clear theoretical classification and dynamic expla-
nation of applicability, its practical operability remains contested.

To evaluate both the contributions and the limitations of Romzek and Dubnick’s ty-
pology, this section adopts a values-action perspective, exploring the theory on two
levels: theoretical value and practical applicability. On the one hand, it highlights the
contributions of the typology in broadening the conceptual scope of accountability
and innovating analytical frameworks and methods for responsibility in the public
sector. On the other hand, it examines challenges in practice, including inherent ten-
sions among accountability types, the inertia of path dependence, and the risks of

blurred boundaries and buck-passing.

4.1. Theoretical Value: Expanding Perspectives on Administrative Ac-
countability

4.1.1. Constructing a multidimensional framework of analysis

Romzek and Dubnick’s fourfold typology broke away from the reliance of traditional
responsibility theories on single accountability models. Earlier theories focused
primarily on external legal accountability and internal hierarchical accountability,
emphasizing legality, procedural compliance, and obedience to administrative
commands, while overlooking the complexity and diversity of accountability mech-
anisms. This simplification made it difficult to explain how accountability types in-
teract and adapt in changing contexts. The Challenger disaster demonstrated that
unclear definitions of responsibility could lead to catastrophic consequences.

By contrast, the typology introduced four distinct types, each reflecting different
normative values and expectation bases, thereby expanding the analytical bounda-
ries of responsibility. In the context of globalization, digitalization, and decentraliza-
tion, governance structures have become increasingly pluralistic and interdepend-
ent. A unitary accountability framework is no longer sufficient to address
cross-sectoral and multi-level collaboration in the public sector. The fourfold typol-
ogy thus provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding how public
managers make decisions under multiple accountability constraints. It explains not
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only bureaucratic responsibility systems but also collaborative governance, network
governance, and multi-level governance arrangements. For instance, in interde-
partmental collaboration or public-private partnerships, accountability mecha-
nisms often cross organizational and functional boundaries—an aspect largely ne-
glected in earlier theories. Thus, the typology offers policymakers and managers a
more flexible and adaptive tool for configuring and adjusting accountability in com-

plex environments.

4.1.2. Introducing a dynamic, context-sensitive method of accountability anal-
ysis

Another core contribution of the typology lies in its contextual approach to applica-
bility. It highlights that accountability mechanisms are not universally applicable but
must be adapted to institutional arrangements, organizational characteristics, and
leadership strategies. In compliance-intensive fields such as auditing or procure-
ment, legal accountability typically dominates. By contrast, in technical or complex
policy domains, professional accountability is more salient. In democratic systems,
political accountability often outweighs other forms, reflecting responsiveness to
citizen demands.

As Romzek noted, this framework provides theoretical support for managers to
identify which accountability type is most appropriate under specific institutional
conditions, thereby guiding optimization of responsibility structures. Furthermore,
the typology underscores the adaptability of accountability. Under routine condi-
tions, hierarchical and legal accountability may dominate, but in crises or policy
windows, professional and political accountability can quickly become paramount.
This dynamic perspective enhances both the precision and the resilience of ac-

countability management.

4.2. Action Dilemmas: Risks of “Accountability Failure” and Transfor-
mation Challenges

4.2.1. Latent contradictions among the four types of accountability

Although the fourfold typology reveals, at the theoretical level, that accountability is
a complex and multidimensional concept and stresses its historical and contextual
contingency, its application in administrative practice frequently confronts internal
conflicts and coordination problems among the different types. In complex govern-
ance arenas and under demanding tasks, each accountability type embodies distinct
sets of expectations, which are often inherently contradictory. In public administra-
tion, goals, values, and enforcement modes associated with different accountability
types frequently conflict with one another.

When organizations attempt to simultaneously fulfill all four types of accountability,
they often encounter formidable practical challenges—especially in cases where
accountability boundaries remain ill-defined. Such ambiguity exacerbates conflicts
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among types, depriving accountability of clear standards and practical operability.
Without clearly demarcated boundaries, policymaking and implementation risk de-
volving into confusion. The burden of multiple, overlapping accountabilities may
reduce decision-making efficiency, waste resources, and generate policy oscillation,
ultimately rendering all forms of accountability ineffective. This not only weakens
policy execution but also undermines organizational performance, erodes govern-
ance capacity, and jeopardizes the legitimacy and credibility of public institutions.
Furthermore, blurred accountability boundaries may foster buck-passing. In gov-
ernance practice, buck-passing typically arises when responsibility bearers are not
clearly defined. When multiple agencies or hierarchical levels jointly shoulder a re-
sponsibility, disputes over “who is accountable” often emerge. The root cause lies in
the absence of institutionalized frameworks and rules that delineate accountability
clearly. Faced with complex decision-making, public organizations may thus evade
responsibility to avoid liability for errors. In cross-sectoral collaboration in particu-
lar, unclear accountability allocation can lead to “accountability vacuums,” in which
no actor assumes ownership, producing accountability failure and rendering gov-
ernance outcomes unattainable.

4.2.2. Path dependence as an obstacle to reform

Although Romzek and Dubnick’s theory emphasizes that accountability systems
should be adaptable and dynamic, in practice path dependence often serves as a
critical barrier to reform. This inertia is not only rooted in institutional arrange-
ments but also deeply embedded in the rigid structures and cultural norms of public
bureaucracies.

In traditional bureaucratic systems, hierarchical and legal accountability have long
dominated, establishing relatively fixed and stable patterns. Hierarchical accounta-
bility relies on top-down command chains and strict authority relationships to en-
sure execution and efficiency, while legal accountability requires strict adherence to
formal procedures and rules, safeguarding legality and compliance. Both reflect Max
Weber’s notion of legal-rational legitimacy as the foundation of political authority in
modern societies, forming strong institutional inertia widely accepted in traditional
administrative systems.

Yet the introduction of new forms of accountability inevitably collides with these
entrenched structures. Professional accountability, which demands greater tech-
nical expertise and independence, often requires breaking free from organizational
constraints imposed by hierarchical control—directly challenging the core princi-
ples of bureaucratic command-and-control. Institutional culture further entrenches
this resistance: bureaucracies rely on rigid divisions of labor, hierarchical chains,
and codified rules, all of which reinforce institutional inertia. With the growing im-
portance of cross-sectoral and cross-domain collaboration, new composite ac-

countability mechanisms that emphasize flexibility and adaptability often encounter
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strong pushback from existing path-dependent arrangements.

As a result, the flexibility and adjustability envisioned by the fourfold typology fre-
quently run into the entrenched rigidity of bureaucratic structures and institutional
culture. Reforming accountability systems thus becomes a protracted, uncertain,
and highly contested process. Successful transformation requires not only theoreti-
cal innovation but also sustained political impetus and incremental change over
time. Breaking free from path dependence demands dismantling entrenched
boundaries, reconfiguring institutional processes, and reshaping power structures

before genuine innovation in accountability can be achieved.

5. Conclusion

Romzek and Dubnick’s fourfold typology provides a complex and multidimensional
framework for analyzing administrative accountability, revealing the dynamic
adaptability and complementarity of different types under conditions of modern
governance. Yet its application in practice faces persistent challenges, including con-
flicts among accountability types, buck-passing driven by blurred boundaries, and
obstacles to reform arising from institutional path dependence. These challenges
underscore the enduring gap between theory and practice.

For China, however, the typology offers instructive insights. Amid profound struc-
tural reforms and the accelerated construction of a law-based government, certain
elements of the typology—particularly its multidimensional and contextualized
orientation—remain highly relevant. They provide valuable reference points for
advancing responsible government and strengthening the modernization of gov-

ernance capacity.
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