Reinterpreting accountability in the French public sector

Introduction
As in other countries, the French public sector has undergone radical change for the past twenty years – usually referred to as the development of New Public Management (NPM). Performance management methods are among those methods imported from the private sector that are supposed to develop economic and customer awareness by public sector employees as well as their accountability.

Drawing on various theoretical frameworks (and notably New Institutionalism), scholars have abundantly documented the implementation of NPM-infused systems and observed that loose coupling is not unexceptional as an effect of actors’ resistance (see for instance, Oliver, 1991; Modell, 2001). Most available research has scrutinised case studies with a special emphasis on local systems of occupational norms and organisational sources of power (eg. Covalevski et al., 1993), but as far as we know the broader question of cultural and societal norms has not been addressed yet. Ahrens (1996) has shown that the way management accountants hold themselves accountable is different in a German and in an English context. Though he does not study the way employees react to the introduction of new accountability demands, his results suggest that such norms might also impact the way employees receive and use such systems. 

The relative disregard of the societal dimension of local contexts in the accounting literature might reside in the conceptual weakness and empirical irrelevance of essentialists and deterministic approaches of national culture. Not all people in a given country perceive, think and behave alike and there is no inevitability in the influence of national culture. However it cannot be denied that being socialised in a specific society impacts on the individual’s representations, attitudes and possibly to a certain extent, behaviour. Exploring the societal dimension of local contexts should thus be of interest to understand accountability practices, and complement our understanding of the influence of occupational and organisational norms on how actors appropriate related management methods.
If we are to study accountability practices with a specific focus on the cultural context, France seems particularly relevant. Indeed there is no equivalent for the word ‘accountability’ in the French language – which suggests that the concept itself is not “natural” to French minds and thus could raise particular concerns.

This paper analyses how actors make sense and use of a new performance measurement and management system (PMMS) implemented in the division of a large French public company, explicitly aimed at developing (among others) accountability at all levels of the company. Evidence is based on the triangulation of archival documents, samples of scorecards used at various levels, in-depth interviews and observations of performance meetings.

The remainder of this text is structured as follows. The following section reviews the literature regarding accountability, its relationships with identity concerns and its specific conception in France. Part 2 presents the case study. Part 3 offers further details on our methodology. Part 4 presents our findings which are then discussed in part 5. Academic and practical conclusions are derived in the conclusive part.

1. Literature Review

1.1 Accountability 

Accountability is a concept that is central to current government and business agendas (Munro, 1996). But accountability is an “elusive concept” (Sinclair, 1995). It can be defined very broadly as “rendering intelligible some aspect of our lives or our selves” (Willmott, 1996: 23). For Roberts and Scapens “accountability in its broadest sense simply refers to the giving and demanding of reasons for conduct” (1985: 447). This definition is closed to Giddens’ who adds the idea that the justification must be based on normative grounds: “To be ‘accountable’ for one’s activity is both to explicate the reasons for them and to supply the normative grounds whereby they may be ‘justified’” (1984:30).  

According to Munro (1996), it is possible to distinguish between two definitions of accountability, that of the CEOs and that of the psychologists and sociologists: “CEOs tend to think accountability in terms of ‘outcomes’; as something their company or institution needs to ‘get’ rather than something people already do [...]. A very different, if less fashionable, version of accountability comes from the work of psychologists and sociologists, who define accountability as the capacity to give account, explanation, or reason” (1996: 3). 

In terms of practices, it is also acknowledged by several authors that one should distinguish between different types of accountability. Thus for Roberts (1991), there is a hierarchical form of accountability, “in which accounting typically plays a central role, serves to individualize” (p. 363) and socializing forms of accountability “which flourish in the informal spaces of organizations, and which confirm self in a way that emphasizes the independences of self and others and the other is a socialising form” (p. 355). Laughlin (1996) and Broadbent et al. (1996) link these different types of accountability to different contexts which they call the ‘communal’ and the ‘contractual’ contexts. The former “encompasses a less formal set of accountability relationships where expectations over conduct, and information demand and supply, are less structured and defined” (Laughlin, 1996: 229). According to him, this type of accountability is similar to Roberts’ ‘socializing’ forms of accountability or Birkett’s ‘gemeinschaft’ model (1988). The ‘contractual’ context “encompasses a much more formalized set of accountability relationships where expectations and information demand and supply are tightly defined and clearly specified” (Laughlin, 1996: 229). He also suggests that there are in fact three forms of accountability processes: one where “‘accounts’ are designed to satisfy the formal requirements of economic ‘principals’, where contract […] predominates” (1996: 242), a second where “‘accounts’ are designed to satisfy the informal requirements of economic ‘principals’, where there is high trust in the ‘agents’ to act in the interests of ‘principals’” (1996: 242). These two forms are closed to those described above. A third form which, in Laughlin own reckoning, is less extensively described in his work, amounts to satisfying the needs of what he calls ‘higher principals’ “which, if we were using the religious symbolism in a literal sense would be God but could be just as easily, professional societies or even personal conscience” (232-233).

The literature gives the following characteristics of the hierarchical form of accountability – which seems to be the closest to that promoted in the NPM: it involves an emphasis on the measurement of individual performance (Munro, 1996); it is associated with targets and outcomes (Cullen 1985, Jenkins et al. 1988, Munro 1996), more precisely with the fact of being answerable for producing outputs or the use of resources to achieve certain ends (Cullen 1985, Jenkins et al. 1988); it is also tied to a tight definition and clear specification of expectations and information demand and supply (Laughlin, 1996), and to a relaxation of formalised controls over inputs and processes (Cullen 1985, Jenkins et al. 1988).

Roberts (1991) typology has been criticized by Lindqvist & Llewelyn (2003) who suggest that it is “too sharply dichotomized” (252). They argue in favour of a representation of accountability that would involve “the interplay between a variety of formal and informal mechanisms” (252). To go in that direction, they propose a typology with four types of responsibility/accountability (R/A) depending on the type of professional context: bureaucracy is associated with individual R/A for results, professional organizations with individual R/A for values, adhocracy with communal R/A for results and community with communal R/A for values. There typology is stimulating, but there goal being to convince of the relevance of a more nuanced representation of accountability processes, their description of the different types of R/A mechanisms remains rather vague.
Altogether, it is acknowledged that the concept of accountability encompasses different meanings and practices and it appears that descriptions of these practices remain rather imprecise. 
1.2 Accountability and identity

It is generally admitted that the way accounts are given, or the type of accountability, influences identities (Schweiker, 1993). This means that modifying accountability transforms identities which can lead to resistances arising from identity concerns. 

As underlined in the introduction, accountability is an important feature of NPM. Drawing on various theoretical frameworks (and notably New Institutionalism), scholars have abundantly documented the implementation of NPM-infused systems and observed that loose coupling is not unexceptional as an effect of actors’ resistance (see for instance, Oliver, 1991; Modell, 2001). Most available research has scrutinised case studies with a special emphasis on local systems of occupational norms and organisational sources of power (e.g. Covalevski et al., 1993).

In particular, the accountability process in a ‘contractual’ context is claimed to “run the risk of conflicting with other values” (Laughlin, 1996: 231). One reason for this is the potential conflict with professional and personal autonomy, especially in professions where actors represent themselves as “autonomous professionals” (Laughlin, 1996).
In particular the introduction of cost control is shown to be commonly resisted since financial performance is neither a traditional objective in the public sector nor a professional norm for most members. For instance, Laughlin (1996) analyses resistance to Financial Management Initiative in the UK as a result of conflicting values, namely the introduction of economic logic would undermine the central meanings of the agent’s professional activities. 

Accountability is also a central feature of ‘entreprise culture’ though the scope of this concept is broader than that of accountability (du Gay & Salaman, 1992; Rose, 1996).  A few case studies in this stream of research explain the reaction to the introduction of ‘entreprise culture’ by professional identity be it resistance because of conflict with the value given to autonomy in professional values (Cohen & Musson, 2000) or as a help to manage the tensions arising from competing objectives underpinning the professional identities to which nurses and General Practioners were encouraged to aspire (McDonald et al., 2008).

It is also claimed that hierarchical and socializing forms of accountability are partially conflicting because they “offer individuals competing sources of identity between to some degree they are forced to choose; an identity grounded in the relatively unstructured yet egalitarian domain of the informal does not coexist easily with an identity rooted in the reflected relative status of hierarchy” (Roberts, 1991: 363-364).

The national context as a source of social norms also possibly impacts on actors’ identity, and beyond accountability (Lindqvist & Llewelyn, 2003: 261). On this point empirical research has been very scarce since Ahrens’ notice that the concept of accountability “[had] so far not been investigated in comparative management studies of different countries” (Ahrens, 1996: 145). Although the concept of identity was not explicitly used in his comparison of breweries in England and in Germany, Ahrens showed that persons in the same function (senior management accountants) did not hold themselves accountable to the same final ends of their organization. In the English case he observed, senior management accountants held themselves accountable “to managing their organization such as it generates revenues now and in the future”, and in the German context, they held themselves accountable “to a concept of management which puts operational integrity and economy before reported earnings” (152). Ahrens’s findings suggest that it is relevant to further study accountability under a societal cultural perspective.
1.3 The conception of accountability and control in France

To discuss how accountability and related management systems are received in a French environment, we deem it necessary to provide elements about how accountability and control are represented in the French culture. As explained in the introduction, the analysis we develop in this paper does not rely on a deterministic conception of culture. We assume, tough, that persons are likely to develop views of the world (and beyond attitudes and behaviours) that are impacted by the representations considered as legitimate in the culture where they have grown, been educated and socialized.

As d’Iribarne (1989) suggested, relationships in the French society are very much infused by “honour” – honour being defined in reference to the rights and duties attached to the group(s) to which the person belongs. Belongingness to social groups would be a distinctive feature of the French society, in particular in comparison to the US society (d’Iribarne, 1989). Everyone is expected to behave (duties) and be treated (rights) according to what honour commands. Consequently in the French society, external control, that is, control originating outside the reference group(s) of the person, is considered intrusive and lacking legitimacy (d'Iribarne, 1989: 46). From the controlled persons standpoint indeed, external control implicitly assumes that they could not possibly behave according to their duties, in other words that they could be “unhonourable”. From the controlling persons' perspective, external control implicitly suggests that they abuse the authority granted to them. In so doing, they too are unhonourable. The only legitimate control in a society ruled by honour is self-control, and possibly, though not as much legitimate, peer control (with peers belonging to the social group of the controlled person). Then it should not be surprising that the English word ‘accountability’ has no equivalent in the French language
. This conception of control is very contrasting with the one prevailing in the United States where, since social relationships are viewed as contracts between equal persons who are free to contract as they wish (d’Iribarne, 1989), it is highly legitimate to assess whether contracts have been realised, i.e. to achieve external controls. 
Not only conceptions of control, but also framing of autonomy diverge. In France, unlike other countries, e.g. Anglo-Saxon countries, autonomy in the job is not framed by the general principle according to which, once the contractual target is met, persons free of choosing whatever means they feel appropriate (d’Iribarne, 2006). This latter definition of autonomy is consistent with the principle of accountability. Conversely, in the French society, autonomy is always contextually defined and contributes to the nobility of the occupation (d’Iribarne, 2006) – nobility being the key criterion for ranking occupations, institutions, etc. (d’Iribarne, 1989). 
Consistently d’Iribarne (1996/97) reported that in French companies little or no attention was given to formal rules and, when rules were applied, it was done very loosely; similarly, coordination was lax and there was an extreme claim for own autonomy. Carrying out comprehensive checks might be very problematic because any attempt to do so would tend to incite revolt or deceit. D’Iribarne (1996/97) also found that confrontations in French companies were ritualised in order to control the risk of escalation inherent in them, because not all forms of direct expression and conflict were considered legitimate. As a consequence, there could be asymmetry between what was said about a given problem and the problem itself. 

Non-French authors have also suggested that from the 1789 Revolution on, resistance if not rebellion has been part of the French collective identity - a “disposition to protest” forming “an important element of French republican culture” (Jenkins, 2000: 191). Directly linked to social identity, resistance could represent an implicit but strong collective view of the proper limits to the tolerance of the actions of those in political and organisational authority (Jenkins, 2000: 190, original emphasis).
2. Inf-Rail and the new performance measurement and management system
The case is located in a division of a French public sector firm, which, for about at a decade (by the time of our observations), has experienced major changes in its institutional environment, strategic orientations and management systems. In the two next sections we present the organizational context of our research and the new management system. We also explain how the new system embodies the notion of accountability in a way that is radically different from the previously existing one.
2.1 The organizational context: F-Rail and its Inf-Rail division
F-Rail is a French public railway company. Its majority shareholder is the French State and most employees benefit from a special status guaranteeing them, among others, life-long job security. By the time of our study (2004-2005), the company had undertaken extensive changes for about ten years. On the one hand, the quasi monopolistic position it held for decades was being threatened by the deregulation of the transport sector decided at the level of the European Community. On the other hand, in order to comply with the European Directive 91/440, the French State had created in 1997 two distinct legal entities to manage infrastructure activities (network’s ownership and responsibility for its maintenance and development) and operation activities (production and sales of transportation) - that were previously integrated in F-Rail. A new company, F-Net, had been created to carry out infrastructure activities and could call on any supplier for the maintenance and the development of its network. Nevertheless, most of the skills in terms of railway maintenance and engineering were still concentrated at F-Rail, more precisely in its division Inf-Rail that was therefore still remaining F-Net’s main supplier. 

F-Rail’s organization was both divisional and geographical. Divisions corresponded to activities, namely railway equipment and traction; different segments of operations (freight, long distance lines, regional lines, Parisian lines); and infrastructure – the Inf-Rail division. The company had been recently reorganized into divisions, in the wake of F-Net’s creation in 1997. The divisional organization aimed at its being oriented towards its customers and developing among its employees a greater sensitivity to economic issues. The objective assigned to each activity was profit making. On the other hand, the 23 regions ran all the activities deployed locally in establishments. The regional organization resulted in part from successive mergers of formerly independent local railway networks that existed before 1945. This meant that, in this very old organization whose traditions dated back to the mid-19th century, the weight of local arrangements and working practices could still be significant. 

Inf-Rail gathered F-Rail’s competencies in terms of maintenance and engineering. Its main client was the company F-Net, for the maintenance and development of the network, yet it also realized construction or real estate maintenance works for F-Rail’s other divisions, but to a lesser extent. All these customers were now entitled to call on any supplier and choose the most competitive one. 

Inf-Rail had two types of contracts with F-Net. The first type was the current maintenance contract. It provided for a fixed, flat rate annual payment by F-Net to Inf-Rail in return for the realization by the latter of very precisely quantified maintenance operations, such as rounds of inspection, track and other parts change, etc. In addition to this, the contract stipulated conditions for rewards and penalties according to service quality. Since there had been no increase in the contractual monetary amount for some years, while production quantities did increase, productivity was being put under high pressure. On the other hand, for special (generally important) maintenance operations and network development, specific contracts were based on negotiation between F-Net and Inf-Rail according to the work to be undertaken. It was thus crucial for Inf-Rail to gain a good knowledge of production costs. 
By the time of our study, the provision of services by Inf-Rail to other F-Rail divisions had also recently been regulated by orders, the price of which resulted from negotiation between both internal entities. As heard during some meetings “no order, no work”. An internal invoice was issued once the work was done. To inform negotiation about price, costing knowledge was needed – as in the case of F-Net special operations. 

Inf-Rail was geographically organized along four levels: 

1. The national headquarters gathered various functional services (for instance Finance, Human Resource Management, etc.) and the Operations Direction in which 4 sector directors supervised the regional delegations; 

2. The 23 regional delegations had functional but not hierarchical authority
 on 

3. The establishments (around 120), themselves composed of several

4. Operating Units (OU) – the field level for operations. 

2.2 The new performance measurement and management system at Inf-Rail

The implementation of the new performance measurement and management system at Inf-Rail was the second stage of a broader project of “production management renewal”, which corresponded itself to the deployment in the Inf-Rail Division of more global and long-term projects launched at the corporate level such as the “industrial project” or the renewal of accounting and management information systems. These projects originated after 1997 when F-Rail and F-Net were established as separate legal entities.  

In the Inf-Rail division, the first step of “production management renewal” was the reconstruction of cost and management accounting systems which took place from 1998 to 2001. The second step was initiated by the CEO of Inf-Rail Division during a Convention that gathered the managers of this division in October 2001. In his closing address to the management, the Division CEO actually announced that he made the decision to implement a new performance measurement and management system in order to “renovate production management” (Closing Address, 2001).

This project aimed at moving from a rather loose and ritualised reporting system (see below) to a “renewed management dialog” (Closing Address, 2001) focused on action and improvement. Concretely the project had led to implementing: 

· performance review meetings (referred to as “management reviews”) between entities at various hierarchical levels (see above) organized on a monthly, bimonthly or once every four months basis depending on the hierarchical levels. Participants were the entities’ managers and their two assistants in charge of production and management control (if existing). The performance review meetings were structured along 

· a centrally produced performance scorecard (referred to as “reference document for management reviews”) including extensive information about production progress, costs, punctuality, safety, investment, and internal services. Actual figures for these indicators were compared to the budget. Punctuality and safety were two traditional performance dimensions in the company, referring to both customer service quality and employees working conditions. Production progress was not a new area of measurement, but the emphasis put on meeting the budget objectives was recent. As regards costs, investment and internal services, most indicators were new. During performance review meetings, the head of the participating supervising entity was supposed to fill in a “decision report”, this decision report having been designed as the last page of the new, standardized performance scorecard. 

The project for implementing management meetings was launched in January 2002 and meetings using a renewed set of performance indicators began in April 2003. During the development time, several groups (referred to as “mirroring groups”) composed of all types of would-be future users (production managers, entity managers, management accountants) at different hierarchical levels were permanently consulted on various characteristics of the system under implementation, so as to reach a reasonable level of agreement among future users. 

2.3 The new system: a technology of government embodying accountability

As we shall see now, the new system can be considered as inscribing a new form of accountability within the organization through its main features. To that end we shall briefly describe the former system regarding performance measurement and management. 
The new system actually substituted for infrequent and/or irregular performance meetings. At the upper level, a unique member of the Operations Direction, at the Division headquarters, used to hold two times a year the 23 performance meetings with each regional delegate and his team. At the lower levels, meetings between regional and establishment levels used to be organized only once or twice a year, and performance meetings at the field (OU) level, if any, were held infrequently and at the discretion of the head of the supervising establishment. According to our respondents, these meetings were ritualized events based on non-standardized documents where justification for poor performance and expenses over budget was given without any consequence (“if expenses were over budget, they were over budget and nothing happened”). Moreover, according to our respondents each party used to come with its locally-produced figures so that debate was mostly devoted to dispute about the inconsistency and reliability of available information. Thus accountability practices were heterogeneous, poorly structured and when any, appeared largely ceremonial.
The main features of the new system can be traced in the announced objectives of the new system, the prescriptions about how it should be used and the lay-out of the scorecard.

 “Contracts” and “accountability” had been explicitly highlighted since the launch of the project by the CEO (Closing address, 2001) as bases for the renewal of both management dialog and management production. “Contracts” bring up the contractual relationships between a supplier and its customer by which the former is accountable to the latter regarding its contractual obligations. The notions of contract and accountability were reaffirmed in training handouts, in which the new system was being presented as aiming at: 

· “optimizing contracting processes between the company’s different hierarchical levels,

· formalizing management dialog in defining ways of implementing periodical management reviews [meetings] between the different hierarchical levels” (Handouts, 2003).

The expected “management dialog” can be considered as embodying a new type of accountability with a particular focus on its consequences in terms of reactivity, action and improvement. Thus the new management system was intended to be “not sheer reporting, but a step towards continuing progress” (Closing address, 2001). In other words “(…) management reviews [meetings] should increase reactivity down to the ground level and make a step towards continuing progress” (General outline, 2002). During training sessions it was emphasized that the “management dialog” that was to be initiated during management meeting aimed at “defining objectives and action plans” and “analyzing actions made and results obtained; reacting; improving”. “Management dialog”, it was explained, “should not be mixed up with reporting” (Handouts, 2003). In a two column table, “management dialog” was associated with “tomorrow, action, improving, correcting and learning, the team and a cooperative attitude”, whereas “sheer reporting” was deemed to be oriented towards “yesterday, recording, justifying, being sanctioned, the individual and a defensive attitude” (Handouts, 2003). Such excerpts, especially the last one, are very illustrative of the expected change in accountability practices.
While such discourses inform us about the change in the type of hierarchical accountability, the number and scope of performance measures computed in the scorecard are informative of the development of accountability vis-a-vis the various external and internal customers. Most production figures regarding current maintenance were computed and used for reporting to F-Net, some of them being additionally the basis for contractual penalties and rewards. Additionally the new calculation and reporting of unit costs directly stemmed from their importance for the negotiation with F-Net (and secondarily internal customers) regarding specific contracts. The whole new section of internal service indicators (revenues, costs, etc.) also pointed to the figure of the customer, who was instituted as the new basis for inter-company relationships. Both this special section and a whole variety of cost indicators were totally new, by contrast to what existed before. Such novelties, as well as the extensive measurement of production, were explicitly aimed at developing actors’ awareness of customer-related requirements and associated profitability, so that finally the system conveyed the twofold new demand for the new type of accountability and profitability, with “the customer” as the common character for these requirements.

From an IT perspective the new system was part of an integrated chain of systems networking cost accounting, production and inventory management, budget and planning. In order to comply with F-Net reporting requirements, the nomenclature of production and cost accounting systems was tremendously complex and detailed – which was likely to enhance the perception of accountability on a daily basis since production reports were key-punched day after day. 

Finally, that the production of the new scorecard was centralized and standardized also contributed to enforcing the new type of accountability. By contrast with the previous regime in which the lack of consistency and reliability of available measures made accountability inoperable, their henceforth central and common production process made accountability bases undisputable.

More generally the new system can be considered as a technology of government embodying a new form of accountability. It was based on calculative practices, mainly accounting ones, which made the program of government operable at the individual level. The new measurement and management system at Inf-Rail enabled “new ways of acting upon and influencing the decision of individuals” and “create[d] the responsible and calculating individual” (Miller, 2001: 379-80).   

3. Methodology

Our observations rely on the triangulation of (i) archival internal documents (namely, as quoted above, the closing address of the Division CEO at an Inf-Rail Convention
, a project document from Inf-Rail Finance Department, and the handouts given to participants in training seminars about the new system); (ii) various samples of the performance scorecard under use and related procedures, (iii) open interviews of a whole variety of managers directly concerned with the use and implementation of the new system in different geographical areas, at various hierarchical levels, and both in the operational line and in the accounting/finance function; (iv) passive observation of performance meetings in different geographical areas and at various hierarchical levels. 

We focused our observations on two regions and four establishments (two in each region). We observed eleven performance meetings and before these meetings, we interviewed 29 key-participants in these meetings (average interview time: one and a half hour-two hours). Indeed the observed meetings being spaces of appraisal, thus sources of discomfort for both evaluated team and its evaluators, the presence of observers could be perceived as particularly intrusive, and beyond bias interactions during the meeting. Interviewing individually participants before the meeting made it possible to create trust between participants and the research team, then to limit biases related to observation. Open interviews were conducted under the assumption that such interviews were the most likely to foster spontaneous discourse evidencing the sense the new system made to actors.

We thus interviewed: 

· the two directors of the sectors supervising the two regions under study, at the national divisional headquarters (thereafter SECDIR); 

· in each region, the regional delegate for the division (REGDIR) and two of his assistants: the regional production manager (REGPROD) and the regional management accountant (REGMAC), 

· in each establishment, the establishment manager (ESTDIR), his two assistants respectively in charge of production (ESTPROD) and management accounting (ESTMAC), and depending on establishments and their managers’ willingness, from zero to two operating unit managers (OUMAN)
.

We believe that the diversity of respondents contributes to strengthening our conclusions. Regarding diversity, it should be however noted that, due to the traditional life-long career path in the company, a number of management accountants have been occupying former technical or operational positions (either at the establishment and/or OU levels) before accessing the accounting positions they were occupying by the time of our research - so that, to a certain extent, most respondents share a similar background. Out of our 29 informants, only 3 were women, 2 of them occupying management accounting positions, which provides a further illustration of the over-arching technical and engineering background of individuals in the company since traditionally in France very few women have been trained in technical education or engineering schools. All our respondents were French.

The eleven performance meetings were observed at the three hierarchical interfacing levels. In each meeting (one hour to two hours and a half, depending on the hierarchical level) there were participants of the evaluated entity and of the supervising entity – those whom we had met previously and occasionally other colleagues of theirs. We thus observed meetings at the region-sector level (2 meetings), at the establishment-region level (4 meetings) and at the OU-establishment level (5 meetings).

Our pre-survey (collection of archival documents and interviews of the design team at headquarters) took place between June 2003 and February 2004, and the interviews and observations were carried out between April 2004 and September 2004. At that time performance meetings have been held for more than one year (they started in April 2003). 

From the first interviews on, it appeared clearly that recording was detrimental to the spontaneity and authenticity of responses. Hence we gave up recording and interviews were systematically conducted by two (sometimes three) researchers so as to have at our disposal the most exhaustive notes. Depending on the number of participants, two or three researchers observed performance management meetings. Hence we did not collect the verbatim of interviews and meetings but by sharing and comparing our individual transcriptions the quasi-totality of interviews has finally been made available for analysis. Transcripts were complemented with non-verbal expressions (change in voice, laughs, gestures, silence, etc.), notes of which had been made during interviews.

Our research was not commissioned by the company. However, the division management, once presented with the objectives of our research, found them interesting enough to give access to internal documents and teams. The division management also provided help for the selection of interviewed entities. While the two regions were chosen through successive eliminations under the main constraint of environmental comparability, in each region, the two establishments were selected for diversity reasons (date of implementation, education and personality of establishment managers, etc.) with the help of regional correspondents. Interviewees were granted anonymity and that a collective (thus transparent) restitution of our findings would be realized – both elements likely to foster their perception of our independence.  

Data have been analysed in two steps, combining both an open reading of transcripts, paying special attention both to spontaneous moves of thought and associations, to formal qualities of narratives (e.g. the use of metaphors, syntax constructions) and to associated non-verbal expressions. At this stage we identified what we perceived as the most recurring or/and the most sense-making themes and connections in the persons’ discourses. In a second step, data have been encoded (NVivo software), then providing a basis for validating and refining our first-step analysis.

We presented our main findings to our interviewees. According to them our analysis faithfully reflected what they had said and felt and more generally their representations regarding the ongoing change in the organization.
4. Findings 
Regarding accountability perceptions and practices, three points are especially worth noting. First, some features of the new system which support the change in accountability processes were implemented as forecasted, especially the change in the KPIs with the introduction of indicators on cost in addition to existing production, quality, punctuality and security indicators and the performance reviews where these KPIs were analysed. Second, there was a fundamental tension between what interviewed persons said about accountability and how they enacted it during performance meetings, that is, the very space and time expectedly embodying the new accountability principle. Second, there was some confusion about points what were to be reported to F​Net, leading to a frequent over-perception of accountability.

First, we address the question of the gap between discourse and practice. On the one hand, in terms of contractual relationships with F-Net, it appeared legitimate to our informants that this company being Inf-Rail main customer, it should hold Inf-Rail accountable for the production paid. This perception was frequently associated with a perceived threat originating in the opening up of markets to competition and the fact that the company had recently lost some F-Net contracts – as the following excerpt indicates:

We’re convinced that we have to meet the desire of our customer. Otherwise we are dead. We have to prove that we are competent; otherwise we’re going to being replaced for we can be exposed to competition. (REGPROD)

Thus the idea that the organization had to be accountable to its main customer seemed to be widely accepted, as well as the existence of bonuses or penalties in the contract. 

It’s normal that F-Net asks for the same thing we ask in our personal life [i.e. the best service at the best cost]. (ESTPROD)
The same is also true for internal contracts although those were only occasionally mentioned – possibly because internal customers are not strategically important whereas F-Net is.

Interviewees also agreed on the type of “proactive” accountability that the system targeted. They were convinced of the importance of moving from sheer analysis (“a culture of justification”) to decision making. They were convinced too that this was what they actually did in performance meetings, this perception being met at all hierarchical levels in the organization. 

Management reviews shall not be devoted anymore to analysis in order to provide a justification, but [shall be devoted] to find action plans (SECDIR). 
At the end of the meeting, we make a report including the decision made (pieces of decision, person in charge, timing) (OUMAN). 
However, performance review meetings did not unfold accordingly. First, in all the meetings attended, we never observed any actual discussion of an action plan. We even did not observe the decision to organize a specific meeting to try and find out solutions to an encountered problem. Discussions taking place during such meetings frequently revolved around the validity of reported figures or the need to correct mistakes. Indeed, it was not unexceptional that the entry of production reports was delayed or the budgeted figures irrelevant, both types of events generating undue variances. Budgeted figures were irrelevant as long as monthly planning had been averaged – which was the most common case since, as explained, maintenance activity is subjected to too many uncontrollable events to do reliable monthly planning. Besides the complexity of the nomenclature also gave way to mistakes that were corrected during the following period(s) – being then mentioned and debated during next performance review meetings. After questioning the accuracy of reported data, performance review meetings were then devoted to further justifying variances between budgeted and actual figures. Justification for variances was almost exclusively sought in external events and causes such as bad weather conditions, improper (or late) delivery of material or equipment by an internal supplier or difficulties in obtaining long enough periods of time between two trains to carry on maintenance work. Operating responsibilities of neither the reporting entity, nor its immediate upper hierarchical level, were really questioned. Discussion generally ended up with hierarchical superiors asking whether the target would be attained by year end – who were given assurance that it would be the case.
In spite of this, the last page of the scorecard was carefully filled in. Accordingly with the focus of debates reported action plans were limited to actions regarding late data entry, data correction, or setting under control parameters that seemed to deviate. As the following excerpts evidence, this was true at all hierarchical even at the upper hierarchical ones.
I do take note “action proposal: following up of the indicator ‘advancement [of production]’. Objective: 100%”. (SECDIR)

Action proposal: global control of purchased materials and services. (SECDIR)

On this point I make a concrete action proposal: for next operations can we check that we’re going to perform at the budget level? (SECDIR)
So the type of accountability enacted was fairly different from the expected one. Performance review meetings were indeed places of accountability, but the meetings missed their final objective (action plan design targeting improvement), so that ultimately they appeared as ritualized events that to a certain extent bore similarities with the former ceremonial performance meetings. They were similar in that they almost exclusive focused on justification and lacked of proactive dimension. However they were different in the new emphasis placed on meeting both the contractual production program and the budget, i.e. financial objectives in terms of spending and of costs. So the new system expectedly embodying accountability did produce some effects on practices of accountability (subordinates were made more accountable than before) but did not produce the full effects that are usually expected of the implementation of these systems in private sector firms (proactive action plans decided during performance meetings between subordinates and their hierarchical superior). Such a gap (between objectives and implementation) is not exceptional yet, in our case, we observed a striking gap between discourse and practice.

The second noteworthy point in our findings concerns external (customer) accountability. Indeed, at lower hierarchical levels, a misunderstanding existed about what should actually be reported to F-Net. Most respondents (including management accountants) mentioned that focusing on costs in the scorecard was something necessary since the division was now accountable for its operating costs, beyond reporting production volumes completed. This was actually not the case. Indeed, F-Net reporting regarding the annual maintenance contract included only production information and while costing information was truly crucial for negotiating special contracts (and further maintaining profitability), such information was certainly not reported to F-Net. Upper hierarchical levels made it very clear that lower level perception was mistaken. So while internal (hierarchical) accountability appeared to be under-enacted (with comparison to objectives), external (customer) accountability appeared to be over-perceived, at least all lower levels: managers believed that they were accountable for elements for which they actually were not.

5. Discussion 
We first discuss our findings with respect to prior literature on accountability (first and second sections). A third section explains how the oddities of our findings are aligned with the French conception of accountability, while the fourth section discusses the respective contribution of the societal cultural perspective versus the more common occupational and organisational ones.

5.1 Types of accountability

First, it appears to us that observed practices during performance meetings can be associated with accountability in its broad sense (Giddens, 1984; Roberts and Scapens, 1985; Wilmott, 1996) inasmuch as they involve explicating the reasons for conduct. With this encompassing definition of accountability, it is difficult to argue that we observed any resistance to accountability.

However, as we mentioned above, the accountability literature differentiates between hierarchical and socializing forms of accountability. This difference appears highly relevant in our case, since the observed system change can be described as aiming to move from a socializing to a hierarchical form of accountability. Indeed, the former system was characterized by rather informal accountability relationships: infrequent and irregular performance meetings, reference to the budget which was merely rhetoric with unclear consequences of failing to meet the budgetary objectives… Performance, which was mainly in terms of technical excellence and safety was ensured by the sharing of these values among the railwaymen communities and a common trust that every organizational member was acting in the sense of these values reinforced by socialization mechanisms (life-long employment, geographical and hierarchical mobility…). The context can thus be described as ‘communal’ and accountability largely ‘informal’. 
Conversely the main features of the new system are those associated with the hierarchical form of accountability: emphasis on contracts, individual performance, outcomes, use of targets, clear specification of information and expectations. Thus we can say that the new system was expected to substitute hierarchical for socializing accountability.

However, the practices that we observed indicate that such substitution was enacted to a certain extent only. While actors were lavish on the provision of explanation and justification for their results, they seem to be reluctant to engage in action plan design and corrective action. It is debatable whether designing action plans and implementing them should be considered as part of hierarchical accountability enactment. Although it is not explicitly mentioned as such in the literature, it seems to us that designing and implementing corrective action plans implicitly follows from the explicit elements of hierarchical accountability (e.g. defining objectives, setting up targets, measuring performance, etc.), and thus are inherently subsumed under this concept. 

If we consider that corrective action decided during meetings with the hierarchy (or at least a concern for corrective action) is intrinsically part of the hierarchical form of accountability, then our observations suggest a subtle form of resistance. Meetings are held as expected, there is debate and explanation about performance (as expected too) but pro-active collective attitude towards performance improvement is replaced by a kind of generalised trust that everyone will individually do their best to solve problems and reach targets. This can be considered as an implicit claim of the independence of selves – a claim that is associated with the socialising form of accountability (Roberts, 1991). In other words, we would have a hybrid form of accountability, with some socialising aspects embedded into more structured artefacts that pertain to the hierarchical form.

Our observations can also be referred to Laughlin’s (1996) third form of accountability. Indeed, the former system can be interpreted as one where accountability is referred to higher principals (professional norms or personal conscience) in a poorly formal way. In such a case, the new system can be viewed as a means to intently move from this third form to the first form, in which accountability is referred to economic principals in a very formal and contractual way. The way the new system was enacted suggests that this intended hierarchical form was not implemented in practice but that implementation took rather the second (still hierarchical) form, in which accountability, while formally referred to economic principals, has its main emphasis on trust rather than contract.

Ahrens (1996)’ ‘styles of accountability’, which are based on different views on what actors hold themselves accountable for are not relevant to account for our results. Indeed, we did not observe different styles of accountability since all actors were reasonably willing to be accountable for the performance measures under control. More precisely, though there was a change in the nature of what they were asked to be accountable for with the introduction of costs, there resistance does not apply to this change since there was no difference in the type of discussion on cost results than on safety or production results during the performance meetings nor on corrective action plans decision making. But we observed that practically, there was a point in time when actors, who until then were fully engaged in a hierarchical form of accountability, suddenly shifted to a socializing form. This shift does not occur because of the nature of what actors are accountable for, but of the way accountability is being enacted. 
We believe that this shift was strongly influenced by the context (see below) and that in other contexts the hierarchical form would have also encompassed a step where actors are collectively concerned by corrective action design. This leads us to our proposition that future research should consider the ‘scope of accountability’ that can be more or less narrow according to contexts.

Altogether, this discussion supports Lindkvist and Llewellyn (2003)’s call for a more nuanced representation of accountability. For that purpose it suggests that there is a need to more precisely define the features of the different forms of accountability be them those of Laughlin’s (1996) typology which proved relevant in our case or that of Lindkvist and Llewellyn (2003). In particular there is a need to include in that definition the processes by which accountability is enacted. 
5.2 Accountability and professional identity
As shown in the literature section, professional identities have hitherto mostly be considered to explain resistance to new systems like NPM and more specifically hierarchical accountability. In particular, it has been shown that formal modes of accountability can conflict with professional identities in which autonomy is valued (
Laughlin, 1996; Cohen & Musson, 2000) As we shall see below, the status of autonomy is also crucial to our case study. But it is difficult to compare autonomy in the railway maintenance with autonomy in caring professions, on which the above referenced studies are based. And the form of resistance observed is not the same either. While in previous studies professionals were overtly raising objections to the legitimacy of formal control, our professionals did not dispute the need of measuring and reporting performance. They were even willing to implement, and actually did it at least to a certain extent, the new hierarchical forms of accountability.
The explanation in terms of professional identity is also consistent with the resistance we observed in the discourses and in the decisions to the increased emphasis on economic performance. Indeed, though we did not mention these results since they are not central for our discussion on the influence of national culture, all interviewees kept ranking the objectives by putting security and punctuality above productivity which was contradictory to the goals of the new system. Moreover they were reluctant when decisions of reduction of the maximum speed on a track had to be taken because of a lack of maintenance. This is consistent with the previous studies that show the introduction of economic logic would conflict with professional identities by undermining the central meanings of the agent’s activities. 

In our case study however, the two observations we detailed in the previous section cannot be explained in terms of professional identity. Firstly the lack of decision making during performance meetings because this lack does not only concern cost results but also production and quality results. Indeed, decision making does not conflict with the professional values of technical excellence (see below). We should thus have observed decision making to preserve the alignment of production with the implicit criteria of technical excellence. Secondly the fact that members accepted cost control quite willingly and they were so keen to report to the main stakeholder (F-Net) that they thought they were accountable on elements on which they were actually not!

All this suggests that interpretations in terms professional identity alone cannot make sense of our findings. Consequently, we now turn to French culture as a possible source of interpretation for our observations.

5.3 Interpretations in terms of national culture
Before explaining why we consider that national cultural elements are useful to account for observed practices of accountability at Inf-Rail, we need to reassess the significance of the gap between the objectives of the new system (implementing a new form of accountability according to which managers feel responsible for their results) and its implementation (managers provide external justification for their results, which they consider caused by uncontrollable events). 

While such a gap is probably not exceptional, what was really impressive was the gap between discourse and practice, namely the fact that respondents, especially at the upper management levels, appeared really convinced that they were implementing the new system – whereas meting observations evidenced that this implementation was largely ceremonial. 

Various interpretations would account for the observed gap between discourse and practices. We argue that we should discard the straightforward interpretation that our interviewees have been insincere to us.  First, it did not match the trustful climate of the interviews (especially that of the interviews in which the strongest convictions of implementing the system had been collected). Second, as our interviewees knew that we were going to attend as passive observers the performance meetings they had to participate to, being insincere to our research team would not have been tenable. 
A second explanation would be that these respondents were truly convinced that putting performance under control and correcting and updating data entry were real “action plans”. The research team agreed that such misunderstanding was cognitively unlikely since our upper level respondents were very subtle observers and commentators of the various ongoing strategic, organizational and identity changes, were cognizant of private sector practices and thus could not have possibly confused actual action plans (that is, making and operational decisions and implementing actions) with the so-called action plans they reported in decision sheets (e.g. improving data entry reliability). So we assumed that our respondents knew that an action plan is something different from what they reported at the end of meetings, but that at the same time and to a certain extent, they sincerely believed that performance meetings were actually “devoted to find action plans”.

We finally considered that this gap between belief and practice was largely unconscious, as possible outcome of the tension between, on the one hand, a thorough personal adhesion to the necessity of implementing accountability practices in the division and on the other hand, a unconscious resistance to implementing it. While accountability was cognitively associated with performance and beyond survival, its conditions of implementation (scorecard and meetings) made especially salient the conflict with the social norms shared and embodied so far in the division operating practices. Though we were not able to directly test this interpretation with our interviewees we had the opportunity to present them some of our observations which included that of the lack of decision making and they globally acknowledged that these observations were in line with their own perceptions.
Until recently indeed operators’ and managers’ competencies and their understandings of their jobs used to allow for a large autonomy at the local level:

Culturally, people (…) were in a traditional culture of autonomy. (REGMAC)
[The OUMAN] had a direct hold [on his activities]; he could organize the work (…) He had autonomy and a large control. (ESTPROD)

Such perception was supported by the previous large-grained budgetary system, which was decoupled from then existing production management system: OU managers were allocated with a budget in which they could quite easily reallocate means. The emphasis used to be placed on the result of individuals’ work, the latter being understood in very broad and qualitative terms (see below). On the contrary, the new system traced down both the completion of detailed tasks programmed according to precise technical standards and the related costs and means. Therefore, the new performance management system was tightly coupled to the production management system. 
Before, we used to do largely what we wanted to. When we had to change rails, we used to put working hours elsewhere if we had done too many. We used to put an account number ourselves. We were sorting things out ourselves. Now we can’t do it anymore. Before, we were just looking at working hours, globally. Now we manage operation by operation, precisely. (OUMAN)
The former system was much easier. (…) Before we could do more or less what we wanted to do. (OUMAN)
People had more autonomy; they paid less attention to balancing accounts, to their allocated budget. If their expenses were over the budget, they were over! They could provide good explanations for this. (ESTDIR) 
A strict cost control coupled with tightened technical standards modified the operating conditions of jobs and restrained the scope of individuals’ autonomy in their jobs. The emphasis placed in the new system on the accountability of individuals for meeting detailed economic targets directly conflicted with previous scope of autonomy. Individuals expressed feelings that they had lost control over their activities, using tones and expressions that were sometimes indicative of high emotional loads.
We, as the production department - large pieces of the budget are not under our control. (ESTPROD)

It’s true that we are locked up on all sides: production, unit production costs, number of operators, all-expenses amount and budget to be met category by category. Hence it’s not always easy. (ESTMAC)

We are in a somewhat dogmatic period in which we only manage what is urgent. I consider whether, by the end of April, I won’t have eaten too much money, whether I can stand it, completing my program while performing better than the budget level - this is the last motto of our chairman. (ESTPROD)

The smallest grain of sand and everything [budgets and production programs] falls onto the ground. (…) Given all this, in the same time, every month somebody comes and asks you why your unit cost is above your budget. At times I feel like throwing everything away. (ESTPROD)

On a daily basis action is now perceived as highly framed by budgets and tight control over expenses. In other words, accountability impinges on the traditional representation and scope of autonomy. Autonomy was perceived as a distinctive trait of daily working conditions, and individuals were not made accountable for the decisions and their various impacts resulting from the exercise of their autonomy. If we refer to the distinction between action, result and personal-cultural controls (Merchant, 1998), the new system can be considered as implementing result control. Formerly control was exercised through both action and personal-cultural controls. Action control relied on multiple procedures ruling jobs, responsibilities and competencies. 
Task realization followed guidelines issued in a host of highly detailed technical procedures detailing, among others, which categories of personnel were allowed to realize each task. Accesses to and moves between categories of personnel were strictly ruled through internal exams and regulations. Personal-cultural controls were active through shared values – primarily the search for technical excellence. 

The railwayman is technical excellence (sic). (REGPROD)
Our respondents described either themselves or their peers as “good professionals” doing spontaneously their best for the well-being of the company. The following quote illuminates how such perceptions lead both to justifying unfavorable variances in terms of uncontrollable (external) events and to disregarding the new management system:

I don’t think people have an antipathy to management, but this is not their cup of tea. They are qualified people who prefer to do their jobs. They behave like good craftsmen, they say: ‘I did all I could do, it’s normal, I’ve behaved professionally. So if I didn’t match the objective, since I’ve behaved professionally and I’ve got means, it’s because of external causes (REGPROD).
Accountability, as embodied in the new system, is also perceived as irrelevant with respect to the complexity of activity. 
We don’t have much room for manoeuvre and production is complex for sure. Complexity doesn’t make it possible to isolate someone’s responsibility (REGPROD).
In other words accountability is perceived as irrelevant while personal responsibility appears fully engaged in the job (‘I did all I could do, it’s normal’). Such perceptions as well as moaning for lost autonomy can be associated with the French conceptions of autonomy, honour and control. 

Operational autonomy was especially valued since it was one distinctive feature of the field jobs in this division. Autonomy was often associated with the idea of a “territory” that would have “belonged” to persons in charge of maintaining this portion of the network. Employees were proud to take care of it as they did of “their personal gardens”. Each employee, even at the lowest levels, could derive a sense of nobility from the careful realization of the tasks assigned according to procedures. Autonomy is thus the condition of exercise of the internalized sense of responsibility, leading to achieving one’s duties in accordance with both procedures and one’s professional honour. Thus action and personal-cultural controls were closely associated for the framing of employees’ behavior. Not only newly implemented accountability and external controls did not make sense to actors but the very associated system might convey suspicion that actors did not behave “honourably”. This might explain why managers entitled with authority on entities whose performance was under review during meetings accepted justification for poor performance in terms of uncontrollable events and were reluctant to engage in debates about what should be done to improve performance (action plans). The claim that everybody was doing their best seemed to be fully shared by all organizational participants. Additionally, introducing action plans could have been perceived as impinging on actors’ autonomy. Employees were already complaining about their loss of autonomy, and their supervising managers themselves were likely to face a similar loss. This placed them in the situation of being able to both understand their employees' bitter feelings and accept the provision of sheer justification for reported variances. Engaging in the discussion of action plans would have been illegitimate. Not doing so enabled them to mitigate the risk of having to face subordinates who could have voiced their concerns. As a result, practices of hierarchical accountability appeared largely ceremonial.

To be accountable can be literally translated in French as « rendre des comptes », but this is done through a verb, and there is no equivalent to the adjective “accountable” – which suggests that accountability is something you can do but not associate with a person. The “performance ceremonies” that took place during performance meetings are consistent with this French view on accountability. Accountability was collectively and thus rather impersonally realized during these meetings so that the personal engagement of each participant could be reduced to a minimum. Asking somebody to give account and reason for action is not very honourable in the French context, but it is acceptable as long as the honour of everybody is preserved (d'Iribarne, 1989). In our case, both the ceremony and the subsequent limited involvement of the individual were means of preserving the honour of both evaluating and evaluated parties. 

Things were very different regarding accountability to F-Net. First, while none of our respondents was directly involved in F-Net reporting, all of them perceived it as an irreducible fact and a constraint that had to be met. In other words, they did not perceive that they had any room for manoeuvre in terms of their accountability towards F-Net, unlike in terms of hierarchical accountability. There was a shared feeling that the division had to report to F-Net. 

We have a main customer, F-Net. We have to be able to providing him with elements of clues (…). (ESTPROD, emphasis added)
However, the way this obligation is formulated suggests that the obligation arising from contractual terms seemed to be internalized by employees – and further subjected to honour-related processes. The contractual obligation was internalized as a self-imposed duty. This move might have been enhanced by related representations of F-Net, namely the shared feeling that F-Net was a key customer for the company survival. Employees would thus have had a personal commitment to F-Net since it was perceived as a key actor with respect to their personal lives and future.
Internalisation can explain the confusion made by lower level respondents regarding their reporting obligation towards F-Net – which they extended to unit costs whereas the latter were actually not reported to F-Net. If obligation is conceived in terms of duty, and not contractual relationship, the type of the obligation (accountability) can be over-perceived in comparison to the precise content and limits of the obligation (production), as is the case when the obligation is thought in contractual terms.

Finally it is worth noting that in 2005, at a time when we had completed our observations and interviews, the new management system had been amended. The principle and schedule of performance meetings had been retained, but the scorecard (the one we have studied) had been abandoned and a new one, developed by the Operations Direction, has been deployed. The revised scorecard still integrated key features of the abandoned one, in particular detailed production costs and the reference to budget targets. The main difference consisted in additional detailed information on production, which was assumed to better satisfy the needs, perceptions and representations of production managers. Our perception is that the main change does not lie in system features (measures, periodical meetings, etc.) but in the responsibility of the development and implementation of the system. The transfer of responsibility (from the Finance to the Operations Direction) can be analysed as a collective, largely symbolic, reassessment of the autonomy that production line individuals perceived they had lost in their daily activity. 
5.4 Cultural versus professional/organisational identities?
In our analysis, we have emphasised various notions that can be related to a cultural perspective but also to a occupational one. For instance autonomy is a core notion in the French culture (it makes you a noble person or not) but it is also part of professional identities, as underlined in prior work (Laughlin, 1996; Cohen and Musson, 2000). French people have certainly a sharp sense of their duties, but some other nationals too. All companies which primarily deploy a personal-cultural mode of organisational control (Merchant, 1998) rely on employees' internalisation of values and norms to reach their goals. So it is debatable whether our analysis should be read in terms of cultural or professional/organisational identities.

In our case study, we have not evidenced any tensions between accountants and operational managers. Accountants view did not differ from managers’ one. This may be an outcome of the common technical and operational background of most of our respondents and of their seniority in the firm, which was sometimes quite important. Since they shared the same representations about work, autonomy and honour, they framed situations in the same way whatever their position. Another explanation could be that all respondents and participants being French, they shared the same cultural background and reluctance to accountability practices. 

To do full justice to the professional/organisational hypothesis, it is worth noting that our railwaymen had a conception of work which conjured up that of French Compagnons [Companions], that is, members of organisations of craftsmen in various disciplines, dating back to the Middle Ages, which organise training processes ensuring the transmission of knowledge and values, creating thus a strong professional identity (Guédez, 1994; Icher, 2003). This similarity could have led us to analyse the case in terms of occupational, not cultural norms and representations.
We have studied French professionals, that is members of social groups (professionals and French people) who are both highly concerned with autonomy and a strong sense of internalised duties. It is thus not surprising that these features are especially salient. We add the cultural perspective to the professional one since others forms of accountability in France have not been implemented easily. For instance when French private firms developed MBO (Management by Objectives) in the late 60s, there were concerns that this US-born method was not appropriate in France (Franck, 1973). The definitive title of one of the last articles on this topic (Epitaphe pour la DPO – Epitaph for MBO) at that time was not very predictive since almost all French firms have implemented MBO at most hierarchical level since then. However, the acronym is not in use any more and surveys suggests that MBO systems might not be as beneficial as expected considering their cost (see for instance Cegos, 1994), and thus might be ceremonial to a certain extent. In private firms as in our case, enacting accountability is no easy project in the French society, as the lack of wording suggests. 
A further argument for supplementing occupational explanations with cultural ones resides in the difference between our observations and Dent’s account of the transformation of a railway organization in the UK. Dent (1991) reported a very different picture of what happened in the UK rail organisation that in many respects was very similar to F-Rail. Admittedly the political and ideological context was different, Dent’s observations were located at a more central level in the structure, and the methods used to develop accountability and cost consciousness also differed from those implemented at F-Rail. It remains that the smooth process described by Dent appears very improbable in France given the features of this national context.
5.5 Specificities of the case study
As noted above, the organization we studied is characterized by strong identity features linked to French national culture. Rather than be a problem, we think it is an opportunity to observe the influence of national culture on the way actors appropriate new accountability processes. Moreover, the professional identity of the actors is also very strong. Again, this is rather an opportunity to discuss the relative influence of professional and national identity on accountability changes. Of course, though these specificities do not affect the relevance of our theoretical conclusions, they do allow to predict the level with which professional identity and French culture will affect accountability changes in other organizations.
Another feature of the case study is the speed with which the new practices were introduced. This is true more braodly for the diffusion of NPM in France. This means that value conflicts were particularly violent. Again, this creates favourable conditions for observation. But since identities and culture evolve slowly in time there is a need for longitudinal studies to assess the effects  
Conclusion
The analysis above has emphasised the influence of national culture, in the form of local representations of control and accountability, on the way actors appropriate or resist to a new management system embodying the private conception of accountability in a public sector firm. We suggest that culture-based representations can explain why the system implementation was largely ceremonial, evidencing collective practices of subtle but observable resistance to hierarchical accountability. On the other hand, seemingly paradoxically, the same representations could lead to fully appropriate accountability toward the customer
. In both cases accountability representations are intertwined with other work-related representations (autonomy, conditions of activity), which together make (or not) sense to persons and ultimately frame their behaviours. The case study illustrates how actors reinterpret accountability in a context where both internal and external (customer) relationships were not traditionally based on contracts. It suggests that the local sense of honour would still contribute to the framing of social relationships in French organizations that still are deeply rooted in the French cultural traditions. When they are confronted with management devices which used to be foreign to their cultural contexts, honour would explain both the reluctance of organizational participants to fully engage in alternate accountability practices and their reinterpretation of their contractual obligations in terms of self-imposing duties. 

Though our observations suggest that cultural interpretations usefully supplement interpretations in terms of professional identity only, it would be of interest to study attitudes towards control and accountability of non-French “good professionals” to gauge the extent to which our observations should be attributed to national versus professional cultures.

In addition to this, we shall note that it has not been possible to us to further document our case study which thus lacks of a longitudinal dimension. We do not claim to have provided here a full story of the implementation of the system. Attitudes and behaviour regarding accountability are likely to have evolved in time, especially if we consider the change in the scorecard that took place some time after our observations. If our interpretation in terms of symbolic gain of autonomy, in form of the reappropriation of the system by operational managers, is right, such a profit was likely to impact representations of autonomy, and possibly accountability practices.
Finally, the case study suggests that accountability can be multi-faceted. What appeared meaningful in our observations is that accountability in always oriented towards a constituency and is not framed in general terms. Attitudes towards accountability can highly depend on the person, institution or position to which accounts are addressed, because representations attached to them and beyond, accountability meanings, are likely to be specific.
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� It is also the case in Sweden as underlined by Lindqvist & Llewelyn (2003: 261).





�Il faut peut-être développer et mettre plus de références ?


�Je ne comprends pas très bien… le terme ‘scope’ semble évoqué l’étendue, donc la nature de ce sur quoi les acteurs doivent rendre des comptes. Or, c’est plutôt la façon dont ils doivent mettre en œuvre leur accountability qui pose problème ?


�Je me demande s’il est pertinent d’introduire la typologie de Merchant. Il me semble que nous pouvons nous en sortir sans, ce qui simplifiera notre propos…


�J’éviterais de créer un nouveau « type of accountability » puisque nous utilisons ce terme pour différencier la hierarchical accountability d’une socialzing form of accountability.





� Hierarchical supervision on establishments is formally granted to Region Directors (who also functionally supervise Regional Delegates for all activities since the creation of such positions in 1997). However regional delegates’ responsibilities actually encroach on the Region Director’s scope of authority, so that authority questions in regions represent a very touchy topic. This explains why, although regional delegates actually behave as if they were hierarchical supervisors of establishment managers, and these latter fully accept this supervision, this is not officially recognised.





� The text of this speech has been largely disseminated throughout the Division after the Convention.





� In one establishment indeed, the establishment manager refused that we conducted interviews with OU managers because “they were very busy already”.
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