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AN	INTRODUCTION	FOR	IDENTIFYING	A	GAP	OF	ACCOUNTABILITY	
CONCEPT	INTO	PRATICE	AT	INDONESIA	LOCAL	GOVERNMENT	LEVEL	

	

By Muhammad Ichsan Kabullah (Radboud University & Andalas University) 

Abstract: 

The theoretical analysis about development of accountability conception in public 
administration has increased significantly in the last five years. On the one hand, this can assume 
that accountability conception invite scholars’ attention to look at accountability from a wider 
perspective to discover different result. On the other hand, it remains to be seen that 
accountability conception is difficult to bring into praxis because of poorly understood and bias 
concept. Based on extensive literature review, the major weaknesses of this problem is because 
discussion of accountability too often focuses on the characteristics of formal mechanism in 
general rather than informal in particular case. The consequence has brought about a gap 
between concept and practice.  

Same problem was seen in Indonesia. In Indonesia public administration view, a lack of 
accountability concept into practice is still one of serious debate. It is real problem because 
developed of accountability as a complex and heterogeneous concept has not following 
accountable government result. This is indicated by evidence of corruption at most of Indonesia 
local government. Therefore, this paper attempts to analyze a gap between concept and practice 
by identifying mechanism of accountability in Indonesia’s local government and the attempts 
local government to fix that gap in practice.  

The paper is an introduction of early exploration of the literature on accountability theory 
within my PhD research project about Accountability in Indonesia local government. The paper 
concludes that some local governments have been doing well on developing accountability 
mechanism based on heritage aspects. Unlike most of provinces which implemented 
accountability mechanism only on formal way, Yogyakarta Province adopted local heritage to 
encourage accountability mechanism. 
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1. Introduction 

In public administration we have seen a sharp increase in attention for the academic experiment 
about accountability conception in government particular. Such research ranges from accountability 
practice at some countries (de Vries, 2007; Dunn & Legge, 2001); decentralized model (Henberger, 
2008); horizontal accountability (O’Donnell, 1998; Schielman, 2008); democratization effort to 
accountability (Behn, 2001; Godin, 2003) and public accountability (de Vries & Sobis, 2012; Cammeron, 
2004). Furthermore, most of academic institution of thought in public administration are arguably about 
accountability and all major debates about government reforms are related to accountability (Yang, 2011). 
This made a strong reason study in accountability area is urgent to learning. As a consequence, scholar 
should be aware to follow developed accountability conception.  

I argued research about the accountability is a well investigated topic. At least on last five years the 
publication on accountability concept has increase significantly. It means scholars have big expectation to 
explore accountability in various perspectives. Regardless of increased publication of accountability, 
scholars also faced difficulties to interpreting accountability term thus potentially impeding a develop 
accountability concept. It will made negative consequences because accountability will be wide concept 
with bias and ambiguity characteristics. For example, in accountability conception for public, at least five 
negative side effects indicate a missing accountability concept are respectively; improve in administrative 
costs, a less information in accountability processes, the potential bias in the accounts, the impossibility to 
sanction the responsible actors and not accommodate value and norms as accountability motive. (de 
Vries, 2013).  

In Indonesia case, one of negative consequences has been shown by failure of accountability 
concept to create acceptable mechanism for prevent corruption action at local government level. It seems 
that the failure came from abuse of power which mean accountability are faced exigency to corruption 
phenomenon (Ackerman, 1999; Behn, 2001). Hence, a failure of accountability is important issue at most 
of Indonesia local government indicate corrupt. I believe it is serious issue because accountability as a 
response to the corruption practice could be an unessential concept on practice. A phenomenon like that 
bring a question to us “Can an accountability concept be define on practice at Indonesia local 
government?” The first question relates to an how local government attempts to define and interpret 
various typologies about accountability concept into mechanism. I also conducted an extensive research 
search of the scholarly literature about accountability theoretical perspective and accountability 
implementation by local government. 

The second question is “How Indonesia’s local government have been developed accountability 
mechanism?” The second question relates government attempts to prevent a weaknesses of accountability 
implementation at Indonesia local government. This also discuss experience some local government to fill 
a lack accountability concept into practice. In this case I choose Yogyakarta Province because indicated a 
good rank on corruption perception index on three times surveys by Transparency International Indonesia. 

What is useful for this paper is future research should take different position to analyzing 
accountability in particular case rather than focus on general phenomenon. This paper can also be of great 
value to society. Through this research we can determine if there are any barriers in accountability 
innovation by local government and how to manage accountability to create more efficient and effective. 
We begin by reviewing the accountability term in Public Administration literature. 

2. Accountability in a Brief 

Since accountability concept has become increasingly complex issue in public administration, the 
developing of conception following with a high number of publication. As evidence, I used a key word 
“accountability”  in every article title at prestigious academic journal in public administration. A little 
survey has compare at least fourth journals. That journal is International Review of Administration 
Sciences (IRAS), Public Administration Review (PAR), Public Administration (PA) and Public 
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Management Review (PMR). All of journal is leading journal so it is good as reference to see developing 
accountability concept in publication during 2007 until the middle of 2013. 

Table 1 
Number of Publication by IRAS, PAR, PA and PMR, 2007-June 2013 

	
	
 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
IRAS 1 / 47 0 / 45 0 / 44 1  / 50 2  / 38 0 / 44 7 / 23 

(June) 
PAR 1 / 152 2 / 168 1 / 174 1 / 193 3 / 176 3 / 182 1 / 113  

(July) 
PA 2 / 96 1 / 111 3 / 94 0 / 98 1 / 121 1 / 94 1 / 46 

(June) 
PMR 0 / 38 3 / 56  0 / 55 1 / 57 3 / 68 3 / 66 0 / 25 

(March) 
Total 4 6 4 3 9 7 9 
Total of 
Article 

333 380 367 398 403 386 207 

	
	

Table 1 demonstrates clearly the total number of publication since 2007 until July 2013 is 2,474 
titles. In general, the number of publication about accountability has increased gradually in all of journals 
sample. On 2007, only 1.2% accountability theme has published in journals. Moreover on 2013 (July), the 
percentage was increase until 3.97% with the high number has publishing in International Review of 
Administration Sciences (IRAS). This number probably will high if we searching other concept related 
with accountability such as responsibility and transparency. The table clearly show that a concern of 
scholar in accountability concept more higher than previous time. 

There are several reasons why accountability conception so urgent and invite many scholars 
attention. First, accountability is basic concept to control for the abuse of power especially corruption 
(Behn, 2001). This argument is relevant because corruption is one of challenges for government 
especially in developing country at this time (de Vries, 2013). Second, although accountability have a 
possibility to present on different relations because the conditions for accountability very different on 
each case, accountability is democracy pillar between public and government on every case (Hanberger, 
2008). Two of major purposes are commonly understood as a instrument if the accountability concept 
was clear in operational stage. Nevertheless, the concept of accountability faced seriously challenged to 
define by scholars.  

In short, the explanation of accountability term should be set from history and literally discourse. 
On historically view, the concept of accountability has closely related to common practice at religion. 
Since ancient time, several religions manuscript such as ten commandments in Christian, the Shari’a in 
Islam and Golden rules in Buddhism containing accountability concept was interpreted by transcendental 
approach who all person must accountable and have sanction as punishment (de Vries, 2007). However, 
at that time a concept only described implicitly. Since 17 BC, the first explicit accountability concept was 
released on Hammurabi Code. That code was used in Sumerian at 17 BC. This is a prototype for 
accountability in modern era because Hammurabi code is guidance for Babylonia people at that time.  

On the literally view, accountability was apparently used with the meaning to account. This 
definition was influence based on most accountability activity has focus to financial accounting activity 
by government especially since 15 century. At that time United Kingdom have effort to calculated people 
income with purpose collection of tax (Sharma and Sadana 2000; Bovens, 2010). In the traditional 
dictionary, regards accountability as quality or state of being accountable, liable, or responsible (Behn, 
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2001). In reality, the focus of accountability holder is government because accountability is often used as 
one of criteria for good governance. The impact is accountability definition has tend to formal 
measurement by government with characteristic contract relationships, specific contract, performance 
measures, reporting relationships and stipulated consequences. This characteristics represent classic 
accountability boundary which  emphasizing formal mechanism.  

Yet, the accountability term has multiple interpretations and consistently more wider over the years 
(Pollit et al., 1998; Armstrong, 2002; Van Putten, 2008; Jabra & Dwivedi, 1989). It is important to note, 
more than 21 accountability indicators has explained by ten scholars during 1987 until 2009 (Willems & 
Van Doren, 2011). It seems, the elaboration on accountability has explain a large number of research 
publications were inspired to defining accountability on practice.  

Further away, public administration scholars have tried to define an accountability on practice 
using a various perspectives that generates all the mechanism on government.  Therefore, we need 
understanding accountability mechanism debate before how it can be understood in practice at Indonesia 
local government level. A discussion to defining accountability into mechanism is essential point to see 
for us. 

Most of scholars agree accountability mechanism is core components to create accountable 
government. The functions as a mechanism is make decision-makers comply with the preferences of 
those who have delegated power to them, as well as it ensures that decision-makers do not exceed their 
competences (Bovens, 2007). Without accountability mechanism, the decision-makers would be corrupt 
and might lead to irresponsible actions. In my opinion, the explanation of accountability mechanism 
should be started from classic debate on early 1940 between American scholar, Carl Friedrich and 
England scholar, Herman Finer. Friedrich argue that professionalism was the best way to ensure 
accountability. He believe the professionalism values in administator such as specialized knowledge and 
technical expertise is a value added and make different with general people. Friedrcih suggested there are 
two aspcets of this responsibility in administator respectively: personal and functional (Denhardt and 
Denhardt, 2006). Personal responsibility refers to the administator being able to justify his or her actions 
according to orders, recomendations, and so forth. Functional responsibility involves the administator 
looking to his or her function and professional standards for guidance. In spite of Friedrich, Finer believe 
external control is acceptable and best accountability tools to make administrative more effective and 
effecient. In this argument, he defined external control as elected representative of public have a strong 
legitimaze to control public servant. A strong control has occuring in democratic government. Besides 
that, Finer emphasized that hierarchy, rules, and sanctions is aditional tools to supported accountability 
(Dunn & Legge, 2001). Finally, there are three important components to support Finer ideas. Firstly, he 
suggested change paradigm in public servants from work for the public based on their sense of what 
public needs to what the public wants. Secondly, the institutions must be in place, most particularly an 
elected body, to express and exert the public authority. Thirdly, the elected institutions not only express 
and channel public wants, but also have the authority to decide and enforce how these wants are to be 
satisfied.  

Classic debate between Friedrich and Finer inspire most of scholars to developed accountability 
concept. Scholars has continue to explore accountability occur in government mechanism. Romzek and 
Ingraham (2000) proposed a classification system for accountability has composed of a matrix with the 
two dimensions of source of supervision and level of self-supervision. These model still have weakness 
which only focus on accountability to supervision fungtion. Realizing of that Romzek (2000) improved 
her model by developing an instrument fitting the New Public Management (NPM) paradigm. NPM have 
a big influence to support developing a accountability measurement. Furthermore, the other expert, 
Schwartz (2002) categorized public administration and NPM accountability schemes as either 
hierarchical, professional, political, or legal. However, Koppel (2005) proposed five conceptions of 
accountability. The five conceptions respectively; that are transparancy (did the organization reveal the 
facts of its performance?), liability (did the organization face consequences for its performance?), 
controllability (did the organization do what the principal?), responsibility (did the organization follow 
the rules?), and responsiveness (did the organization fullfill the substantive expectation?).   
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Compared with several accountability explenation, only a few scholars are exploring accountability 
mechanism at local government. A little attention made scholars have a space to explore intensively 
accountability at local government case. In United State case, although the media may not devote much 
attention to local government matters which would make it a less important consideration than the other 
factors, local government have a central position to define accountability concept on practice (Dunn & 
Legge, 2001. Other case in Swedish, few empirical studies of public review concluded local government 
have important role rather than other actors such as central government, state inspectors, evaluators and 
NGOs/Citizens to improve accountability mechanism in decentralized model (Hanberger, 2008). In 
Indonesia case, the study on accountability conceptual is relatively new.  Therefore local government 
should aware defining accountability conceptual on practice. It is challenging because accountability may 
not always be something easily define at local government.  
 

3. Accountability Definition at Local Government Context 

Concerning the condition for accountability at Indonesia local government, there are serious 
problem when accountability concept interpreted in practice. Corruption poses a particularly serious 
challenge in this problem. According to Transparency International’s Indonesia Corruption Perception 
Index on 2006, 2008 and 2010, 85 % sample of the local government got a score less than 5 which can 
define 0 which mean highly corrupt until 10 which mean cleanest. The other data also strengthening these 
situations. On 2011 the Minister of Home Affairs’ publication was released from 33 governors in 
Indonesia, 17 governors indicated suspect in corruption cases (Kompas, 2011). Similar with that, 84.8 % 
governor tend to corrupt rather than 48.5 % mayor (Sobari, 2013). Several evidences explain most local 
government on province level obtained a high number of corruption.  

The local corruption trend also assume there are big gap between accountability mechanism on 
concept and result practice at local government to prevent corruption action. Because of that, it is 
important to know how local government stakeholder define accountability on practice. From this angle, I 
demonstrate a capacity of local government to defining accountability concept on practice. I try to 
focusing on the two aspects respectively regulation and agency. Each aspects explain how local 
government actually make sense and order of the accountability. 

	
3.1 Law Tend to Financial Audit  

The scholars believe accountability can defining law as basic tool to control government (Jos & 
Tompkins, 2004; Schwartz, 2002). Law is important part of the institutional measurement to against 
corruption. As important part, law will eradicating corruption from several kinds respectively stronger 
legal rules, regulating political and administrative behavior, anti-corruption laws, and civil service reform 
(Smith, 2007). Law also has legalized local government accountability based on constitutional rights. The 
principal in this perspective placing law into local government accountability mechanism. It means the 
local governments have integrated instituted accountability in the form of regulations. 

Achieving stronger accountability as a part of local government should support by regulation 
enforcement. In this sense, the accountability mechanism is confined to that part of the regulation 
(Mulgan, 2000). Therefore, accountability mechanism at local government are dealt with regulation, in 
which the local government scrutinize and measure the degree of accountability. Actually there are 
several kind regulations which arrange accountability for local government. For instance, Act 17 in 2003 
and Act 15 in 2004 stated all agency should reporting finance report every term to external agency. It is 
represent traditionally accountability were external agency concerned with audit and certifying the 
accounts of local government under regulation. The other regulation such as Act 14 in 2008 obligate local 
government should providing access information for public. 
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Vries (2013) argued that several procedures on accountability miss the essence of being 
accountable. The line between the number of legal product and the quality of accountability can become 
blurred. The cost of produce regulation has not equal with local government commitment to improve 
accountability mechanism. Regulation is likely to be administrative procedures rather than trigger for 
eradicating corruption. It can be seen by corruption case at local government still high even though 
government has attempts to reformulate regulation. According evaluation result by Indonesia Home 
Affair Ministry there are 294 governor/vice governor and major/vice major has suspect corruption crime 
during 2005 until May 20131 even though at the same time at least five act has produced as responses for 
eradication corruption escalation at local government2. 

The importance of several evidences can define corruption cannot eradicating by regulation. 
Insufficient regulation made accountability gap between concept and practice. Local government should 
aware that the regulation not only procedural activity. The regulation must present a real sense to combine 
monitoring, control, and sanction, by agency into accountability mechanism.  

 

3.2 Ineffective Control by Multi-Agency 
Accountability is necessary for agency because agency have discretion and authority. Many study 

conclude that agency have strategic position to participate in designing accountability mechanism (Yang, 
2011). Agency can use their discretion and authority to make  dynamics relationships between public 
agent and different audiences or accountability forums. This conceptual is encourage public agent role in 
three mainly jobs respectively provide information, facilitate discussion and give sanction (Brandsma & 
Schillemans, 2012). Further away, in the local government context, it is important give a space for several 
agencies to control local government. 

The local government accountability mechanism are divide in two levels agency. On the local 
level, a local government got control by local inspector and local legislative. Local inspector have a 
function as internal control for local government. However local inspector have minimum ability to 
control public agent at local government. The problem is coordination and coherence between local 
inspector and other public agents at local government usually difficult in the practice. Act 32 in 2004 
explain only governor/mayor and vice governor/ vice mayor have direct authority doing internal control 
for public agents at local government. It means local inspector don’t have strong power implementing 
direct control. 

In contrast, Act 32 in 2004 places local legislative on the local accountability actor as a external 
agency for control of the local government. In this act, local legislative have control function besides 
legislation function and budget function. Therefore, local government should be responsible and 
accountable to the local legislative. That scrutiny also involves the possibility of sanctions from local 
legislative. However control function by local legislative can appears ambiguity and abuse of power to 
local government. The phenomenon is many local legislative make control function as political 
bargaining rather than develop accountability at local government. 

On the national level, accountability for local government often used vertical approach. The 
vertical approach involved several agencies at central level to control local government. BPK/ The Audit 
Board and BPKP/ The Finance and Development Audit Agency is independent audit agency which a 
mainly duty to audit local government financial data. Tracing the government expenditure is more likely 
to reveal theft and fraud rather than bribery (Smith, 2007). To some extents, local government have a 
possibility receiving law investigation and prosecution by Attorney General and Police Department when 
indicate corruption crime. Moreover, regulation also configured structural system by create new 
institutions to endorse fight on corruption. As a reform response at that time, since 2002 Commission 
Eradication Corruption has built in investigation and prosecution function. In 2008, Ombudsman also 
complemented previous agencies in public advocacy function. 

																																																													
1 http://www.republika.co.id/berita/nasional/hukum/13/06/01/mnps0a-wow-kepala-daerah-korupsi-meningkat 
2 Act 31 in 1999, Act 20 in 2001, Act 17 in 2003, Act 15 in 2004, and Act 14 in 2008.	
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It is important to note that the regulation places a great deal of reliance on the multi-actor as a 
mechanism for control of the local government. The advantage of multi-actor is that the condition for 
democratic accountability are clear which all of kind involved on accountability mechanism. On many 
occasion, the multi-actor has shown a significant role can play as watchdog for local government. 

 

Chart 1 
Number of Investigation and Prosecution Corruption Case at Local Government 

by Commission Eradication Corruption, 2004-August 2013 
 

 

 

One good example agency as watchdog for local government is Commission Eradication 
Corruption. Chart 1 showed Commission Eradication Corruption started investigation and prosecution on 
local government corruption crime only one case on 2004. However, the investigation corruption case at 
local government by Commission Eradication Corruption has increased significantly since 2004 until 
August 2013. It means as new agency, Commission Eradication Corruption showed a serious 
commitment eradicating corruption at local government.  

Interestingly, investigation and prosecution under new agency like Commission Eradication 
Corruption got more public appreciation rather than Attorney General and Police. Based on Indonesian 
Corruption Watch polling on 2009, 65% respondent satisfied with Commission Eradication Corruption 
performance rather than 32.6% respondent satisfied Police Department performance and 24.3% satisfied 
Attorney General performance (Indonesia Corruption Watch, 2009). A low performance by other agency 
can be defined multi-actor approach on accountability mechanism need to be evaluate. 

It is often argued that multi-actor approach in accountability mechanism for local government also 
made dilemma. It is very complicated problem because accountability mechanism involved many hands. 
This problem becomes more acute in the uncertain government environment which power is shared by 
multi-actor (Yang, 2011). Multi-actor control are considered weak and not highly prioritized. Some 
agency have a big chance involve conflict interest with others agency. The impact is accountability 
mechanism by multi-actor resulted insignificant effect to reduce corruption at local government. 

4. Local Government Response 

Surprisingly, the weakness of accountability is don’t give much attention to local government for 
evaluate certain accountability mechanism. What is implied in all level about accountability is the 
measurement of accountability at local government usually tend used formal approach. This approach 
made each actor at local government has defining accountability only report and control activity. In other 
words, local government is categorize accountable if local government can follow administration report 
and responsible for all of financing activity on that report. However, formal accountability has limitations 
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in preventing irresponsible behavior, because formal rules set general parameters for behavior, but they 
cannot cover all contingencies (Romzek, 2012). 

In this sense, local government should be change accountability definition. Local government actor 
must realize the important part of accountability is how accountability can positioning as trigger to reduce 
corruption. Interestingly some provinces has identified some characteristic to show good accountability in 
their local government system. In fact, not many provinces hold their activity by accountability principle. 
In this regard, most of local governments need to learn from best practice province. The Transparency 
International published corruption perception index at capitol of province government regularly every two 
years since 2006. The survey got a sample from local people about perception corruption in their area. 
The chart 2 showed us the level of corruption perception index with a range 0 which mean highly corrupt 
until 10 which mean cleanest. 

Chart 2 

Corruption Perception Index in Province on 2006, 2008 and 2010 

 

 

Chart 2 is compilation Corruption Perception Index (CPI) in three time respectively 2006, 2008 and 
2010. The index show us if Yogyakarta and Bali Provinces is indicated high score regions with clean and 
low corruption in local government level. It means local perception at Yogyakarta Provinces have a good 
opinion to local government. Similar with that, integrity survey by Commission Eradication Corruption 
gave high rank to regions at Yogyakarta Province such as Yogyakarta City 5 in 2008, 3 in 2010, and 4 in 
2011. This score indicate Yogyakarta Province has  been made effective accountability system for 
regions. 

Further away, it is invite scholars attention how Yogyakarta Provinces developed accountability 
mechanism. It is interesting because other provinces have same accountability mechanism on formal way. 
However, Yogyakarta Provinces can combine other ways to develop accountability. This argument based 
on two reasons.  

First, Yogyakarta Provinces have heritage characteristic on their government. One of local heritage 
in Yogyakarta is government use monarch. Yogyakarta is the only local government in Indonesia headed 
by a monarch. The significant difference between the Yogyakarta Province and other provinces is the 
position of the governor and vice governor in Yogyakarta Province is derived automatically from the 
Sultanate of Hamengkubuwono and Paku Alam clan. This implies there are no elections as in other 
provinces. And it implies that elected mayors/ heads of  regions and local legislatives in Yogyakarta 
Province cannot oppose the Sultan even though their position is legitimized by elections. The other 
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unique characteristic is seen in the recruitment of  heads of departments. All heads of departments in the 
province and at the regency/ city level must follow an open selection in province level. This situation is 
different in other provinces, because the regency/ city government does not have the obligation to involve 
the province in the appointment of heads of departments. 

Second reason is trust from public to local government. Trust is a necessary condition for the 
effectiveness of the accountability at government (Kim, 2010). The system based on trust and reputation 
can be invaluable during periods when formal state institutions are weak and ineffective. Trust also 
representing the lack of competency and legitimacy of government to solve government problem. As one 
of the crucial problem, public trust in corruption issue will play a significant role in legitimacy of 
government at this time. Thus, trust can be representation of successful performance in organization 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, local government should be finding other mechanisms to solve lack of 
accountability. Formal accountability has indicated ineffective mechanism to prevent corruption for 
Indonesia local government case. Yet, local heritage experience at Yogyakarta could be lesson for us. 
Therefore, one of the next tasks of scholars is explaining how local heritage are influenced accountability 
mechanism at local government. 
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