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Governance for Broadened Accountability: Blending
Deliberate and Emergent Strategizing
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The nonprofit sector is challenged by increasing public and stakeholder demands for a
broadened accountability. Strong expectations for performance accountability now
accompany those for fiscal accountability. In response, better concepts of nonprofit
accountability are being developed in the literature. However, knowledge of governance
practices that can achieve broadened accountability has lagged. This article attempts to
stimulate research and contribute to such knowledge by (a) synthesizing concepts of
accountability presented by Behn (2001), Kearns (1996), and Boland and Schultze
(1996) into two categories: rule-based and negotiable accountability; (b) developing
grounded concepts concerning the practice of governance by nonprofit leaders; and
(c) exploring the interrelationships of the previously discrete concepts of deliberate strat-
egy, emergent strategy, and accountability. The study’s ethnographic methods recorded
and analyzed real-life interactions involving a board chair–chief executive officer pair.
The article presents a detailed narrative description of these actions to convey its key
concept, blended strategizing, and to provide stimulus for new practice by leaders in
governance situations.

Keywords: grounded theory; accountability; governance; strategy

This article is about how particular aspects of nonprofit governance were
practiced at one organization, producing accountability to its stakeholders.
Governance that achieves accountability has become a primary concern of
nonprofits due in part to the public expectations for board oversight in all
types of organizations that accompanied the passage of Sarbanes-Oxley.
However, deeper forces are driving the need for better governance in
nonprofit organizations (NPOs). A series of highly publicized cases involv-
ing managerial malfeasance, embezzlement, self-dealing, and questionable
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practices is fueling public debate about the ethical behavior of nonprofits
(McCambridge, 2004). A vigilant public is concerned about how nonprofits
act, as exemplified by the Red Cross’ problems in the wake of 9-11, congres-
sional scrutiny of nonprofit hospitals’ charity care, and media examination
of the pecuniary motives of some nonprofit credit counseling agencies. In a
transformed nonprofit world that is made up of more informed, attentive,
and activist stakeholders (Ospina, Diaz, & O’Sullivan, 2002), nonprofit man-
agers and governing boards are increasingly obliged to demonstrate account-
ability for product as well as process, program outcomes as well as program
activity. This means that the definition of accountability is broadening to
include measures of how well the organization is upholding its mission and
how responsive it is to its multiple stakeholders.

In response, broadened concepts of nonprofit accountability are being
developed in the literature (Behn, 2001; Kearns, 1996). However, knowledge
of governance practices that can achieve broadened accountability has
lagged. Much of the conventional literature on the subject of nonprofit gov-
ernance presents expert-based prescriptions of best practices (Carver, 1990,
2001; Chait, Holland, & Taylor, 1991, 1996; Drucker, 1990; Herman & Renz,
2000; Houle, 1989; Taylor, Chait, & Holland, 1996). Other literature reports a
statistically derived explanation of good governance (Green & Griesinger,
1996; Harris, 1992, 1993; Herman, Renz, & Heimovics, 1997; Jackson &
Holland, 1998; Steane & Christi, 2001). In contrast, this article is based on rig-
orous ethnographic methods (Van Maanen, 1983) that grounded findings in
the realities of practice, the routinized carrying-out of everyday activities
(Bourdieu, 1977; Reckwitz, 2002). This particular ethnography systemati-
cally probed the lived worlds of leaders who were struggling to satisfy the
demands of stakeholders.

As one product of that ethnography, this article addresses academics by
exploring new concepts that can guide governance practices in the face of
demands for broadened accountability. For leaders, the ethnography pro-
vides detailed descriptions of everyday practices that give attention to
challenging areas of accountability. Findings are conceptualized as the
interplay of two closely linked processes: making well-considered strate-
gies through blending formal and emergent approaches and achieving
broadened accountability by attending to its negotiable, not just its rule-
based, aspects.
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CONCEPTS OF BROADENED ACCOUNTABILITY

The nonprofit literature is beginning to address the topic of accountability
with more regularity and vigor (Christensen, 2004; Holland, 2002; Ilchman &
Burlingame, 1999; Miller, 2002; Young, 2002). Traditional definitions of
accountability are narrow in so far as they are limited to process concerns such
as finances, internal controls, and regulatory compliance. Theorists are pro-
ducing new ideas that inform nonprofit practitioners who are working toward
a broad accountability that goes beyond attention to calculating financial
health and monitoring process controls. Kearns (1996) has developed an
expanded notion of the accountability environment that is composed of four
interrelated dimensions: legal, anticipatory, negotiated, and discretionary. The
legal dimension, associated primarily with compliance, and the anticipatory
dimension, associated primarily with advocacy, respond to objective stan-
dards of assessment. Most competent practitioners recognize these two forms
of accountability and strive to fulfill them in more or less explicit ways using
customary practices. However, practitioners often overlook or struggle with
the negotiated dimension, primarily associated with responsiveness to con-
stituents, and the discretionary dimension, primarily associated with the judg-
ment of leaders. These involve more or less implicit and subjective standards
of assessment. Kearns stresses the need for nonprofits to pay closer attention
to these often-neglected dimensions of a broad accountability. Increasingly,
nonprofits are held accountable for ambiguous, shifting notions of what con-
stitutes appropriate behavior. According to Kearns, nonprofits achieve
accountability in these often-overlooked dimensions through ongoing negoti-
ation with multiple constituents and maintaining the ability to exercise dis-
cretion in judgment throughout the organization.

Behn’s (2001) notion of accountability comprises three dimensions:
accountability for finance, fairness, and performance. Similar to Kearns’s
(1996) notion of legal accountability, financial accountability is straightfor-
ward and universally understood. Its primary concern is with how the books
are kept and how resources are used. Well-prescribed rules, procedures,
standards, and consequences for not following them define the mechanism
for achieving this kind of accountability. Siegel and Shim (1995) define it as
“individual or departmental responsibility to perform a certain function.
Accountability may be dictated or implied by law, regulation, or agree-
ment.” This definition implies a set of formal, objective rules, procedures,
and standards that are specified by the accountability holder and followed
by the accountability holdee. Accountability for finance is strictly a rational
and detached calculation.

Accountability for finances is grounded in hierarchical accountability
(Roberts, 1991), which focuses on accounting as a reckoning. Boland and
Schultze (1996) describe this form of accountability as leading to “the con-
struction of the calculating, isolated and compartmentalized self. By com-
modifying and enumerating an individual’s talent and skill according to a
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mechanistic scheme of categorization, people are homogenized and brought
into hierarchical relationships” (p. 65). According to Behn (2001), accountabil-
ity for fairness is nearly as straightforward, referring to organizations uphold-
ing other key norms and democratic values, especially fairness. Accountability
for fairness is achieved largely through legal and bureaucratic mechanisms
organized and implemented as human resource management practices.

In addition to using resources wisely and treating everyone fairly, organi-
zations also are expected to accomplish outcomes that accord with their mis-
sions. Behn (2001) suggests that a third form, accountability for performance,
should be viewed as qualitatively different from accountability for finances
and fairness. Unlike the other two forms of accountability, performance
should no longer be situated within an hierarchal relationship, that is, driven
by rules or compliance where one higher party holds the other lower one
accountable through a system of rewards and punishments based on out-
come measures that are fixed over time. Rather, performance accountability
should be a democratic process. It should migrate toward mutual, collective
responsibility where all stakeholders are in complex, nuanced dialogue that
involves dynamic, ongoing interplay with each other. In Behn’s schema,
people are not simply accountable to their superiors and measured by objec-
tive instruments. Within a democratic system of 360° accountability, organi-
zational leaders are accountable to internal stakeholders such as their
subordinates, peers, team members, and board as well as to external stake-
holders such as suppliers and especially those the organization serves. Any
measures of performance ought to be jointly created by multiple stakehold-
ers and be subject to adjustment over time in a transparent fashion.

Whereas accountability for finances and fairness focuses on how work
gets done, accountability for performance focuses on what work gets done.
This means that accountability holders pay attention to the consequences of
actions. In a nonprofit setting, accountability holdees are asked: Do the
programs and actions of your organization accord with its values-based mis-
sion? Accountability holders are obliged to make sure that the answer is yes,
and if it is not, intervention is required. Accountability for performance is
grounded in a socializing form of accountability, which Boland and Schultze
(1996) suggest serves a “narrative sense-making rather than a calculative
function. It is situated in the interactions between people who share a com-
mon context and have the ability to talk face-to-face to one another” (p. 65).

In addition, Behn (2001) describes a well-recognized dilemma involving a
trade off between accountability for finance and fairness and accountability
for performance: Working to achieve the first two often prevents the achieve-
ment of the third. Detailed, thorough regulation of the first two forms of
accountability can tend to punish innovation, promote mediocrity, and dis-
allow flexibility. Furthermore, an accountability bias toward focusing on
finance and fairness exists simply because it is easier to achieve these. Therefore,
according to Behn, accountability for performance often is overlooked in the
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governance of organizations, even as the public is demanding more along
these lines.

NEGOTIABLE ACCOUNTABILITY

A synthesis of Kearns’s (1996), Behn’s (2001), and Boland and Schultze’s
(1996) ideas about the multiple dimensions of accountability produces a pair
of concepts that are useful for understanding how accountability can be
achieved. The first concept, which we call rule-based accountability, encom-
passes each of the forms of accountability that respond to explicit and objec-
tive standards of assessment, including Kearns’s (1996) notions of legal and
anticipatory accountability, Behn’s (2001) ideas of accountability for finance
and fairness, and Boland and Schultze’s (1996) ideas about hierarchical
accountability. The criteria and practices for rule-based accountability (e.g.,
use of standard accounting rules, reviews by outside auditors, application of
formal personnel policies) are relatively standardized and can be applied
across a wide range of settings. The second concept, which we call nego-
tiable accountability, encompasses each of the forms of accountability that
respond to implicit and subjective standards of assessment, including
Kearns’s (1996) negotiated and discretionary forms, Behn’s (2001) democra-
tic 360° accountability, and Boland and Schultze’s (1996) socializing form of
accountability. Negotiable accountability parallels the conception of non-
profit board effectiveness being socially constructed (Herman & Renz, 2000)
and of good governance requiring serious engagement with those being served
by the organization (McCambridge, 2004). Unlike rule-based accountability,
the terms for negotiable accountability are not standardized. Each organiza-
tion’s leaders must negotiate among themselves and with their own partic-
ular set of stakeholders appropriate criteria, measures, and interpretations of
success in ways that respond to the organization’s history, values, and mis-
sion. Negotiations must be pursued on a continual basis as circumstances
change that influence mission, performance, and the composition of stake-
holder groups. Consequently, actions and criteria that achieve negotiable
accountability require more creativity, attention, and skill on the part of
leaders than do those for rule-based accountability.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In light of the associated challenges of attending to more complex
demands for accountability, negotiable aspects of accountability are those
most in need of research. As noted in the above discussions, knowledge of
rule-based accountability is well-developed, conceptually in terms of agency
theory (Chait, Ryan, & Taylor, 2005) and practically in terms of practices
associated with accounting and monitoring. In addition, the practical limita-
tions and problems of rule-based accountability are clearly recognized in the
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governance literature. This article’s exploratory investigations focus instead
on negotiable accountability as the underdeveloped component of broad-
ened accountability. In particular, we need to know more about what those
charged with governance, especially board chair–chief executive officer
(CEO) pairs, can actually do to produce broadened accountability. This need
leads us to pose two research questions: (a) Is it possible for NPOs to achieve
the newer negotiable form of accountability in a practical way? and (b) If this
achievement is possible, then how does it happen?

METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION AND PRESENTATION

In keeping with the study’s ethnographic methods, one of the authors
became a participant observer, utilizing lengthy, continuous, first-hand
involvement (Van Maanen, 1983) with a chair-CEO pair in one organization.
Our method emulated the set of direct research activities outlined by
Mintzberg (1983), such that the research was as purely descriptive as we
were able to make it; relied on the simple, “inelegant” strategy of very small
sample sizes to pursue an understanding of complex, multivariate situa-
tions; was as purely inductive as possible yet systematic in nature; and was
measured in terms meaningful to organizational members.

The participant observer entered into the work setting without theoretical
preconceptions. The initial intent of the study was quite different than that
addressed in this article; it was to gain understanding of the relations of the
CEO and board chair. The participant observer became acquainted with the
primary participants and their colleagues (Conklin, 1968), seeking and wel-
coming opportunities to interact with and observe staff groups, clients, fun-
ders, and the entire board. As was true for the pair studied, the observer’s
focus was around board meetings, observing what happened in the lead up
to board meetings, during the meetings themselves, and immediately after-
ward. The participant observer spent on average a full day each week in the
field throughout a 10-month period. In addition to hundreds of pages of
field notes, approximately 200 pages of transcripts were selected and pro-
duced from more than 50 hours of audiotapes.

One of the more challenging barriers that researchers face is gaining
access to process-oriented data of the kind that some suggest is critical to
understanding governance mechanisms (Daily, Dalton, & Cannella, 2003).
Innovative approaches to research are necessary to address the understand-
able reluctance of directors to invite researchers into the “black box” of
boardroom deliberations. In the case of this study, the field researcher lever-
aged prior high-level experience with governance and direct associations
with the organization to gain wide, ongoing access. The field researcher had
prior experience as a member of this organization for 15 months before leav-
ing to take a job in a different region. This combination of past involvement
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but current dissociation provided a unique combination of intimate knowl-
edge of the organization’s context and challenges, and positive research rela-
tionships with the study’s participants, yet sufficient scholarly distance to be
open to a range of interpretations.

Against these benefits of intimate access and contextual understanding
must be balanced the risk of analytical bias stemming from past association
with the organization. The ethnographic, inductive process of recording, cod-
ing, and analyzing the data reduced this risk, producing conceptual themes
that were not anticipated. The observations were recorded, categorized, and
coded using rigorous methods in an attempt to capture what was observed
in a reliable, valid fashion. This meant following an iterative process of par-
ticipating, observing, jotting notes, writing up field notes, pursuing
members’ meanings, and processing field notes through open coding, mem-
oing, and focused coding (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Secondary
methods included analysis of hundreds of pages of texts and documents,
such as agendas, board meeting material and minutes, and some two-dozen
interviews of the pair and other board members and staff. These phenome-
nological interviews (Kvale, 1996) probed the participants’ understandings
of their actions. The central themes of the study emerged over an extended
time as a result of repeated readings, refinement of coding, constant com-
parison, and synthesis of data. The first of the study’s three emergent
themes—blended strategizing, legitimacy, and competence—are reported in
this article. Although the data presented in this article’s narrative is a small
sample of the data analyzed in the full ethnography (Morrison, 2002), it con-
veys the first theme and is illustrative of the study’s many other scenarios.

The development of grounded theory is perhaps the most widely used
interpretive strategy in the social sciences today (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).
Our use of Glaser and Strauss’s (1999) method of comparative analysis
involved two generally accepted interrelated processes: theoretical sampling
and constant comparison. In the first process, the analyst coded and ana-
lyzed a flow of qualitative data as it was collected to develop theory as it
emerged and inform decisions about where and how to inquire next. The
second process moved the collected data through several stages to arrive at
grounded theory. The analyst started by coding each discrete incident into
categories, constantly comparing it with the other incidents in the same and
different groups coded in the same category. He proceeded with specifying
the properties of the categories that resulted from the multiple comparisons
of incidents, solidifying the theory by specifying the underlying uniformities
present in the emerging theory.

The analysis focuses on the seemingly mundane actions and decisions
taken by nonprofit leaders as they pursue their governance responsibilities.
To convey how these repeated practices produce a pattern over time that is
significant, participant observations are presented here as a short narrative.
This form of presentation was chosen because it is an ideal structure to
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express complex, dynamic human experience. It portrays the multifaceted
pressures and demands that the participants felt over time. Adhering to the
scholarly traditions of ethnography (Emerson et al., 1995; Geertz, 1973;
Pentland, 1992), description and analysis are not separated. Interpretations
that emerged from many hours of analysis and constant comparison are pre-
sented to the reader in a fashion that gradually builds these interpretations
through interplay of narrative and analysis.

Following Franklin’s (1986) specification of nonfiction narratives, the
analysis contains a sequence of three elements: complication, development,
and resolution. The article has already introduced the complication. In keep-
ing with the preceding discussions, the complication lies in the difficulty of
achieving the newer negotiable form of accountability being demanded by
vigilant publics given the lack of agreed-on processes for doing so. The arti-
cle’s remaining sections refine the complication and proceed by describing
and analyzing how one nonprofit board chair/CEO pair in a small, young,
NPO managed to do their governance work. The narrative brings the reader
inside the organization’s board to portray how the protagonists manage
accountability-related complications that arise from efforts to strategize.

AN EPISODE OF GOVERNANCE IN AN ORGANIZATION
COMMITTED TO GOOD GOVERNANCE

The complication that animates our core narrative about a board chair
and CEO began to take shape only after Jane, an active volunteer leader,
noticed an unresolved problem in her community, namely, that nonprofit
board members were not as effective as they could be and that not enough
capable citizens were finding their way to board membership. She took the
initiative to articulate the cause and others swiftly joined forces with her. A
bona fide organization, termed VLN in this article, formalized over time and
soon staff was hired to fulfill a mission to build stronger nonprofit boards
of directors. Several programs were designed and implemented around
recruiting, training, and placing new board members in community organi-
zations. In no time the organization (now in its 5th year of existence and with
Jane as the volunteer chair of the board and Mary as the CEO) was faced
with a key demand of a burgeoning collection of stakeholders—board, staff,
volunteers, funders, and clients. Each in their own unique way voiced a need
to know the action plan and how it was formed. Each in varying degrees of
urgency also voiced a right to participate in the process, as is increasingly the
case in American communities (Chaskin, 2003). We join this leadership pair
after Mary’s first months on the job. She has been working to sort out a work
plan for the year. In the weeks leading up to the interaction presented below,
the two have been working with an outside consultant to design a formal
strategic planning session.
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BLENDING DELIBERATE AND EMERGENT STRATEGIZING

In her typically thorough and efficient manner, executive director Mary
provided board chair Jane an agenda in advance, specifying (a) current
issues: progress and priorities; (b) interviews, planning sessions, and inter-
actions with consultant; (c) programs; and (d) financial update. The meeting
starts promptly at 8:00 a.m. Jane has just arrived from the airport after a long
trip. After some friendly greetings, Mary seizes an opportunity to drive the
agenda. Her opening remarks reveal the way her mind is organized in
regard to making strategy:

You did get the e-mail with the agenda? Well let’s start down through. In
terms of progress what I find myself doing is pulling out the list of issues
and trying to say where am I with this. And I must admit that part of what
I find interesting about doing that is it gives me that much more sense of
excitement about going through the strategic planning process because
clearly that’s going to provide some further level of clarity. Out of these
many wonderful opportunities which ones are we really focusing on first?

There is no prelude or preface that explicitly specifies that Mary is launching
into strategy-making activity. Nonetheless, she points to a preexisting list of
strategic issues (one that the outside strategic planning consultant provided in
a previous meeting) that she is using as a guide. Furthermore, she relates her
thoughts about the upcoming formal strategic planning activities. Her implicit
strategy-making efforts are connected to but distinguished from the explicit
efforts. Mary indicates that she views the formal planning process primarily as
an opportunity to prioritize the real-life issues that she has placed on the meet-
ing’s agenda, issues that are already well known, that others before her have
worked on and now she herself is working on. She looks forward to learning
which issues to take on first. It is notable that she does not look to the strate-
gic planning process to generate or identify projects or issues.

Mary’s view of formal planning as an occasion to prioritize emerging real-
life issues links the two modes of deliberate (formal) and emergent planning.
Her approach is pragmatic, taking up deliberate and emergent modes hand-
in-hand in a way that balances the two and takes advantage of each. This
approach suggests a way to keep the deliberate process from drifting too far
from the real-life issues of the organization. It also fortifies the emergent mode
by providing a more objective assessment of emerging real-life issues. This is
a prime example of how Mary and others at VLN manage to facilitate, shape,
and balance this key tension between deliberate and emergent modes.

LEARNING THROUGH PROCESSING COMPLEX, CONCRETE EXPERIENCES

Mary then moves swiftly into the details of the ongoing work at VLN. She
addresses Jane with a detailed report on an important issue: how to improve
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what is perceived to be the most important measure of success of a VLN core
service. Mary begins to rethink the current strategy and recruits Jane to join:

In terms of the brief progress report that I would mention now, there is
a flurry going on with the core programs in terms of our contacting
candidates (for positions on nonprofit boards in the region) and trying
to move significant numbers from that referral stage to the matching
stage. . . . We are continuing to learn, I think, a great deal as we go. The
first thing being . . . that not everyone is going on our timetable. . . . But
I think that one of the things that I heard from Joe (a colleague located
in a different region) . . . was the idea of going to a candidate and face-
to-face talking, presenting several referral options. And we’ve tried
that a couple of times and we’re beginning to feel that there is some
promise in taking that approach. . . . We’re finding I’m just milking the
excuse of my being new to say, “Well, lets sit down and meet you,” and
trying to get them to be a little more proactive on going through the
referrals that we have passed on to them.

Jane jumps in, “OK, I’m a little lost. This is prior to those organizations know-
ing anything about the candidates?” Mary then directs an exchange that
reviews the history of the issue. They talk about how corporate sponsors of the
VLN Charter Business Associates program pay a fee for VLN to recruit, train,
refer, and place employees on boards of nonprofits. The value proposition for
the sponsor is that they see this service as an effective and efficient way to get
their people connected to the community (especially newly recruited execu-
tives from away), to develop leadership among up-and-coming executives,
and to fulfill a community service component of their broader mission (espe-
cially for banks). During the pilot phase of the program, VLN succeeded at all
aspects of the program, except the last, crucial stage of the process, which is
getting individuals to actually accept invitations to join boards. Mary remem-
bers one member saying, “Too many are being left at the altar.”

They talk about how VLN typically backs off after an introduction of a can-
didate is made. It is left to the individuals and organizations to make their
own decisions about “consummating the relationship” without pressure
from VLN. It is widely believed that any pressure from VLN might result in
forcing poor matches, thereby undermining the effectiveness and reputation
of the program. Mary remembers someone at that last board meeting saying,
“The thinking is, we want true love, not arranged marriages.”

Mary focuses the conversation by reporting on a conversation with a col-
league who is doing similar work. She says, “And I had a very productive,
I thought, telephone conversation with the person in Y town.” Jane replies
with enthusiasm, “Yes I know her. She is very good.” Mary goes on,

And she kind of walked . . . me through how they were doing different
things. . . . And I can see how there are wonderful ways of taking
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pieces from different places. But one thing that they do with some of
their candidates is . . . a profile that isn’t a full in-depth one. So it . . .
planted the seed. Without trying to do a lot of make-work, could we
have something that gives more information about the nonprofits with
whom we are actively working other than their whole profile.

Jane inquires, “So, so far you’ve got three candidates that you’ve kind of
tried to short cut the process with more information. Not a lot, but a little.”
Mary keeps going,

Well we’ve been trying several different things all at once. And that’s
why its difficult to know for sure what’s going to work but the thing
that we’ve been most actively trying is the individual meeting, saying
let’s together look at some information and helping to give them a way
of, kind of, “Oh, that’s where I look in this pile of material,” what
pieces of information, and as I say trying to help him zero in more on
“Oh, which organization am I interested in.” Because you may recall
there was quite a group of candidates who were given training and
then were given referrals, and then for lots of reasons, often timing,
haven’t quite found the right match. Wanting to focus on that part of it
and trying ways that are good for the candidate. . . . So it has been the
prime focus of attention in terms of the core programs. . . . Dealing
with this issue is directly tied to our ability to focus our efforts on
expanding this program as a means to increase revenue.

Jane is persuaded. She replies, “Good, good!” The above exchange is
highly consistent with other exchanges that were observed and illustrates
how Mary and Jane strategize backstage in a mode that seeks to make sense
of recent events and create practical knowledge for moving forward
(Hosking, 1991). Mary starts by reporting on how she is working on a spe-
cific real-life problem: How to respond to a pattern of clients requesting that
more candidates be matched more efficiently. She recounts receiving
program critiques and proposals from numerous others, including board
members, and discusses several alternative approaches with which she is
experimenting simultaneously. By introducing the issue early in the meet-
ing, she signals to Jane her belief that it is a priority problem. Furthermore,
she identifies the “candidate–board matching” problem as a strategic one by
linking its solution to enabling VLN to act strategically in a new way. Her
ultimate point to Jane is that aggressive expansion of the candidate–board
matching program is an important strategy because it generates new rev-
enue and that she must figure out how to “consummate” more matches
more efficiently to attract new corporate clients.

Mary persuades Jane to take up her view. “Why, yes,” she recalled, “Jane
and I must be in tune first.” But Mary does not display a deliberate approach
or consciously connect to formal strategic issues. She recalled later,
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I must say, I am learning here. I am not sure if I am really thinking
about a plan. I’m not saying, well, in order to do this, I have to do this.
. . . We keep to solving our problems, doing our day-to-day stuff . . .
saying, “What is it that we are supposed to be doing in this specific
instance?”

No matter what the degree of intention, Mary succeeds in structuring the issue
in a way that positions the organization to act consistently with its mission. It
also wins Jane’s support. Up to this point, Jane seems to be passive, although
supportive. However, the next exchange demonstrates how board chair Jane
shapes, guides, redefines, and frames as an equal partner with Mary.

JOINTLY DECIDING ON NEXT ACTIONS
FOR ACHIEVING NEGOTIABLE ACCOUNTABILITY

Before moving on to additional experienced-based issues, Mary returns to
the issue of strategic planning and downplays it. She glosses over it by say-
ing, “The strategic planning, we’ll talk about . . . [that] later.” Then, the pair
addresses their next pressing problem: the challenge of fulfilling the condi-
tions of a grant on time. In the end, they decide to act decisively to fulfill a
commitment to place more minority citizens.

Jane asks, “OK, I’m wondering . . . what the United Way officer thinks his
role is?” Mary replies,

What he and I talked about . . . was that it was my understanding and
he seemed to say that that sounded familiar to him, that his role was
to help us identify candidates that could be a part of the program.
And what I had mentioned to him was that I knew that it would not
be possible to do this effort with any quality and have it be part of our
June governance training session so that in terms of the training ses-
sion it would be October, and he said that’s good, because one of the
potential sources of information he could not get to until June. But
June is upon us now. We need to move soon in order to pull it off in
full by October.

Jane then suggests that VLN needs to act proactively rather than wait
for the United Way to help to recruit prospective minority board members.
She says,

Which gives me the idea at this point to go ahead and that one of our
sources might very well be the university. And maybe the hospital.
Because we originally had these conversations with the university
president for instance. Well, he was very interested; I got the sense at
the time that he might even pay part of the bill.
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Mary inches closer to the edge of her seat looking very interested, and nods
yes. Jane goes on,

Which would leverage our dollars from the diversity grant further.
Which we could expand this and rather than just considering their five
candidates for $5,000. We could go to the university and the hospital
and say how about you getting on board for this. It is a thought.

Mary expresses with great enthusiasm, “That’s excellent!” Jane continues,

As we get further down the line, I feel more comfortable with the uni-
versity president because he was the authority. We talked with what’s
her name at the hospital who did not have the authority? She was very
interested but she could not interest the hospital president. . . . I guess
we should focus on this. Get it done.

Mary responds quickly, “That is a must right now.” Jane declares a decision
by saying, “Yes, let’s move ahead then as best you can. This is good in many
ways. Then we can see where we are in awhile.”

While dealing with the two issues featured in the previous exchanges
(improving the matchmaking process with corporate clients and fulfilling a
commitment to produce a new program that places minority candidates),
Mary and Jane model an emergent mode of planning—typical in many of
their private exchanges—that is implicit, entrepreneurial, and learning ori-
ented. They begin with real-life issues that emerge from the day-to-day rou-
tine. They demonstrate an entrepreneurial spirit of mobilizing and utilizing
scarce resources and an orientation toward learning. Also, there is little con-
cern for controlling the process, both in a sense of not handing over control
to an outside consultant and in a sense of not wanting to exert undue con-
trol over the process themselves.

In both instances, the end result of this kind of planning is a responsive-
ness to stakeholders and a direct alignment of organizational action with the
values-based mission of VLN. In seeking to fulfill VLN’s commitment to
place minority leaders on boards, dealing with the need to respond to an
explicit deadline precipitates a string of considerations that produces a plan
to act consistently with the mission. Mary and Jane commit to work with the
United Way and to reach out (with or with out the United Way) to the local
university and hospital to get the job done. Some of the considerations touch
on practical issues related to looking good in the eyes of funders. But, the
primary motivation is to get the job done in a way that accords with the
values and program commitments of the organization.

While dealing with the two issues featured in the previous exchanges
Mary and Jane demonstrate their orientation toward achieving a broad-based
accountability. The substance of their interactions demonstrates a concern
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for gaining legitimacy in the eyes of multiple constituents. To gain legiti-
macy and the vital resources that stem from it, they must achieve two dis-
tinct aspects of accountability. The organization must be seen as taking care
not only of how it does its work but also what is actually achieved and
whether those achievements accord with the mission. For Jane and Mary, the
latter form of accountability for performance becomes especially challenging
and important to their overall success. They discover that a key aspect of
generating full accountability is negotiating with distributed stakeholders
around creating a largely subjective definition of what work is valued and
how one knows it actually gets done.

BLENDED STRATEGIZING AND THE PURSUIT OF LEGITIMACY

Our main concern is with how nonprofit leaders can achieve a broadened
accountability for their organizations. In striving to do so, the central com-
plication that is faced by Jane and Mary is deceptively simple. To fulfill their
role responsibly, their stakeholders expect them to make strategy in a well-
considered fashion. Most nonprofit leaders confront this problem sooner or
later. Jane and Mary’s scenario is played out time and time again. It is typi-
cal for nonprofits to take form and evolve organically through the efforts of
locally situated volunteers. To be accountable, chair/CEO pairs can view the
strategy-making challenge as a priority and take it up as a unified force, just
as Jane and Mary did. The pair must produce an explicit strategy and be able
to describe how it was created. The strategy renders the organization
accountable by explaining what outcomes are intended and produced.

In the case of Jane and Mary, the complication of strategy involves a ten-
sion between contradictory notions of strategizing. On one hand, they feel
compelled by an externally imposed traditional notion of what it means to
make strategy. Each of the multiple stakeholders is liable to ask about strat-
egy at any time. Nonprofit leaders need to be prepared with responses that
correspond to specified expectations of those who hold them accountable.
Often, the expectation is that the making of the strategy and the explaining
of it are done in a fairly explicit fashion so as to rationalize the enterprise.
Consequently, Jane and Mary feel obliged to follow what Henry Mintzberg
(1994) calls the “Design School” model (p. 36) and Stacey (1995) calls the
“strategic choice” model (p. 477) of strategy formation. At its core, these
models are deliberate ways of making strategy that abstract, rationalize, ana-
lyze, and decompose the organization’s situation. Jane and Mary respond to
real and perceived pressure from within and without and institute a strate-
gic planning process in the classic form.

As Jane and Mary act on this pressure to engage in deliberate, formal
strategizing, they also take up a parallel track of informal, emergent plan-
ning (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). The latter reflects a different notion of
what it means to make strategy; as analyzed above, it is internally located,
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entrepreneurial in spirit, oriented toward learning, committed to staying
grounded in day-to-day routines, and hesitates to control the process
through a professional intermediary. Emergent strategy formation proceeds
incrementally, responding to feedback on current efforts (Simon, 1996) and
producing patterns of action that represent the organization’s actual strate-
gies (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). This emergent strategizing is a necessity for
VLN because organizations in new or uncertain environments typically lack
a set of established routines (Nelson & Winter, 1982). The complex dynamics
of the regional social system of nonprofit boards appear, to VLN, as a chaotic
environment. In such environments, Stacey’s (1995) application of complex-
ity theory holds that deliberate strategy is untenable and misleading because
regular patterns can emerge but are highly path (history) dependent and
cannot be foreseen a priori. Deductively reasoned plans lack a needed base
of knowledge. Actors, such as all those from whom Mary and Jane receive
feedback and ideas, are best served by engaging in emergent strategizing.
This distributed strategizing and learning involves a search for desirable
patterns of actions and outcomes. The narrative above indicates how Mary
and Jane keep in touch with the actors engaged in this distributed strategiz-
ing and use their input for their own further strategizing. Actively experi-
menting with alternative approaches simultaneously, as Mary reports doing
in her meetings with Jane, maximizes the chances for the organization to
learn the viable patterns (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Houchin & Nicholson,
2002; Macbeth, 2002).

Ultimately, Jane and Mary’s story leads to an essential discovery. They
find themselves doing two things at once, placing them on a razor’s edge
between the deliberate and emergent modes of planning. In the end, Jane
and Mary find resolution to their balancing act in an integrated approach to
planning that blends deliberate and emergent modes in different measures
according to shifting conditions. They find this blended approach to be an
effective way to fulfill what they believe to be an instrumental responsibility.
Jane and Mary find that they must integrate a naturally occurring subjective
impulse to strategize in an emergent fashion with an objective prescription
to strategize in a deliberate mode to succeed at fulfilling the strategy-making
mandate. A blended mode produces a finished product that is viewed inter-
nally and externally as well-considered, where well-considered means that
the strategies that are specified are reasonable enough. Some are realistic and
some are rhetorical; some will actually be implemented, whereas others are
for display only.

NEGOTIATING ACCOUNTABILITY WITH STAKEHOLDERS

Jane and Mary’s experience navigating the tension between deliberate
and emergent modes of strategy making can be recast as a different sort of
navigation problem—one that is directed toward accountability rather than
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strategy. Their obsession with strategic planning is about trying to demon-
strate to stakeholders full accountability. They learn that their stakeholders’
demands for the newer negotiable form of accountability creates a need to
use both deliberate and emergent planning. Blending deliberate and emer-
gent strategizing responds meaningfully to the broadened accountability
environment conceptualized by Ospina et al. (2002), Behn (2001), and Kearns
(1996), one that recognizes the widest possible set of stakeholders. Broadened
accountability ultimately means that the board and the managers of NPOs
are accountable to the entire community (Chaskin, 2003), with programs and
priorities being driven by the full array of community constituent needs.
This means that social accountability for performance and mission, along
with the traditional calculative accountability for finances and fairness, are
considered essential components of a multidimensional integrated whole.
Jane and Mary’s experiences reflect an ability to seek a broad accountability
for themselves and their organization. In summary, a seemingly straightfor-
ward account of strategy making is found to be built on a theme of achiev-
ing accountability.

TOWARD A RESOLUTION OF THE COMPLICATIONS OF BROAD
ACCOUNTABILITY

When the preceding two layers of analysis—blended strategizing and
pursuing negotiated accountability—are integrated, they show how Jane
and Mary order their basic social practices across time and space in a man-
ner that enables the ready pursuit of accountability and strategy making in
a rather matter-of-fact fashion. That Jane and Mary go about interacting in
their day-to-day routines in their taken-for-granted ways of responding to
stakeholders and problems is fundamental to understanding how strategies
and a broad sense of accountability are created and recreated.

To this point, the article has represented knowledge of strategizing and
the pursuit of accountability in the fashion of a narrative. Now we consider
how the preceding descriptions and other analyses of the data collected dur-
ing the 10 months of ethnographic fieldwork can be extended in an attempt
to build theory. This tentative theory is represented in the form of proposi-
tions related to the study’s two research questions. The propositions are sug-
gestive concerning one approach (among several possible) to the pursuit of
broadened accountability. We offer them as stimuli for needed experimenta-
tion in governance practice (Chait et al., 2005; Daily et al., 2003) and for
research that can more definitively assess their validity and relevance in var-
ious contexts.

To the first question of whether NPOs can attend successfully to multiple
dimensions of accountability, the above descriptions and analyses suggest
an answer in the affirmative. The observed experiences of a key leadership
pair in this young organization support the view that multiple, complicating
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aspects of accountability can be achieved and that the achieving can be
actively attended to in the ongoing decision making of committed leaders.
The present study suggests that one way to attend to broadened account-
ability is through emergent strategizing, periodically accompanied by delib-
erate strategic planning. These leaders’ attention to performance accountability
issues may have been stimulated by VLN’s particular mission of effective
nonprofit governance. Even more important were the resource uncertainties
associated with VLN’s early life stage and the organization’s consequent
need for legitimizing itself. Looking beyond the confines of this study’s data,
other uncertainties that could prompt leaders’ heightened concern for broad
accountability include leadership transitions (Allison, 2002) and major
strategic realignments such as mission changes, mergers, collaborative
arrangements with colleague organizations, and shifting revenue models.

Blended strategizing was far from a conscious attempt on Jane and Mary’s
parts to explicitly address abstract notions of accountability. Furthermore,
they were less rather than more conscious of blending the deliberate and
emergent strategizing modes. Instead, their practices at a conscious level
were aimed at responding to the expectations for involvement of various
stakeholders, including their own board members, to achieve legitimacy.
Analysis of this study’s field notes and transcripts indicated that deliberate
planning responded to a rhetorical need to specify to stakeholders the orga-
nization’s rationality and intentions, whereas blending of such planning
with emergent strategizing responded to the functional need to prove to
stakeholders the organization’s performance competence in the face of envi-
ronmental challenges and uncertainty. Hence, we posit that strong demands
and expectations of stakeholders are incentives for leaders to engage in
blended strategizing and achieve broadened accountability.

Proposition 1: Leaders are more likely to seriously and effectively pursue
broad accountability through blended strategizing when

a. the organization is experiencing great uncertainty and therefore seek-
ing to establish or maintain legitimacy, such as when it is young, expe-
riencing leadership changes, or implementing major strategic
realignments;

b. the demands and expectations of multiple stakeholders are strong and
varied; and

c. the commitment and substantive engagement of board members is valued.

BLENDED STRATEGIZING TO ACHIEVE BROAD ACCOUNTABILITY

The second research question asked how broad accountability, in particu-
lar the negotiable aspects of accountability, could be achieved. Our narra-
tive’s descriptions depict one process, one set of practices, that deals with the
ongoing challenge of negotiable accountability. We have conceptualized these
practices as involving the blending of deliberate and emergent strategizing.
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Failing to take up a blended, integrated approach to planning may close off
opportunities for addressing the multiple dimensions of accountability
being pressed on NPOs. Strategies that are products of both deliberate and
emergent planning have been subjected to two modes of critical thinking
and can be understood by the organization’s leaders as well-considered and
presented as such to a variety of stakeholders. Hence, we posit

Proposition 2: Planning that blends and integrates deliberate and emergent
strategizing enables leaders to effectively address negotiable account-
ability, particularly during periods of high uncertainty.

Just why should the blending of deliberate and emergent strategizing be an
effective way to negotiate with stakeholders? We have seen in the narrative
of Jane and Mary that, per Proposition 1, they were greatly concerned with
the uncertainties facing their nascent organization. Stacey (1995), drawing
on complexity theory, ponders the following puzzle: Formal strategic plan-
ning is inapplicable in conditions of great uncertainty (due to its require-
ments for establishing future trends), yet managers use deliberate planning
in such instances. His conjecture is psychoanalytic, that managers do so to
relieve their anxiety. Mary and Jane’s concern for legitimacy suggests that
their anxiety relates to how the organization will appear to stakeholders.
During a period of uncertainty, when the organization is engaged in emer-
gent strategizing and experimenting with a wide range of approaches, just
as VLN was doing, the organization and its leaders can easily be seen by
stakeholders as having lost their way, as being in an embarrassing “strategi-
cally semi-naked state” (Grundy, 1999, p. 437). At such times, adding in a
dose of formal strategic planning can not only help leaders prioritize and
prevent their being overwhelmed with complexity (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, &
Lampel, 1998) but it can buy time with stakeholders. A task for leaders at
such times is to protect the organization while it passes through the zone of
high uncertainty (Macbeth, 2002) until it can work out, through emergent
processes, truly effective strategies. Deliberate strategic planning can buy
time for that purpose, signaling to stakeholders performance accountability
by providing a promise of viable future performance.

The interplay of emergent and deliberate modes is just beginning to be
addressed (Grundy, 1999; Mintzberg et al., 1998; Strategic Management
Society, 2003). Where most conceptual treatments of strategy either ignore
emergent strategy-making or separate it from deliberate, this study indicates
that the two modes are compatible and synergistic. This article’s narrative
suggests that blended strategizing can be characterized by attending to mul-
tiple stakeholder demands; connecting the present to the intended future;
protecting the organization from negative external assessments while viable
strategies emerge; and linking immediate actions and everyday processes
with mission-related outcomes. The broad outlines of these ideas can be
stated as follows:
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Proposition 3: Blended strategizing that contributes to achieving nego-
tiable accountability uses

a. deliberate strategizing to meet the expectations of stakeholders by
describing intended and accomplished outcomes to assign internal pri-
ority to program aspects that are important to stakeholders but not to
generate new issues, and

b. emergent strategizing to engage with stakeholders and improve the
organization’s day-to-day processes and performance, demonstrating
to them mission-related competence.

Much of this article has focused on a form of emergent strategizing that was
blended with deliberate strategizing. Although the article was designed to
provide a highly descriptive representation of the concept of blended strate-
gizing, we also can posit a more concise and generalized representation of
emergent strategizing:

Proposition 4: Emergent strategizing that contributes to blended strategiz-
ing and the achieving of negotiable accountability is

a. focused on improving routine processes to support the organization’s
day-to-day value and program commitments;

b. implicit and learning-oriented processing and making sense of com-
plex, concrete experiences;

c. internally controlled—under the control of internal leaders rather than
external experts, with key dialogues taking place in a leadership dyad;

d. legitimacy-oriented—attending to legitimating organizational actions
in the eyes of internal and external stakeholders;

e. distributed—eliciting program critiques and proposals from a wide
network;

f. entrepreneurial—mobilizing and utilizing scarce resources;
g. efficiently experimental—trying several alternative approaches simul-

taneously;
h. continually negotiated—seeking agreement internally on next actions;

and
i. aligning—substantively and rhetorically linking next actions with the

mission and strategies without being consciously driven by them.

Each of the above characteristics was described in the analysis of Jane and
Mary’s strategizing. However, the terms for such characteristics in
Proposition 4 and elsewhere in this article are those of the authors, as ana-
lysts. Organizational leaders, such as Jane and Mary, often do not concern
themselves consciously with these characteristics, and they certainly do not
use these labels to describe their actions. Rather, they are engaged in creat-
ing tactical responses to events and stakeholder demands. Over time, well-
considered and seemingly mundane tactical responses aggregate into a
pattern of organizational actions, decisions, and programs. Per Mintzberg
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and Waters (1985), this pattern represents an emergent strategy. Because the
pattern results from discussions and interactions with stakeholders, it also
represents a negotiated accountability.

AGENDA FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

This study’s detailed examination of one leadership pair’s practices has
produced grounded ideas (Glaser & Strauss, 1999) that are represented in the
narrative and theoretical propositions presented above. The propositions are
both suggestive and incomplete. Having examined interactions around a
single organization over one period of time, we intend no claim that the
practices and abstractions treated here are the only, or the best, way for
NPOs and their leaders to achieve a broadened accountability. Nevertheless,
we would argue that blended strategizing as a means for achieving nego-
tiable accountability is a concept that can be transported to other contexts
and that research should examine its role in a variety of nonprofit settings.

The concepts of blended strategizing and negotiable accountability echo
neoinstitutional theory. To gain legitimacy and enhance survival, organiza-
tions in highly elaborated institutional environments conform to expecta-
tions of social actors that have the standing to confer legitimacy (Deephouse,
1996; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). In VLN’s institutional field, these include
funding agents (Galaskiewicz, 1985) such as United Way. The resulting iso-
morphism in organizational practices is not only coercive but also mimetic
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) in that VLN’s leaders adopt deliberate strategiz-
ing as a way to cope with organizational uncertainty. Although a display of
expected, front-stage practices enhances legitimacy, Meyer and Rowan
(1977) claim that these practices hamper efficiency. The concept of blended
strategizing suggests this need not be the case; however, organizations such
as VLN must engage in back-stage practices such as emergent strategizing to
achieve performance. As professionalism among nonprofit managers
increases, there is greater risk that coercive, mimetic, and normative isomor-
phism will lead to the visible front-stage structures being widely adopted
without the needed, less-visible, back-stage practices, norms, and social rela-
tionships that must complement them to achieve performance (Blair &
Kochan, 2000; Fletcher, 1992). Nonprofit leaders in high accountability envi-
ronments sorely need more research that investigates the coupling of front-
stage and back-stage practices.

In this article, we have attempted to utilize the ability of ethnographic
methods to see beyond the more visible governance practices to realistically
depict the combinations of people, dynamics, and intents needed to achieve
accountability. The descriptions here demonstrate the high demands that
blended strategizing and negotiable accountability place on nonprofit
leaders—their relationships, knowledge, skills, and networks. We hope to
stimulate other holistic qualitative studies that present realistic descriptions
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of combinations of elements and quantitative research that encompasses full
sets of related practices and relationships (Ichniowski & Shaw, 1999), pro-
viding knowledge about broadened accountability that is not simplistic and
misleading.
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