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Although felt accountability has predicted positive outcomes in some studies, it has demonstrated
anxiety-provoking properties in others. This inconsistency has led researchers to search for
moderating variables that explain why felt accountability promotes or impedes favorable out-
comes. Building on these studies, the authors examine the moderating effects of personal
reputation on the felt accountability–strain relationship. As hypothesized, the results indicate that
a positive personal reputation ameliorated the strain reactions caused by felt accountability. In
particular, as felt accountability increased, individuals with strong personal reputations experi-
enced less job tension and depressed mood at work, as well as more job satisfaction, but
individuals with weak personal reputations experienced the opposite outcomes.
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Because of the recent misconduct of industry ex-
ecutives and political figures, there has been a call for
accountability in the popular press, and academic
studies conducted in organizational contexts have
followed (Hochwarter et al., 2007a). This research
has suggested that chaos would ensue without ac-
countability mechanisms in place (Lerner & Tetlock,
1999), thus implying the regulatory role of account-
ability. However, felt accountability has the potential
to predict unfavorable outcomes as well. Whether
accountability serves functional or dysfunctional pur-
poses has been the focus of scholarly attention for
some time (Frink & Klimoski, 2004; Hall et al.,
2003).

As is often the case, the inclusion of individual and
contextual moderating factors has been helpful in
discerning the conditions that promote accountability
outcomes (Hall et al., 2006; Hochwarter, Perrewé,

Hall, & Ferris, 2005). Building on these studies, we
examine personal reputation as a factor capable of
influencing the often-circuitous relationship between
felt accountability and work outcomes (Hall et al.,
2003). On the one hand, personal reputation, which
reflects others’ competency judgments of an agent
(Bromley, 1993), may act as a resource that assists an
individual’s coping process when confronted with
heightened expectations (Hall et al., 2006). On the
other hand, we expect that increases in felt account-
ability will be associated with unfavorable strain out-
comes (Doby & Caplan, 1995) when personal repu-
tation is low because of the difficulty of
accumulating, and subsequently using, stress-
reducing resources.

Definition and Conceptualization of
Accountability in Organizations

Definition of Felt Accountability

The content domain of felt accountability has been
delineated in management, social psychology, and
philosophy literatures (e.g., Frink & Klimoski, 1998;
Lerner & Tetlock, 1999), with considerable overlap
across definitions. In this research, we adopt Hall et al.’s
(2003, p. 33) operationalization of felt accountability as
“. . . an implicit or explicit expectation that one’s deci-
sions or actions will be subject to evaluation by some
salient audience(s) with the belief that there exists the
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potential for one to receive either rewards or sanctions
based on this expected evaluation.”

Inherent in this definition are two important as-
sumptions outlined by Tetlock (1991). The first, that
answerability of conduct is a far-reaching component
of all decision contexts, links the individual and the
social system one occupies. The second, that individ-
uals inherently seek approval and status from exter-
nal sources, indicates that protecting one’s identity/
self-image and acquiring power/wealth are focal
objectives of those who are held accountable (Tetlock,
1983). In this regard, personal reputation is an important
consideration when investigating accountability dynam-
ics in organizations.

The Nature of Felt Accountability
in Organizations

A common belief in both academic and applied
research is that the implementation of formal mech-
anisms (e.g., laws, regulations, and performance
evaluation systems) ensures accountability. How-
ever, studies show that individuals who inhabit sim-
ilar work environments, and have comparable de-
mands and expectations, often report inconsistent or
contradictory accountability perceptions (Frink &
Klimoski, 1998; Hochwarter et al., 2007a). As a
consequence, researchers (e.g., Tetlock, 1985; Hall et
al., 2006) have adopted the phenomenological view,
which conceptualizes accountability as a subjective
state rather than an objective reality. Although this
perspective recognizes that assessments of account-
ability are based in part on perceptions of objective
external conditions, it emphasizes the subjective na-
ture of the construct.

The phenomenological view of accountability is im-
portant to the current research because it promotes the
consideration of contextual and individual difference
factors as predictors as well as moderators of attitudes
and behavior. Specifically, accountability does not exist
in a vacuum; instead, perceptions regarding appropriate
behavior, including performance demands and expecta-
tions, are established from contextual cues (De Cremer,
Snyder, & DeWitte, 2001). Furthermore, the phenom-
enological view, by definition, relies heavily on indi-
vidual difference factors as perceptual lenses through
which reality is construed (Pervin & John, 2001). Be-
cause internal discernments of contextual cues predict
both accountability and personal reputation perceptions,
phenomenological considerations are warranted
throughout this research.

Outcomes of Felt Accountability

Research has associated felt accountability with a
number of work attitudes and behaviors, some of
which are coveted by decision-makers. For example,
research has found accountability to share a positive
relationship with attentiveness (Mero, Guidice, &
Anna, 2006), job involvement, job competency,
citizenship behavior (Hall et al., 2003), and extrarole
performance (Riketta & Landerer, 2002). More im-
portant to this study, heightened levels of account-
ability also have been linked with job satisfaction
(Hochwarter, Ferris, Zinko, et al., 2007; Thoms,
Dose, & Scott, 2002).

However, the potential for a “dark side” of account-
ability exists in virtually all organizations (Frink &
Klimoski, 1998). For example, it has been argued that
accountability for outcomes increases escalation of
commitment to a chosen course of action, even when
faulty logic has been acknowledged as a source of
predecision information (Simonson & Staw, 1992). Fur-
thermore, individuals who are held accountable are less
flexible, helpful, cooperative, and accurate with infor-
mation (Adelberg & Batson, 1978). In terms of nego-
tiation behavior, research indicates that those who are
held to heightened accountability standards are more
likely to use contentious tactics, such as threats and
attempts to dominate exchange partners (Carnevale,
Pruitt, & Seilheimer, 1981). Finally, accountability has
been associated with politically motivated behavior,
which may divert employees from work tasks (Fandt &
Ferris, 1990).

Accountability as a Stressor

In addition to these negative outcomes, it has been
argued that accountability has the potential to act as
a workplace stressor that causes strain reactions (Hall
et al., 2003). Virtually all employees exist in a “web
of accountabilities” (Frink & Klimoski, 1998) in
which they experience demands from multiple
sources. For example, Page (2006) reported that pub-
lic managers receive demands from legal, hierarchi-
cal, professional, political, and market sources. If these
accountabilities clash, individuals must prioritize their
work tasks, which taps finite cognitive resources and
promotes strain (Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996). In
support, Schlenker and Weigold (1989) reported that
ambiguities, demands, and strains, provoked by height-
ened expectations, caused individuals to “choke
under pressure” (Baumeister, 1984), thus mitigat-
ing the potentially positive link between account-
ability and performance.
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More accountability also implies increased levels
of scrutiny (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999), which pro-
motes anxiety for those prone to evaluation appre-
hension (White, Mitchell, & Bell, 1977). As an ex-
ample, research has found that accountability for
outcomes raises decision stress (Siegel-Jacobs &
Yates, 1996). De Cremer (2003) suggested that ac-
countability is stressful because as expectations in-
crease, individuals grow increasingly concerned
about the views of external evaluators. As such,
strain increases when one feels overly controlled and
continuously required to validate both behaviors and
decisions (Green, Visser, & Tetlock, 2002).

Although scholars only have begun to position felt
accountability as a stressor (Siegel-Jacobs & Yates,
1996), recent research has demonstrated a positive
association between felt accountability and a variety
of strain reactions (Hall et al., 2003). Hepburn and
Brown’s (2001) qualitative study of secondary school
teachers corroborated an accountability-strain link. In
particular, teachers reported feeling “tensed up” (p.
706) because of increased scrutiny and accountability
from government authorities. Hochwarter et al.
(2005) found that accountability predicted job ten-
sion for those who were high on negative affectivity
(NA). Although the relationship between these con-
structs was nonlinear (i.e., represented by a U-shaped
form) for those who were low on NA, these results
demonstrate that high levels of accountability pro-
mote heightened job tension, regardless of one’s dis-
position. Finally, Cooper, Clarke, and Rowbottom
(1999) found that accountability was one of four
themes that contributed to increased levels of stress
(e.g., mental and physical health indicators) in a
sample of anesthetists.

Discussion of Dependent Variables

In this research, we examined the interactive ef-
fects of felt accountability and personal reputation on
job tension, job satisfaction, work effort, and de-
pressed mood at work. These outcomes were chosen
because of their academic and practical acceptance as
important consequences of heightened workplace de-
mands (e.g., Barsky, Thoresen, Warren, & Kaplan,
2004). Job tension can be viewed as individuals’
subjective feelings in response to environmental de-
mands. These heightened expectations promote anx-
iety and conflict, which affect an individual’s atti-
tudes and well-being (Van Dyne, Jehn, & Cummings,
2002). Job tension has been suggested to have con-
sequences that are both psychological and physiolog-
ical in nature, ranging from burnout, reduced produc-

tivity, and absenteeism to increases in serum
cholesterol, heart rate, blood pressures, and skin tem-
perature (Fox, Dwyer, & Ganster, 1993). Such effects
are detrimental not only to the individual, but also to
the organizations from financial and social responsi-
bility standpoints.

Job satisfaction represents the level of pleasurable
engagement at work, or simply an employee’s like or
dislike of the job (Locke, 1969). Individuals’ satis-
faction at work can be viewed as both intrinsically
(e.g., striving to do better personally) and extrinsi-
cally motivated (e.g., recognition and awards). Re-
gardless of the origin of motivation, job satisfaction
often is viewed as a key factor in long-term stability,
and a driving force behind positive work affect.

Work effort is defined as “the amount of resources
that are expended” (Yeo & Neal, 2004, p. 232) on
job-related tasks and activities. There is often a pos-
itive association between effort expended and perfor-
mance. However, environmental variables, such as
those that cause stress, may influence individuals’
expectations of themselves, their perceived control,
and the amount of effort they are willing to exert on
the job (Brown & Leigh, 1996).

Lastly, depressed mood at work refers to specific,
negative feelings that are relatively temporary in na-
ture and are manifest only while on the job (Stoner &
Perrewé, 2006). Aside from irritability and a lack of
energy and interest, individuals also are likely to
feel a sense of uselessness and a general unimpor-
tance while at work (Quinn & Shepard, 1974).
Research corroborates a positive relationship be-
tween organizational stressors and depressed mood
at work (Heinish & Jex, 1997).

Nature of Personal Reputation

Reputation has been studied in a variety of disci-
plines, including public administration (Ferris &
Stallings, 1988), social psychology (Emler, 1990),
communications (Dortok, 2006), and management
(Zinko, Ferris, Blass, & Laird, 2007). In the socio-
logical realm, Bromley (1993) asserted that reputation
represents the sum of opinions about an entity (e.g.,
person, group, organization), while Emler and Hop-
kins (1990) described reputation as a community’s
collective judgments of an individual’s personal
qualities or character.

Taking into consideration discussions of the
construct in both organizational science and sociology
literatures, Ferris, Blass, Douglas, Kolodinsky, and
Treadway (2003, p. 215) defined personal reputation as
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a “perceptual identity formed from the collective
perceptions of others, which is reflective of the complex
combination of personal characteristics and accom-
plishments, demonstrated behavior, and intended im-
ages presented over some period of time as observed
directly or reported from secondary sources, which re-
duces ambiguity and unexpected future behavior.” This
definition has led researchers to take a phenomenolog-
ical approach to the study of personal reputation (e.g.,
Hochwarter et al., 2007b; Liu et al., 2007; Zinko, 2007).
Based on this reasoning, individuals’ perceptions of
their own and others’ personal reputations may be de-
termined by objective conditions, but it is these individ-
uals’ subjective perceptions that are vital to the assess-
ment of this construct.

Research has found personal reputation to be as-
sociated with a myriad of positive outcomes. For
example, individuals with favorable personal reputa-
tions were viewed as more legitimate, competent, and
trustworthy, and often enjoy the benefits of possess-
ing higher status (e.g., Bromley, 1993). Furthermore,
individuals with a higher level of perceived personal
reputation were more likely to receive benefits often
associated with favorable social exchange relation-
ships than those with lower perceived standing (Em-
ler, 1990). These favorable social relations allow for
the accumulation of decision latitude, autonomy
(Ferris et al., 2003), influence, and power (Pfeffer,
1992). Finally, Hochwarter et al. (2007b) found that
personal reputation affected uncertainty, exhaustion,
and performance.

Personal Reputation’s Moderating Role on the
Felt Accountability–Strain Relationship

To explain the moderating potential of personal
reputation on felt accountability–strain relationships,
we draw on conservation-of-resources (COR, Hob-
foll, 1989) and signaling (Hochwarter et al., 2007b)
theories. According to Hobfoll (1989), stress occurs
when a situation is subjectively interpreted to exceed
an individual’s self-regulatory resources (Aspinwall
& Taylor, 1998). Therefore, psychological stress is a
reaction to an environment where there is the threat
of a net loss of resources, there is an actual loss of
resources, or there is a loss of resources following the
investment of resources (Hobfoll, 2001). Because
individuals are expected to compete for scarce assets
(Mannix, 1993), resource theory is particularly im-
portant in this discussion.

Resource theory asserts that the ability to manage
personal assets is the key to understanding stress

(Hobfoll, 2001). Resources are objects, energies,
personal characteristics, and conditions, which are
either valued in their own right or because they assist
individuals in acquiring other desirable assets (Hob-
foll, 1989). Hobfoll (2002) suggested that during
stressful situations, individuals must offset the loss of
resources in one area by acquiring resources in an-
other area. Therefore, when dealing with persistent
demands, an individual’s pool of resources will be
depleted, thus leading to fatigue, a lack of resilience,
and an increased vulnerability to other stressors
(Monnier, Cameron, Hobfoll, & Gribble, 2002). As
such, the ability to maintain an adequate resources
reserve will, by definition, promote the accumulation
of desirable outcomes (Hall et al., 2006).

We contend that personal reputation, which would be
classified as a “condition resource” (Hobfoll, 1989),
represents an asset that is particularly helpful in mini-
mizing the anxiety that may be heightened as account-
ability expectations increase. Like other condition re-
sources, personal reputation is valued because it helps
individuals secure other resources that are needed to
either survive or thrive when faced with heightened
expectations (Freund & Riediger, 2001). For example,
individuals with a positive personal reputation are likely
to obtain more decision autonomy and less monitoring
than those who are held in lower regard (Hall, Blass,
Ferris, & Massengale, 2004). Reputable employees also
are more likely to receive cooperation (Milinski, Sem-
mann, & Krambeck, 2002) and have their requests
viewed as more legitimate and other-serving
(Hochwarter et al., 2007b) than those who are held in
lower status. Finally, research has found a positive
relationship between source credibility and target ac-
ceptance of agent suggestions (Bannister, 1986), thus
suggesting that a positive personal reputation should
afford individuals some degree of power within their
organizations.

Although previous research clearly supports per-
sonal reputation as a condition resource, one must
question why a positive personal reputation might
help an individual acquire additional resources. We
draw on signaling theory (Ferris & Judge, 1991) to
answer this question. According to Spence (1974),
signaling represents behaviors that convey informa-
tion regarding an individual’s abilities and intentions
to external constituents (e.g., individuals, market-
place). Other discussions of signaling maintain that
“. . . reputational information about the abilities and
work habits of people filters into the organization and
generates reputations for competence” (Hinds, Car-
ley, Krackhardt, & Wholey, 2000, p. 229).
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Because personal reputation largely represents
external perceptions of an agent’s expected
contribution, it serves an important signaling func-
tion in virtually all contexts (Hochwarter et al.,
2007b). However, research indicates that signaling is
particularly important in uncertain environments
(Posner, 1997). In this regard, one’s perceived abil-
ities serve as a predictive tool for those who are
unable to possess “complete information” (Thomp-
son, 1967), by promoting the target’s attentional fo-
cus (Taylor & Fiske, 1978) on the agent’s desirable
behaviors.

By definition, increased uncertainty is a conse-
quence of heightened accountability expectations
(Orpen, 2000). As accountability requirements in-
crease, however, cues from external sources can
minimize much of its ambiguity-generated tension.
For example, those who are held in high status
typically are more successful in managing others’
perceptions (Crant, 1996), often leading the target
to develop a self-fulfilling prophesy for the agent
(Bromley, 1993). Because personal reputation is
considered as much a sociopolitical reality as a
rational, objective one, reputable individuals are
presumably more likely to be granted the “benefit
of the doubt” (Ferris, Fedor, & King, 1994) when
questions regarding actions and decision surface.

Research detailing the accumulation of “idiosyn-
cracy credits” supports this perspective (Hollander &
Julian, 1969). This reasoning suggests that those who
are perceived to have a favorable personal reputation
are granted more latitude and discretion to deviate
from expectations without incurring penalties, in-
cluding behavior that is perceived to be uncharacter-
istic of others or inconsistent with the objectives of
the larger entity (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). There-
fore, based on these theoretical arguments, we sug-
gest that:

Hypothesis. Personal reputation moderates the
relationship between felt accountability and
the outcomes of job satisfaction, work effort,
job tension, and depressed mood at work.
Specifically, increases in felt accountability
are associated with decreases in job satisfac-
tion and increases in work effort, job tension,
and depressed mood at work for individuals
with lower personal reputation levels. Alter-
natively, higher personal reputation levels
neutralize the adverse effects of increased ac-
countability on these outcomes.

Method

Participants and Procedures

Consistent with previous research (Hochwarter,
Perrewé, Meurs, & Kacmar, 2007; Hochwarter et al.,
2005), undergraduate students were each given three
surveys to have full-time employees complete at two
distinct times (roughly one and a half months apart
during the semester). Independent variables (i.e.,
negative and positive affectivity, felt accountability,
and personal reputation) were collected at Time 1,
whereas the dependent variables (i.e., job tension,
depressed mood at work, work effort, and job satis-
faction) and selected demographic variables (i.e.,
age, gender, organization tenure, position tenure, and
self-report position) were gathered at Time 2. Re-
spondents provided their birth date on the last page of
each survey for matching purposes. Class credit was
given for student participation.

A total of 530 surveys were distributed at each
time and 470 respondents completed both surveys
(response rate of 88%). Occupations included, but
were not limited to, business owner, bricklayer,
plumber, marketing associate, and car salesperson.
The average age of respondents was 40 years (SD �
12.28; range � 24–79), while the sample consisted
of 291 women (e.g., 62%). Organization tenure and
position tenure were approximately 9 (SD � 9.96;
range � �1 to 45) and 7 (SD � 7.31; range � �1 to
32) years, respectively. The largest occupational clas-
sification was professional (39%, n � 183), followed
by nonmanagement (23%; n � 108), middle manage-
ment (19%, n � 89), self-managed (14%, n � 66),
and upper management (5%, n � 23).

Measures

Affective disposition. We used Watson, Clark,
and Tellegen’s scale (PANAS, 1988) to measure
negative (NA, � � .85) and positive affect (PA, � �
.86). Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to
which they experienced, “in general, that is, on the
average,” 10 positive (e.g., interested and deter-
mined) and 10 negative (e.g., distressed and hostile)
emotions. Responses ranged from 1 (very little or not
at all) to 5 (extremely).

Felt accountability. We measured felt account-
ability (� � .83) using an eight-item scale developed
by Hochwarter (Hochwarter et al., 2007a;
Hochwarter et al., 2005). “I often have to explain
why I do certain things at work” represents scale
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items. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree).

Personal reputation. We measured personal rep-
utation (� � .94) using a 12-item scale (Hochwarter
et al., 2007b). “I am regarded highly by others” and
“If people want things done right, they ask me to do
it” represent scale items. Responses ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Job tension. We measured job tension (� � .80)
with House and Rizzo’s (1972) six-item measure.
Representative items include “My job tends to di-
rectly affect my health,” and “I work under a great
deal of tension.” Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Job satisfaction. We measured job satisfaction
(� � .76) using a five-item subscale of Brayfield and
Rothe’s (1951) index. “Each day of work seems like
it will never end” (reverse coded) and “Most days I
am enthusiastic about my work” are representative
items. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree).

Work effort. We measured work effort using a
five-item work intensity scale developed by Brown
and Leigh (1996). “When there’s a job to be done, I
devote all of my energy to getting it done”, and
“When I work, I really exert myself to the fullest”
represent two sample items (� � .89). Responses
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

Depressed mood at work. We measured de-
pressed mood at work (� � .87) using Quinn and
Shepard’s (1974) 10-item scale. “I feel downhearted
and blue at work” and “I find it easy to do the things
I used to do at work” (reverse scored) represent scale
items. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree).

Demographic variables. Respondents indicated
their age, gender, organization and position tenure,
and position within the organization.

Results

We conducted hierarchical moderated multiple re-
gression analyses to test the hypothesized interac-
tions (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). After all
predictors were standardized and centered, age, gen-
der, organization tenure, position tenure, and position
were entered in the first step. The affective disposi-
tion terms (NA and PA) also were entered to account
for their potentially biasing effects (Perrewé & Spec-
tor, 2002; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff,
2003). In the second and third steps, the linear and
nonlinear main effect terms were entered. Cortina

(1993) noted that bivariate interactions in hierarchi-
cal multiple regression may be significant due to their
overlap with unmeasured nonlinear main effect
terms. Furthermore, recent discussions have advocated
testing for, or at least considering the influence of,
nonlinear stressors in job stress models (see Ferris et al.,
2006 for a discussion) to rule out more complex rela-
tional forms. The final step contained the felt account-
ability and personal reputation cross-product term. A
significant change in R2 in the third step offers evidence
of an interaction effect (Cohen et al., 2003).

We also provide collinearity diagnostics. Specifi-
cally, we calculated variance inflation factor (VIF)
scores, which measure the extent to which collinear-
ity among the predictors affects the precision of a
regression model in each step. In general, variation
inflation is the consequence of multicollinearity. VIF
scores of less than 10 typically are deemed accept-
able (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998).

Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1, and
regression results are provided in Table 2. Correla-
tions between felt accountability, personal reputation,
and study outcomes are consistent with previous re-
search (Hall et al., 2003; Hochwarter et al., 2007b).
Regression results indicate the importance of includ-
ing demographic and dispositional variables as con-
trol variables (e.g., 20 out of 27 were significant
predictors). In terms of main effect relationships, felt
accountability predicted work effort (� � .14, p �
.01), suggesting that those with heightened levels of
perceived answerability were more apt to exert work
effort. Accountability had nonlinear effects on both
job tension (� � .08, p � .05) and satisfaction (� �
.10, p � .05). The positive beta in these steps sug-
gests a U-shaped form between accountability and
each dependent variable. Specifically, job satisfaction
and tension were highest when accountability was
both moderately low and moderately high.

With respect to job tension, the felt accountability
x personal reputation interaction term explained sig-
nificant incremental criterion variance (� � �.11,
p � .01, �AdjR2 � .02, p � .01). Furthermore , VIF
scores for all predictors were less than 3.0. Signifi-
cant felt accountability � personal reputation inter-
action terms also surfaced for job satisfaction (� �
.12, p � .01, �AdjR2 � .02, p � .01; VIF scores
range from 1.11 to 2.87), work effort (� � .10, p �
.05, �AdjR2 � .01, p � .05; VIF scores range from
1.05 to 2.79), and depressed mood at work (� �
�.12, p � .01, �AdjR2 � .02, p � .01; VIF scores
range from 1.17 to 2.67).

We plotted the prediction of felt accountability on
each outcome at the mean, as well as at high and low
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levels of personal reputation (Stone & Hollenbeck,
1989). For job tension, the simple slopes for high, t �
�2.10, p � .01 and low levels, t � 1.99, p � .05 of
personal reputation were significantly different from
zero. The effects of felt accountability on job satis-
faction (simple slopes for high, t � 2.55, p � .01, and
low levels, t � �.2.28, p � .05, of personal reputa-
tion), work effort (simple slopes for high, t � 2.27,
p � .05, and low levels, t � �.25, ns, of personal
reputation, and depressed mood at work (simple
slopes for high, t � �2.19, p � .05, and low levels,
t � 1.87, p � .10, of personal reputation) are shown.

Discussion

Building on previous research (Hochwarter et al.,
2007a; Hochwarter et al., 2007b) that has investi-
gated the role of felt accountability and personal
reputation in organizational settings, we examined
the multiplicative effect of these constructs on a
number of important work outcomes. Data collected
from employees working in an array of settings sup-
ported our contention that personal reputation can
untangle the ambiguous relationship between felt ac-
countability and employee attitudes and behaviors.
More specifically, individuals who were held in low
regard experienced more job tension and depressed
mood at work and less job satisfaction as felt ac-
countability intensified. Conversely, job tension and
depressed mood at work decreased, but job satisfac-

tion and work effort increased, for those who were
perceived to be reputable.

The reactions of individuals with positive personal
reputations appear to be counterintuitive at first
glance. However, previous research has found that
individuals experience anxiety when their personal
reputation is threatened (Doby & Caplan, 1993).
With low levels of felt accountability, these individ-
uals may fear that their performance will go unno-
ticed, thus making it difficult for them to maintain
their positive personal reputation. In effect, low lev-
els of felt accountability may be just as threatening to
individuals with positive personal reputations as high
levels of accountability are to individuals with neg-
ative personal reputations.

Results from this research suggest that account-
ability can have both beneficial and detrimental out-
comes. Moreover, although accountability can fluc-
tuate in its role as a potential stressor, it is necessary
for organizational survival. Thus, one challenge for
both individuals and organizations is to find the cor-
rect balance of accountability demands. In turn, our
findings suggest that developing a positive personal
reputation is one way to achieve this balance.

Thus, in regard to scholarship, this study contrib-
utes to contemporary research by identifying a factor
that differentiates accountability opportunities from
accountability threats (Hall et al., 2006; Hochwarter
et al., 2007a). Personal reputation, which has been
operationalized as a competence in previous research

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations Among Study Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Age 40.24 12.28
2. Gender — — .12�

3. Organization
tenure 9.45 9.96 .52� .10�

4. Position tenure 6.93 7.31 .55� .04 .68�

5. Position 3.13 1.07 �.04 �.07 �.01 �.09�

6. Negative affect 1.86 .63 �.23� �.15� �.04 �.05 .12�

7. Positive affect 3.60 .68 .14� .05 .12� .13� .08 �.07
8. Felt

accountability 3.62 .58 .21� �.01 .15� .13� .14� .02 .53�

9. Perceived
reputation 5.70 .79 .28� .13� .07 .13� .04 �.28� .54� .47�

10. Job tension 3.31 1.26 .19� .09 .27� .27� .11� .29� �.17� .20� .08
11. Job satisfaction 4.24 .65 .20� �.13� .11� .05 .18� �.24� .44� .25� .32� �.13�

12. Work effort 5.65 1.07 .23� .10� .20� .14� .12� �.05 .51� .47� .39� .29� .40�

13. Depressed mood 1.80 .81 �.17� �.08 �.09� �.02 �.07 .40� �.43� �.28� �.36� .14� �.53� �.42�

Note. Gender was coded “0” for men and “1” for women.
� p � .05.
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(Gladstone, 1963), is one individual factor that ap-
pears to maximize the desirable consequences of
accountability. In particular, research suggests that
individuals gravitate toward those that appear ca-
pable (Hinds et al., 2000), and provide them with
resources and rewards that are not available to
those who are held in lesser standing. Because
competence is a multifaceted representation of
ability, encompassing intellectual, attitudinal, in-
terpersonal, and task dimensions (Shapiro &
Azuma, 2004), future research will need to unravel
the theoretical properties of the construct to deter-
mine its interaction with felt accountability as well
as other external cues.

Practical implications warrant brief mention. First,
organizations may find it fruitful to seek out oppor-
tunities to develop positive social networks for em-
ployees. However, increasing participation in the so-
cial milieu at work does not guarantee that the actor
will benefit from its membership. Marchand, Dem-
ers, and Durand (2006, p. 878) noted that “The way
people relate to aspects of the social environment can
be sources of pleasure and well being, but also

sources of frustration, strain, stress, exclusion, in-
equality, and suffering that can affect mental health.”
Organizations will profit from networking opportu-
nities only if resources are made available. Because
resources are unevenly distributed in most collective
social settings (MacDonald, Karasek, Punnett, &
Scharf, 2001), monitoring their availability and use
will be critical.

Finally, organizations will benefit by reducing the
level of accountability-generated ambiguity that em-
ployees experience. Because of structural modifica-
tions and widened reporting channels, many employ-
ees simply don’t know what to do, how to do it, and
how it will be evaluated. As expected, communica-
tion ineffectiveness consistently has predicted both
ambiguity and conflict (Tubre & Collins, 2001). In
this regard, we share the view of Jackson (1989, p.
31) who suggested that adequate communication may
lead to “. . . additional and/or more acute knowledge
about the formal and informal expectations held by
others for the worker, the formal and informal poli-
cies and procedures of the organization, and discrep-
ancies among these.”

Table 2
Regression Results

Step/variable

�

Job tension Job satisfaction Work effort Depressed mood

Step 1
Age .10� .16�� .16�� �.09
Gender .10� �.19�� .04 �.01
Organizational tenure .05 .09 .16�� �.12�

Position tenure .18�� �.14� �.14�� .18��

Position (hierarchy) .10� .17�� .08�� �.08
Negative affect .35�� �.23�� �.01 .39��

Positive affect �.13� .37�� .57�� �.35��

�AdjR2 .21 .29 .41 .34
F 19.61�� 28.99�� 48.75�� 35.87��

Step 2
Felt accountability (A) .03 �.05 .14�� �.06
Perceived reputation (R) .04 .09 .04 �.04
�AdjR2 .00 .01 .02�� .00
F 15.37�� 22.90�� 40.33�� 28.32��

Step 3
A � A .08� .10� .01 �.02
R � R .04 .01 .03 �.04
�AdjR2 �.02� .02� .00 .00
F 15.31�� 21.77�� 38.02 26.01

Step 3
A � R �.11�� .12� .10� �.12��

�AdjR2 .02�� .02� .01� .02��

F 15.64�� 21.78�� 37.73�� 26.62��

� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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Strengths and Limitations of the Research

The current study has a number of strengths. First,
this study found a significant interaction between felt
accountability and personal reputation across several
related strain measures. By corroborating effects across
all outcomes, we have confidence in the theoretical
underpinnings guiding this research. Second, we con-
trolled for affective disposition when conducting sub-
stantive hypothesis tests. Positive and negative affect
can influence the way that potentially stressful stimuli
are perceived and evaluated (Perrewé & Spector, 2002).
Thus, controlling for their effects allows for a conser-
vative test of the hypotheses.

Third, we took into consideration nonlinear main
effect relationships before evaluating the efficacy of
the accountability-personal reputation interaction
term. Cortina (1993) noted that significant interactive
relationships in moderated hierarchical multiple re-
gression may be significant because of its overlap
with unmeasured nonlinear main effects. He further
advocated using nonlinear terms as covariates prior
to predicting cross-product effects. Finally, our sam-
ple consisted of individuals occupying a variety of
positions across multiple organizational settings. Al-
though this approach does not allow for an examina-
tion of industry effects, it does suggest a level of
external generalizability that is not available when
conducting single organization research.

This study has limitations that must be mentioned
as well. The exclusive use of surveys as means of
collecting data represents one possible limitation by
introducing the potential for same source bias. Ac-
cording to James, Gent, Hater, and Corey (1979),
spuriously high relationships (r � .70) between in-
dependent and dependent variables are a sign of
common method variance. An examination of Table
1 indicates interrelationships considered moderate by
psychometric standards. Another possible limitation
is the use of self-report data to assess personal rep-
utation. Because personal reputation is based on the
collective perceptions of others, it has been suggested
that this construct should be evaluated by individuals
in the target’s work group. However, previous re-
search has found self- and others’ reports of personal
reputation to be largely consistent (e.g., Hochwarter
et al., 2007b; Liu et al., 2007; Zinko, 2007), thus
suggesting that individuals can assess their own per-
sonal reputation accurately.

Because of the cross-sectional nature of the study,
we also were not able to draw conclusions about
whether felt accountability causes strain reactions or
strain reactions cause felt accountability. Finally, we

were unable to determine how accountability-
reputation relationships evolved longitudinally. We
contend that this relationship is dynamic, with the
potential for modification after each social exchange.
Not only will future longitudinal research determine
the cause and effect relationship between felt ac-
countability and strain reactions, but it will also
help to access the interplay between felt account-
ability and personal reputation over time. Please
see Figures 1– 4.

Directions for Future Research

The findings reported in this research provide a
foundation for subsequent studies. First, although
incorporating personal reputation as an intervening
factor shed light on the accountability-work outcome
relationship, it is likely that more complex associa-
tions exist. In this regard, we advocate research
adopting multilevel theories and methodologies to
further explain the dynamics of this relationship
(Frink et al., in press). For example, it is clear that
accountability demands may come from sources at
multiple levels, including subordinates, peers, super-
visors, executives, clients, one’s profession, and so-
ciety. Does personal reputation have comparable
stress-neutralizing effects when accountability de-
mands originate from peers as when they come from
adherence to professional standards? If not, which of
the myriad of individual difference or contextual
factors serves as a viable substitute?

Moreover, a richer understanding of personal rep-
utation is warranted. Although we viewed felt ac-
countability and personal reputation as two distinct
constructs, it is possible that they may be more
strongly linked to each other than we anticipated. For
example, individuals who perceive themselves to be
highly reputable probably believe that others already
have evaluated them positively. In effect, they be-
lieve that they have passed the “accountability test.”
If this is true, an additional explanation for our results
might be that highly reputable employees do not
experience strain reactions as felt accountability in-
creases because they believe they have already satis-
fied similar demands, thus giving them confidence in
their ability to satisfy future demands.

Relatedly, is an individual’s personal reputation
consistent across organizational levels and social
networks, and if so, which aspects of one’s status
(i.e., task, social, interpersonal) are the most dom-
inant in influencing strain reactions? Furthermore,
are there any disadvantages of being perceived as
reputable? Portes (1998, p. 15) described four neg-
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ative consequences of social capital (i.e., of which
reputation is a dimension): the exclusion of out-
siders, excessive claims on group members, limi-
tations on individual’s independence, and down-
ward norm leveling. If organizations rely
exclusively on reputable individuals to chart the

course of action, do the ideas of those held in lower
status go unheard?

Finally, is it possible that one’s personal reputation
can be too high? Specifically, trust is a documented
consequence of a favorable personal reputation
(Hochwarter et al., 2007b), and this heightened con-

Figure 1. The interactive effects of felt accountability and perceived reputation on job
tension. Avg � average.

Figure 2. The interactive effects of felt accountability and perceived reputation on job
satisfaction. Avg � average.
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fidence increases expectations for future behavior
(Bohnet, 2006). Research indicates that physical and
mental well-being suffers when expectations become
unrealistically high (Browning, Ryan, Greenberg, &
Rolniak, 2006). As an example, Dewe (1992) found
that heightened expectations represented a significant

source of anxiety. Taken together, these findings sug-
gest that reputation-strain relations may be nonlinear
in form, with moderately high levels representing the
point on the continuum associated with the most
favorable outcomes. More specifically, lowest levels
of reputation are associated with limited social inclu-

Figure 3. The interactive effects of felt accountability and perceived reputation on work effort.
Avg � average.

Figure 4. The interactive effects of felt accountability and perceived reputation on depressed
mood at work. Avg � average.
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sion (Lin, 2001), whereas extreme levels lead to
disproportionately excessive expectations (Portes,
1998). Whether personal reputation-work outcome
relationships are linear or nonlinear represents a re-
search question in need of investigation.

Conclusion

Personal reputation and accountability are con-
structs of critical importance in the organizational
sciences. As such, exploring their unique and multi-
plicative relationship on key outcomes was warranted
for both scholarly and practical purposes. The results
reported in this research further support their signif-
icance by demonstrating personal reputation’s role as
a meaningful moderator of accountability-work con-
sequence relationships. These results not only add to
burgeoning bodies of research in each of these do-
mains, but also should stimulate additional studies.
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Hochwarter, W. A., Perrewé, P. L., Meurs, J. A., & Kacmar,
C. (2007). The interactive effects of work-induced guilt
and ability to manage resources on job and life satisfac-
tion. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 12,
125–135.

Hollander, E., & Julian, J. (1969). Contemporary trends in
the analysis of leadership processes. Psychological Bul-
letin, 71, 387–397.

House, R., & Rizzo, J. (1972). Role conflict and ambiguity
as critical variables in a model of organizational behav-
ior. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance,
7, 467–505.

Jackson, S. (1989). Does job control control job stress? In L.
Sauter, J. Hurrell, & C. Cooper (Eds.), Job control and
worker health (pp. 25–53). Chichester: Wiley.

James, L., Gent, M., Hater, J., & Corey, K. (1979). Corre-
lates of psychological influence: An illustration of the
psychological climate approach to work environment
perceptions. Personnel Psychology, 32, 563–588.

Lerner, J. S., & Tetlock, P. E. (1999). Accounting for the
effects of accountability. Psychological Bulletin, 125,
255–275.

Lin, N. (2001). Social capital: A theory of social structure
and action. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University
Press.

Liu, Y., Ferris, G. R., Zinko, R., Perrewé, P. L., Weitz, B.,
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Perrewé, P. L., & Spector, P. E. (2002). Personality
research in organizational sciences. In G. R. Ferris &
J. J. Martocchio (Eds.), Research in personnel and
human resources management (pp. 1– 64). Oxford,
United Kingdom: JAI Press/Elsevier Science.

Pervin, L., & John, O. (2001). Personality: Theory and
research. New York: Wiley.

Pfeffer, J. (1992). Managing with power: Politics and in-
fluence in organizations. Boston: Harvard Business
School Press.

Podsakoff, P., MacKenzie, S., Lee, J., & Podsakoff, N.
(2003). Common method biases in behavioral research:
A critical review of the literature and recommended
remedies. Journal of Applied Psychology, 88, 879–903.

Portes, A. (1998). Social capital: Its origins and applications in
modern sociology. Annual Review of Sociology, 24, 1–24.

Posner, R. (1997). Social norms and the law: An economic
approach. American Economic Review, 87, 365–369.

Quinn, R., & Shepard, L. (1974). The 1972–1973 quality of
employment survey. University of Michigan. Ann Arbor,
MI: Institute for Social Research.

Riketta, M., & Landerer, A. (2002). Organizational commit-
ment, accountability, and work behavior: A correlational
study. Social Behavior and Personality, 30, 653–660.

Schlenker, B. R., & Weigold, M. F. (1989). Self-
identification and accountability. In R. A. Giacalone & P.
Rosenfeld (Eds.), Impression management in the orga-
nization (pp. 21–43). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Shapiro, L., & Azuma, H. (2004). Intellectual, attitudinal,
and interpersonal aspects of competence in the United
States and Japan. In R. Sternberg & E. Grigorenko
(Eds.), Culture and competence: Contexts of life success
(pp. 187–205). Washington, DC: American Psychologi-
cal Associates.

Siegel-Jacobs, K., & Yates, J. F. (1996). Effects of proce-
dural and outcome accountability on judgment quality.
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Pro-
cesses, 65, 1–17.

Simonson, I., & Staw, B. M. (1992). De-escalation strate-
gies: A comparison of techniques for reducing commit-
ment to a losing course of action. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 77, 419–426.

Spence, A. M. (1974). Market signaling: Information struc-
ture of job markets and related phenomena. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Stone, E. F., & Hollenbeck, J. R. (1989). Clarifying some
controversial issues surrounding statistical procedures for
detecting moderator variables: Empirical evidence and re-
lated evidence. Journal of Applied Psychology, 74, 3–10.
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