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In his book Higher Education Accountability, Robert Kelchen comprehensively discusses the concept of account‐
ability in nine chapters in a pleasant and convincing way. He aims to cover the landscape of key accountability 
systems in US Higher Education by discussing the theoretical underpinnings of accountability, their evolution, and 
the perspectives from and interactions of different stakeholders at different levels in the Higher Education sys‐
tem. The last two chapters are reflective in nature by presenting ten lessons on accountability and by speculating 
about what the future might bring.

In the US, as in many other Higher Education systems, Higher Education institutions are increasingly subject 
to a wide range of accountability measures and pressures from a variety of organisations seeking to influence the 
institutions’ behaviour and performance. The introduction mentions three main reasons why there are concerns 
about US Higher Education making accountability pressures in the US stronger than they used to be. The first 
two reasons are money related. Tuition and fees in US Higher Education have gone up. The number of borrow‐
ers, the amount borrowed per student, and consequently the total outstanding student loan debt have signifi‐
cantly increased. Moreover, public budgets are under pressure. These budgets do not keep up with rising prices 
and rising enrolments. A third reason is that several stakeholders are worried about the quality of US Higher 
Education. As Kelchen argues, there are in other words serious concerns about the value and quality of US Higher 
Education and therefore several stakeholders want a finger in the pie and increasingly try to find ways to hold 
the Higher Education institutions accountable for their outcomes. More and more Higher Education institutions 
have to demonstrate how they use their (public) resources to create public and private value in an effective and 
efficient way, although, as Kelchen argues throughout the book, this may be different for different types of Higher 
Education institutions in the US (e.g. in terms of magnitude and effects). Nonetheless all US Higher Education 
institutions ‘must navigate a minefield of accountability pressures with often differing goals’ (p. 7).

The first chapter on the theoretical underpinnings of accountability addresses in a general sense the design and 
potential effects of accountability systems. Principal–agent theory is used as the point of departure. Stakeholders 
expect Higher Education institutions to respond to accountability pressures by changing their behaviours as 
intended by these stakeholders. Higher Education institutions frequently do so, but not always due to the typical 
principal–agency problems. Problems arise for instance when institutions do not have the available resources 
or lack the capacity to improve their processes as desired or required by accountability measures. Additionally, 
the nature of the principal–agent relationship in fact calls for monitoring systems, but indicators to monitor and 
measure outcomes raise all sorts of problems (such as the number of indicators, the process of designing them, 
and their implementation and measurement). The nature of the principal–agent relationship implies that apart 
from compliance with the accountability requirements (a change of agent behaviour in desirable ways), Higher 
Education institutions can have and actually do use other strategies such as cream skimming (only serving those 
with the highest probability of success), parking (not serving those with a low probability of success), focusing 
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on the bubble (strong focus on those who are on the margin of being counted as successful outcomes), selective 
reporting, and even cheating.

Chapter 2 forms the prelude for the following chapters and is devoted to the history of accountability, starting 
with the founding of the early colonial colleges in the US. An interesting picture is sketched of the evolution of 
accountability with readable examples of struggles and shifting power balances between the various stakeholders 
in Higher Education. For those interested in (changing) state–institution relationships, this chapter is worthwhile 
reading (also for non‐Americans).

Chapter 3 focuses on the accountability policies at the federal level. The first type of accountability policies 
concerns consumer information, indicated as low‐stakes accountability. The federal government requires Higher 
Education institutions to publish information for students. Different types of consumer information policies—data 
reporting, disclosure requirements, information on federal websites—are discussed in terms of their effective‐
ness. The second type of federal accountability policies are labelled as higher‐stakes policies, that is the federal 
government sets (minimum quality) conditions to, and demands stability measures from, Higher Education institu‐
tions in exchange for student financial aid. The required data concern for example cohort default rates, financial 
responsibility scores, heightened cash monitoring (in case there are accreditation, financial, programme review or 
administrative capacity issues), the 90/10 rule (for‐profit colleges are limited to receive 90% of their revenue from 
federal sources), and gainful employment (linking education and the labour market). A case study that concludes 
the chapter illustrates how difficult the implementation of accountability policies actually is.

Chapter 4 addresses state‐level accountability matters, a challenge as the states have much autonomy to 
set their policies and regulations. As the result of that, states are taking different accountability measures. 
Traditionally, states used three methods to hold public colleges accountable for their performance. The first 
relates to the control states have to organise the Higher Education system governance structure (or how much 
autonomy the Higher Education institutions have). Centralised and decentralised structures are compared. The 
second type of state accountability concerns legislative and executive actions, for instance with respect to regu‐
lating tuition and fees. Instead of hard regulation the state can also use soft regulation, the third manner of trying 
to make institutions act in accordance with state preferences, indicated by Kelchen as informal signalling from 
policy makers. Newer methods of accountability are the result of the new public management wave of the 1980s 
and 1990s. Since then, performance reporting, performance budgeting and performance funding systems have 
been introduced in various states. Evidence of these newer accountability methods concerning their effectiveness 
however is arbitrary and scant.

Chapter 5 is devoted to institutional and programme accreditation and starts with an introduction on how it 
works and what role it plays in the accountability landscape, followed by three main types of critiques on insti‐
tutional accreditation. First, it is a peer review system and peers ‘may go easy on other colleges in exchange for 
the same treatment at their institution’ (p. 101). In other words, the expectation of ‘being paid with the same 
currency’ may undermine fair judgements. Second, it tends to be a conservative method restricting innovation. 
And third, accreditation procedures are expensive and time consuming. By and large, these critiques also apply to 
programme accreditation, a second type of accreditation. During the last two decades, political and public pres‐
sures to alter the accreditation system have risen, but, as Kelchen rightly argues, despite several efforts it turns 
out that changing the rules is difficult to achieve.

Chapter 6 explicitly addresses accountability in the private Higher Education sector. Without downplaying 
accountability requirements from governments and accrediting agencies, private institutions face a different 
accountability landscape than public institutions. According to Kelchen, the most basic form of private‐sector 
accountability concerns an institution’s reputation (e.g. perceived academic quality, sports facilities and campus). 
Another well‐known method of external accountability is use of rankings to reflect an institution’s quality or 
standing. While rankings have existed for some time, the ability of the public to access such information instantly 
these days has increased their impact on institutional leadership and behaviour, despite all the criticisms that 
rankings as a method attract.
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As explained in chapter 7, Higher Education institutions also have internal accountability systems. These self‐
accountability systems serve different purposes: trust building among the institution’s stakeholders, looking for 
possibilities to use scarce resources better, and satisfying external stakeholders such as governments. In fact, the 
chapter deals with internal governance structures and institutional systems of checks and balances by discussing 
the (changing) roles of governing boards, presidents, faculty and students. Well‐functioning internal governance 
structures might lessen the need for external accountability aimed to compel Higher Education institutions to 
demonstrate their performances, but as Kelchen argues ‘whether these internal efforts will be sufficient to hold 
external accountability pressures remains to be seen, but all signs point to external stakeholders heightening the 
pressure on colleges regardless of their internal accountability frameworks’ (p. 151).

In chapter 8, based on previous and current accountability efforts, Kelchen draws 10 lessons to be taken into 
account when considering new accountability systems in Higher Education. Most of these lessons concern warn‐
ings about data management, indicator selection and strategic behaviour of actors. (1) Accountability systems 
must be reasonably aligned with the institution’s mission and capacities. If this means–end connection is missing, 
accountability systems are unlikely to have their desired effect. The goal of the accountability system needs to 
clear and aligned to institutional capacities and resources. (2) The ability to accurately measure many short‐term 
outcomes is restricted by data limitations. Data collection and data management in relation to accountability 
systems needs to be looked at with care. (3) Proxy variables for long‐term outcomes or hard‐to‐measure vari‐
ables are important but difficult to deal with. Examples are long‐term economic security, quality of life, and civic 
engagement. Even if it is possible to find adequate indicators, one needs to realise that developing and managing 
adequate data systems is expensive. (4) Data used in accountability systems should be audited for quality assur‐
ance. In most instances, the quality of data, provided for example by Higher Education institutions, is not (double) 
checked. Data cleaning and verification should be considered. As the stakes are high, data must be correct, but this 
cannot be taken for granted. (5) The performance paradox makes assessing performance difficult. Actors will learn 
new accountability systems and act strategically. In this gaming, overall performance may weaken when institu‐
tions focus on what is being measured and ignore what is not being measured (although the latter could be equally 
important to performance). In other words, actors are able to beat the system, and continuously implementing 
new accountability systems is no option. (6) Avoid accountability systems that are too complex. True mastery lies 
in moderation. When accountability systems have too many indicators confusion and gaming may lurk. (7) Unless 
appropriate safeguards are put in place, institutions are tempted to engage in creaming activities—becoming more 
selective in admission processes. (8) Higher Education institutions will focus on cases in the margin when there is 
more money at stake. If institutions have to meet a certain quality threshold they will focus their resources on a 
small number of cases—those cases that make the difference. (9) It is difficult to hold individual faculty and staff 
members accountable, partially because (tenured) faculty enjoys high levels of autonomy. (10) New accountability 
systems should be implemented gradually. This provides institutions to learn the new system and to adjust to it 
without the risk of (financial) ruin.

In the final chapter Kelchen is looking ahead at the future of Higher Education accountability by addressing 
five questions that in his eyes will influence the directions in which accountability will move. Some of these ques‐
tion are (implicitly) answered, others remain unanswered. (1) Will accountability policies be implemented at the 
institutional level or at the programme level? Most policies have traditionally focused at the institutional level, 
but programme‐level efforts are becoming more common. New technologies allow for more comprehensive and 
detailed data systems to operate. As the result of that, authorities and responsibilities within institutions might 
be delegated (decentralisation and use of responsibility centre management). (2) Should accountability policies 
be targeted toward the lowest‐performing colleges, or should they be designed to encourage improvement from 
all colleges? Most of the current accountability systems are focused on setting minimum quality standards for 
institutions, thereby affecting only a small number of institutions. The direction of this issue remains unclear. 
(3) To what extent should Higher Education funding be tied to outcomes compared to enrolment? Despite per‐
formance‐based funding schemes as a method of accountability having gained popularity, the vast majority of 
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Higher Education funding in the US is still based on a combination of enrolments and historical allocations. Both 
input and output funding have their (dis)advantages and in terms of balance between them it is not clear what the 
future developments will be. (4) In determining a Higher Education institution’s academic and financial viability, 
who should be responsible? Usually institutions are held accountable by the regulatory triad: the federal govern‐
ment (financial capacity), state governments (consumer protection) and accrediting bodies (quality standards). The 
federal government has increased its role in quality control but this may change under the Trump administration. 
Accreditors may return to their more traditional role (academic gatekeepers instead of judging institutions on 
fiscal health). And state governments may use more threats with legal action to push for‐profit colleges to change 
practices. (5) Is there the necessary political will to close Higher Education institutions that do not meet perfor‐
mance standards? Several public and non‐profit private colleges are facing severe financial and quality‐related 
problems and some have closed. However, closing an institution is difficult to do. Accrediting bodies may think 
twice (and may adjust their assessments) before taking a decision that has severe consequences for various stake‐
holders. And policymakers are for example vulnerable to lobbying campaigns by their constituents, particularly 
because institutions are economically important to a region and students may not have any nearby alternative 
options. Merger instead of closure could be an alternative. Although not outspoken in his opinion, it seems that 
Kelchen does not foresee a political will to close institutions on a large scale.

In the book’s final paragraph, Kelchen concludes (pp. 174–175) that accountability pressures will continue ‘to 
rise at the expense of the autonomy many colleges and universities have traditionally enjoyed’. Stakeholders are 
‘unlikely to trust colleges to the extent that they did several decades ago. New accountability measures will con‐
tinue to develop in the years ahead and have increasing power over a college’s bottom line.’ He is however opti‐
mistic ‘that the next generation of accountability metrics will be substantial improvements over the ones present 
today’. This is, given all the shortcomings and problems so well discussed in this book, somewhat surprising. It is 
not clear what this optimism is based on. Problems of principal–agent relationships will for instance not disappear, 
just as ‘indicator and data problems’ are likely to stay.

The book provides a good overview of developments, different forms, key actors and most important prob‐
lems in the area of accountability in American Higher Education. The book has a clear structure and the argumen‐
tation is clarified with many examples, which are also informative and easy to follow for the non‐American reader. 
The book is about US Higher Education but is certainly of interest for Higher Education scholars and policy makers 
from other parts of the world, as long as they take the special features of US Higher Education into account.

With this book, Kelchen shows that he understands the issues surrounding accountability well. It is surpris‐
ing however that a clear definition of accountability is not given. This is somewhat odd, particularly because the 
concept has different meanings to different audiences. Lawyers, accountants, sociologists or political scientists 
have different views on what accountability is or should be. It would have been appreciated if Kelchen had clearly 
expressed his definition of this concept. In general, he understands the concept of accountability in a broad sense. 
He speaks of stakeholders imposing their preferences upon colleges and of policies and setting conditions to regu‐
late college behaviour. By not looking at accountability in a narrow sense, the book devotes many words to matters 
scholars from other disciplines would not consider as the heart of accountability issues.

Finally, it is perfectly understood that not all aspects of this complex concept can be discussed in 175 pages. 
Those considering to purchase this interesting book need to realise that it solely focuses on education—research 
is not included, nor is the concept of accountability placed anywhere in an international perspective.
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