
 

 

Available Online:  http://scholarsbulletin.com/   146 

 

 

Scholars Bulletin                                   (Business)      

An Official Publication of “Scholars Middle East Publishers”                     ISSN 2412-9771 (Print)  

Dubai, United Arab Emirates              ISSN 2412-897X (Online) 

Website: www.saudijournals.com     

 

Accountability and Transparency in Project Procurement in the Public Sector: A 

Qualitative Study 
Bett Kiprotich Emmanuel

* 

School of Business, Kenyatta University, Kenya 

  

 

*Corresponding author 

Bett Kiprotich Emmanuel 

 

Article History 

Received: 02.02.2018 

Accepted: 10.02.2018 

Published: 20.02.2018 

 

DOI: 
10.36348/sb.2018.v04i02.003 

 

 
 

Abstract: Managing public sector projects is a challenge because of the ethical issues 

involved during the project procurement process which may ultimately impact the 

quality, cost and time of the project itself. This review sought to assess the influence of 

accountability and transparency on ethical decision making in project procurement. A 

descriptive cross-sectional survey design was used. Population for this study comprised 

of project managers and internal and external stakeholders. Content analysis and 

thematic analysis of collected data was conducted. The study established that Disregard 

to existing systems and procedures compounded by inadequate transparency and 

accountability mechanisms means that progress in many public projects did not translate 

into better outcomes. The enhancement of transparency and accountability in contract 

awarding mechanisms as well as fair and adequate regulations may contribute to the 

efficiency of tendering practices. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Background Information  

         Public sector projects are undertaken as a means of implementing national policies 

and development plans. They are identified as part of national planning processes based 

on government‟s broad political philosophies, agenda and development objectives [1]. 

 

In Kenya, long-term objectives are currently 

specified within the Vision 2030 framework, with 

rolling five-year medium term plans which identify the 

key policy actions and reforms as well as programmes 

and projects that the government intends to implement 

over the specified period [2]. This therefore calls for 

ensuring that public sector projects, like other projects 

in the private sector, are implemented and completed 

within the specified time frames if the goals identified 

in the national plans are to be achieved. Although the 

basic project management principles and processes are 

the same, public sector project managers face a number 

of challenges. There are environmental constraints that 

the projects must operate within, which include 

bureaucracy, budget rigidity, and stakeholder diversity.  

 

Bureaucracy, which is a tendency of 

government agencies [3], can produce some 

dysfunctional effects including inflexibility, red tape, 

indifference, insensitivity, officiousness and blockage 

of information flow [4]. Project procurement 

management includes the processes needed to purchase 

or acquire products, services or results needed to attain 

project scope, from outside the project team [5]. 

According to Lysons and Farrington [6], project 

managers are responsible for the overall direction and 

control of a particular project and the staff involved. 

One of the most important contributions to be made by 

the purchasing function in a project in order to 

guarantee that the project will be „finished on time, to 

specification and within budget‟ is through ensuring 

that materials and equipment are on site as needed to 

obviate delays in meeting the scheduled times for 

completion of each part of the project. Therefore, where 

procurement has to be undertaken as part of project 

implementation, procurement cycle time can be critical 

in delivery of the entire project, since, as with any other 

processes, procurement processes are susceptible to 

variation. 

 

According to Rashid et al., [7] project 

procurement has been described as an organized 

method or process and procedure for clients to obtain or 

acquire goods or services. The kind of procurement 

method used in securing a project is vital to the success 

of a given project. In considering the procurement 

method to adopt, the organization ought to have a clear 

understanding of project objectives and constraints, 

define the roles of the various contracting parties and 

consider the fair allocation of risks and obligations 

between the contracting parties. Procurement of public 

projects often constitutes the largest domestic market in 

developing countries. Depending on how it is managed, 

the public project procurement system can thus 

contribute to the economic development of these 

countries [8]. Indeed, public project procurement is the 
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principal means through which governments meet 

developmental needs such as the provision of physical 

infrastructure and the supply of essential medicines [9]. 

It is also important to note that, in the past the quality of 

service delivery in Public entities was wanting. 

According to the World Bank Group‟s [10] country 

assessment report, the quality of service in the Kenya 

Public Sector was very low due to inadequate 

accountability and responsibility, as well as poor 

governance. Poor management of the public assets in 

projects led to an almost total collapse of infrastructure, 

decline in productivity and an increase in poverty. 

 

Ethical decision-making is increasingly 

becoming imperative as individuals in modern 

organizations encounter a plethora of ethical challenges 

that require them to engage in decision-making 

processes [11]. According to Carlson, Kacmar, and 

Wadsworth [12] ethical decision-making is the process 

by which individuals use their moral base to determine 

whether an issue is right or wrong. Many of the well-

known scandals have been traced back to ethical issues 

and questionable decision making by managers, enabled 

by lack of transparency emanating from the corporate 

governance structure [13]. Corporate governance 

encompasses all work done in an organization, and thus 

governs the work in traditional line organizations, plus 

the work done in temporary organizations, such as 

projects. Corporate governance, therefore, interfaces 

and overlaps with project management governance [14] 

and sets the boundaries for the governance of projects 

[13]. The governance of projects is a major influence 

for ethical decision making at the project level. The 

ways in which projects are governed by their related 

governance institutions (for instance, steering 

committees, program and portfolio managers, project 

management offices) have an impact on ethical decision 

making in projects. Decisions on ethical issues should 

therefore be understood within the context of project 

governance [13]. 

 

Accountability entails the procedures and 

processes by which one party justifies and takes 

responsibility for its activities [15]. According to 

Kotwani [16] accountability can be defined as the 

requirement that officials answer to stakeholders on the  

disposal of their powers and duties, act on criticisms  or 

requirements made of them and accept responsibility 

for failure, incompetence or deceit. The accountable 

person is the individual who is ultimately answerable 

for the activity or decision. Accountability is critical to 

every project‟s success. Mercy Corps [17] indicate that 

an accountable procurement process must be in line 

with all relevant laws and regulations when identifying 

procurement needs, evaluating and selecting bids, 

monitoring and implementing the bidding process. 

According to Asare and Prempeh [18] accountability is 

at once a key inducement to individual and institutional 

probity, a key deterrent to collusion and corruption, and 

a key pre-requisite for procurement credibility.  Roberts 

[19] indicates that while the project manager has the 

important responsibility of establishing an environment 

of accountability, project team members have the 

responsibilities to hold themselves and each other 

accountable. 

 

Park and Blenkinsopp [20] define transparency 

as the open flow of information. The principle of 

transparency implies that a project is open about its 

policies, decisions and actions, including the effects of 

those actions and policies. This implies that project 

management provides timely, clear and relevant 

information to their stakeholders so that the 

stakeholders can evaluate the organization‟s actions and 

can address potential issues with these actions. Kenny 

[21] identifies transparency in public procurement as a 

key practice for fighting corruption. Asis et al. [22] 

report that reforms to strengthen user rights, enhance 

stakeholder participation, and increase transparency in 

utility budgeting and decision making can significantly 

improve utility performance and reduce corruption. 

However, Ingram [23] concedes that transparency has 

proven difficult to measure and results assessing its 

impacts are mixed. 

 

Statement of the Problem  

Project Decision-making is difficult enough 

without context challenges. Project managers constantly 

encounter the classic trade-offs of time versus cost; or 

of time and cost, versus quality. They often must make 

decisions to act to prevent likely risks, or to ignore 

them. The difficulty increases with poor project 

planning, poor status tracking or change control, slow 

reporting of open issues, or failure to make essential 

decisions quickly. The general problem is that there is 

an unacceptably high failure rate of projects among 

project professionals. The tasks of keeping projects on 

track (scope), on time (schedule), and within budget 

(cost) to satisfy customers are increasing, despite 

technological breakthroughs [24]. 

 

Managing public sector projects is a unique 

challenge because of the ethical issues involved during 

the project procurement process which may ultimately 

impact the quality, cost and time of the project itself. 

Ethical issues include conflict of interest, bid shopping, 

collusive tendering, bid cutting, corruption and payment 

game. Therefore, it is critical to govern the project 

procurement processes, especially plan procurement, to 

ensure the accountability and transparency of the 

decision making process and ensure that potential 

ethical issues are avoided. In 2003 the GOK began 

implementing reforms to address inefficiency in the use 

of public resources and weak institutions of governance. 

The aim was to make the procurement process more 

transparent, ensure accountability and reduce wastage 

of public resources among others.  

 

Currently, there are weak oversights 

institutions, lack of transparency, poor linkages between 
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procurements and expenditures, delays and 

inefficiencies, poor records management, bureaucracy, 

rampant corruption and political interests.  Bureaucracy 

has been identified as the leading factor contributing to 

time and cost overruns in projects in Kenya [25], 

limiting the latitude of public sector employees in 

making timely and relevant decisions on projects, which 

require much greater flexibility for the achievement of 

results. Previous research on project governance, ethical 

decision making and project procurement is scanty and 

the extant literature was carried out in the context of 

developed countries.  

 

Purpose of the Study   

To assess the effect of Accountability and 

Transparency in project procurement in the public 

sector. 

 

Objectives of the Study  

 To examine the extent to which accountability 

influence ethical decision making in project 

procurement  

 To find out the effects of transparency on ethical 

decision making in project procurement 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Theoretical Review  

One of the theories that describe the principal 

agent relationship is the agency theory; this section 

describes this theory and highlight insights from 

different authors.  Agency theory has been the subject 

of extensive research since its introduction in modern 

form by Jensen and Meckling [26]. The generality of 

the theory of Agency appears unquestionable and it has 

been widely adopted. According to Nurcan [27] the 

model correctly predicts particular phenomena under 

investigation in only the simplest of instances, and even 

in the simplest of instances there are cases where the 

simple agency model has limited success. An agency 

relationship arises when one or more principals (for 

example an owner) engage another person as their agent 

(or steward) to perform a service on their behalf. A 

principal and an agent form an agency relationship 

because they each expect to receive some net benefit. 

The parties expect that the relationship will lead to an 

efficient division of labor. Performance of this service 

results in the delegation of some decision-making 

authority to the agent. This delegation of responsibility 

by the principal and the resulting division of labour are 

helpful in promoting an efficient and productive 

economy. However, such delegation also means that the 

principal needs to place trust in an agent to act in the 

principal‟s best interests [28]. 

 

The relationship between the principal and the 

agent is called the “agency,” and the law of agency 

establishes guidelines for such a relationship. The 

formal terms of a specific principal-agent relationship 

are often described in a contract. An agent must obey 

reasonable instructions given by the Principal. The 

Agent must not do acts that have not been expressly or 

impliedly authorized by the Principal. The Agent must 

use reasonable care and skill in performing the duties. 

Most importantly, the Agent must be loyal to the 

Principal. The Agent must refrain from putting herself 

in a position that would ordinarily encourage a conflict 

between the agent‟s own interests and those of the 

principal. The Agent must keep the Principal informed 

as to all facts that materially affect the agency 

relationship [29]. 

 

Agency theory is concerned with resolving 

problems that can exist in agency relationships; that is, 

between principals and agents of the principals. The 

two problems that agency theory addresses; the 

problems that arise when the desires or goals of the 

principal and agent are in conflict, and the principal is 

unable to verify (because it difficult and/or expensive to 

do so) what the agent is actually doing [30]  Agency 

theory seeks to explain the relationship in order to 

recommend the appropriate incentives for both parties 

to behave the same way, or more specifically, for the 

agent to have the incentive to follow the principal's 

direction. Agency theory also seeks to reduce costs in 

disagreements between the two [31].  

 

Agency theory is relevant to this study because 

it appreciates the role of the agent in achieving a greater 

goal. According to the theory the delegation of 

responsibility by the principal and the resulting division 

of labor are helpful in promoting an efficient and 

productive economy. The delegation of responsibility in 

the context of this study is the principal-agent 

relationship between the project owner and manager, 

where the principal (project owner) depends on the 

agent (contractor or project manager) to undertake a 

task on the principal's behalf. 

 

Empirical Review   

Accountability in Project Procurement 

A study by K-Monitor Public Association [32] 

tried to provide a comprehensive picture on the public 

procurement systems in the Visegrad countries by 

seeking to reveal the legal and institutional framework 

and practice of public procurements as well as to map 

the key elements in national systems. The study found 

that that a shift to proactive publishing systems as well 

as more open and transparent procedures – especially in 

electronic methods – can significantly repel the misuse 

of public funds, and may also lead to more effective and 

cheaper procurements. Moses [33] study sought to 

establish the relationship between management of 

stakeholders‟ expectations, political influence, 

accountability and project performance in Uganda. A 

cross – section survey and correlation design was used 

to collect data. The study concluded that the greatest 

predictor of the variation in relation to the magnitude of 

the standardized beta coefficient is accountability in the 

realized sample.  

 



 

 

Available Online:  http://scholarsbulletin.com/   149 

 

 

Mwaura [34] sought to establish the effects of 

financial accountability on the performance of non-

governmental organizations in Kenya. The study found 

that the NGOs that applied financial standards in 

ensuring accountability of finances in the organizations 

boosted Donor support which resulted in improved 

performance. The study also established a significant 

relationship between financial performance of NGOs in 

Kenya and the independent variable financial 

accountability. Angokho et al., [35] focused on 

challenges in achieving transparency and accountability 

in public procurement procedures in Sabatia Sub- 

County public secondary schools by looking at internal 

and external factors, and how they affect transparency 

and accountability achievement in public procurement 

procedure. Using the step-wise regression model, the 

external factors contribute most in the variance in 

challenges facing transparency and accountability in 

procurement procedures while internal factors 

contribute least to change in variance in challenges 

facing transparency and accountability in procurement 

procedures. In another study, Ngugi and Mugo [36] 

adopted a descriptive research design to analyze the 

purchasing process in the Health-Care industry. The 

findings revealed that accountability, ICT adoption and 

ethics affected procurement process of health care 

supplies in the public sector to a great extent. 

 

Transparency in Project Procurement 

A study by Park and Blenkinsopp (2011) 

focused on the roles played by transparency and trust in 

the relationship between governmental corruption and 

citizen satisfaction with public services. The data 

indicated that the relationship between corruption and 

satisfaction were moderated by transparency and 

partially mediated by trust. Ochelle [37] investigated 

determinants of sustainability of community water 

projects in semi-arid areas in Kenya with a focus in 

Mulala division. It was found out that the accountability 

and transparency among the committee members who 

manage the water resources is also a key factor which 

influences sustainability. If there is a perceived lack of 

transparency and accountability, community members 

tend to withdraw their support for the water projects. 

Kinoti [38] explored factors that influence ownership of 

development projects by communities in Kiambaa 

constituency. The findings showed that accountability 

and transparency of leadership influences ownership of 

development projects to a great extent, indicated by 

79.2% of the total respondents.  

 

Nzamu [39] aimed to determine the 

implementation of Government funded projects. 

Government funded projects are globally believed to 

fail compared to the privately-owned projects. The 

study found that bureaucracy did not have a significant 

influence to the implementation of projects but is very 

important to public projects for transparency and 

accountability. Kinyua [40] assessed the influence of 

Itabua-Muthatari community water projects 

„management on sustainability of the community based 

project in Embu Sub County, Embu County. It was 

found that active stakeholders influence the 

management to be accountable and transparent 

management and make it to use the right procurement 

procedures. Monitoring and evaluation influence 

sustainability of community based projects as indicated 

by 59 % of members who strongly agreed that the 

monitoring and evaluation enhance sustainability of 

projects, accountability, transparency and sustainability 

of projects.  

 

Research Gap  

Various studies have been conducted on 

accountability in public projects. Majority of these 

studies agree that accountability leads to better 

outcomes. A review of current studies however reveals 

that some studies such as Moses [33]  and Angokho et 

al. [35]use transparency and accountability 

interchangeably despite the two being distinct 

principles. Majority of available studies also focus on 

project success and few have focused on the 

procurement process. There is limited literature on the 

role of transparency on ethical decision making in 

project procurement. Majority of studies such as 

Ochelle [37] and Nzamu [39] that have touched on 

transparency have bundled transparency and 

accountability together and have failed to operationalize 

the latter.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

Research design  

A descriptive cross-sectional survey design is 

best suited for this study.  A cross-sectional survey 

collects data to make inferences about a population of 

interest (universe) at one point in time. Hall [41] 

describes cross-sectional surveys as snapshots of the 

populations about which they gather data. A cross 

sectional study looks at data collected across a whole 

population to provide a snapshot of that population at a 

single point in time. In a descriptive survey research 

objectives are predetermined which allows data 

collection to be relevant and sufficient to the study 

problem. This research design was used successfully by 

Kinoti [38], Ochelle [37] and Nzamu [39]. 

 

Study Population  

Population refers to an entire group of 

individuals, events or objects having common 

characteristics that can be observed and measured [42]. 

According to Sekaran and Boungie [43] population 

refers to the entire group of people, events or things of 

interest on which the researcher wishes to investigate. 

Population for this study comprised of project managers 

and internal and external stakeholders. 

Research Instrument  

This study involved primary data. Primary 

research data collection describes when a researcher 

conducts his/her own research and controls the data 

[44]. In this research, the researcher opted for 
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interviews to collect data.  Interviews are preffered 

because they they are useful to obtain detailed 

information about personal feelings, perceptions and 

opinions. They also allow more detailed questions to be 

asked. 

 

Data Analysis  

Content analysis and thematic analysis of 

collected data was conducted. Content analysis 

involved involves a rigorous and systematic 

classification process of coding and identifying themes 

or patterns that emphasize the reliability and 

replicability of observations and subsequent 

interpretations. Thematic analysis  

 

FINDINGS  

Public procurement is regarded as an area that 

is particularly vulnerable to corruption and political 

influence. Disregard to existing systems and procedures 

compounded by inadequate accountability mechanisms 

means that progress in many public projects did not 

translate into better outcomes. Therefore the 

enhancement of accountability in contract awarding 

mechanisms as well as fair and adequate regulations 

may contribute to the efficiency of tendering practices. 

Transparency ensures that information flows freely to 

all stakeholders and therefore identification of errors 

and omissions is made easier. Transparency also 

ensures greater customer satisfaction and project 

success.  By enabling a transparent project management 

system, everyone benefits from those working on the 

project to those sponsoring the project and auditing it. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The enhancement of accountability in contract 

awarding mechanisms as well as fair and adequate 

regulations may contribute to the efficiency of 

tendering practices. The study concludes that for proper 

ethical decision making in project procurement 

transparency is indispensable.  At a very basic level, 

transparency is often seen as an essential factor for 

keeping project managers honest and for reducing the 

extent of corruption  
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