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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Felt accountability, the perceived expectation that one’s deci- Family; expatriates;
sions and actions will be evaluated and rewarded or sanc- international HRM;

tioned, is a key driver of human behaviour and impacts ~ Germany; felt
work-related outcomes such as unethical behaviour and job  accountability; stress
satisfaction. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown the impor-
tance of low-status expatriates (LSEs), a wvulnerable and
neglected group, which is often employed under challenging
working conditions in low-status occupations. In this paper, we
explore how LSEs experience and manage accountabilities in
their often-precarious working lives. We draw on 36 qualitative
interviews with LSEs employed in Germany. The data were
analysed using a directed content analysis method. Our find-
ings highlight that while LSEs feel less accountable towards
stakeholders within their organisation, they experience
accountabilities from multiple stakeholders outside their organ-
isation. We demonstrate that while LSEs consider work-related
accountabilities, their key accountabilities are rooted in individ-
uals’ private lives and can lead to higher degrees of account-
ability intensity. This study provides unique insights into the
importance of private life accountabilities and how these inter-
sect with accountabilities at work. We offer a revised frame-
work of accountability that includes private life as an important
dimension to enhance its applicability to LSEs.

Introduction

Accountability is a crucial element of human resource management
(HRM), which is typically responsible for the implementation of policies
and practices that ensure individual accountability across the organisation.

CONTACT Joshua Haist €) Joshua.Haist@cranfield.acuk @ Cranfield School of Management, Cranfield
University, College Road, Cranfield, Bedfordshire, MK43 0OAL, UK

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the orig-
inal work is properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript
in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


mailto:Joshua.Haist@cranfield.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2024.2374008
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09585192.2024.2374008&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-7-2
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 J.HAISTET AL,

These regulations help minimise the risk of legal liability and behaviours
that are detrimental to organisational goals and values (Frink et al., 2008).
Accountability is important for societies and organisations, with authors
highlighting that an absence of accountability can lead to organisational
scandals, individual failures and unethical behaviours (Hall et al., 2007;
Mitchell et al., 1998). At the individual level, accountability is defined as
the “perceived expectation that one’s decisions or actions will be evaluated
by a salient audience and that rewards or sanctions are believed to be
contingent on this expected evaluation” (Hall & Ferris, 2011, p. 134). It is
also referred to as felt accountability or simply accountability (Hall et al,,
2017). Previous research has highlighted the positive and negative conse-
quences of accountability for the individual and the employing organisa-
tion (Ferris et al., 1995; Frink & Klimoski, 1998; Hochwarter et al., 2007).
However, the authors focused mainly on the experience of accountability
in the context of middle-class white-collar workers, thereby neglecting the
stressful and difficult employment and life circumstances faced by indi-
viduals of lower status, especially those who are internationally mobile
(Haak-Saheem & Brewster, 2017).

The number of individuals who work outside their home country is con-
stantly on the rise, and recent estimates suggest this figure to be 169 mil-
lion people worldwide (ILO., 2021). Many of these workers are expatriates
who remain in the host country only for the purpose of work for a speci-
fied period of time and do not intend to settle. There is a large body of
literature on highly skilled expatriates who occupy managerial or leadership
positions in multinational companies (Haak-Saheem et al., 2019; McNulty
& Brewster, 2017). However, another group of expatriates that often work
in less prominent and low social status occupations has been largely over-
looked; these are referred to as low-status expatriates (LSEs) (Haak-Saheem
et al., 2019). LSEs often hold essential or even life-sustaining positions in
healthcare, elder care, agriculture, construction, hospitality and logistics
industries (Haak-Saheem et al., 2021). Although LSEs are instrumental in
maintaining a functional host country society, their employment conditions
are challenging and often precarious and they receive little appreciation for
their work (Haist & Kurth, 2022; Holtbriigge, 2021; Ozgelik et al., 2019).
Despite the vital role of LSEs for many organisations and their host coun-
tries in general, little attention has been paid to the subjective factors that
shape accountabilities which LSEs experience in their employment abroad.
Instead, existing frameworks of accountability focus mainly on employees of
higher socioeconomic status.

The combination of precarious employment conditions, physical
detachment from family and friends and high levels of work-related
stress might make it even more difficult for LSEs to balance multiple
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accountabilities between stakeholders than for more privileged individu-
als. As a result, it is unclear how LSEs experience accountabilities and
the strategies they use to manage and prioritise accountabilities between
multiple stakeholders. However, understanding how LSEs perceive and
prioritise accountabilities is important for HR not only to ensure account-
able behaviours across the workforce but also for employers to support
their workers™ health and well-being. By understanding the perception of
accountabilities of LSEs, HR can introduce and develop practices and
accountability procedures that aim to increase commitment, reduce levels
of distress and potentially improve performance and retention. Therefore,
this paper aims to answer the following two research questions: (1) How
do LSEs experience accountabilities in their daily lives? (2) How do LSEs
manage and prioritise these accountabilities? Informed by the features of
the accountability environment by Hall et al. (2007) we draw on 36
in-depth qualitative interviews to explore how LSEs experience and man-
age accountabilities in the workplace.

Our study has important theoretical and practical implications. First,
by focusing on the historically under-research group of LSEs, our paper
highlights shortcomings in current theory and raises questions about
whether existing accountability conceptualisations can be applied to LSEs
without modification. We demonstrate that the perception of account-
abilities by expatriates in low-status occupations may differ from those
reported in previous research, highlighting a general lack of felt account-
abilities of LSEs towards their work and their employer. Second, the find-
ings highlight the need to integrate accountabilities outside the workplace
into current discussions on accountability in order to consider the per-
ceptions of the wider workforce. Third, this paper offers a revised and
more integrated framework of the features of the accountability environ-
ment. This framework includes the consideration of accountabilities from
private lives and self-accountabilities, making it more nuanced and appli-
cable to a wider workforce. This framework can help organisations to
review their HR policies to enable LSEs to balance work and private life
accountabilities by implementing expatriate benefit policies and support
systems to reduce distress for their international low-wage workers.

Literature review

Accountability

Traditional definitions of accountability have concentrated on organisa-
tionally imposed accountability systems for guiding and controlling the
attitudes and behaviours of individuals within the organisation, such as
those found in HRM systems (Hall et al,, 2003). Specifically, organisa-
tions implement formal regulatory guidelines and processes (e.g. internal
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or external audits or performance appraisal systems) to operate efficiently
in pursuit of company goals by using reward and punishment systems to
impose accountabilities. In this context, accountability was conceptualised
as an objective accountability (Ferris et al., 1995), in which employees
feel accountable to salient stakeholders for their actions. However, the
distinction between to whom and for what an employee feels accountable
is the basis for continuing discussions. A different perspective on account-
ability relies on the phenomenological view of accountability (Tetlock,
1985, 1992). In contrast to the assumption that formal factors are felt by
all employees in the same objective way, Frink and Klimoski (1998)
argue that the personal interpretation of these accountabilities is the
underlying driver of individual decisions and behaviours. The authors
referred to this as felt accountability or simply as accountability, which
can be derived equally from formal and informal sources. Accountability
is based on the actor and their individual perceptions and interpretations
of accountabilities. As such, it can affect individual behaviours and out-
comes, including motivation (Enzle & Anderson, 1993), engagement
(Cullinane et al., 2014), job satisfaction (Lanivich et al., 2010; Wikhamn
& Hall, 2014) and job performance (Hochwarter et al., 2007; Mero
et al., 2014).

The perceptual conceptualisation of felt accountability identifies distin-
guishable dimensions, with a focus on answerability as the key dimen-
sion of accountability (Hall & Ferris, 2011). However, Han and Perry
(2020a, 2020b) argued that one dimension does not provide a holistic
understanding of the micro-foundations of employee accountability.
Therefore, Han and Perry (2020a) conceptualised a multidimensional
model of felt accountability that encompasses five dimensions: attribut-
ability, observability, evaluability, answerability and consequentiality.
According to the authors, accountability is higher if individuals perceive
that (1) their actions are attributable to them (attributability); (2) activi-
ties can be observed by others (observability); (3) actions are evaluated
based on specific criteria (evaluability); (4) they are answerable for their
actions (answerability); and (5) there are consequences (rewards or sanc-
tions) for their activities (consequentiality).

This framework suggests that when employees anticipate and perceive
the presence of these factors, they feel more accountable for their actions.
These five dimensions are, therefore, internal representations (interpreta-
tions) of externally imposed accountability systems with the aim of
directing (encourage/prevent) accountability-dependent behaviours (Ferris
et al, 1995; Frink & Klimoski, 1998). These dimensions contribute to
understanding an individual’s subjective experience of being accountable
through the internalisation of existing accountability systems. To provide
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insights into the characteristics that influence the perception and inter-
pretation of accountability, Hall et al. (2007) summarised four features of
the immediate accountability environment, namely: source, focus, salience
and intensity.

First, source typically refers to stakeholders, by whom individuals are
held accountable. Employees are accountable to multiple formal and
informal sources in the context of the organisation that are either organ-
isational (e.g. managers, co-workers) or work-related (e.g. clients, patients).
Frink and Klimoski (1998) described the complexity arising from these
multiple sources of accountability as a web of accountabilities. The
authors highlighted that individuals may feel more or less accountable
depending on how they interpret the role of the source of accountability.
Low and high levels of accountability can have positive effects and may
lead to higher levels of extra-role behaviour (Hall & Ferris, 2011). Other
studies have reported that if individuals perceive very high levels of
accountability, it can result in distress, negatively impacting well-being
and performance (Davis et al, 2007; Hall et al., 2017). Second, focus
describes the extent to which an employee is held accountable for the
quality of the outcome (quality or quantity) of their decisions and
behaviours, or if they are held accountable for the process (adhering to
standards and procedures) (Hall et al., 2007; Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996).
Previous research highlighted the potential negative effects of outcome
accountabilities on the quality of decisions and increased levels of dis-
tress (Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996). However, the strict distinction between
process and outcome accountabilities has been questioned (Schulz-Hardt
et al., 2021; Sharon et al., 2022) by Seidenfeld (2001), arguing that in the
field, it is often difficult to distinguish between pure process and out-
come accountability. Third, accountability salience is linked to the extent
to which individuals are accountable for significant outcomes or conse-
quences (Hall et al., 2007). If employees believe that their behaviour and
decisions have an important impact or can help to avoid harmful out-
comes, they will engage in a higher level of cognitive effort (Hall et al,
2007). Intensity outlines the degree to which individuals are accountable
to different stakeholders in their web of accountabilities (Frink &
Klimoski, 1998). These accountabilities can be experienced at various
intensities, depending on what the individual is held accountable for
(multiple outcomes) and by whom (multiple actors) (Aleksovska et al.,
2019). These conditions have been identified as potential stressors for
individuals, as they require prioritisation and, thus, affect employees
interpretation of various accountabilities (Hall et al., 2006; Lanivich et al.,
2010). As part of this process, not only are accountabilities evaluated but
also prioritised based on the perception of their significance to the indi-
vidual and the impression they make on others (Hall et al., 2007).
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Accountability has been argued to be of crucial importance for organ-
isations to ensure compliance behaviours and prevent acts that are poten-
tially detrimental to the individual and the organisation. Therefore, it is
essential for organisations to understand how employees experience, and
why they prioritise, accountabilities from different sources. Despite an
increasing number of studies evaluating accountabilities in the organisa-
tional context, previous studies have focused almost entirely on
white-collar workers typically working in high-status and high-pay occu-
pations (Hall et al., 2017; Han & Perry, 2020a). The strong emphasis of
previous research on individuals of higher socio-economic status neglects
the situation of much of the international workforce.

Low-status expatriates

A large proportion of the international workforce in developed econo-
mies is employed in lower status occupations, such as cleaning, manufac-
turing and food production and processing (Haak-Saheem & Brewster,
2017; Sharon et al., 2022). Often, these individuals find employment
abroad as expatriates in low-status occupations and are faced with a dif-
ferent and often more challenging work and life situation than employees
of a higher socioeconomic status (Haak-Saheem et al., 2019; Sunguh
et al., 2019). Although LSEs constitute a substantial part of the workforce
in their host countries, few studies have evaluated their lived experiences
in the host country (Haak-Saheem & Brewster, 2017; Ozcelik et al,
2019), with only a few studies exploring the work and life situation of
LSEs in specific contexts such as the Middle East (Haak-Saheem et al,
2021; Holtbriigge, 2021), Germany (Haist & Kurth, 2022) and China
(Sunguh et al,, 2019). In contrast to migrant workers, LSEs do not intend
to settle in the host country but remain only for the purpose and dura-
tion of their employment (Holtbriigge, 2021).

In the past, research has focused on expatriates who are sent by an
organisation as well as self-initiated expatriates of higher socioeconomic
status (SIEs) (Doherty et al., 2011). SIEs typically pursue careers in for-
eign countries to gain international experience, follow cultural and per-
sonal interests and seize career development opportunities (Doherty
et al,, 2011; Shaffer et al, 2012). In contrast, LSEs are often driven by
financial difficulties and a lack of employment opportunities in their
home countries. Therefore, LSEs engage in a different form of interna-
tional experiences, and the aims of their self-initiated expatriation differ
from those experienced by SIEs (Holtbriigge, 2021). These contracts are
often characterised by low pay, little job security and difficult working
conditions (Holtbriigge, 2021; Ozgelik et al., 2019). Haist and Kurth
(2022) highlighted the imbalance of high levels of distress and
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insufficient organisational support and support from outside the organi-
sation available to LSEs. These factors, in combination with precarious
employment conditions and physical distance from their home country
society, friends and extended family (Haak-Saheem et al., 2022), affect
the well-being, the psychological contract and work and life satisfaction
of LSEs (Haak-Saheem et al., 2021; Abbas et al., 2021). Considering the
vital role of LSEs for life-sustaining industries and the need to retain
these essential workers to maintain society’s functioning, there is a need
to better understand how LSEs experience their work and how they
experience, manage and respond to multi-faceted accountabilities. This is
particularly important because lower levels of accountability have been
shown to be related to emotional exhaustion, higher job tension and
lower levels of commitment towards the organisation (Hall et al., 2006;
Lanivich et al., 2010) which can potentially negatively affect the individ-
ual and the employing organisation.

LSEs and accountabilities

Previous models of accountability are used to provide theoretical expla-
nations for individual accountability in organisations (Hall et al., 2007;
Han & Perry, 2020b). These frameworks are based on individuals in the
public sector and other privileged employees of higher socioeconomic
status who experience different employment circumstances than individ-
uals working in less prominent and secure positions such as LSEs.
Therefore, the influencing factors and the experience of accountability
might be different for LSEs, as they are not only subject to different
working conditions that are characterised by exploitation, low job secu-
rity and pay, but they also experience a strong intersection between work
and private life (Haist & Kurth, 2022). Considering the features of the
accountability environment, LSEs are likely to differ from traditional
accountability research samples in three ways. First, LSEs are employed
in low-status occupations in a foreign country and often place a high
importance on their private family lives. Due to their differing circum-
stances and their employment situation, LSEs might experience different
accountability sources to those experienced by high-status employees.
Second, due to the nature of their work, LSEs might perceive a higher
accountability salience for the outcomes they are held accountable. Third,
LSEs might experience a different level of accountability intensity due to
the importance of their work for their host country stay and the nature
of their jobs.

The strong focus on factors in the private lives of LSEs and especially
the family has been shown to be a critical point for re-evaluating existing
frameworks depicting stress and well-being of LSEs (Haak-Saheem et al.,



8 J.HAISTET AL,

2022; Haist & Kurth, 2022). Fedi et al. (2016) reported that low-status
workers experience more issues in relation to work due to organisational
characteristics and conflicts in the work-family balance than their
high-status counterparts. As a result of the different situation and exter-
nal environment, LSEs might perceive and interpret accountabilities ini-
tiated by HR, the organisation and supervisors/management differently to
traditionally researched white-collar workers. Family has been shown to
be a deciding factor for successful expatriate assignments and the reten-
tion of SIEs due to family members adjusting (or not adjusting) to the
new country (Shaffer et al., 2001). In contrast to SIEs, there are many
LSEs who go abroad and live and work by themselves without their fam-
ily accompanying them (Haist & Kurth, 2022). For LSEs, previous studies
have shown that family is an even more important factor, with
Haak-Saheem et al. (2022) pointing out that LSEs are less concerned
about themselves but focus largely on the well-being of their families.
This is often the main reason for their expatriation in the first place
(Haist & Kurth, 2022). As such, families might act as an additional
source of stress and potential audience in the perception of accountabil-
ities of LSEs. Therefore, there is a need to consider the importance of
the family when evaluating the situation, experiences and perception of
accountabilities of LSEs.

LSEs are often employed as key workers who are essential for the
functioning of organisations and society and are important for outcomes
that can often be considered significant (Haak-Saheem & Brewster, 2017;
Haak-Saheem et al., 2019). Especially in the elder care and healthcare
context, mistakes can have severe consequences and might therefore
result in LSEs feeling more accountable. Also, LSEs typically come to the
host country to enable them to financially support their families
(Haak-Saheem et al., 2022; Haist & Kurth, 2022), meaning that they are
dependent on income and, thus, the job. Therefore, LSEs might experi-
ence higher degrees of accountability salience across low-status occupa-
tions, because the overall aim is to achieve better living conditions for
their families (Haak-Saheem et al., 2022). Haak-Saheem et al. (2022)
show that there are spill-over effects from LSEs’ private lives to the expe-
rience and evaluation of work. Meuris and Leana (2018) highlighted that
individuals who work under financial precarity experience higher levels
of distress, are less focused on work and are therefore less likely to per-
form at the expected or desired level. These extensive webs of potentially
competing accountabilities, both inside and outside of the organisation,
might therefore be felt more acutely by LSEs than by the traditionally
researched white-collar workers. Adding such additional private life
accountabilities as an important factor in LSE’s work lives might also
impact their experience of accountability intensity.
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In light of the importance of the family in LSE’s daily lives, they might
experience a higher level of accountability intensity as the number of
accountability sources outside the organisation increases. At the same
time, LSEs might not only be formally accountable towards different out-
comes, such as cleaning to a certain quality (customer), cleaning a cer-
tain number of houses (organisation and supervisor) and adhering to
safeguarding procedures (policies). LSEs are also informally accountable
for their mental and physical well-being and their personal internally
embraced beliefs and values, namely self-accountability. Self-accountability
is defined as “the need to justify one’s actions and decisions to oneself
to confirm or enhance a self-identity or image shaped by strongly held
beliefs and values” (Dhiman et al., 2018). Self-accountability does not
rely on evaluation from an external salient audience (Frink & Klimoski,
2004; Schlenker & Weigold, 1989).

Many of these factors were highlighted as being particularly important
for individuals employed in low-status occupations over the course of the
COVID-19 pandemic (Haak-Saheem et al., 2022; Haist & Kurth, 2022).
Considering the combination of a challenging work and life situation of
LSEs, insufficient support from outside the organisation (i.e. policy actors
such as the governments and NGOs), a lack of organisational support
(e.g. supervisors, HR, or organisational policies) (Haist & Kurth, 2022)
and a strong focus on the family, the present study attempts to explore
how LSEs experience, manage and juggle potentially competing account-
abilities in their daily lives. Therefore, this paper aims to answer the
following two research questions: (1) How do LSEs experience account-
abilities in their daily lives? (2) How do LSEs manage and prioritise these
accountabilities?

Methodology and methods

This study used an interpretive research design (Walsham, 2006) to
explore how the marginalised group of LSEs experience and balance
accountabilities at work. The ultimate aim of this approach was to under-
stand the lived experiences of accountabilities of LSEs and develop cur-
rent theories based on these realities (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).
Qualitatively exploring the case of LSEs allows this study to capture the
individual perspectives and experiences of accountabilities of those who
work in the German low-income sector separated from their
home-countries. In doing so, this study can elaborate on existing theories
of accountability and explore its application in the context of marginal-
ised workers at the bottom of the social and organisational hierarchy
(Charmaz, 2008; Holtbriigge, 2021).
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Research setting and sample

In Europe, where movement is relatively unrestricted between countries,
LSEs from poorer European countries (i.e. counties with low GDP and
low average wage) seek work opportunities in wealthier European coun-
tries (i.e. countries with high GDP and high average wage), especially in
Germany and the Netherlands where jobs are more readily available
(Appelbaum & Schmitt, 2009). In particular, the German labour market
is an attractive destination for LSEs as there is a high demand for labour
in the low-wage sector. As of 2017, the low-wage sector accounts for
almost 25% of the German labour market, of which it is estimated that
approximately 17% of the jobs are occupied by LSEs (Grabka & Schroder,
2019). These jobs are often characterised by unethical practices towards
international workers (Haist & Novotny, 2023). These employees often
earn below the national minimum wage threshold and work in precari-
ous employment conditions away from their home country and experi-
ence constant pressure due to job insecurity (Haak-Saheem et al., 2019;
Holtbriigge, 2021). Therefore, Germany is an ideal context for this study
to provide further insights into the lived experiences of the LSE workforce.

Gaining access to LSEs is challenging due to their precarious situation
in the labour market, the fear of disclosing private information and the
resulting potential repercussions from their employers (Haist & Kurth,
2022). LSEs are a marginalised and hard to reach population due to
their limited interaction and connection with other communities (both
in the host and home countries). Therefore, a purposeful sampling
method was used that initially relied on personal business acquaintance
contacts and intermediaries and was followed by a snowball sampling
technique to contact further LSEs working in Germany who fit the the-
oretical sampling frame of this study (Pratt, 2009). This approach is
most effective to access hard-to-reach populations and is in line with
previous qualitative research (Abdelhady & Al Ariss, 2023; Peltokorpi &
Froese, 2009). To differentiate LSEs from other groups of expatriates,
migrant workers and refugees, the following inclusion criteria were
applied; LSEs need to (1) be from a European country, (2) have worked
in Germany for at least six months and a maximum of 10years, (3) do
not intent to settle in the host country and (4) be employed in the
low-wage sector or in low-status occupations (Haak-Saheem & Brewster,
2017; Holtbriigge, 2021; Sunguh et al.,, 2019). We restricted our sample
to European participants to minimise the variation of the context and to
reduce the potential for confusion between LSEs, migrant workers and
refugees (Andresen et al., 2014). Following pilot interviews with three
LSEs connected to one of the authors, the final sample for this study
consisted of 36 LSEs from 12 countries (21-63years of age) currently
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employed in Germany (Table 1). Figure 1 illustrates the data collection
and analysis process of this research. Due to the explorative nature of
this research, a sample size of 36 is considered adequate to answer the
research questions (Marshall et al., 2015; Saunders & Townsend, 2016).
Moreover, the final sample includes a diverse group of LSEs, who work
in different industries across Germany that are known for their precari-
ous employment conditions (e.g. elder care and healthcare, cleaning and
construction).

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the preferred method for
data collection in this study, as it aims to explore the individual expe-
riences of accountabilities of LSEs that can be depicted in-depth in an
interview setting (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Moreover, LSEs tend to
avoid disclosing details of their personal and working lives as they fear
repercussions from their employers for discussing their personal circum-
stances. (Haist & Kurth, 2022). Therefore, conducting interviews was the
only feasible way of collecting in-depth qualitative data. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted in-person, via telephone and video calls last-
ing between 40 and 90 min. Although interviewing participants face-to-
face is often seen as a superior method of collecting qualitative data due
to the potential to elicit more detailed responses, telephone and
video-supported techniques have been shown to be equally effective at
eliciting rich data (Archibald et al., 2019). Additionally, these techniques
offered participants the chance to answer questions in a private, confi-
dential and COVID-19-safe environment. This was particularly import-
ant for some of our participants as they feared negative consequences
from their employers when participating in this research. Interviews
took place from February 2021 to May 2022. All participants primary
language at work is German (17 are fluent in German), whereas outside
of work most communicate almost exclusively in their native language.
While most interviews were conducted in German, nine of the inter-
views were supported by a simultaneous translator and performed in the
native language of the participants to ensure full understanding of the
topics and questions and were then translated into English. To ensure
equivalence, the audio-recorded data was back-translated by a second
translator from English into the native language and checked for consis-
tency (Cascio, 2012). All interviews were audio recorded and subse-
quently transcribed verbatim.

The semi-structured interview schedule was developed following Kvale
and Brinkmann (2015) guidance. The main questions were developed
initially to explore the individuals’ experiences of accountabilities that are
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Figure 1. Data collection and analysis.

answered by each interviewee, and which are followed by probes and
prompts reacting and further generating insights as they emerge during
conversations with participants (Pratt et al., 2019). Prior to data collec-
tion, ethical approval was obtained from the University’s Ethics commit-
tee. Before each interview, participants signed a consent form either
electronically or physically. The informed consent outlined the objective
of the research and the terms of participation, including the confidential
and anonymous nature of this study. After obtaining informed consent
and establishing the demographic characteristics of each participant, the
interviews covered two key areas. First, interviews established the range
of accountabilities that participants experienced and perceived in their
daily lives. Second, we explored the approaches LSEs use to balance these
felt accountabilities. This part of the interview was used to prompt par-
ticipants to reflect on the challenges they experience in prioritising
between their multiple accountabilities.

Data analysis

An initial coding framework was developed that was guided by the
research questions and based on an extensive literature review on
accountability (Miles et al., 2020; Tlaiss & Al Wagqfi, 2022). The initial
coding framework was based on the four features of the accountability
environment—source, focus, salience and intensity—by Hall et al. (2006)
and the five dimensions of accountability (Han & Perry, 2020b), namely
answerability, observability, attributability, evaluability and consequential-
ity (Figure 1). Drawing on this coding framework, we analysed the data
using a directed two-step content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, Hsieh &
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Shannon, 2005). This analysis method initially used a deductive approach
to code the data along the themes established in the coding framework
and, thus, drawing on first order codes by applying existing theory on
accountability to the context of LSEs. All data that could not be coded
into these predefined first order codes were highlighted in the first step.
In a second step, the uncoded content was analysed using an inductive
approach, exploring the experience of accountabilities based on the lived
experiences of LSEs. These newly established second order codes were
thematically categorised and added to the coding framework (Corbin &
Strauss, 1990). The data were coded by all authors independently and the
final coding framework (Figure 1) was derived upon a thorough discus-
sion and agreement between the five coders.

Findings

The findings of this research emerged from exploring the following
research questions: (1) How do LSEs experience accountabilities in their
daily lives? (2) How do LSEs manage and prioritise these accountabili-
ties? The findings highlight that (a) there is less focus on accountabilities
towards organisational stakeholders within the organisation than outlined
in previous literature, (b) key accountabilities of LSEs are perceived
towards their families and other stakeholders such as patients and cus-
tomers, (c) accountabilities in the work context are strongly connected to
accountabilities in LSEs’ private lives and (d) the intersection of private
and work life makes it difficult for LSEs to balance between these two
areas of accountabilities. Findings are structured along the four features
of the accountability environment and the dimensions of accountability
highlighted were applicable for providing a holistic overview of implica-
tions and perceptions of accountability.

Source

Most participants perceived accountability as a constant pressure to be able
to justify their actions and decision at any point of time to different stake-
holders and the fear of making a mistake and being accountable for it. Many
LSEs reported that the feeling of being constantly observed, evaluated and
answerable for their actions, resulted in the fear of potential negative conse-
quences when not satisfying all perceived work-related accountabilities.
When asked about the sources that participants are being held accountable
to, they talked mainly about how specific individuals were able to evaluate
(evaluability) their work. These accountabilities are directly linked to persons
employed by the organisation. In this context, participants discussed their
supervisors, line managers and co-workers as key sources within their
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organisational environment. Moreover, due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
organisations implemented additional formal safety and hygiene measures
stipulated by the German government, which were mentioned by some par-
ticipants. Nevertheless, accountabilities towards organisational procedures,
policies and HR were not, or only briefly, reported by most participants, indi-
cating that the employer is not considered a crucial accountability source in
the perception of LSEs. In contrast, for participants working in the health and
elder care professionals who do not have product-related outcomes, LSEs
highlighted that they feel strongly accountable for the health and well-being
of their patients rather than the employing organisation itself. This was espe-
cially apparent when the participants mentioned the situation during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Interviewee 29 said:

I need to do the job well, even if there is the COVID-19 pandemic [...] I am
accountable for the well-being of these people, and I must do everything they need.

LSEs in customer-facing occupations (e.g. hospitality) pointed out that
they felt accountable to customers. Hence, independent of occupation
and country of origin, feelings of accountability towards patients, cus-
tomers, clients and products were perceived as more important than
agents, policies and procedures within the employing organisation. These
sources are not directly linked to persons employed by the organisation,
such as co-workers or managers, but could be interpreted as separate
sources of work accountability in the context of the organisation.

In addition to work-related accountabilities, interviewees consistently
referred to felt accountabilities towards their family and friends in their
home and host countries. The most important accountability reported by
LSEs was the well-being of their families, especially their children.
Interviewees emphasised that whilst working in Germany provides better
work opportunities, they chose this step as they feel accountable for their
family. Interviewee 19 said:

My children shall have a better life. They shall have a better job, and thus, I have
to make sure that they have a better future.

Participants™ felt accountabilities towards their families did not depend on
whether their family was with them in the host country or those who stayed
back in the home country. Felt accountabilities towards members of their
family were equally high and rooted in the same feeling that they are account-
able to their families to provide them with a good and easier life in the home
and the host country. (Interviewee 25):

My family is still in the home country. I had the chance to come to Germany and
help my family financially. That is what I must do and that is why I try to work
more than necessary.
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Similarly, participants discussed the perception of self-accountabilities
that are rooted in their personal values and beliefs and how these are
important for their decisions and behaviours in relation to work. This is
outlined by Interviewee 13 who stated that:

I feel like I have to do the extra work for my clients, because I could not look at
myself in the mirror if I would not spend that extra time giving them the support
they need, even if I am not getting paid for it. I have to do it for myself as well.

Overall, participants reported accountabilities to multiple organisa-
tional and work-related stakeholders (e.g. supervisors, managers,
co-workers and policies and procedures) and in relation to their work
(e.g. patients, customers, clients, products and patients’ relatives), as well
as accountabilities from their private lives (family, extended family in the
home country, friends, home country nationals and society) and account-
abilities towards themselves.

Focus

When making decisions, participants were not always clear about whether
their experiences were related to the process or the outcome. In some
cases, especially for LSEs working in healthcare, participants considered
their accountabilities to be process related. In these cases, interviewees
referred to guidelines and procedures, as Interviewee 27 stated:

I am accountable for the health of every patient, and that every treatment is pre-
pared correctly.

However, most interviewees indicated that they felt more accountable
to the outcomes rather than the process of their work. While work-related
accountabilities, such as customers or the product, are the outcomes by
which they can be evaluated and these are perceived to be decisive, the
importance of the outcome was often reflected in a sense of
self-accountability which is not assessed by an external salient audience.
This was described by Interviewee 32:

I love to do my job. I love to assemble the product. I love the result. My account-
ability lies in producing a proper product.

Nevertheless, in the context of evaluability, the quality and correctness
of the result is the factor that matters most. Participant 33 discussed that
his supervisor repeatedly highlighted their ability to evaluate his work, by
tracking his speed with a GPS device and compare the results to other
members of the organisation. This example shows that additional pres-
sure can be placed on the workforce by focusing on the outcomes.
Moreover, participants tended to mention that this led to negative
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emotions. Further, interviewee 33 talked about how his supervisor only
focused on an outcome accountability that required him to increase the
quantity of his work. This contrasted with his personal values and beliefs,
which were directed at a quality-oriented process (following policies) and
outcome (high quality result) accountability towards the customer. The
tension that occurred due to competing accountabilities resulted in dis-
satisfaction and higher levels of distress:

In many companies there is someone who works faster but with a worse quality.
And he needs not four but only three hours for an object to clean. The supervisors
look at it and tell me to reduce cleaning time, but they dont ask at what quality
the other person did the work.

In addition, changes to policies and procedures concerning extra for-
mal safety and hygiene measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic influ-
enced accountabilities of interviewees, especially in the hospitality and
cleaning services. They highlighted that the newly implemented policies
negatively impacted both outcome and process accountabilities of their
work. Interviewee 33 explained that all cleaners within his company were
prompted to disinfect handrails for the whole building on top of their
already time-pressed cleaning activities. The interviewee discussed his
difficulty in prioritising accountabilities as he felt that this sole focus on
the quantity outcome was at odds with his personal values, the account-
abilities towards the customer and most importantly in contrast to the
organisational prescribed procedure. The participant stated that from his
perspective the quality of his work (i.e. cleanliness) is lower than he feels
it should be, according to his perceived accountabilities towards the cus-
tomer, his personal—self-accountable—values and even to the host gov-
ernment regulations. He mentioned that this led to an increased level of
anxiety. Participants in elder and health care highlighted their felt observ-
ability by patients and members of the patients’ families judging the
quality of their work, often leading to higher levels of distress.

Salience

Interviewees reported that they feel more accountable towards outcomes
that they personally perceive as important or significant. Interestingly, all
participants described outcomes only as salient or significant when they
were related to accountabilities in their private life or in relation to
patients, customers and products. Participants did not bring up the
impact of their actions in direct connection to their accountabilities to
the team or other organisational stakeholders. As such, participants
reported high accountability salience in their private life context or in
relation to accountabilities to customers and patients (work-related).
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Some interviewees discussed the importance of doing their work to
the highest possible standard, as the outcome would be attributable to
them personally. These outcomes were not only perceived to be evalu-
ated by supervisors, but also observed by customers and patients. And
thus, providing excellent customer and patient care was an important
aspect of their daily work. Interviewees also reflected on the importance
of the outcome of their work, with Interviewee 32 describing how she
feels accountable to design and produce a perfect product stating:

My accountability lies in a proper product. It must not have any flaws because it is
expensive and has to be reproduced if something is deficient. Sometimes if there are
complaints I am scared if it was me who made a mistake. That is why the product
has to be flawless.

This again highlights not only the accountability focus on the out-
come, but also the existence of attributability and observability in the
context of increased levels of accountability. This accountability in the
context of the work-environment was especially evident in responses
from participants working in elder and healthcare. They often referred to
the significance of their actions and decisions and the implications if
they did not go to work or endanger their patients. This was particularly
evident in the context of COVID-19 and the need to avoid transmission
of the virus (SARS-CoV-2) to patients in care homes or hospitals.
Interviewee 29 said:

I must be very careful where I go because I am accountable for what I bring to these
patients.

Though many of the interviewees in the elderly and healthcare sector
talked about the crucial accountability they have towards their patients,
other interviewees also mentioned that they could foresee the conse-
quences if they failed to conduct their job thoroughly, which could even-
tually violate their accountabilities towards patients. Interviewee 27 said:

I think this job is very important, and I feel happy in this job. I feel
that I can help people and patients. The doctor is not able to do something
without me, because I have to prepare everything.

However, accountability salience was not only discussed in reference to
the work-related environment including patients and customers.
Participants highlighted that they felt accountable, knowing that their
pursuit has a purpose that not only benefits individuals but also often
referred to the positive consequences for society within the host country.
In this context, participants also highlighted how these accountabilities
towards patients, customers and society gave them meaning in their
often-undervalued work. Interviewee 4 stated that:
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I feel happy when I come and do my duties with my patients, and they are happy
and satisfied. These are the positive moments in my life that show me what I am
doing has a purpose.

Not only were interviewees aware that they had crucial accountabilities
with significant work-related outcomes, but also in their private lives.
Many interviewees mentioned that they felt that their actions and
work-related decisions would have a significant negative outcome of
potentially losing their job and consequentially, not being able to support
their family. Many interviewees accompanied by their families and who
have children, highlighted the difficulties they faced in their everyday
lives. Accountabilities at work require long days and often longer hours,
which interferes with the private lives of many participants.

When I come home I have almost no time, I am a single parent. I have to buy
things, cook, have to get other things done. I cant just do housework. My day is
short, and I am tired when I come home from work. (Interviewee 19)

Intensity

The act of trying to balance accountabilities from different stakeholders
between private and work-life was a constant theme in the interviews
among all occupations. The variety of sources inside (e.g. supervisors,
patients and regulations) and outside (e.g. family and society) the work
context, the increased focus on the outcomes of their work and the high
degree of accountability salience such as the impact of work on custom-
ers, patients and families, results in high levels of accountability intensity.
In the realm of the work-environment, accountability intensity can affect
the outcome as stated by Interviewee 33:

We had to do extra cleaning of the door handles and handrails during the pandemic.
We said to our supervisor that we can do it, but it is an extra task that we can’t
do in the same amount of time. Unfortunately, we did not get more time, so we
decided not to clean handles and handrails.

However, participants were dissatisfied when they had to prioritise
accountabilities at work because they feared that this could interfere with
their accountabilities within their private life. Almost all interviewees not
only pointed out difficulties in prioritising accountabilities at work but
highlighted their struggle when attempting to balance between account-
abilities in work and private life as evidenced by Interviewee 20:

Prioritising is very difficult, but I must balance everything. Of course, my children are my
priority, but I have to do my job as well. You can't raise children without having a job.

Moreover, the most important accountability for participants was the
well-being of their family and especially their children whom they would
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always prioritise. As they think about the needs of their families almost
all participants highlighted that they feel distressed and anxious (whether
they are in the host or the home country) while considering multiple
accountabilities in the work context. Interviewee 20 stated:

I always have my children in my mind [...] Working is fine, and I am physically
here but there are always my children in my mind.

Due to the accountabilities and the aim of providing a better life for
their children, participants need to balance their accountabilities and pri-
oritise. This circumstance is often difficult and can result in them
neglecting their own health and well-being needs to focus on their fam-
ily. This was particularly difficult during the acute phase of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020/2021 when various restrictions were implemented by
the German government. Due to the school closures, participants were
required to home school their children; however, as they were classed as
key workers there was an expectation that they needed to go to work.
The participants felt accountable to help or teach at home so their chil-
dren would not be disadvantaged and fall behind in school. This created
a difficult and challenging situation that required participants to balance
between accountabilities towards their organisation, patients and custom-
ers and their family as stated by Interviewee 32:

I was working during the times of the pandemic [...] my daughter was at the
after-school-care centre, but they didnt do the homework. When I came home, we
sat on the computer, and we had to do the entire homework until late at night.
Some things had to be sent to the teacher for grading. That was very difficult. But
I had to do everything to support my daughter.

In addition to the difficulty of juggling multiple accountabilities from
work and home, LSEs also referred to accountabilities that they felt in
relation to their home and host countries. Accountabilities towards the
host country were evident in various statements when interviewees dis-
cussed their gratitude of having work in Germany and their perception
of having to justify this opportunity and to give something back to soci-
ety. Felt accountability to the home-country was particularly evident in
relation to the war in Ukraine. Participants from the Ukraine and neigh-
bouring European countries now living in Germany felt that due to their
improved economic and war-safe situation, they were accountable for
refugees from Ukraine. There are other accountabilities to the host coun-
try that are unique to workers from outside of Germany. These are
related to documentation and work permits and benefits that need to be
obtained for themselves or their families:

Sometimes it is not easy to bring private and work-related things into alignment. My
mother and sister have to register to be entitled for governmental benefits. They have
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been at the social welfare office and the labour office. I have to join them for
appointments to translate and I have to take a day off from work. This is also
stressful. (Interviewee 27)

Overall, LSEs perceive a multitude of accountabilities from different
sources inside and outside the organisational context. These can be both
outcome and process-related and can vary in their perceived salience.
Consequently, these accountabilities result in increased degrees of
accountability intensity for LSEs.

Discussion and conclusion

The present paper evaluates how individuals of low socioeconomic status,
often employed under precarious circumstances, experience, manage and
prioritise accountabilities. Drawing on a study of LSEs in Germany we
show that the experience of accountability is not restricted to the work
context, but that LSEs consider accountabilities in their private lives as
most important. Previous accountability literature has focused mainly on
individuals of higher socioeconomic status, with frameworks focusing
almost entirely on accountabilities in relation to work (Frink & Klimoski,
1998; Hall et al, 2017; Han & Perry, 2020b). Our study illustrates that
LSEs do not perceive these work-related accountabilities as crucial for
their decisions and behaviour at work. Although Han and Perry (2020a)
argue that the five dimensions attributability, observability, evaluability,
answerability and consequentiality provide theoretical explanations for
employees’ accountability in organisations, the often challenging employ-
ment and life circumstances of LSEs, facing precarious employment con-
ditions, stigmatisation in their host country society and isolation from
their social home country networks (Abbas et al., 2021) and families
(Haak-Saheem et al., 2022; Holtbriigge, 2021) add an additional layer of
accountability factors that influence the perception and prioritisation of
accountabilities.

These factors result in a strong intersection of private and work life
that was largely ignored in previous accountability studies (Hall et al,
2017). This is particularly interesting as research on work-family conflict
has shown a significant detrimental impact on various individual and
organisational outcomes (French et al., 2018; Kelly et al,, 2014; Michel
et al,, 2011), which might be further intensified by experiencing multiple
accountabilities. The prior focus on local white-collar workers, which are
less prone to undesirable working conditions and work-family conflict
issues than low-status workers (Fedi et al., 2016) might have led to an
insufficient consideration of personal life sources of accountabilities.
Despite their dependency on the job, LSEs do not perceive the
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employing organisation itself as an important actor in their web of
accountabilities (Frink & Klimoski, 1998). They perceive accountabilities
directly from factors within the workplace (e.g. HR departments and line
managers); however, only in the context of accountabilities towards their
families or to outcomes that they consider as significant (towards others
and their values and beliefs). This further links to high accountability
salience (Hall et al., 2007). When LSEs believe that their decisions and
actions have significance for their patients, customers, the product itself
and, most importantly, their families, they feel more accountable.
Therefore, they might interpret their accountabilities towards sources at
work as a means to fulfil their accountabilities towards their families and
oneself. Interestingly, our findings suggest that LSEs make use of these
accountabilities towards their families to attribute meaning to their work.
This indicates that there might be a potential impact of accountabilities
on how individuals find meaning in their work that has not been con-
sidered in previous research and warrants further investigation.

Most interviewees are dependent on their income to remain in the
host-country (Haak-Saheem et al., 2021) and support their families
(Haak-Saheem et al., 2022). Therefore, and due to the nature of the
occupations they hold (Sharon et al., 2022), our sample of LSEs perceive
most accountabilities as being outcome focused. In contrast to previous
work (Frink et al., 2008; Hall et al., 2007), these are mostly evaluated
positively as the positive outcome supports the accountability towards
their family and for some also their personal values and beliefs.
Participants highlighted that if they do their work well, they will likely
be able to keep their job and do not expect rewards (e.g. promotions).
In the context of providing good customer and patient service, they also
describe their high degree of accountability towards the process as well
(Hall et al., 2007). Several LSEs talked about their personal values and
beliefs and how these result in feeling accountable for doing an excellent
job without considering the additional pressure this might put on them-
selves. These internal accountabilities on top of the already existing web
of accountabilities leaves little opportunity for LSEs to consider their own
mental health and well-being (Haak-Saheem et al., 2022). At the same
time this might be considered as leverage by organisations, providing
them with the ability to exploit LSEs who are dependent on the job and
focus on accountabilities towards the family. In contrast to white-collar
workers (Hall et al., 2006; Lanivich et al., 2010), LSEs may experience
even higher levels of accountability intensity due to the intersection of
private and work-related accountabilities than employees of higher socio-
economic status. These are often competing and require prioritisation.
Because family-related accountabilities are considered as most salient by
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LSEs, these are prioritised, which again can result in tensions and
increased levels of distress.

Drawing on the four features of the accountability environment (Hall
et al., 2007), our exploratory study shows that while this framework is
useful to capture features of the accountability environment of high-status
workers, it is only partly applicable when exploring and understanding
individuals at the bottom of the pyramid. When attempting to apply this
framework to LSEs and other individuals working in low-status occupa-
tions, it needs to include the wider context of private lives to account for
issues concerning social status (Haist & Novotny, 2023; Sunguh et al,
2019), work-family balance (Haak-Saheem et al, 2022; Shaffer et al,
2001) and sources of support (Haist & Kurth, 2022). Therefore, and to
make existing accountability frameworks more applicable, we propose a
revised theoretical framework as shown in Figure 2.

The proposed accountability framework adds the contextual and pri-
vate life accountabilities as an additional overarching dimension that
affects the experience and perception of accountabilities. The framework
highlights the impact of these contextual private life factors (family, self
and society) on the features of the accountability environment (Hall
et al,, 2007) and eventually on the dimensions of accountability (Han &
Perry, 2020b). This framework can help to evaluate felt accountabilities
of the workforce to identify accountabilities from outside the
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organisational context and their potential interference with organisational
and work-related accountabilities.

Theoretical contributions

The findings of this study contribute to current debates in the account-
ability and global mobility literature in three ways. First, by focusing on
the historically disadvantaged and under-researched group of LSEs and
analysing how they perceive, manage and balance accountabilities, this
study illustrates how voicing their experiences can help highlight the
shortcomings of current theory and empirical research. The findings
raise the question of whether our understanding and operationalisation
of accountability as it is currently used in the organisational literature
can be applied without modification or adjustment to LSEs. Our findings
suggest that the experience and perception of accountabilities for expa-
triates in low-status occupations may be different from those reported in
previous research that mostly focussed on individuals of higher socioeco-
nomic status. Understanding the perceptions of accountabilities of LSEs
is important when considering the complex webs of accountabilities and
exploring the factors underlying the decision making in their prioritisa-
tion of accountabilities. If individuals do not perceive formal accountabil-
ity systems as important, these policies fail to guide and encourage
accountable behaviours at work. Therefore, frameworks of accountabili-
ties need to encompass all sources of accountabilities that might or might
not affect individuals’ behaviours.

Second, the present study advances the field by illustrating that due to
the narrow focus on individuals of higher socioeconomic status existing
accountability frameworks do not sufficiently cover accountabilities that
are not directly rooted in work. The study provides evidence that account-
abilities can also stem from sources outside of the organisation. These
private life sources of accountability can not only potentially interfere
with accountabilities in the context of the organisation, but it might also
be that employees prioritise these private life sources of accountability
over those from work. Thus, current theory omits an important part of
accountability that hinders a more holistic understanding of the concepts
and its implications for accountability policies and procedures imple-
mented by HR. As such, the present study highlights the need to review
and extend the current framework by Hall et al. (2007) and assumptions
on the sources of accountability by extending its focus beyond the work-
place. The findings demonstrate that accountability sources are not only
work-related factors or individuals but can stem from the family, society
and personal values and beliefs. This paper highlights that these can be
more important for guiding individual behaviour than formal and
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informal sources of accountability in the workplace. While our study
focuses on LSEs, the consideration of accountabilities outside the work-
place might be relevant for all types of workers.

Third, this study contributes to the literature by further developing the
framework of the features of accountability environment by Hall et al.
(2007). The revised framework (Figure 2) accounts for the importance of
an individual’s private life and self-accountabilities, and thus adding other
sources of accountabilities that have been largely neglected in previous
research. This addition is important when the framework is used to eval-
uate the impact of formal and informal accountabilities on the entire
workforce as private life accountabilities might interfere with those from
work. They might not only affect the perception of accountability salience
and focus but might also lead to higher levels of accountability intensity
and thus, potentially increasing levels of distress. Additionally, the revised
framework integrates the dimensions of accountability outlined by Han
and Perry (2020a) to illustrate that the evaluation of these is also con-
tingent on the different sources of accountability inside and outside of
the organisation.

Practical implications

The findings of this study provide novel and important insights for
organisations and HR. In light of increased demand for workers to ensure
sufficient and appropriate staffing in the low-wage sector (Molitor et al.,
2018), organisations need to consider practices that enable LSEs to bal-
ance accountabilities between the workplace and their private lives. It
might be beneficial for organisations to focus on the whole person
approach that recognises that employees not only lead lives within the
organisation, but that they whole lives with existing accountabilities out-
side of the workplace (Morrison, 2022). By considering these private life
accountabilities and providing adequate personal and professional sup-
port might benefit LSEs and organisations alike. A lack of accountability
to the employing organisation can be a concern for HR, as accountability
is crucial to avoid undesirable and encouraging desirable workplace
behaviours. Moreover, the lack of accountability to the organisation, line
managers and coworkers might be detrimental to the employment rela-
tionship. HR could provide policies and procedures that ensure long-term
relationships with LSEs by providing job security through offering per-
manent employment as opposed to the current extensive use of tempo-
rary employment and avoiding work intensification, which creates distress
over and beyond accountability intensity. Moreover, HR can offer social
resources such as organisational and social support (e.g. employing cor-
porate social workers) that increase individual well-being of their
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low-status workforce. Additional benefit policies for LSEs such as train-
ing and development courses in language, culture, tax and finances would
be valuable educational resources not only for employees but could also
be made available to family members through online accessibility. These
measures would help LSEs integrate into the organisation and the wider
society. HR should review their accountability procedures and policies
considering the role of private life and self-accountabilities of their work-
force and reflecting on the importance of holding managers accountable
to enable HR policies to their low-status workforce (Hewett et al., 2023).
Focusing on HR practices that enable LSEs to balance work and private
life accountabilities by using flexible work schedules or where applicable,
grants and care services for family members, can help LSEs to reduce
distress and potentially enable organisations to increase LSE retention,
commitment and satisfaction.

Limitations and future research

The present study benefits from a rich interview-based dataset of a
difficult-to-reach population, presenting evidence for the limited appli-
cability of previous frameworks. This paper highlights the importance of
accountabilities from individuals’ private lives providing a revised frame-
work of accountability. However, the findings of this study need to be
interpreted in the light of its limitations that should be addressed in
future research. As with any in-depth qualitative research, the interpre-
tation of our results is restricted to a sample that is confined to individ-
uals in a unique position within the German labour market. Future
research might attempt to extend our study. This can be done by draw-
ing on local low-status workers who are not internationally mobile and
often employed in more favourable conditions than their expatriate col-
leagues or extending the research to validate the findings in different
contexts, cultures and countries. Comparative studies could be used to
explore how the socioeconomic context and different resources outside
of the organisation might impact the perceptions of accountabilities of
white-collar workers and employees in lower status occupations. Future
research would also benefit from examining whether LSEs prioritize
non-work accountabilities more than other workers. It might also be
interesting for future research to explore the interconnection between
felt accountabilities and the experience of work family conflict as well as
the role of family for other types of workers. There is a possibility that
some findings might be driven by the organisational or national culture.
Future research should therefore explore how organisational and national
culture might affect the perceptions of accountabilities (Gelfand et al,
2004). Although we took great care to reach a diverse sample, the use
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of snowball sampling applied in this research might lead to an exclusion
of diversity and extreme cases of deprived and neglected employees
might not have been covered. Some participants had to withdraw from
the study due to pressure from their employers. Thus, future research
might target extreme cases by theoretical sampling to help further
develop our understanding of the perception and lived experiences of
extreme cases of marginalised workers. Lastly, due to the disclosure of
the objectives of the research prior to the interviews, there is a potential
of a priming effect of participants responses, which should be consid-
ered when interpreting the findings of this study. These studies could
implement a participatory (potentially action-based) research approach
to facilitate access in collaboration with NGOs and unions. Future
researchers might develop hypotheses based on our proposed framework
of accountability and test these propositions using quantitative methods
in a generalisable sample of LSEs or other groups of marginalised
workers.
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