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Performance measurement and accounting systems have often been portrayed as 
neutral, objective and technical responses to the needs of quantification, 
managerialisation, and better governance in the public sector. As such, their role in 
improving accountability, decision making and, ultimately, public sector performance 
has often been taken for granted (OECD, 1994, 1997; Hatry 2007), while their being 
culturally, socially and politically charged has often been downplayed.  

However, an increasing body of empirical studies have shown that the adoption and 
use of performance measurement systems in the public sector produced unexpected 
and even undesired effects, and that their positive effect on performance cannot be 
taken for granted (for example, Bevan and Hood, 2006; Modell, 2009; Arnaboldi et al., 
2015; Hvidman & Andersen, 2013; Walker, Damanpour, & Devece, 2011; Speklé and 
Verbeeten, 2014). Extant literature has suggested that this may be due to poor 
implementation, lack of use, decoupling between actual and declared practices, or 
resistance to the adopted accounting and performance measurement systems (Ter 
Bogt and Van Helden, 2000; Brignall and Modell, 2000; De Lancer Julnes and Holzer, 
2001; Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998; Liguori and Steccolini, 2014), fostering parallel 
developments in scholarly endeavors. On the one hand, a number of studies have tried 
to understand how the design, adoption and use of accounting and performance 
measurement systems could be further improved in the expectation that this would 
translate into better performance (for example, De Lancer Julnes and Holzer, 2001; 
Melkers and Willoughby, 2005; Van De Walle and Van Dooren, 2008; Taylor, 2009, 
2011; Moynihan, Pandey and Wright, 2012a, 2012b; Kroll, 2014). On the other hand, a 
parallel body of research has looked at the quantification and accountingization 
phenomena, and the emergence of an “audit society” (for example, Power 1997, 2000, 
2003, 2004; Miller 1994, 2001; Kurunmaki et al., 2003; Lapsley 2009), suggesting that 
their inspiring values may be at odds with the traditional political and professional 
logics underlying public services (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998;  Broabent et al., 2001; 
De Lancer Julnes and Steccolini, 2016), crowding-out motivation and service-related 
activities (Olson et al., 2001; Hood 2002), or even strengthening a compliance 
mentality (Power, 2003; Hood and Peters, 2004; Lapsley, 2009). Along these lines, the 
importance of overcoming paradigmatic and disciplinary silos by considering the wider, 
individual, organizational, and societal consequences of these movements (Humphrey 



 

 

and Miller, 2012), and the possible roles of accounting (Miller and Power, 2013) have 
been pointed out.  

This suggests that the contemporary worlds of public administration research an 
practice need to pay increased attention to the contextual conditions under which 
such reforms and tools are applied, and at their wider psychological, organizational, 
societal, political impacts. If accounting and performance measurement can in 
principle support better decision making and accountability, they are also shaped, and, 
in turn, impact on organisational, psychological, economic, social and political 
variables. Thus, more studies are needed on the individual, organizational and social 
consequences and implications of the processes of quantification, accountingization 
and measurement of performance, especially in the face of new challenges emerging 
for public services, including, among others, wicked problems (Ferlie et al., 2011) 
austerity and crises (Bracci et al., 2015), hybridization (Miller et al., 2008), multiplicity  
of logics and rationalities (Humphrey and Miller, 2012) and the claimed opening of 
paradigmatic gaps (Coen and Robert, 2012).   

This may require the adoption of an interdisciplinary stance, whereby single disciplines 
may be ill-suited to appreciate the wider scope of accounting and performance 
measurement antecedents and effects. Indeed, accounting and performance 
measurement are naturally at the intersection between disciplines, sectors, 
professions, interests and powers, as well as the academia and the practical world. 
They can thus provide an invaluable common ground and language among them, 
where their reciprocal interactions can be better understood, explained and made 
sense of.  

Emphasizing that accounting and performance measurement are socially, politically, 
culturally constructed and, in turn, implicated in the construction of organizations, the 
society, politics, this special issue welcomes and encourages papers that, among 
others, contribute to shed new lights on 

- The role of public sector accounting and performance measurement studies in 
advancing public administration research  

- The challenges, impacts and ways out of geographical, paradigmatic, 
disciplinary silos  

- Exploring public accounting and measurement practices at the intersection of 
policy, politics, management, and multi-level governance  

- Looking at how social, political, cultural, organizational variables shape and, in 
turn, are shaped by accounting and performance measurement systems, 
practices and uses.  

Any research strategy is welcome, as long as it effectively addresses the issues at hand 
and rigorously adheres to the methodology adopted, be it theoretical or empirical, 
quantitative or qualitative. 

 

 



 

 

Paper submission:  

All papers need to be submitted directly to manuscript central: 
https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/padm using the specific ‘special issue’ path. The 
deadline for paper submission is May 31st, 2017. For inquiries please contact Ileana 
Steccolini (ileana.steccolini@sdabocconi.it) 
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