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The «rise» of public sector accounting 
and NPM: a Golden Age? 
• The rise and development of public sector accounting is intertwined 

with the establishment and evolution of modern democratic states 
• Today, public sector accounting «accounts» for the use of around half 

of the GDP in most Western countries 
• It is especially in the wake of New Public Management that public 

sector accounting may have experienced its golden age 
• Responding to the need of translating NPM ideologies into concrete tools 

and systems, by providing an apparently neutral, technical language which 
could support the shift to a quantifiable, managerial, marketized public 
sector 

• Accounting, auditing, accountability, performance measurement becoming 
central in public sector reforms and rethoric, providing their «technical 
lifeblood»: New Public Financial Management (Olson et al., 1998)  
 



NPM and Public Sector Accounting 
• If accounting is described as fundamental in the implementation of the 

NPM programme, in turn, NPM has grown central in the study of 
public sector accounting… 
• Public sector (reforms) and NPM as ideal settings where to observe the 

power of accounting to lead change (or how accounting change can be 
resisted), and the role of contexts in influencing accounting (Broadbent and 
Guthrie, 1992, 2008),accumulating technical and contextual knowledge of 
accounting «at work» in the public realm 

• Most papers published in public sector accounting over the last 25 years 
refer to NPM (Humphrey and Miller, 2012; Jacobs, 2012; Anessi et al., 
2016), in many cases, using NPM as the main conceptual lens to look at 
accounting practices and reforms  
 

• …to the point of becoming a scholarly obsession? 
 



NPM: an obsession? 
• Obsession about the PRESENCE of NPM 

• An Anglo-Saxon phenomenon? 
• UK, Australia and NZ (and US?) scholars and practitioners 

discussing NPM ad how accounting is implicated with NPM for 
having experienced it 
• Accounting being implicated in a cultural shift, whereby NPM principles 

and ideas are claimed to have imbued public services and the public 
realm, and NPM incresingly becoming taken for granted! 

• Obsession about the ABSENCE of NPM 
• NPM «laggards» or neo-weberian countries, where NPM influence 

has been more limited and/or strongly intertwined with the extant 
weberian administrative tradition (Bouckaert 2006; Kuhlmann 2010; 
Liguori et al, 2017) 
• Some discuss «variations» in the application of NPM, but actually not 

always has a cultural shift taken place: can NPM actually be taken for 
granted? 

 
 
 



NPM: failed, dead, alive? 
• Ongoing discussion about NPM  

• Some claims that it will still be influential: «The cruellest invention 
of the human spirit» (Lapsley, 2009; Hyndman et al., 2014) 

• Others highlights its failures, the latest example being Hood and 
Dixon (2015) 
• «Getting the worst of both worlds» (more costs, less fairness) 

• Other suggest new «paradigms» to supersede NPM 
• New Public Governance, as a response to States becoming increasingly 

plural (where multiple interdependent actors contribute to the delivery of 
public services) and pluralist (considering multiple processes to inform 
policy-making) (Osborne, 2006) 

• Yet others suggest that we live in a post-NPM world and/or are 
experiencing a paradigmatic gap (Coen and Roberts, 2012), 
especially as a consequence of the global financial and fiscal crisis 

 
 
 

 
 
 



From golden AGE to golden CAGE? 
• Whatever response we give to the question about paradigmatic shifts, 

the present time is surely a critical juncture for public sector 
accounting 
• The NPM may have been a golden age for public sector accounting 

research 
• But may now prove to be a golden cage for public sector accounting 

scholars… 

• NPM has 
• represented an opportunity for development, with the accumulation of 

contextual evidence of the role of accounting in NPM reforms 
• stimulated a strong debate among academics and practitioners about 

public sector accounting and accountability  
• fostered a strong critique of one-fits-all application of managerial and 

accounting techniques on the public sector 



A golden cage? 
•At the same time, the obsession with NPM among public sector 
accounting scholars  may have 

• monopolised scholarly attention, possibly hampering the development of 
theories of (public sector) accounting or the exploration of other conceptual 
frameworks and theories, or ideas 
• strengthened the cohesion of public sector research, potentially creating 
an insulated field or even a niche, at the risk of scant communication with 
other disciplines 
• often encouraged more a critique than positive accounts or constructive 
proposals on the role of accounting in the public sector 

•Over-emphasis on accounting as a negative force, with a large body of studies 
showing how accounting can be used to control, constrain, blame, shrink public 
services, replace traditional political and professional ethos with a quantification 
culture, causing increased stress, fear, unhappiness, sense of inadequacy, and not 
necessarily improving public services or citizens’ wellbeing  



Out of the Golden (C)age? 
• As the failures of NPM and the recent global financial crisis are 

opening a seeming paradigmatic gap, this may 
• leave public sector accounting orphan of the attention of NPM  
• but also encourage scholars to explore new aspects, features and roles of 

accounting, learn more general lessons on it, and develop more general 
contributions to accounting (and public policy and administration) studies 
by adopting a stronger interdisciplinary stance and by looking not only at 
the constraints caused by accounting, but also at the possibilities it offers 
• Accounting can play positive, useful, emancipatory roles in organizations and 

society, especially in the public realm (more difficult to publish?), by 
strengthening collaboration, fairness, trust, democratic participation, 
strengthening relational and intelligent forms of accountability, improving the 
allocation and redistribution of resources and ultimately the delivery of public 
value 

 
 



Living (dangerously) at the intersections of 
disciplines and professions 
• Public sector accounting lies at the interface  among different disciplines, 

including public administration and management, financial and 
management accounting, political science, sociology, psychology, public 
finance, organization studies, legal studies 

• Among practitioners, public sector accounting  is shared territory where 
different players (i.e. politicians, managers, accountants, economists, etc.) 
co-exist, with their differences in cultures, perceptions, expectations, 
professional norms  

• The centrality and reach of public sector accounting are often downplayed, 
by both academics and practitioners 
• The end result is that accounting tends to be relegated to the interstices 

between different fields, being seen as a niche, where scholars (or practitioners) 
dialogue with each other, but dialogue with other disciplines as well as impact on 
them are limited 



Public sector accounting between Accounting and Public 
Administration? 

• An illustration: the relationship with PA and Accounting 
• Public sector accounting squeezed between PA and Accounting? 

• In Public Administration or Political Science there is fear of pronouncing the “A- word”, for 
example replacing accounting with  the more user-friendly “accountability” (eg, GAO in the US), 
but important studies are being developed on public value, performance measurement, 
budgeting, financial management…virtually ignoring accounting studies or considering 
accounting as unproblematic and taken for granted (“administrative capacity” as a black box, 
operationalized with personnel expenditure…) 

• In Accounting, public sector is described as a “context” and several claims have been made that 
public sector accounting scholars should contribute to the “wider” community of Accounting 
scholars, avoiding insulation and fragmentation 
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From interstices to more relevance?  
• The multidimensionality and interdisciplinarity of public sector accounting 

needs to be perceived, studied, practiced and presented as a strength 
and not an aberration 
• Can we make public sector accounting studies understood by and relevant to 

wider audiences? Can we leverage our being at the interface among different 
disciplines to support a stronger dialogue among them? Can we make our 
voices heard in ongoing debates? Can we strengthen our relevance for policy, 
the society, organizations, individuals and scientific communities? 

• There has been a lot of reflection on the «accounting» side 
• Including calls for more engagement with public policy (Humphrey and Miller, 2012; 

Jacobs and Cuganesan, 2014) 

• What stimuli can we derive from the «public» side of our research? Can 
we leverage our competencies, knowledge and experience to enrich the 
debate on such issues as Publicness, Hybridity and co-production, 
Public Value and performance measurement, Crises, Austerity and 
Wicked problems, Democracy and post-democracy, …? 
 

 



From public sector to public services…to 
publicness? 
• Broadbent and Guthrie (2008) observed that, as a consequence of the 

increasing reliance on public networks to provide public services, it is no 
longer possible to refer to public sector, but it is necessary to refer to 
public services 

• A further step may be needed, to shift our attention from public sector 
and services to publicness (Bozeman, 1987; Boyne et al., 1999) 

• From a preoccupation about WHERE (public sector) services are provided 
• …to a preoccupation to WHAT should be provided (public services), 
• …to a focus on HOW (services are provided), WHO (by whom) and WHY (which notion of 

public interest and public value justify the provision of public services)? 
• Public sector often seen as the physical context of our studies  
• Publicness becoming more a concept, an abstract idea of the public 

space, than a concrete and tangible context  
• How can accounting and accountability respond to the challenges of a 

shifting and ever impalpable publicness? 
• Accounting is increasingly becoming not the bundle of structures and 

systems you will find in a specific context, but also the operational ways in 
which the public interest and public value are decided upon, planned, 
accounted for, OUT of a specific tangible space, and IN an abstract 
PUBLIC space 



Publicness and the boundaries of public 
sector accounting 
Publicness («any organization is public to a certain extent…») 
• as an umbrella concept, encompassing those conditions that make 

the public realm a stimulating area of research, such as  
• Multiple rationalities 
• Ambiguity of goals 
• Multifacetedness of performance 
• Heterogeneity of stakeholders and expectations 
• Multiplicity of users and uses of accounting 
• Reforms and complex change processes 
• Political and professional identities  
• Political goals,processes, and behaviours  
• Conflict and power games 

• … 

• may be used to take stock of the richness of extant fragmented 
«contextual» studies and to contribute to policy 

• allows us to redefine the boundaries of our research, contributing to 
accounting literature and to PA literature and possibly policy 



Co-production, hybridity and accountability 

• Co-production and hybridity have become basic conditions in the provision of 
public services, with significant impacts on metrics and accounting, but are 
also a fundamental feature of accounting and accountability processes (Miller 
et al, 2008; Bracci, 2016).   

• In such hybridized environment, specifying accountability -who is accountable 
for what and to whom, as well as for what purposes—creates challenges for 
accounting scholars and practitioners (Grossi and Steccolini, 2014) 
• How can we measure public performance across organizational boundaries when 

public value and services are decided upon and produced through the joint effort of 
a number of individuals and organizations? 

• What is the role of accounting in co-production efforts? And, in turn, can accounting 
be co-produced? 

• Hybridization and co-production are often transitory states, unstable and changing 
over time...how can we account for them adopting longitudinal and relational views 
of accounting (Vosselman, 2014)? 



Public value 
• Moore (1995):  

• «Creating public value» seen as producing what is either valued by the 
public or is good for the public, and must then be reflected in 
government performance 

• Public value as 
• Objects of valuation, ie, individually held values on desirable welfare and 

just treatment of others 
• Valuing agents, ie, individuals who participating in associations, social 

movements or democratic processes decide on what should be considered 
and produced as public value 

• Processes for deliberating on which value is to be produced 
• Moore (2014), “Public Value Accounting” 

• Recent resurgence of interest in the Public Value(s) literature 
• Fascinating, but also narrow view of accounting, with cost and benefit 

analyses, public value scorecards 
• Why aren’t we engaging more with this literature? (a partial exception: 

Guthrie et al., 2014) 



Public Value, Post-democracy and 
Accounting 
A focus on the public (value) side of accounting: 
• emphasises its political, processual and dynamic aspects in that  

• reminds us of the role of participatory and political processes of deliberation for deciding 
on what is considered valuable by a community  

• accounting is to be seen as dynamic device to be deployed in  democratic processes, 
political decisions, participation and involvement 

• suggests that we need to better understand the changing roles of accounting and 
accountability in post-democracies or in new democracies, in the face of rising 
populism, increasing power of technocratic structures, the crisis of democratic states, 
and the role of new social media in the building of consensus, while whole groups of 
citizens feel marginalized and struggle with increasing inequality 

• and thus…reminds us of the importance of paying more attention to users of 
accounting and if, why and how they use it 
• Are they specialized and distant elites? Central states? Supranational institutions? 

Statistical offices? Media? Technocrats? Or citizens, marginalized voters, service 
users, managers, politicians? 

• We may need to strengthen our reflection on the uses and users of accounting to 
show if and how accounting can actually serve the interests of citizens and users of 
public services, can strengthen their participation and involvement, but also impact 
on our very conception of what democracy (or post-democracy) is… 



Accounting for Public Value   
• As accounting scholars interested in publicness, we are (or should be) in the privileged 

position to engage in a dialogue on public value with policy makers, aware that 
accounting can not only measure or assess public value in abstract terms, but also  

• contribute to make aspects of public value more or less visible 
• contribute to define the boundaries of what public value is or is not 
• shape and be shaped by democratic processes through which stakeholders decide on what 

public value should be 
• impact on and be impacted by how people conceive of public value 
• account for how public value is defined, created, destroyed, decided upon 
• and ultimately contribute to public value definition and creation 

• A Public Value perspective will also highlight the importance of considering how the 
production of public value is affected by existing stocks of resources available to public 
organizations and communities 

• The strong current focus on “flow” and “capability” measures (revenues and expenses, outputs, 
inputs) seems to ignore the relevance of the stock of resources and capacities available in the 
public realm (such as cash, property, plants and equipment, but also rails, roads, coasts, 
heritage assets, intellectual and environmental capital, service potential, power to tax, trust).  

• Governments are increasingly relying on (and in some case erode) existing stock of resources 
and capacities to face unexpected events and challenges (austerity, refugee crisis, cutback 
management,  Brexit…) 

• Can accounting accounts better for the erosion and creation/accumulation of economic, social, 
intellectual, environmental capital and capacities? 

 
 



Austerity, crises and accountability 
• A reflection on publicness and public value is particularly necessary at 

this juncture, where austerity and crises appear to have represented 
yet a new opportunity for shrinking the public sector and public 
services and possibly the conception of public value 

• The NPM official rhetoric was much about promoting the principles 
of the market, managerialism, competition, results-oriented behavior, 
quantification of performance and an emphasis on value-for-money. 

• Austerity (particularly in the European Union) appears to have 
brought about a reinvigorated version of neoliberalism (Peck, 2014), 
with an enduring focus on reducing the size of the, but an evident shift 
in the content of accountability relationships (Bracci et al., 2015): 
• A focus on macro-data such as debt/GDP ratios and deficit/GDP ratios, debt 

ceilings, balanced budgets  
• A greater emphasis on the state of public finances at the country level, rather 

than at an organizational level,  
• A marginalization of “non-financial” aspects, such as equity, fairness, social 

impacts 
 
 



Challenges from the global crisis,  
austerity, and wicked problems… 

• More attention from the public administration and policy literature, but limited 
contribution from accounting scholars (Bracci et al.,  2015) 

• However, the present context of austerity poses fresh challenges for  both 
practitioners and scholars  

• Austerity is not inevitable and should not be taken for granted: can there be 
alternative accounting of austerity, its consequences and possible solutions? 

• Accounting can be a constraining tool, used to increase fear, justify and foist upon people and 
governments austerity measures and ultimately being profoundly implicated in  

• rethinking what is seen as public (value) 
• re-shaping notions of democratic citizenship and participation 
• re-defining sovereign powers of countries, and accounting is profoundly implicated in these processes 

• We need to look more at the emancipatory power of accounting, at how it can be used to buffer and 
anticipate the consequences of austerity and crises or to offer alternative forms of accounting, 
including accounting for wellbeing, happiness, cohesion, inclusion, equality, security, care for the 
environment and future generations (Bracci et al., 2015) 

• More generally, recent crises represent an opportunity to explore the roles of 
accounting under difficult times and in facing «wicked problems» (including Brexit?) 

• Again, can accounting show and anticipate the impact of the unexpected, and support and foster 
creative organizational and policy responses? Can we offer a way out from evidence-based policy 
and thinking? 

• How can it strengthen collaboration, trust, creative thinking, learning, adaptation and transformation 
in the face of difficulties? 
 



Performance measurement and 
management 
• Wide developments in the PA literature on performance measurement, with 

scant (if any) reference management accounting literature, at the risk of re-
inventing the wheel? 
• Mostly quantitative studies, focusing on a mono-dimensional view of performance 

information «use» and focus on managerial use  
• Use of information as unproblematic «purposeful»/rational, conducive per se to better 

organizational performance 
• Less consideration of symbolic and legitimizing roles of accounting  
• Experimental and behavioural turn 

• But also…stimulus for us to show our relevance…While colleagues look for 
causality and theory testing can we encourage  
• A way out of a functionalist and simplistic view of performance measurement and 

accounting and of their relationship with antecedents and consequences, relying on 
an interdisciplinary perspective and suggesting that reality is a little bit more complex 
than that? 

• Re-starting from everyday uses and users of accounting information? 
• Looking at performativity and impacts of accounting on individuals, organizations, 

society without loosing a view on the complexity of phenomena? 



Theorization issues in public sector 
accounting: weaknesses vs strengths  
• Lively debate going on on theorization issues in public sector accounting, 

being criticized as 
• Fragmented, insulated, lacking an «indigenous» theory (Jacobs, 2012) or too reliant 

on illustrative studies (Humphrey and Scapens 1996) 
• Poorly theorized, mostly reliant on NPM references 

• Reviews of public sector accounting (Broabent and Guthrie, 1992, 2008; Jacobs, 2013; 
Goddard, 2010), performance measurement (Van Helden et al., 2008), budgeting (Anessi et 
al., 2016) highlight the strong presence of descriptive research/research with no clear 
theoretical basis 

• Public sector accounting research 
• Is stronger if seen as a problem-oriented rather than discipline-oriented  
• Is interdisciplinary «by definition» and this must be seen as its strength 

• Accounting has always been seen through the lens of another discipline 
(Roslender and Dillard, 2003; Broadbent and Laughlin, 2013), and theoretical 
eclecticism has been often encouraged (Humphrey and Scapens 1996)  

• Public sector accounting specifically shows strong reliance on blending of 
theories, though blending can be justified on different grounds (Jacobs, 2012; 
Modell, 2013)  

• Theoretical pluralism, hybridisation of theories and mixed research methods (at 
the field or at the study level, O’Dwyer and Unerman, 2014) appear to be rather a 
necessity than a choice, especially in this area of research… 

 
 

 
 
 



Conclusions? A starting point? 
• Public Sector Accounting has experienced a golden age in the wake 

of the NPM movement, which may now prove to become its golden 
cage 

• A way out of the golden cage? 
• Public sector accounting being naturally at the intersection between 

disciplines, sectors, professions, interests and powers, as well as the 
academia and the practical world is a strength, not a weakness 

• Public sector accounting must necessarily be a problem-oriented and 
interdisciplinary area of research, as single disciplines may be ill-suited to 
solve wicked and big problems 

• There are enormous developments going on in public policies and practices, 
which may benefit from our perspectives and competencies 

• We need to take stock of the «public» side of our focus, by engaging more 
strongly with ideas of publicness and public value, as well as with issues like 
performance measurement, austerity and crises, wicked problems, co-
production and hybridity, democratic participation  

• We need to explore more the positive side of accounting, its roles as a 
positive force, as the basis for accounting for and building trust, 
democracy, collaboration, confidence, wellbeing, participation, 
inclusiveness, fairness, public value and (possibly)…happiness 
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