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Resumo
This paper’s premise is that there is a gap between public sector performance measurement
literature and the accountability academic discussion. The literature accompanied the rise of
PM practices in government but missed the link between the establishment of such practices
and the impact that they had on the making public administration accountable dimension.
With the aim of filling this gap, the present paper makes a structured review of the public
sector’s performance measurement literature. The literature review, therefore, was carried
out through a thorough research of the publications in the most important journals in the
field. The study presented results that indicate that the analyzed literature is clearly focused
on measuring the outcomes presented by the studied performance measurement systems and
understanding the impact of other factors such as system design on these same outcomes,
leaving aside the influences of this dynamic on the dimension of accountability.
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Abstract 

This paper’s premise is that there is a gap between public sector performance measurement 

literature and the accountability academic discussion. The literature accompanied the rise of 

PM practices in government but missed the link between the establishment of such practices 

and the impact that they had on the making public administration accountable dimension. 

With the aim of filling this gap, the present paper makes a structured review of the public 

sector’s performance measurement literature. The literature review, therefore, was carried out 

through a thorough research of the publications in the most important journals in the field. 

The study presented results that indicate that the analyzed literature is clearly focused on 

measuring the outcomes presented by the studied performance measurement systems and 

understanding the impact of other factors such as system design on these same outcomes, 

leaving aside the influences of this dynamic on the dimension of accountability. 
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1. Introduction: 

  

Democracy has changed deeply how public administration is organized. The need of 

meeting society demands has lead to a silent revolution in how public goods are supplied.  

Measuring the performance of public sector has become an increasingly common practice in 

public administration arena (Modell, 2004). The emergence of such tools, imported from the 

private sector, was a response to an increasingly demanding audience for high-quality public 

services, resulting in a public management professionalization. This process of import was 

thoroughly documented by the public administration literature.  

At the same time, democracy in the last century stimulated the growth of a huge field 

of research concerning how the public service is held accountable, a process commonly 

known as accountability. According to Romzek and Dubnick (1987), public sector 

accountability involves the means used by public agencies and public workers to deal with the 

most diverse set of expectations generated inside and outside the organization. Thus, this 

concerns being responsive to oversight institutions and control organs as well as directly to 

citizens. 

Elections are far from being the only important process concerning accountability 

(Schillemans, 2010) because responsiveness of elected officials to citizens should take central 

place in a democratic society much beyond the electoral process, playing an important role in 

the period between elections. This situation may be achieved through horizontal 

accountability, the dynamic that consists in state organs, legitimized by its expertise and 

professional personnel, that oversights government agencies (Kenney, 2003). The type of 

control - rule-centered or result-centered - made by these institutions, such as the Brazilian 

Tribunal de Contas (TC), is very important in shaping how government manages its own 

policies (Groisman and Lerner, 2006). 

Thus, it is possible to observe the proximity between concepts such as modern 

controls (result-centered) concerning horizontal accountability and performance 

measurement, the latter being a tool to execute the former. PM enables society to fulfill its 

accountability potential in the sense that it may clarify state’s action and its overall 

achievements and performance, allowing citizens to make better informed political choices.  

This strong relationship justifies the need of a proper integration between these two 

academic fields: it is important to describe scientifically how PMS influences the overall 

accountability process and vice-versa. But the dialogue between these two huge literatures, 

PM and accountability, has not yet been established - it is hard to find papers with an 

approach that treats PM as a derivation of the accountability theoretical discussion (Robinson, 

2003). 

Hence, the main hypothesis of this paper is that there is a gap between these two areas 

of study: there are two important literatures, full of vitality, that do not establish a 

conversation with each other. Also, we hypothesize that, as  translating performance 

management from the private sector to government was seen as a natural path to a more 

effective and efficient public sector, the academic literature focused more on how to convert 

these business techniques into public management ones than studying its impact on how 

public sector was being held accountable. Thus, the aim of this paper is to try to investigate 

the relationship between these two literatures through a structured literature review of public 

sector’s performance measurement. 
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To do that, we defined a paper selection process that involved time frame definition, 

title analysis, abstract analysis and full content analysis. With the final 38 paper that were 

selected, all the novel concepts that were developed in those scientific articles were classified, 

putting together the ones that presented similar theoretical dimensions.  

Our results show that the public sector performance measurement system literature 

does not put much effort in understanding how the different elements and dynamics of PM 

influences the accountability of public organizations. Instead, it is worried, almost in its 

entirety, with describing how several environmental and organizational elements influences 

the PMS design and how this design affects the PMS outcomes. 

This paper is organized as follows. After this introduction, we establish a theoretical 

background of accountability and PMS academic discussions in section 2. In section 3, the 

research design and method is explained in details. Next, the main results of the structured 

literature review are discussed followed by our final considerations in Section 5. 

  

2. Theoretical background 

  

2.1 The so called classic and modern controls: 

  

Over time and with the enlargement of the state’s scope of action, the quantity and the 

diversity of state’s attributions and responsibilities increased substantially. In the heart of the 

study of this complex movement, O’Donnell (1998) defined horizontal and vertical 

accountability. While the horizontal accountability concerns the existence of agencies and 

state organ networks (oversight institutions) that supervise and sanction state measures, the 

vertical type of accountability is the one constituted by citizens and the organized civil society 

that acts in relation to the state and its agents, whether elected or not (O’Donnell, 1998).  

Inside this oversight and democratic control discussion, a distinction between classic 

and modern controls must be made. According to Groisman and Lerner (2006) what 

characterizes classic controls is the comparison between actions and norms, with the objective 

of verifying if the former respect the latter. The typical classic control is the account control. 

The modern controls, that are result-oriented, works as an ex post evaluation that 

assess the performance of the public sector by the results it presents (OECD, 1996). Mora 

Quirós (2006) affirms that this kind of control both support the decision-making process, so it 

can fulfill its goals and increase its performance, and also assess the results obtained for 

accountability purposes. 

  

2.2 Bringing the accountability discussion to the factory floor of public management: the 

performance measurement systems 

  

The discussion of accountability and modern controls was translated to the factory 

floor of public management through the use of performance measurement systems in a great 

variety of public sector organizations, a process that was greatly marked by experience and 

concept sharing between public and private sectors. Measuring performance of public services 

is an important strategy to materialize a very theoretical concept such as accountability into 

the day-to-day reality of the public service. 

Performance measurement is a process of quantifying action, measuring performance 

and the efficiency and efficacy of a given action (Neely, Gregory and Platts, 1995). This 

system may be structured and understood from three levels: (i) individual performance 

measures, (ii) the set of performance measures and (iii) the relation that is established between 

the performance measurement system and the environments in which they are situated. The 

performance measurement system must be a reflex of the organization’s mission and strategic 
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objectives, so that changes in these points result in changes and adaptations of the 

performance measures. 

The performance measurement process can be divided in three steps: (i) system 

design, (ii) implementation and (iii) use. There is a high probability that, through a natural 

evolution of its use, the measures of performance deviate from its strategic objective. That is 

why feedback, responsible for guaranteeing the alignment between strategic organizational 

objectives and performance goals at all times, is so important (Bourne and Mills, 2000). 

Still in this topic, there is a clear indication of the need of periodic assessment and 

internal and external monitoring that are able to deal with rapid changes of the internal and 

external environments of the organization (Bititci, 2000). These tools must operate together 

with an efficient revision system that gives way to the indications of the monitoring system. 

A literature review effort suggests two basic types of performance measures that are 

present in any organization: results - e.g: competitiveness and financial performance - and 

determinants of results, such as quality, flexibility, resource use and innovation (Neely, 

Gregory and Platts, 1995). These are the goals that the PMS will control. If by any chance the 

results demonstrate that the organization overflowed these parameters, action plans must be 

executed (feedback logic). The Balanced Scorecard (BSC), by Kaplan and Norton (1992), is 

one of the most well-known examples of multidimensional models (mix of financial and non-

financial measures, such as the above cited results and determinants of results). The model is 

structured on the principle that a performance measurement system must feed the manager 

with informations that allow him to provide an in-depth investigation of the aspects of the 

organization related to (i) financial perspective, (ii) internal perspective, (iii) client 

perspective and (iv) innovation perspective.  

The establishment and use of performance measurement systems in the public sector 

increased throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, specially after the 1980’s fiscal crisis. This 

crisis was one of the main motivations behind a series of reforms that aspired to make 

government more efficient through an approximation between public and private sector 

practices (Randma - Liiv  and Kickert, 2017), a process that is still happening nowadays, 

especially in the developing countries (Bresser-Pereira, 2001). 

Given all this background, this paper will make a structured review of the public 

sector performance measurement system literature, creating a framework of dimensions that 

summarizes the dynamic of this literature, verifying how these two dimensions 

(accountability and performance measurement) relate in the literature, if they do at all. 

  

3. Research design and development: 

  

The structured literature review was a stepwise process initiated by the selection of 

relevant public administration, operations management and accounting research journals [1]. 

The grade that journals had in the ABS impact list of 2018 - 3 or 4 - (CABS, 2018) was used 

as a selection criterion [2]. 

Next, we read the 163 abstracts of the papers that were previously selected through 

title-adequacy analysis in the 2012-2017, selecting only the ones that had the performance 

measurement of public services as its core subject. Wee read all the 63 papers that were left in 

in their full content, excluding around 30 papers that dealt peripherally with our topic of 

interest. Trying to include seminal works in the review, we searched into the references 

sections of all the articles that remained after applying the last filter, reading the ones that 

applied to our criteria in their full content. By the end of all these filters we were left with 38 

papers that were going to be specifically analyzed in our literature review. 

Reading these 38 papers, we identified the new concepts and ideas that were 

developed in each of the works. Then we assembled all the identified concepts and through a 
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categorization and subcategorization process we were able to create groups of dimensions and 

concepts that were similar and, sometimes, even the same. 

  

4. Results: 

 

4.1. Dimensions and concepts 

 

The analyzed papers dealt deeper with specific PMS characteristics than with the role 

of PM and accountability effectiveness, what can be clearly observed when the frequency of 

directed accountability-linked papers is verified. According to Table 01, these types of papers 

do not exceed 11% of the 38 works that were selected. However, some papers that focused on 

PMS characteristics also presents dimensions that addresses the issue of accountability. 

 

Table 01- Nº of selected articles per dimension (table elaborated by the authors) 

 

The 18 concepts and the dimensions under which they were agglutinated are 

summarized in Table 02: 

 

Table 02 - The five dimensions and their related concepts (table elaborated by the 

authors) 

Approximately 22% of the 18 identified concepts are directly related to accountability, 

16% related to PMS design, 5,5% related to PMS adoption, 5,5% related to PMS use impact, 

44,5% related to the Impact on the results presented by the PMS e 5,5% related to Goals. 
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Therefore it is possible to observe that the majority of the concepts identified in analysis of 

the papers deals with the elements that impact the results of the performance assessments 

realized by the PMS. The concepts that deal with the accountability dimension are also 

significantly present, even though in a much smaller number than the previous category. 

Several of the concepts that were gathered during the analysis contribute to the 

accountability discussion in a peripheral way. Besides the ones that are under the 

accountability dimension umbrella, the concepts addresses result-related subjects but also deal 

with ideas that are part of the accountability discussion. For instance, the concept under the 

name Stakeholders and the PMS dimensions investigates how different constellations of 

stakeholders may affect the design of the PMS in a public organization. Discussions 

concerning stakeholders influence are strongly related to the accountability arena but the 

papers that established this concept do not have as a goal understanding the relation 

stakeholder-PMS with an accountability logic. In fact, the interest is to discover the impact on 

the PMS design. Again, the focus is strictly on the performance measurement system and not 

in the holding public officials accountable dynamic. Even though this is not the focus of these 

researches, there are important contributions that can improve our understanding of the 

interlinkages between accountability and PMS.  

It is also worth observing that the closer the analytical dimensions gets from the 

strictly result-focused dimension, less frequent are the concepts that also discusses 

accountability. For instance, on the Impact on the results presented by the PMS dimension, 

only one of the related concepts also discusses the accountability thematic (Social 

participation and performance). This patterns also corroborates with the hypothesized gap 

between the two literatures.  

 Finally, rather than this absence of accountability-related elements and/or analysis, 

what stands out the most is the lack of an accountability approach to PM’s elements and tools. 

In other words, the literature does not approach PM as a accountability tool. The academic 

field is so immersed in the practical side of this discussion that it appears to forget how 

performance measurement systems, even though their origin is within the private sector, are 

the translation to the “real life” of public administration of an theoretical accountability 

dimension. The literature do not demonstrate having the background knowledge that one of 

the theoretical foundations of this results-oriented, “reporting results-oriented” and efficient 

public administration that is being studied is accountability. 

 

4.2. Framework 

 

Investigating the concepts raised by the studied literature, it is possible to develop a 

framework of the operating dynamic of this literature: 

  

Figure 01 - The framework elaborated by the authors 
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We believe that a solar system framework is the best way to represent the behavior 

and the operation of the performance measurement system literature. In the place of the Sun, 

as an agglutinating and attraction pole around which other elements orbit, we placed the 

“Impact on the results presented by the PMS” category. We made this decision because the 

majority of the papers that were analyzed raised discussions about how different aspects that 

are present in a public organization may influence the performance in the provision of public 

services. Also, we also verified that this thematic guides practically all the papers that were 

analyzed. Even when this is not the main focus of the work, the dimension of the performance 

measurement results, even more than the assessment process in itself, is central. After “Impact 

on the results presented by the PMS” , the other categories are positioned so that the closer to 

the “Sun” the greater its frequency among the identified concepts. 

The structured literature review allowed us to confirm the expectation reflected on our 

first hypothesis. The systematic lack of papers that investigated how PM may improve or 

worsen accountability and the low number of publications that mixed performance and 

accountability discussions made evident the lack of dialog between these two literatures. 

Our second hypothesis, that the strong demand for better public services directed the 

literature to the mechanisms involving the translation of business practices (PM) to public 

sector, leaving aside accountability, was partially confirmed. The social urge for better 

services indeed had an important impact on the academic discussion, what can be seen in the 

large amount of papers dealing with PMS results. However, this justification based on the 

social demand is not able to explain the relative strong absence of the accountability thematic: 

even though the demand for improved public policies made the literature focus in the PMS 

results almost in its entirety, this does not justify why a connection between these same 

outcomes and the accountability arena could not have been made. 

As a conclusion, we can affirm that we have identified that these two literatures 

function separately, with almost no dialog, however, we were not able to identify for sure why 

this connection has not been made yet. 

 

5. Final considerations: 

  

Resuming the discussion made in the introduction section about the theoretical 

approach of accountability and its reproduction in the public administration “factory floor”, it 

was possible to observe through this structured review that the literature is already focusing 

on the so-called “factory floor” given the fact that it dedicates itself intensely to the results of 

the PMS. In addition, the literature does not focus on a deeper reflection about the design of 

the PMS and on how it can be more effective. Instead of doing that, the literature already 

advances to the results of the performance evaluation and to the elements that influence them. 

The theoretical framework that is being built is, therefore, increasingly results-centered. 

Thus, the state of the art of the academic production related to PMS in the public 

sector is not worried in showing how the design of different measurement models may 

influence in a broader way the accountability process. The central worry is with the results 

presented by the already existing measurement systems in the institutions. If the literature 

were predominantly centered in the transition from the theoretical dimension of accountability 

to the public administration “factory floor”, the central theme would be the different PMS 

designs and not the performance results itself, as it is possible to verify nowadays. 

Hence, we verify that the academy is studying a lot the results of the PMS and how 

they are affected by different realities, but it is leaving aside the discussion about how it fits in 

the accountability thematic. This lack of dialog between the two literatures ends up leaving 

aside the importance of holding the state accountable towards the civil society regarding the 

results of the performance assessments. Moreover, the literature demonstrated a certain flaw 
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on the construction of a perception of conjuncture by not clarifying the role of the oversight 

institutions responsible for executing performance evaluations and also what is the role of PM 

inside a broader public administration system. Most of the literature pays attention to what 

already exists in terms of performance measurement and tries to gauge if it is bringing results 

or not but it does not pay attention in a systematic way to the oversight institutions neither to 

the construction of a PMS as part of a broader and deeper accountability process. 

A possible future research agenda would be the change of focus in the literature 

review from PM publications to accountability related work. This would allow the researchers 

to investigate how the accountability scholars are dealing with subjects such as performance 

measurement, if they are at all. 

 
[1] The selected journals were: Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, Journal of 

Public Administration Research and Theory, International Journal of Operations and 

Productions Management, Public Administration, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 

Public Administration Review and Journal of Operations Management. 

[2] We chose to use the ABS list instead of just the Qualis CAPES system because using the 

former would allow us to research papers published in worldwide impact journals. Also, ABS 

is a British system, a country that has an important tradition of high-quality research in public 

administration.  
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