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1. Title: Governance and Accountability in Reshaping Public Services: Open Challenges and Wicked Problems of the 21st Century
Authors: Carmela Barbera, Laurence Ferry, Noel Hyndman, Mariannunziata Liguori, Sean McCandless, Henry C. Midgley
Abstract: Issues of accountability are ubiquitous in public governance. Accountability connects with other concerns like legitimacy, power, citizen engagement, and new modes of service production. These issues and connections become all the more poignant given the evolving landscape of public services amidst the backdrop of 21st-century poly-crises. The pieces in this special issue explore these dynamics, particularly concerning shifting governing modes, contractual arrangements, performance management, and digitalization. New service delivery models introduce complexities beyond efficiency, impacting power dynamics and stakeholder interests. In this introductory piece, the editors preview these issues, highlight the enduring questions from the literature informing this special issue, and summarize the 14 pieces. The editors end by reflecting on accountability's importance through discussions of accountability for neoliberalism and performance measurement, contracting out, liberty, democracy, social equity, and human-centered public governance.
2. Title: Efficiencies of and Motivations for Contracting Out in the Public Sector: The Case of Social Services in Spain
Authors: Danny Chow, Juan Carlos Garrido-Rodríguez, José Luis Zafra-Gómez
Abstract: Debates on contracting out to the private sector is primarily focused on the cost efficiency of its provision, drawing on experiences with hard or technical services such as waste and water management. This paper focuses on a growing interest in the role and impact of sourcing decisions in softer or more human-centered services, such as social services, where sourcing decisions are more complex or multifaceted. Using actual cost data obtained from open access government sources on social services in Spain, the first objective was to compare the cost efficiencies of different sourcing decisions using estimations of Technology Gap Ratios of different municipalities through Order-M Panel Data. The second objective analyzed motivations for contracting out through a survey of municipal managers in Andalusia using principal components analysis combined with multinominal logit regressions. Our findings suggest that while contracting out to the private sector is, relatively speaking, the most cost efficient, most municipalities have decided to keep service provision in-house. Decisions to contract out social services are not based only on cost but also incorporate a range of other considerations such as the municipalities' population size, its stakeholder expectations, and other complexities associated with service provision.
3. Title: Does Outsourcing Reduce Public Scrutiny Toward Elected Officials?: Insights From US Municipal Water Management
Authors: Jesse L. Barnes, Elizabeth A. Koebele, Aaron Deslatte
Abstract: Amidst 21st-century climate-related threats, municipal elected officials (EOs) may outsource public services to third parties to avoid the political costs of adopting “unpopular” sustainability policies—a strategy known as political decoupling. However, decoupling raises accountability concerns and may not improve sustainability, leading some municipalities to “recouple” services. To help understand the political impacts of these decisions, we assess how public scrutiny toward EOs in US municipalities changes after varying degrees of coupling in the water provision sector (i.e., how much service delivery shifts away from or toward municipal oversight). Analysis of local media coverage shows public attention toward EOs decreases after higher degrees of decoupling and recoupling, public opinion becomes polarized toward EOs after decouplings, and the public links sustainability-related issues to EOs after high degrees of decoupling. The results highlight how reforming public services relates to political accountability-related factors and raise critical questions about the political decoupling strategy.
4. Title: Chasing Digitalization: Understanding Control and Dispersion of Digitalization in Public Sector Organizations
Authors: Gustaf Kastberg Weichselberger
Abstract: The study aims to contribute knowledge about how we can understand control of digitalization and why digitalization becomes a dispersed practice. The study offers two main contributions. First, we introduce the metaphor chasing digitalization to describe the observed mode of control of digitalization. Control involved chasing after digital solutions—getting hold of things—and chasing in, which entails facilitating activities to ensure organizational adoption. The second contribution deepens our understanding of why digitalization frequently results in a dispersed practice. Chasing in often triggers chasing after and vice versa. For example, when many actors are chasing after, a need arises to coordinate more. Against the backdrop of recurring reports of failed digitalization projects in the public sector, the study contributes by conceptualizing control challenges. The contribution is the result of an empirically grounded analysis based on the actor-network concepts of framing and overflowing. The empirical case focuses on the Swedish school sector.
5. Title: Auditing, the State and Democracy in a “New” Machine Age of Digitalization: The UK Supreme Audit Institution
Authors: Laurence Ferry, Henry Midgley, Thomas Ahrens
Abstract: Many promises have been made about digitalization in the public sector, from its potential to revolutionize government to its emancipating properties as a new conduit for democracy. In this paper, the case of a leading Supreme Audit Institution (SAI), the UK National Audit Office, is examined. SAIs are essential to the ways in which government is managed and held to account. The paper examines the paradox that despite the promises made about digitalization, the digitalization of audit has progressed but has not been as revolutionary as its evangelists would expect. The paper breaks down the reasons for this by examining the regulatory space in which SAIs sit: Looking at their mandate, capacity, and reporting, and it shows that in all these, there are reasons why it is harder to digitalize than it looks from the outside. This has lessons for the broader public sector and beyond regarding change and technology.
6. Title: Can Cross-Sector Collaboration Contribute to Boundaries Reshaping of Digital Government Platforms? Empirical Evidence Based on Machine Learning and Text Analysis
Authors: Shaopeng Zhang, Yinhao Yang, Huanhui Gan
Abstract: Cross-sector collaboration is regarded as an effective institution for the fragmentation of government organizations, but it is still unknown which organizational form can effectively promote the holistic governance of digital government platforms. We construct an attention-based behavioral model according to behavior theory and then explore the impact and mechanism of cross-sector collaboration on the holistic governance of digital government platforms. We show that cross-sector collaboration has a negative effect on digital government platform governance. Mechanism analysis results show that cross-sector collaboration based on the lead task system can enhance digital government platform governance through two pathways: the performance-driven path of cross-sector collaboration and the vertical intervention path steered by the leader's attention allocation. This study contributes both theoretical and empirical evidence to enhance the understanding of the micro-operational mechanisms of cross-sector collaboration based on the lead task system in digital government platforms.
7. Title: Unpacking Approaches to Digitalization Strategy
Authors: Jakob Kühler, Tobias Polzer, Isabella Proeller, Sabine Kuhlmann, Justine Marienfeldt
Abstract: According to existing strategic management literature certain sets of alignments between the content and key elements of strategy enhance organizational performance. While local governments are increasingly adopting strategic approaches to manage digitalization, research that examines such alignments in strategy for digital change is scarce. To introduce such a relational perspective, we develop a framework for analyzing digitalization strategy. We show through a comparative case study that municipalities primarily choose to focus digitalization efforts on the improvement of services, often using “tried and tested” applications, rather than experimenting with the latest digital innovations. Yet, we observe misalignment in organizing and implementing for this strategic choice, eventually undermining digitalization efforts. We contribute to the literature that explains the nature of digital change by directing attention to the interplay of strategy elements and highlight the importance to view digitalization strategy as embedded in a relational structure of actors, contents, processes and structures.
8. Title: Symbolic Bureaucratic Representation and Client Cooperation: Experimental Insights from Four Daily Public Service Scenarios in China
Authors: Youlang Zhang, Huan Wang
Abstract: Representative bureaucracy studies have explored the potential impact of symbolic representation on clients' attitudes and behaviors, even in the absence of direct action by bureaucrats. Through four original conjoint experiments conducted with a nationally representative sample of 1600 participants in China, we analyze the symbolic representation effects of five most commonly observable identity signals, including gender, age, accent, party affiliation, and human voice (versus AI chatbot), across two types of bureaucrat-initiated contacts and two types of client-initiated contacts. Our findings contribute to the existing literature by demonstrating that identity congruence has heterogeneous symbolic representation effects; clients' expectations about active representation serve as a significant mediating factor influencing their willingness to cooperate with bureaucrats.
9. Title: Exploring Government-Citizen Interaction in Public Service Performance Assessment: Trade-Offs, Synergies, and Critical Issues
Authors: Carmela Barbera, Mariafrancesca Sicilia, Ileana Steccolini
Abstract: Citizens' participation and direct initiatives are on the rise, including in assessing public service performance. Performance measurement and government-citizen interactions have been traditionally studied separately in public administration scholarship. To bridge this gap, this article integrates these two bodies of literature, proposing a typology of approaches to government-citizen interactions in public service performance assessment and highlighting their features. It also discusses the possible synergies and trade-offs emerging at the intersection between “interaction” and “assessment.” In particular, the article focuses on how relevance, reliability, and understandability shape and are shaped by the interaction between governments and citizens in both government-led and citizen-led initiatives of performance assessment. Finally, the paper puts forward a research agenda for the study of interactive forms of public service performance measurement.
10. Title: Cross-sectoral collaboration in times of crisis: Comparing the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Poland
Authors: Michal Plaček, Vladislav Valentinov, Gabriela Daniel, František Ochrana, Paweł Mikołajczak, Anna Waligóra
Abstract: The Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Poland, with their shared political histories, have confronted the compounded challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Ukraine war. These difficulties spurred the emergence of public–nonprofit collaboration in all three countries, each taking distinct paths. Our study aims to unravel these divergent trajectories of public–nonprofit collaboration through the lens of historical institutionalism. Using this lens, we attribute this divergence to the influence of the broader institutional environment, whose evolution has followed distinct trajectories in the examined countries. To achieve our objectives, we employed single-country case study methods, leveraging desk research and structured interviews with management informants from nonprofit organizations in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Poland (37 respondents in total). Our study demonstrates that the perceptions of the institutional environment by nonprofit actors directly shape the effectiveness of collaborations between the public sector and nonprofit organizations. Contrary to Western expectations, our findings challenge the seemingly prevailing optimism regarding the outcomes of public–nonprofit collaboration and emphasize the influence of factors such as path dependency, mutual distrust, and prior negative experiences.
11. Title: Understanding the Co-Provision of Disaster-Related Services in the United States: Universities and Colleges as Community Stakeholders
Authors: Suyang Yu, Brian J. Gerber
Abstract: A “whole community” strategy is central to disaster management and community resilience in the United States. However, the specific means by which community-level stakeholders in the private and nonprofit sectors function as partners with government agencies in providing key disaster-related services are currently underexamined. Here, we present unique data assessing one significant community stakeholder category: US universities and colleges. Doing so presents a useful opportunity to examine how disaster service co-provision functions in practice. Elaborating on prior theory in this area and using a public service logic perspective, we examine emergency preparedness and response and find, intuitively, factors such as internal organizational capacity help explain co-provision actions. However, we also demonstrate the importance of other domain characteristics. For instance, administrators' sense of community responsibility affects service co-provision management. Further, organizational behavior related to routine local hazard issues is not necessarily predictive of atypical cases—such as pandemic-related actions.
12. Title: Maintaining Collective Legitimacy During Crisis: A Case of Social Enterprise Intermediaries in Scotland
Authors: Seemab Farooqi, Stephen Knox
Abstract: Existing research offers little insight into how governance networks can maintain their legitimacy during institutional disruption. Through an in-depth case study of a network of third sector organizations in Scotland that worked to deliver government funds and support during the COVID-19 pandemic to social enterprises and charities, this paper sheds light on this topic. Our analysis highlights the importance of work to retain the structure of the network by affirming mission focus and rules of collaboration, promoting and aligning the network with external stakeholders, and building and breaking relationships. We propose a conceptual model illustrating how these efforts to maintain legitimacy interact dynamically, demonstrating that successful network management during crises relies on the collective ability to adapt to evolving pressures. These insights contribute to the extant research on network governance and institutional maintenance.
13. Title: Governance and Renegotiation in Public-Private Partnerships During Crises: An Examination of the Resulting Tensions in a Private Partner Consortium
Authors: Marta Almeida, Anne Stafford, Robert Scapens
Abstract: Public-private partnerships (PPPs) have long contract terms, requiring strong governance arrangements. When uncertainty arises, renegotiation is a commonly-used contractual governance mechanism for ensuring fairness and dispute resolution. Notably, 100% of Portuguese road projects have been renegotiated. Prior studies have examined the tensions between the public and private parties which can become acute during times of crisis. One understudied aspect which complicates renegotiations but is important in terms of understanding how perceptions around governance issues contribute to renegotiation delays and outcomes is the intra-partnership tensions which can arise between different partners with different objectives making up the private sector consortium. This study explores the complexities of a lengthy Portuguese renegotiation process. The findings uncover a nuanced reality where the renegotiation led to a worse outcome for all parties. This research contributes to the extant literature by exploring governance complexities in reshaping public services amid the wicked problems of the 21st century.
14. Title: Accountability as a function of power relationships in public governance networks
Authors: Peter Eckersley, Katarzyna Lakoma, Pete Murphy, Tom Caygill, Charlotte Pell
Abstract: In public governance, power and accountability are inextricably linked. However, although an integrated exploration of these concepts could enhance our understanding of how governance operates, few studies have examined them together. Drawing on resource dependency theory, we suggest that power relationships within networks shape accountability and have a concomitant impact on the prevailing governance paradigm. Specifically, where principals possess important resources that enable them to exercise power over agents and hold them to account through hierarchical mechanisms, Traditional Public Administration approaches predominate. Where resources are diffused within elite networks in New Public Management contexts, individual actors can exercise greater power to achieve their objectives, and accountability arrangements become increasingly multidirectional and complex. Finally, if resources are shared across society as in the New Public Governance paradigm, actors generate power with each other to achieve shared goals, and accountability relationships are more horizontal with a focus on learning.
15. Title: Accountability and High-Effort Coping Strategies of Public Employees: Evidence from a Survey Experiment in China
Authors: Yanwei Li, Hongbo Yu
Abstract: Using a survey experiment approach, we collected responses from 1244 public employees in a Chinese context. This study examines how two types of accountability obligations (horizontal and hierarchical) and two accountability orientations (learning and control) influence public employees' adoption of high-effort coping strategies. The findings reveal that, contrary to conventional expectations, a learning orientation is associated with a decreased intention among public employees to adopt high-effort coping strategies, likely due to the political risks involved. Additionally, our study shows that hierarchical obligation does not facilitate the adoption of high-effort coping strategies, even in a context that emphasizes obedience and hierarchy. This research contributes to governance and policy studies by providing insights into the relationship between accountability and the high-effort coping strategies of public employees.
16. Title: A Replication of “Did New Public Management Matter? An Empirical Analysis of the Outsourcing and Decentralization Effects on Public Sector Size”
Authors: Yiying Chen
Abstract: This manuscript replicates and extends the work of Alonso et al. focusing on the effects of New Public Management practices—outsourcing and decentralization—on public sector size in terms of government expenditure and employment. The narrow replication confirms the original findings: outsourcing increases government expenditure, whereas decentralization reduces it, with neither practice affecting employment. The wide replications add nuances: while the long-term results align with the original study, recent data indicate that outsourcing may have narrowed its cost gap with in-house delivery, and the cost-reducing impact of decentralization has partially waned. It suggests that the influences of these NPM practices on public sector size have diminished in recent years. This replication illuminates the temporal complexity and evolving nature of the NPM practices and their impacts on public sector size.
以下是书评：

17. Title: Ministerial Leadership: Practice, Performance and Power By Leighton Andrews, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2024. 553 pp. £99.99 (hardcover); £79.50 (ebook). ISBN: 10 3031500075; ISBN: 13 978-3031500077
Authors: Huw Morris
Abstract: The article reviews the book “Ministerial Leadership: Practice, Performance and Power” by Leighton Andrews.
18. Title: Government and Political Trust: The Quest for Positive Public Administration by Grant Duncan, London and New York: Routledge, 2024. 240 pp. £90.00 (hardcover). ISBN: 978-1-03-257527-8
Authors: Miguel Torres, Marco Túlio Fundão Zanini
Abstract: The article reviews the book “Government and Political Trust: The Quest for Positive Public Administration” by Grant Duncan.
