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A B S T R A C T

This article brings together empirical academic research on accountability in Public-Private Partnerships
(PPPs). Via a systematic literature review, we explored how well grounded are concerns about PPPs eroding
accountability. We investigated over 50 publications on PPPs, published between 1983 and 2017. These
studies were analysed in lights of a categorisation framework of publications to map out the process through
which accountability takes place in practice for PPPs. Four key accountability mechanisms stand out in our
analysis: behaviour, information, evaluation and sanction. Based upon this analysis, we identified four
main account-holders and the mechanisms they employ to participate in the overall accountability process
of PPPs. Since none of them can exert full control over the mechanisms of accountability available to them,
we argue that this unbalanced and chaotic state of contradicting and overlapping demands of accountability
indeed generates accountability deficits, but it can be turned into an advantage if interdependency and
complementarity between account-holders is further validated.

©2020 ASEPUC. Published by EDITUM - Universidad de Murcia. This is an open access article under the
CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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Mecanismos clave del proceso de rendición de cuentas en las asociaciones
público-privadas

R E S U M E N

Este estudio analiza el cuerpo de la investigación académica y empírica disponible respecto a las
Asociaciones Público-Privadas (APPs). A través de una revisión sistemática de la literatura, exploramos qué
tan justificadas son las preocupaciones sobre las APPs erosionando los procesos de rendición de cuentas a
los que debieran estar sujetas. Para ello, investigamos más de 50 estudios de APPs publicados entre 1983
y 2017. Estos estudios fueron analizados a través de un marco de categorización que permitió mapear el
proceso por el cual la rendición de cuentas de APPs toma lugar en la práctica. Cuatro mecanismos claves
sobresalen en este proceso: comportamiento del agente, información sobre el comportamiento, evaluación
de información y sanción del comportamiento. Basados en estos mecanismos pudimos identificar, además,
cuatro figuras principales con derecho legítimo a solicitar información a las APPs y los mecanismos que
utilizan para participar en este proceso general de transparencia y rendición de cuentas. Dado que ninguno
de estas figuras principales ejerce control total sobre los cuatro mecanismos clave, argumentamos que
esto configura un estado caótico de demandas traslapadas y contradictorias para las APPs. Una falta de
coordinación que conlleva, en efecto, a un déficit en la rendición de cuentas. Sin embargo, proponemos
que este estado disímbolo de las cosas puede convertirse en una ventaja única en caso de validarse la
interdependencia y complementariedad entre las demandas de los principales.
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licencia CC BY-NC-ND (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

https://www.doi.org/10.6018/rcsar.369621
©2020 ASEPUC. Published by EDITUM - Universidad de Murcia. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-
nd/4.0/).

https://www.doi.org/10.6018/rcsar.369621
revistas.um.es/rcsar
antonio.reyes.16@ucl.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.doi.org/10.6018/rcsar.369621
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


J. A. Reyes-González, M. Esteve / Revista de Contabilidad Spanish Accounting Review 23 (2)(2020) 210-223 211

1. Introduction

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) have been gaining in-
creasing attention around the world. Proponents have rein-
forced favourable publicity for these procurement models to
provide public goods in terms of infrastructure and services.
They argue that closer cooperation between the public sec-
tor and the for-profit private sector generates improved ser-
vice quality and value for money in innovative ways (Willems,
2014; Hodge & Greve, 2007; Andrews et al., 2015). Given
their capacity to complement or even substitute governments’
tasks, PPPs have become sophisticated and far-reaching or-
ganisations with huge financial and representative commit-
ments in the name of citizens (Hodge & Greve, 2007; Peters
& Pierre, 2010).

For the purpose of this study, we define the PPP model as
a hybrid organisation that merges structures and resources
previously employed by separate public and private entit-
ies (Shaoul et al., 2012). The model involves a long-term
and non-hierarchical relationship (Weihe, 2006) that aims
at risk sharing between partners (Bovaird, 2004), as well as
co-produce and co-create of public services (Van Ham & Kop-
penjan, 2001; Velotti et al., 2012).

Nonetheless, the implementation and management of
PPPs are susceptible to a number of potentially problematic
practices that need critical attention. In particular, one of
the most widely shared critiques in the literature is the lack
of accountability (Acar et al., 2008; Willems & Van Dooren,
2011). This is the quality or state of PPPs of being answer-
able to the wide range of stakeholders (Freeman, 1984) and
take responsibility for their behaviour and actions (Consid-
ine, 2002; Bovens et al., 2008). What these critiques have in
common is the fear that PPPs tend to displace governments in
many key decisions regarding the public interest that breaks
the accountability link with constituencies and democratic
institutions (Rhodes, 1997; Warner, 2010). Conversely, PPPs
have been also accused to compromise private investments
and expertise for the sake of short-term political pressures
which encourage opacity in information for shareholders and
financial intuitions’ participation in partnerships (Shaoul et
al., 2012).

These critiques raise serious questions about whether or
not PPPs erode the accountability of each sector involved in
the partnership, with ultimate repercussions to the system of
accountability overall (Cuadrado-Ballesteros, 2014; Willems
& Van Dooren, 2011). Given that the literature of PPPs still
yielding more theoretical questions than empirical investiga-
tions (Acar et al., 2008; Steets, 2010), how do we know these
concerns are well grounded? If this is to happen, what are
the accountabilities being eroded with PPPs anyway? And
how these potential deficits can be addressed?

In order to answer these questions, we undertook a sys-
tematic literature review. We collected articles from re-
cognised international social science journals from 1998 to
2017 through the employment of three comprehensive on-
line search engines. We categorised and synthetized articles
in four analytical themes: behaviour, information, evaluation
and sanction. This framework is derived from the principal-
agent theory that points out the steps through which ac-
countability manifest between the accountor – the agent –
that provides information on his or her behaviour to the the
account-holder – the principal – that evaluates and sanctions
it (Bovens et al., 2008; Steets, 2010; Schedler, 1999).

This provided us clarity and conceptual parsimony to map
out the process through which accountability take place in
practice in the PPPs of the articles reviewed. We then pro-

ceed with the identification of the main account-holders that
PPPs must cope with and classify their mechanisms of par-
ticipation in the accountability process of PPPs to uncover
potential deficits.

The state of the art of the PPP literature shows that ac-
countability mechanisms that refer to the provision of in-
formation and evaluation of PPPs have been extensively
covered, especially from a performance and financial per-
spective, whereas research on the behavioural dimension of
PPP partners as well as the instruments to sanction them has
been less explored empirically. Our analysis identifies some
of the main account-holders that PPPs must deal with, from
which formal, informal, market and internal account-holders
standout. None of these seems to exert full control over the
accountability mechanisms studied in the review. Accoun-
holders do not possess sufficient means to hold PPPs fully ac-
countable at their convenience. Thus, we argue that this pic-
ture reflects how accountability of PPPs unfolds in practice,
in an unbalanced and chaotic way. However, this multiplicity
and redundancy of account-holders with contradicting and
overlapping demands of accountability may be preferable as
they may compensate for each other’s flaws. We advise fur-
ther research on the ways how forums and their account-
holders coordinate themselves to achieve interdependency
and complementarity.

2. Characteristics of accontability

One of the first basic notions of the accountability concept
is attached to that of being answerable to somebody for
one’s actions (Flinders, 2001). This supposes a relationship
based on the principal-agent principle, which postulates a
link between parties when one of them acts for or on behalf
of the other (Ross, 1973; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). Agents,
then, are subject of accountability for the way how they com-
ply with the rules and procedures of managing recourses of
third parties as principals, and produce quality results for
these (Steets, 2010). For Mulgan (2003), the concept of ac-
countability is well embedded in this principal-agent logic as
it involves social interactions and exchanges that come from
the rights on the part of the account-holder and the respons-
ibilities of the accountor.

The relationship of accountability has several defining fea-
tures that have to be considered when analysing the concept.
First, to account is an external attribute which means that
it is given to some other entity – individual or organisa-
tion – outside the one being held accountable (Ross, 1973).
Second, accountability involves a process of social interac-
tions of exchanges of information, feedback, and possible re-
wards. Third, accountability under these conceptual lenses
implies an unequal relationship where the account-holder has
some degree of authority over the accountor. Yet, this does
not necessarily suggest a relationship based on power (Mul-
gan, 2003). It consequently follows that the accountor is an
autonomous actor that may not necessarily act in the best in-
terest of the account-holder, and this may exacerbate conflicts
of interest between them and their expected utility (Hodge
& Coghill, 2007).

These interactions unfold in different forums of accountab-
ility. For Bovens (2010), a forum is a conceptual idea of the
account-holder that can take the form of individuals, organ-
isations, institutions or even virtual entities, like the public
opinion where the accountability process can take place. In
this sense, a forum acquires a connotation of a “regulatory
space” (Willems & Van Dooren, 2012, p. 1018) or the arena
by which accountability is the currency of exchange. Five
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well defined forums of accountability tend to be dominant
in the literature of public sector accountability: (1) the judi-
cial forum that entails administrative tribunals and judicial
courts; (2) the political forum, characterised by the citizens,
parliaments, and politicians; (3) the market forum for share-
holders, consumers, banks and rating agencies; (4) the ad-
ministrative forum, where internal and external audits play a
role; and (5) the public forum represented by the civil soci-
ety, NGOs, and the mass media (Romzek & Dubnick, 1987;
Flinders, 2001; Bovens et al., 2008).

According to Peters & Pierre (2010) and Willems & Van
Dooren (2012), three main functions can be distilled from
these forums of accountability. First, the constitutional func-
tion which refers to the fact that public authorities can
be held accountable for the abuse of power or corruption
through a set of well-established procedures within the judi-
cial forum of accountability. Second, the democratic function
is related to the principle of representativeness in democra-
cies, where citizens have the ultimate authority about pub-
lic decisions. As such, the function is delivered primarily by
the political and public forums of accountability. Third, the
performance function of accountability refers to how well the
agent meets its goals effectively and efficiently. This func-
tion is closely related to the market and administrative for-
ums of accountability. Table 1 cross-classifies forums and di-
mensions of accountability. This gives us a clearer landscape
for the identification and classification of account-holders in
PPPs.

Table 1
Forums and dimensions of accountability

●
●

●
●

●

 

 Accountability in its most basic structure involves four ba-
sic mechanisms that dominate any given forum revised above.
This structure entails a conventional principal-agent account-
ability chain that takes place in a forum in which the accoun-
tor – the agent – has an obligation to inform, explain and vin-
dicate his or her behaviour to the account-holder – the prin-
cipal – who in turn can pose evaluations and pass judgement
to sanction or reward the accountor’s behaviour (Bovens et al.,
2008; Chen et al., 2013). Figure 1 illustrates the sequence of
the accountability chain process.

The conceptualisation of accountability has been consist-
ently clarified in the literature, but also widely categorised
depending on the area of study. This increases complexity to
pinpoint its main characteristics (Mulgan, 2003). Through
the principal-agent lenses, however, the concept acquires the
virtues of clarity and conceptual parsimony, from which re-
searches can build on (Steets, 2010; Velotti et al., 2012).

3. Methods

In order to provide a state of the art on the topic of ac-
countability in PPPs, this study incorporates a three-stage
search process to conduct a systematic review of the literat-
ure (see Figure 2). Contrary to traditional literature reviews,
the choice for a systematic review assisted in making the
study more reliable and transparent in a reproducible way by

Figure 1
Mechanisms of the accountability process
Figure 1. Mechanisms of the accountability process 

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on Steets (2010). 
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employing an explicit selection process of articles (Voorberg
et al., 2015). We describe the three-stage search process in
the reminder of this section.

Figure 2
Flow diagram of the research strategy

Figure 2. Flow diagram of the research strategy 
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3.1. Stage 1

Drawing on previous systematic literature reviews (see De
Vries et al., 2016; Voorberg et al., 2015), we focused on ma-
jor online research engines for literature retrieval and assess-
ment. This seemed reasonably, since coverage of PPPs in the
literature has expanded considerably in the last decades (An-
don, 2012; Steets, 2010). Our selection for research engines
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was based on suggestions from comparative citation analysis
studies that evaluates the quality of different databases (see
Levine-Clark & Gil, 2008; Falagas et al., 2008; Harzing &
Alakangas, 2016).

We employed Thomson Reuters’ Web of Science (WoS), be-
cause it has been well known among scholars as a source of
quality research publications (Harzing & Alakangas, 2016).
WoS has been used extensively by scholars since 2004, which
makes it a respectable source of information (Falagas et al.,
2008). In addition, a more recent alternative database is El-
sevier’s Scopus that is the largest abstract and citation data-
base of peer-reviewed literature. Scopus improves accuracy
and coverage retrieving articles from a larger universe of in-
dexed journals; it detects more citations, and as such, it may
be a stronger database for social science disciplines that the
former database (Falagas et al., 2008). Google Scholar is an-
other rich source of references. It indexes many more titles
than either of the other sources as it handles non-scholarly
material in addition to the peer-reviewed journals (Levine-
Clark & Gil, 2008).

Google Scholar has been criticised because of its lack of
search accuracy and tendency to retrieve low quality public-
ations (Harzing & Alakangas, 2016). Recent research, how-
ever, has found that Google Scholar displays stability over
time in its results and offers a non-biased comparison across
disciplines (De Winter et al., 2014; Harzing & Alakangas,
2016). Moreover, in these comparison studies authors have
concluded that Google Scholar provides broader coverage for
most disciplines and that the WoS and Scopus can provide
complementary results. This makes the three of them suit-
able for a comprehensive search of literature (Harzing &
Alakangas, 2016; Levine-Clark & Gil, 2008).

In order to facilitate a coordinated search of publications
of our interest, we used the software Publish or Perish that
offers extensive data import facilities from multiple search en-
gines. It provides the ability to import articles from Scopus,
WoS and Google Scholar simultaneously and it avoids duplic-
ation of publications (Harzing & Alakangas, 2016).

We carried out the study under the title/abstract/keyword
field of the three major online search engines simultaneously.
The time frame for the study covered publications from all
years prior to 2018, providing sufficient span to enable a far-
reaching analysis. To increase the quality of the articles re-
viewed, the search was also limited to peer-reviewed journal
articles and we excluded from the review no indexed journ-
als, comments, book reviews, editorials, short notes and
columns.

The search keywords included “accountability” which was
limited to the area of PPPs by using the keyword “public-
private partnerships” with the document type of “article”.
The search was set up for the disciplines of “social science”
in general, and “business, management and accounting” in
particular. We also opted to retrieve only articles in “English”
language.

Given that any collaboration or agreement between the
public and corporate sector may be casually categorised as
a partnership (see Savas, 2000), a comprehensive search
of publications was carried out including different procure-
ment model who are generally associated to the PPP term
like “contracting-outs”, “joint ventures”, and “cross-sectoral
collaborations” (Weihe, 2006; Hodge & Greve, 2007). This
search yielded 422 articles, from which Scopus retrieved 201
items, WoS 171, and Google Scholar 70.

3.2. Stage 2

We evaluated articles against a set of inclusion criteria
based on the principles of systematic reviews from Tranfield
et al. (2003). We screened titles and abstracts from articles
and read the full text when deemed necessary. Selection was
undertaken ensuring three main criteria points: Firstly, that
the articles were focused on PPPs or public-private collabor-
ations and not on public-public, public-civil, private-civil, or
private-private partnerships (Weihe, 2006). Secondly, that
the articles included – substantively or moderately – discern-
ible procedures and mechanisms from the accountability pro-
cess already revised above in Figure 1. Thirdly, those art-
icles were indexed in both the Journal Citation Reports (JCR)
that rank the importance of a journal within the database of
WoS, and the SCImago Journal Rank (SJR) that categorises
journals by prominence and reputation within the database
of Scopus (Levine-Clark & Gil, 2008). In doing so, we as-
sured that the journals of the articles in our sample hold a re-
lative influence and prestige within their academic field. We
dropped publications of no indexed nature. Publications re-
corded outside these venues were not counted in the sample.

To draw together a comprehensive set of relevant literat-
ure, we also included articles and books that were cited in
the articles we reviewed and were of our interest to be in-
cluded in the final selection of publications. We considered
the sample size sufficiently large when new articles no longer
added new perspectives on accountability arrangements in
PPPs. The final number of articles effectively categorised in
our four-step framework reached amounted to 55 publica-
tions.

3.3. Stage 3

The review found that the literature responds to very differ-
ent forms of analysis, samples, and findings. The case study
approach tends to be the primary data collection method.
Authors’ increased attention on the topic was evident by
the high usage of qualitative methodologies such as inter-
views and surveys, while quantitative research approaches
remained within the lowest number of publications. The-
oretical or conceptual analyses performed in the rest of the
sample in the form of literature reviews.

Given that most studies deal with research of a qualitat-
ive nature, the identification of specific units of analysis be-
came challenging. Nonetheless, despite this lack of consist-
ency, the articles showed PPP case studies that were fairly
well aligned with elements around the four analytical themes
of the accountability process. This allowed us to categorise
articles and identify potential imbalances and trends on the
coverage of accountability in the literature of public-private
partnerships.

Within our categorisation process, studies whose account-
ability explanation was focused – directly or indirectly – on
mechanisms that PPPs use to provide information to the dif-
ferent account-holder forums were allocated in the section of
“Information”. Contributions that referred to partners’ beha-
viour, the role of authority and how these affect processes of
accountability were grouped to the corresponding category
of “Behaviour”. Studies on accountability that centred on the
mechanisms by which PPPs can be evaluated against a set of
criteria were grouped in the “Evaluation” section. Finally, art-
icles in which we could find some indications of disciplinary
measures for PPPs, either as a result of poor performance,
illegal practices, or public discontent, were classified in the
section of “Sanction”. Table 2 contains a detailed categorisa-
tion of the articles reviewed as well as their methodologies
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employed.

Table 2
Systematic review studies

●
● ●

●
● ●
● ●

● ●
●

●
● ●

●
● ● ● ●
● ●

● ●
  ● ●

●
● ●

●
●

● ●
●
●

● ● ●
● ● ●

● ●
● ●

● ● ●
● ● ●

● ●
●

●
●

● ●
●

● ●
●

● ● ●
● ●

●
● ● ●
● ● ●
●

● ●
● ●

●
● ● ● ●
● ● ●
● ● ● ●
● ●

● ●
●
●

●
●

● ● ●
● ● ●

* Note: CO = Conceptual; EX = Explorative; QL = Qualitative; QN = Quantitative.

4. Findings

Accountability in PPPs is highly complex and difficult to
trace without a framework for its analysis. Thus, we cat-
egorised and analysed the literature employing the four ele-
ments of the accountability chain process we described in sec-
tion two of this review. This facilitated our task, because it
provided conceptual clarity to our analysis. This framework
allowed us to capture how accountability unfolds in a funda-
mental way for PPPs so we could identify more precisely key
account-holders. In what follows, we describe these findings.

4.1. Behaviour

Despite its importance for accountability, the subject of be-
haviour is rarely studied in depth in the literature of PPPs
(Ke et al., 2017). Contributions on behaviour seem to be
scattered and they do not bring conclusive answers to the
questions of how and according to whose standards PPPs
should behave in practice. The set of literature that we have
identified for this element of analysis, however, tend to fo-
cus on partners’ characteristics that explain conducts and ac-

tions, and possible conflicting interpretations of their roles.
In this regard, there are two main inconsistencies for beha-
viour in PPPs that pertain to the nature of the public and
private agents.

On the one hand, the so touted peculiarity of the cross-
sectoral partnerships is their horizontality in the decision-
making procedures (Weihe, 2006; Hodge & Greve, 2007).
This feature of PPPs provides them organisational dynam-
ism and flexibility contrary to the more rigid and hierarch-
ical forms of procurement mechanisms traditional of for pub-
lic services. However, flatter organisations like PPPs exacer-
bate remarkably the loss of control of public agents. Au-
thors in the literature have raised several concerns about this
problematic characteristic in partnerships (see Murphy, 2008;
Siemiatycki, 2007; Willems, 2014) that is reflected in pub-
lic sector representatives showing poor monitor mandates of
their private counterparts (Benish, 2014; Bloomfield, 2006).
This is a consequence of unresolved or loosely defined roles
for the public agent to perform in flattened and hybrid organ-
isational settings, which brings as a result public goals to be
downplayed.

The absence of well-defined organisational structures in
PPPs in terms of “who is accountable to whom?” challenges
the public sector agents’ mechanisms of vertical accountab-
ility, and thus it modifies their conventional and hierarch-
ical behaviour when hold to account by their constituencies
(Flinders, 2005; Papadopoulos, 2007; Peters & Pierre, 2010).
Accounts to their corresponding political and public forums
experience severe limitations (Flinders, 2005). This has led
to some authors (see Peters & Pierre, 2010) to warrant about
the democratic deficits in accountability that PPPs are prone
to bring about, let alone the political costs. This is best exem-
plified by Willems & Van Dooren (2011) who argue that the
increased use of PPPs in some countries has undermined the
direct control capacity of ministers. When parliaments hold
their ministers to account, these can hardly uphold defence
of their dependent departments and public officials involved
in PPP projects. This is, the public and private boundaries in
PPPs get so blurred that it is ultimately dicult for ministers to
identify who is responsible for the good or bad outcomes of
the partnership (Willems & Van Dooren, 2011).

On the other hand, the private sector is also subject of
different factors that influence the behaviour of its repres-
entatives in PPPs. In many case studies of the literature,
the private sector has shown to be captured by corporate
traditions that prioritise a rent-seeking behaviour (Toms et
al., 2011; Benish, 2014). Contributions from Siemiatycki
(2007), Shaoul et al. (2012) and Sands (2006) expose very
well these practices that aim at satisfying exclusively per-
formance functions of accountability. According to these au-
thors, private partners behaviour is guided chiefly by the
duty of performance accountability, because they handle re-
sources that are under strong scrutiny from market forums
like shareholders and financial institutions whose interest
resides primarily on the return of investments.

These characteristics encourage the adoption of rent-
seeking behaviours and create considerable conflicts and di-
lemmas in the management of PPPs (Flinders, 2001). As it
could be expected, PPPs put a considerable strain on the pub-
lic ethos they are supposed to pursue (Shaoul et al., 2012;
Hebson et al., 2003). This has led to instances where private
firms’ shareholders or financial institutions have gained great
influence over the direction of PPPs (Shaoul et al., 2012).

After the review of articles clustered in this subsection, we
noted that PPPs face a tug of war between preferences of cor-
porate governance that support market forums of accountab-
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ility and that of the public sector traditions that uphold pub-
lic and democratic forums of accountability (Shaoul et al.,
2012). Some authors argue that this is a natural struggle in
hybrid governance environments like cross-sectoral partner-
ships, because they are more fluid and uncertain organisa-
tions and where power is shared by partners with relatively
equal standing (Bardach & Lesser, 1996).

This places PPPs in problematic arenas since accountabil-
ity calls provoke partners behaviour to collide instead of rein-
forcing each other (Acar & Robertson, 2004). The structure
of commands that otherwise would enable basic principles of
answerability and responsibility is clearly absence in the PPPs
reviewed from the literature (Mulgan, 2003). Participants’
behaviour sway according to the expectations of their own
sectoral account-holders, and as a result, the multiple, di-
verse, and conflicting expectations of constituencies in PPPs
seems to create a precarious situation that runs against the
main collaborative objectives of these organisations (Acar &
Robertson, 2004; Da Cruz & Marques, 2011).

4.2. Information

The accessibility of reliable information is a pillar in the
process of accountability (Schedler, 1999; Dubnick, 2005).
Information is part of the compliance of rules and processes
for the organisations (Steets, 2012) that account-holders are
generally keen to enforce. As such, treatment of informa-
tion figure prominently in the rules, and protocols of part-
nerships (Andon, 2012). PPP contracts define what needs to
be communicated, the quality of information and even the
level of transparency of information required (Reeves, 2013;
Cuadrado-Ballesteros, 2014; Velotti et al., 2012). Therefore,
the element of information has been quite well covered in the
items reviewed for this study, whose major concerns tend to
converge on the fact that information provided by PPPs do
not meet requirements of the different account-holders.

In the different case studies of the literature, PPPs have
provided ambiguous and unequal amounts of information
about their operations. Some authors make accounts of this
as the information asymmetry effect (Shaoul et al., 2012;
Chen et al., 2013; Willems & Van Dooren, 2011), that refers
to the actions of the agent or accountor to produce and dis-
seminate information at his own convenience (Steets, 2010).
In PPPs, the partner who does bears the consequences of the
information asymmetry is consequently vulnerable to the op-
portunistic behaviour of the counterparts that act on his be-
half (Sands, 2006).

Baru & Nundy’s (2008) article on PPPs in the Indian health
system is a good example of this. The authors described
how the public agent in these partnerships dominated the
project processes in terms of expertise and technical know-
ledge to the point that it caused severe concerns for the
private sector that placed little trust and expectations for its
participation in the venture. Murphy (2008), on the other
hand, brought the case of Canadian infrastructure partner-
ships, where the private-sector managers took advantage of
inexperienced public servants in each department of the part-
nership to limit reports and relevant information about the
developments of the project. These examples tell us that in-
formation asymmetries place either the public or the private
agent in a position to benefit their sectorial interest, which is
in detriment for the overall goals of PPPs projects and their
different bodies of account-holders (Steets, 2010).

We also found that in general the proliferation of case
study articles in the literature deals almost exclusively with
information aspects of financial and performance related is-

sues like effectiveness, accounting and value for money of
PPPs. This is an indication that PPPs present a strong em-
phasis on the provision of information that prioritises per-
formance functions of accountability (see Siemiatycki, 2007;
Shaoul et al., 2012; Hodges & Mellett, 2012).

While it is acknowledged that performance data and finan-
cial statements are quite useful to assess results and enable
shareholders to make better-informed investment decisions,
this information is broadly impractical to satisfy constitu-
tional and democratic functions of accountability, in which
information interests reside in the way how partnerships
handle public money, the social implications of the project
and the decision making procedures (Da Cruz & Marques,
2011; Edwards et al., 2017).

It should come as no surprise then, that there is a dearth of
case studies in the literature analysing or comparing inform-
ation of PPPs directed to parliaments, action groups, civil so-
ciety or media, from which accountability demands are not a
small issue (Benish, 2014; Sands, 2006). Citizens, users and
recipients of PPP services cannot make reasonable informed
decisions about the safety and fairness of PPPs if the only
information available to them is not relevant or understand-
able (Baru & Nundy, 2008; Shaoul et al., 2012). From our
review in this subsection, it is clear that information asym-
metry brings disadvantages to the public account-holders and
undermines accountability as the essence of the public an-
swering obligation (Forrer et al., 2010). Literature on public
prisons (Sands, 2006), education (Edwards et al., 2017), and
health (Baru & Nundy, 2008) gives account on this deficit in
accountability.

In addition, Siemiatycki (2007), Joss (2010) and Agyenim-
Boateng et al. (2017) explore the case for confidentiality in
commercially sensitive information as the underlying motiv-
ation for PPPs’ limitations in information. Confidentiality de-
rives from PPP partners who are not legally subject to the
Freedom of Information Act (Siemiatycki, 2007) or legal stat-
utes alike in different countries. For instance, private actors
in a partnership are not legally liable to provide information
they might consider relevant for their competitors to take ad-
vantage of (Joss, 2010).

This reasoning is consolidated in many PPP projects and it
has been nourished by the economic theory of property rights
that postulates the importance of the protection of technical
design and intellectual rights to uphold competitiveness in
the market (Demirag & Khadaroo, 2011). However, for some
authors this clearly represents an inflection point for PPPs as
deliverers of public goods (Siemiatycki, 2007). Confidenti-
ality is capitalised by PPP decision-makers who cannot be
held directly accountable to any electorate or group of so-
cial account-holders (Higgins & Huque, 2015) like media or
NGOs.

The lack of incentives and the higher transactional costs
to disclose consistent, comparable, and understandable in-
formation for a number of forums remains debatable in PPPs
(Shaoul et al., 2012; Reeves, 2013). Siemiatycki (2007) and
Agyenim-Boateng et al. (2017) have severely critiqued PPPs’
confidentiality agreements on the grounds that they not only
lead to the impartial and discretional decision-making on be-
half of the public, but it also hinders the collection of data
for control evaluations.

Contrarily, a variant of this literature advocates for prac-
tices in confidentiality in PPPs. Claims tend to agree on that
provision of more information about public-private associ-
ations does not necessarily produce better outcomes neither
for the collaboration nor for the public goals (Halachmi,
2002; Jos & Tompkins, 2004). For these authors, the design
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of more pluralistic forms of information would actually make
PPPs too frail and too complex to operate effectively so as to
offset their presumed benefits (Flinders, 2005).

In conclusion, the evidence provided by the literature in
this subsection reports that information has been broadly
skewed in favour of financial and performance aspects of the
PPPs, ruling out the generation and dissemination of inform-
ation that creates public value and public engagement (Con-
sidine, 2002; Diggs & Roman, 2012). This practice has been
reflected in the information asymmetry that characterises sev-
eral PPP developments in the literature. Authors are aware
that asymmetries stem from the quite diverse administrative
natures of PPP partners, however administrative and market
forums of accountability tend to dominate the process of in-
formation provision of PPPs.

4.3. Evaluation

As part of the accountability process, evaluations allow the
establishment of benchmarks for comparison of how well the
agent performed and achieved the objectives agreed with the
principal (Kort & Klijn, 2013; Solana et al., 2017). The evalu-
ation processes of PPPs turned out to be extremely important
for most of the articles reviewed in this study.

We first identified that PPPs’ main goals have been
broadened through the precept of “value for money” (VFM)
(Andon, 2012). VFM recognises the optimum combination of
cost and quality of services, while at the same time meeting
the needs of end users (Caperchione et al., 2017). As an eval-
uation process for PPPs, it involves a public sector comparator
(PSC) that calculates the cost of the partnership against a hy-
pothetical scenario that calculates the net present value of
the expected life cycle cost if the project had been built and
managed by traditional procurement models (Reeves, 2013;
Broadbent & Laughlin, 2003).

In the case studies of the literature, policy-makers and
practitioners agreed upon the assumption that the VFM eval-
uation is the most relevant assessment scheme for public-
private partnerships being held accountable (Broadbent &
Laughlin, 2003; Murphy, 2008; Toms et al., 2011; Flinders,
2005). Since, this evaluation concentrates on aspects that
can be easily quantied in terms of money, it has been widely
used to prove feasibility and affordability of partnership pro-
jects (see Demirag & Khadaroo, 2011; Reeves, 2013; Willems
2014; Toms et al., 2011).

However, the VFM evaluation has been subject of cri-
tique. For instance, articles related to PPPs in areas like pub-
lic transportation (Shaoul, 2002), water provision services
(Reeves, 2013) and, most prominently, infrastructure pro-
jects (Siemiatycki, 2007) cast a shadow over the VFM pre-
cept for evaluations. Concerns arise in relation to its reliab-
ility (Murphy, 2008; Flinders, 2005). In particular, Shaoul’s
(2002) research on PPPs of the UK public transport system
shed light on how elements of the evaluation like discount
rate, transaction costs, and risks allocation – among others –
are prone to manipulation. This is supported by Reeves’s case
study of Irish partnerships in the provision of water (2013),
who argues that evaluations of PPPs through VFM can be
used to swing decisions in favour of the partnership alternat-
ive over other more traditional procurement models. A num-
ber of other authors have provided evidence on how malle-
able public infrastructure projects can be due to erroneous
or biased evaluations of VFM (Toms et al., 2011; Hodge &
Greve, 2007).

It follows, then, that the VFM as a tool for PPPs account-
ability has had an undesirable impact on the governance of

these organisation leading to projects fell short of public ex-
pectations (Hodge & Greve, 2007; Murphy, 2008; Hodges &
Mellett, 2012). This is mostly reflected in project delays and
cost overruns that prevail in most of the literature of failed
PPPs (Andon, 2012; Shaoul et al., 2012).

In this analytical subsection, we also noted that some au-
thors argue that PPP evaluations concentrate on factors that
can be easily quantified and that scarce attention is given not
only to issues of quality, but also to the project’s potential ex-
ternalities (see Hodge & Greve, 2007; Da Cruz & Marques,
2011). The fact that some factors are much easier to evalu-
ate than others has led to the development of faulty evalu-
ations (Reeves, 2013). On this, Steets (2010) asserts that it
will be much simpler to asses and judge “financial returns of
an investment than to measure the social or environmental
effects of an investment decision” (p. 26). This tell us a bit
more about why evaluations for PPPs focus exclusively on
performance functions of accountability, which have taken
precedence over more practical and useful assessments for
the public and politic forums of accountability.

For some articles reviewed, PPP evaluations are incom-
plete without considering broader social costs and benefits.
This echoes Andon’s (2012) warrants for policy-makers and
practitioners to look beyond the mere “technicalities of part-
nerships” (p. 905). Assessments of PPPs on affordability and
feasibility should lie on whether or not the partnership’s pro-
ject has lower total social costs in terms of environmental
impact, space or natural resources overuse (Hodge & Greve,
2007; Da Cruz & Marques, 2011). For Agyenim-Boateng
et al., (2017), without these factors for evaluation, conven-
tional evaluations of PPPs divert our attention from what
makes the PPP a truly public value booster with potential
negative consequences for the final users and/or taxpayers.

The tendency of PPPs to be evaluated for performance pur-
poses can be widely observed in the policy rhetoric of infra-
structure projects in the UK, the USA, the Netherlands and
Australia (Hodge & Grave, 2007; Siemiatycki, 2007). Ac-
countability scholars like Dubnick (2005) have presented cri-
tiques to this practice of stretching the concept of perform-
ance almost to the point of substitution of public accountabil-
ity. For Dubnick (2005), the presumed relationship between
concepts remains unarticulated and untested to give it for
granted in cross-sectoral associations.

Moreover, in the articles we analysed for this subsection,
we also noted that authors raise concerns on the lack of ex-
post evaluations (Acar et al., 2008; Willems 2014). Andon’s
(2012) review identifies a plethora of case studies with evalu-
ations for PPP projects before the kick-off of their operations.
In these studies, VFM assessments stands out as part of the
ex-ante evaluations, while assessments of the development
of the projects or once they have finished are notably scant.
For these authors, PPP projects are densely evaluated at their
early stages and not on how they fared after the operations
have concluded – let alone if they accomplished their initial
objectives.

Ke et al. (2017) contend that the scarcity of ex-post eval-
uation is justified, because in practice only few PPP projects
have reached mature stages. Bloomfield (2006) and Shaoul
et al. (2012) agree on this point by arguing that by the very
long-term nature of PPPs – usually up to 25 or 30 years – eval-
uations become problematic. Evaluations are hardly feasible
to undertake by the same public entities that negotiated ini-
tially the partnership or those who concluded it (West, 2005;
Willems, 2014). Nevertheless, Forrer et al. (2010) argue
that assessments of PPPs do not have to wait until their ter-
mination as these could be undertaken diligently at differ-
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ent stages of the development of the collaboration. Murphy
(2008) and Andon (2012) listed some of these potential eval-
uation points: (1) at the point of requesting for proposals and
bids to select a private partner; (2) at the point of the award-
ing of the contract; (3) at the point of the development of the
project; and (4) at the point of the conclusion of the project.

On the whole, the current body of literature clustered for
the evaluation subsection of this paper is well developed in
terms of performance assessments. The tendency of PPPs to
being evaluated in terms of technical issues as the only way
to keep them accountable has been found by some authors
as biased. Despite this information is critical for a wide ar-
ray of market account-holders such as financial institutions,
shareholders and rating agencies, the literature have also
warned about this information to be susceptible of manipu-
lation. Performance-driven accountability tools that assess
only what can be monetarised have led to a detriment of
more traditional mechanisms of accountability that meet the
requirements in terms of externalities and the social cost gen-
erally placed by the public or political forums of accountab-
ility (Goodin, 2003; Hodge & Coghill, 2007). These contri-
butions remind us that there is more to accountability than
performance when it comes to PPPs.

4.4. Sanction

In accountability, the element of sanction enables the
account-holder to signal whether or not he or she agrees with
the accountor’s performance and behaviour (Steets, 2010).
Sanction culminates the cycle of the four elements of the ac-
countability chain process that we have reviewed – behaviour,
information, and evaluation.

The literature is remarkably light on studies related to
sanctions as well as incentives to strengthen accountability
in practice. The shortage of empirical studies of sanction-
ing mechanisms for PPPs comes as a surprise, given the in-
creased reference in the literature to failed PPP case studies
(see Bloomfield, 2006; Joss, 2010; Chen et al., 2013). Non-
etheless, we did find some relevant contributions of authors
that have identified and discussed potential mechanisms of
sanction for PPPs. We noted that these contributions were
quite theoretical, and mainly derived from the accountability
traditions of the public and private sectors rather than being
empirically proved in case studies.

In this section, we draw four main sanctioning mechanisms
identified for PPPs, from which the first three – legal/fiscal,
funding cuts and elections – belong to potential sanctions
from principals outside PPPs, while the rest – disciplinary
measures, voice and withdrawal – can be exerted from prin-
cipals within PPPs.

We first found that that the literature has strong consider-
ations for the role of the judicial review, because it is meant
to be one of the strongest account-holders for the legal en-
forcement and control of PPPs (Steets, 2010; Bovens et al.,
2008). This is the accountability to meet constitutional stand-
ards through courts and tribunals that impose strict formal
standards for decision-making and the prevention of conflict
of interest (Hodge & Coghill, 2007; Willems & Van Dooren,
2012). In this regard, contributions from West (2005) and
Demirag & Khadaroo (2011) broach the issue of legal and
fiscal sanctions that could be imposed on PPPs that breach
norms and laws. The authors argue that sanctions through
legal and fiscal measures potentially induce performance or
compensate for non-performance.

Nonetheless, these potential sanctioning mechanisms can
be contrasted by case studies of PPPs in Flemish school in-

frastructure (Willems, 2014) and Australian infrastructure
PPPs (Hodge & Coghill, 2007). These case studies have
shown that the judicial forum of accountability have played
a less visible role for two main reasons. First, because PPPs
are contractually designed in ways that prevent them to get-
ting involved with judicial forums in case of conflict, be-
cause judicial accountability tends to be time-consuming and
paralytic for PPP projects (Benish, 2014; Hodge & Coghill,
2007). Secondly, because countries have not consolidated
legal frameworks for PPPs that effectively enforce partner-
ships to constitutional compliance (see also Chen et al., 2013;
Ke et al., 2017). This stream of the literature has shown
that legal sanctioning varies greatly between countries, and
their capacity as forums of accountability is rendered un-
stable (Steets, 2010).

Moreover, free and fair elections are one of the most com-
mon and effective mechanisms that help to discipline and
direct the actions of public officials in democracies. Elec-
tions have the capacity to sanction poor behaviour and keep
the political leaders accountable for the preferences of the
electorate (Goodin, 2003; Bardach & Lesser, 1996). Despite
that electoral process is generally considered the mechanism
through which the democratic function of accountability is
delivered (Steets, 2010), when the mechanism is stretched
to PPPs it finds some obstacles.

Forrer et al. (2010) argue that elections are a potential
mechanism of sanction for PPPs, whereby citizens can make
their choices on whether or not to re-elect those politicians
who backed up a particular PPP project. However, Benner
et al. (2004) counterargue this assumption. They point out
that elections are able only to held elected officials account-
able. The mere identification of public officials does not ne-
cessarily enable a direct sanction. Public agents involved in
PPPs are appointed bureaucrats, and these are not directly
accountable to the public through elections (Benner et al.,
2004).

Some authors have identified funding or budget cuts as po-
tential sanctioning measures. Funding cuts can be easily em-
ployed and controlled on the side of account-holders either
public or private in PPPs (Bovens, 2005, 2010). But, the fin-
ancial control as a corrective behaviour measure has not been
explored in depth. Case studies from Shaoul et al. (2012),
Bardach & Lesser (1996) and Edwards et al. (2017) revealed
a number of funding instruments for PPPs, but they did not
go further to explain the conditions attached in cases where
the partnerships do not meet their goals.

On the other hand, from an internal perspective, managers
of PPPs – whether from the public or private sector – can im-
pose disciplinary sanctions to correct PPPs’ behaviour. Joss
(2010) contends that this type of mechanism performs best in
hierarchical settings, in a downward direction. In this regard,
managers can generally resort to punitive measures for their
staff to account and sanction them if rules or protocols are
breached (Steets, 2010; Shaoul et al., 2012). However, these
authors find that due to the boundary-crossing nature of part-
nerships, the absence of formal authority and the fuzziness
of power between multiple actors make this type of sanction
for PPPs far less useful. Then, disciplinary sanctions within
partnerships seem to become widely debated among academ-
ics, but it is not so among practitioners as the case studies
reviewed shown.

Drawing on Hirschman’s (1970) seminal work “Exit, Voice
and Loyalty”, Acar et al. (2012) propose an additional sanc-
tioning mechanism related to the disengagement and with-
drawal of partners and/or stakeholders from PPPs. This type
of sanction reflects a form of disapproval, but also a type
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of disciplinary measure. A powerful sanctioning mechanism
to influence an entity is the option to stop engaging in it or
simply not to comply with its main decisions (Steets, 2010).
In particular, the article from Chen et al. (2013) construe
an exemplary case study for public accountability. Citizens
from Taiwan and China opposed to PPPs of road develop-
ments since the costs of these projects were imposed on them.
Citizens as well as civil society groups raised their voice and
discontent by preventing the use of roads, and thus boycot-
ting the service of road toll charges. This practice of sanc-
tioning mechanism seriously undermined the legitimacy and
reputation of the PPPs in charge of the road developments.

All in all, the identification of these different sanctioning
mechanisms in the literature has shown an interesting set of
possibilities to discipline and influence PPPs – internally as
well as externally. Unfortunately, as noted above, there is
limited evidence on how these mechanisms are employed in
real situations. Papadopoulos (2007) argues that actual em-
ployment of sanctions might not even be necessary in part-
nerships, but rather their “shadow” (p. 13) or their potential
threat to be imposed. Papadopoulos’ contribution is inter-
esting in its own as it implies that accountability and its en-
forcement powers can work in a preventive manner instead
of being retroactive. In other words, what matters is not the
sanction itself, but its “intimidation” effects to prevent oppor-
tunistic behaviours in organisations and anticipate ex-post
control by account-holders.

5. Discussion

Findings from the previous section reveal that PPPs are con-
stantly being called to account from different forums of ac-
countability and for different reasons. Because of this, it is
unclear how exactly PPPs should handle conflicting account-
ability burdens and how accountability can make a positive
difference towards PPPs’ objectives (Jos & Tompkins, 2004).
The assemblage of all these forums and dimensions clearly
makes accountability anything but straightforward for PPPs
(Shaoul et al., 2012). And the question of “who is account-
able, to whom, for what and how?” (Steets, p. 18) can turn
into a major problem. However, we have grasped some inter-
esting insights into this matter.

The articles reviewed show that citizens, civil associations,
the media, and political parties wield demands on public
and political accountability for PPPs (Willems, 2014; Benish,
2014; Forrer et al., 2010). These demands are sustained by
the democratic function of accountability that stems from the
involvement of governments in cross-sectoral collaborations;
through the delegation of authority from the public to the
governments, which, in turn, delegate authority to the pub-
lic officials participating in PPPs. This is the transfer of public
accountability demands to the realm of PPPs accountability.
We identify this type of principals as the informal account-
holders of PPPs (c.f. Steets, 2010), because their obligations
and rights remain quite disputed within the PPPs literature
despite their normative importance (Rhodes, 1997; Bovens
et al., 2008).

The informality of the implicit delegation of authority from
the public to PPPs should not downplay petitions of account-
ability of informal account-holders (Blanchard et al., 1998).
This is, the public sector remains fully fledged in its responsib-
ility for the services and infrastructure despite it does not de-
liver them alone. Our analysis of sanction mechanisms of ac-
countability reveals that, in general, PPPs do not express ma-
jor concerns about groups of informal account-holders unless
they create momentum and exert great pressure and discon-

tent against PPPs’ developments (see Chen et al., 2013; Acar
et al., 2008). In other words, the informal account-holders
do not possess sufficient means to hold PPPs accountable, but
they can resort to withdrawal, protests or boycotts as poten-
tial sanctioning mechanisms and influence PPPs behaviour.

The literature also shows that PPPs are subject of internal
account-holders that make calls for accountability. These prin-
cipals can be the manager or director of the partnership, but
also the public official and the private sector that collaborate
together. Internal account-holders of an organisation are gen-
erally specified by means of contracts, protocols or guidelines
that estipulate the type of interaction they are meant to de-
velop (Caperchione et al., 2017).

We found that internal account-holders play a prominent
role in our analysis of behaviour and information. In this re-
gard, partners have to adhere to codes of conduct and make
sure their counterparts follow the same rules, and this is
not possible without mechanisms of provision of information
(Benner et al., 2004). Due to the nature of partnerships –
by including many actors in complex, dynamic and evolving
relationships – the role of internal account-holders has be-
come fuzzy and contested. Then, information asymmetries
tend to dominate among partners of the partnership (Brad-
ford, 1983; Baru & Nundy, 2008). This has prevented the
public sector representatives to obtain enough information
about the PPPs activities. They are, to a certain extent, lim-
ited to see the bigger picture of the partnership, and thus,
accounts to their corresponding political and public forums
of accountability is limited (Flinders, 2005).

Partnerships, moreover, experience liability to the judicial
courts and parliaments, ombudsmen, audit offices and anti-
corruption agencies that preside over administrative and judi-
cial forums of accountability (Broadbent & Laughlin, 2003).
We coined these as the formal account-holders of PPPs. They
are by far the most formalised group of account-holders that
partnerships have (Willems, 2014). Yet, the effective role of
the formal principals in the literature is mixed. In our sanc-
tion analysis, some authors tend to agree that formal account-
holders can set out effective and strict rules for behaviour
and sanction systems for PPPs (Benish, 2014). However, the
sanction analysis also shows contradicting evidence agents
this assumption, due to the poor enforcement of judicial for-
ums of accountability and the absence of legal frameworks in
countries where partnerships are becoming the norm (Chen
et al., 2013; Ke et al., 2017).

The PPP model also has to comply with traditions of cor-
porate accountability. Our analysis of information provision
and evaluation of PPPs revealed the strong influence of the
market account-holders (c.f. Benner et al., 2004). This group
of account-holders tends to elicit financial and performance
information, as well as VFM evaluations of PPPs. As such,
this group has been gaining prominence in the accountabil-
ity of partnerships (Goodin, 2003; Toms et al., 2011). Al-
though authors are aware that information for performance
and financial concerns of PPPs is not necessarily wrong on
their own, its exclusive promotion as the only mechanisms
of accountability for PPPs has obfuscated legitimate demands
for accountability coming from the other forums with a stake
in the partnerships (Willems & Van Dooren, 2011).

From this literature review, we have not only identified
some of the main account-holders that PPPs must cope with
in practice, but also the mechanisms they tend to employ to
participate in the process of accountability of PPPs. While the
informal account-holders engage effectively only in processes
of accountability related to sanctioning, the internal account-
holders play a role in the behaviour and information mech-
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Figure 3
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anisms. Moreover, evaluation and information mechanisms
of accountability tend to be dominated by market account-
holders, and the formal account-holders represented by the
judicial forum addresses accountability of PPPs through the
sanctioning and behaviour mechanisms.

We observe that with the exception of informal account-
holders, the rest tend to focus on at least two mechanisms of
the accountability chain process. What is noteworthy, how-
ever, is that none the of account-holder groups in our review
seem to have developed a set of processes that allow them
to rely on all the four mechanisms of accountability avail-
able. Figure 3 illustrates this dynamic, yet patchy process
of accountability in PPPs. Account-holders have not been
able to devise innovative and efficient ways to exploit the
full range of possible mechanisms of accountability, instead
they focus on a limited and determined set of processes that
has created accountability deficits in detriment mostly for the
public and political forums of accountability. These findings
may confirm concerns about accountability being eroded but
not necessarily by the simple existence of PPPs, rather by the
specific selection of accountability mechanisms though which
account-holders participate in the process.

These findings reflect how accountability of PPPs unfolds
in practice, in an unbalanced and chaotic way. Account-
holder groups can pull contradictory and overlapping ac-
countability demands, which generates conflict and deficits.
However, we think that this multiplicity of forums of ac-
countability is preferable in principle to more narrowed ap-
proaches to accountability, because it can compensate for the
flaws of other account-holders (c.f. Willems & Van Dooren,
2012). PPPs are embedded within old and traditional mech-
anisms of accountability, and we think this will hardly change
in the near future. Thus, a rebalancing act for more effective,

horizontal, and integrative accountability can be feasible as
long as it emerges from the old modes of traditional account-
ability. The current situation of PPP can exploit the virtues
of redundancy or “many eyes” (Papadopoulos, 2007, Shaoul
et al., 2012). To say that barely nothing could escape the
eyes of many account-holders, and when one succumbs an-
other can step in and prevent overall accountability deficits
(Mulgan, 2003).

In doing so, a well-coordinated set of account-holders
would mitigate the intrinsic information asymmetry among
them and the PPP by offering extra points of complementar-
ity and interdependency (Willems & Van Dooren, 2012). This
will turn the seeming complexity of accountabilities into an
advantage. We acknowledge that for PPPs it impossible to do
justice to all of the accountability forums, but these findings
may imply that the creation of consensus among accountab-
ility forums and their account-holders would be in the best
interest of PPPs to push forward development projects and
derive greater benefits of accountability and legitimacy. Ben-
ner et al (2004) have provided examples of multi-sector or-
ganisations conducting multi-stakeholder dialogues to clarify
their roles and interest in terms of information so to agree on
a coherent set of accountability demands that maximises the
benefit as account-holders. This can be replicated for PPPs.

6. Conclusions

This study reviewed and discussed accountability around
four primary elements of analysis: behaviour, information,
evaluation, and sanction. These elements pertain to the tradi-
tional accountability chain process under the principal-agent
theory that allows straightforward analysis in organisational
settings.
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The literature has shown that concerns about accountab-
ility being eroded are well grounded. Especially, the public
and political forums of accountability play a less important
role. However, this is by no means due to the mere existence
of PPPs. We argue this is due to the lack of coordination of
account-holder forums that has privileged accountability for
a limited array of account-holders generally pertaining to the
market forums of accountability.

Our analysis identifies some of the main accountability for-
ums and their account-holders that PPPs must deal with in
practice. We found that none of these account-holders seems
to control the four mechanisms of the accountability chain
process fully. They do not possess sufficient means to hold
PPPs entirely accountable at their convenience. Instead, each
forum of account-holders focuses on at least two mechanisms
of accountability. The implication of this is that accountabil-
ity of PPPs may unfold in disorderly ways, with contradictory
and overlapping demands. In spite of this, we argue that this
complexity can turn into an advantage if the interdependency
between forums is coordinated and their strengths comple-
mented.

We notice that while there has been important work car-
ried out in the literature, we have actually only begun to
connect the dots of every piece of the accountability puzzle
in PPPs, but much work is left. A challenge for future re-
searchers will be to explore in depth how forums of account-
ability in PPPs can develop interdependency to complement
their different requirement of accountability, as it has been
argued. The literature would also benefit from longitudinal
research that would allow the comparison of account-holders
and their mechanisms of accountability over the time. This
is at the different stages of development of PPPs. Similarly,
this also goes for the urgent need of more ex-post studies of
PPPs. Treatment of accountability in these two main fronts
promises a fertile research agenda for the field.

This review has some limitations. First, the categorisation
exercise of articles in four analytical themes could have been
exposed to our subjective interpretation of how each element
operates in PPPs. We are aware that articles could have been
classified in multiple ways, perhaps leading to slightly differ-
ent conclusions. Second, while aiming for a comprehensive
coverage of publications, the selection of articles could have
failed to capture broader perspectives for analysis. This may
explain why in our review, case studies of PPPs in infrastruc-
ture projects were dominant. Third, although we put great
effort in the selection of quality publications from interna-
tional social science journals, this review may not reflect the
diversity of experiences and views on the topic reflected in
journals that do not met our selection criteria.

Finally, in times where PPPs have shown mixed track re-
cord in their effectiveness, researchers and practitioners alike
still struggling to define the right combinations of accountab-
ility mechanisms that should permeate these organisations.
For practitioners and scholars, making sense of a mass of
often-contradictory and disperse body of literature has be-
come progressively harder. Evidence underpinning the pro-
motion and creation of PPPs as public good promoters has
been questioned, for inadequate or incomplete, and that has
seriously impeded policy formulation and implementation on
the matter (Willems, 2014; Flinders, 2005; Considine, 2002).
Thus, despite our limitations, this systematic literature re-
view is both timely and important as it provides fresh insights
into the elusive concept of accountability in hybrid forms of
governance. We think our analysis no only contributes to the
enrichment of the knowledge base of cross-sectorial partner-
ships in a more comprehensive and coherent manner, but it

also informs policymaking and practice about the threats and
opportunities that accountability brings along with PPPs.
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