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ABSTRACT: This qualitative study analyzes the activation of accountability
mechanisms in public services and the changing dynamics between relevant actors. It
remains unclear how accountability relationships emerge, when they are introduced,
and under which circumstances administrative values are challenged over the course
of administrative reforms. Our analysis of a Brazilian state prison system elucidates
some of these elements by investigating a case in which an institutional crisis resulted
in administrative reforms and new accountability dynamics. Our findings suggest that
initiating accountability reforms before some services reach the level of severe crisis
may be particularly difficult. We demonstrate that the development of accountability
relationships is largely influenced by prominent actors capable of strategizing their
actions in a collaborative fashion with other stakeholders. Additional layers of external
regulation are also crucial to reduce the risks of political and regulatory capture, engage
previously absent stakeholders, activate accountability mechanisms, and make reforms
possible.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past few decades, many democratic governments have implemented
institutional reforms in public services under the New Public Management
movement. Reforming government structures and seeking strategies to emphasize
greater efficiency, effectiveness, and answerability for performance in public service
provision are still key issues in the agenda of policymakers and public managers
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