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High lights
- Public accountability is shaped by institutional, structural, and normative drivers.
- Achieving financial reporting objectives requires careful attention to reporting mechanisms, professional
requirements, and social expectations.
- Enforcing public accountability in Iranian public non-governmental entities requires institutional and structural
reforms, along with a systemic perspective.
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Introduction

Public accountability in semi-
autonomous public entities has become a
central concern in contemporary governance
debates, particularly where institutional
ambiguity and fragmented legal authority
weaken the mechanisms of oversight and
transparency. In the Iranian context, public
non-governmental  entities occupy a
structurally hybrid position: they are neither
fully integrated into the state administration
nor entirely independent from public
oversight. This blurred institutional identity
has resulted in fragmented accountability
practices, inconsistent regulatory
expectations, and the absence of a clear
standard-setting authority in domains such
as municipal accounting. As a result,
accountability practices remain reactive and
episodic rather than institutionalized as a

continuous governance obligation.
Comparative experience in European
administrative systems similarly

demonstrates that institutional hybridity
without clear accountability anchors
threatens long-term legitimacy and weakens
responsiveness.Despite a
growing body of research on accountability
in public sector entities, existing studies
have largely focused either on the formal

democratic

architecture of oversight or on mechanism-
based reforms  without sufficiently
examining the underlying “drivers” that

catalyze accountability in hybrid
governance structures. International
scholarship highlights that semi-

autonomous agencies often adjust their
accountability ~ practices  strategically
depending on institutional expectations and
the structure of interdependencies with

parent authorities. For example, as Busuioc
and Lodge (2016) explain, “accountability
increasingly
management and cultivation of reputation
rather than compliance alone,” shifting
emphasis from rule observance to

revolves around the

stakeholder perceptions. Likewise, de Boer
(2023) shows that voluntary accountability
in European regulatory agencies is shaped
by “a combination of reputational
incentives, legitimacy-seeking behavior,
and anticipated audience reactions,”
illustrating that accountability does not
occur merely by mandate but by perceived
political exposure. Yet, in the Iranian
context, although multiple studies have
acknowledged institutional pressures for
reform, little is known about what actually
motivates—or inhibits—the
institutionalization of accountability within
these entities.The theoretical landscape
further demonstrates that accountability
emerges
institutional logics,
arrangements, and motivational drivers. In
the New Public Management paradigm,
Babajani (2012)
decentralization and performance-based

differently  depending on

governance

emphasizes  that

management require actors to ‘“compete,
respond to user expectations, and focus on
results rather than compliance.” Institutional
theory similarly proposes that organizations
seek legitimacy through “coercive, mimetic,
and normative isomorphism” (Meyer &
Rowan, 1977) , while stewardship theory
stresses reciprocal accountability based on
trust rather than control (Schillemans &
Bjurstram, 2020). Empirical research in Iran
shows that transformational pressures have
stemmed from “rising citizen demands,
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financial scandals, and persistent fiscal
deficits” (Babajani, 2012), and Rahmani et
al. (2022) demonstrate that organizational
maturity in financial reporting strengthens
accountability through strategic planning,
performance-based budgeting, and
enhanced oversight. However, the question
of what actually drives accountability
behavior in hybrid public entities—beyond
structural compliance—remains empirically
underexplored. Against this backdrop, this
study adopts an institutionally grounded
perspective to systematically examine the
reporting environment, with the aim of
identifying the underlying drivers that
enable and sustain public accountability
within the institutional context of Iranian
public non-governmental entities.

Research Methodology

This research is applied in purpose and
descriptive-analytical in nature, relying on a
documentary approach and secondary data.
Documentary evidence was collected in
accordance with the PRISMA protocol
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) from three
major scientific databases: Iran Treasure of
Scientific and Technical Information (Ganj),
the Iranian ACECR Scientific Information
Database (SID), and Web of Science.
Following a multi-stage screening process,
89 research documents published between
1997 and 2024 were selected and
subsequently examined through thematic
analysis. For organizing and managing the
extracted codes, MAXQDA (version 20.4.0)
software was employed, and the search
algorithm and selection procedure were
implemented in accordance with Table 1.

Table 1. Search Algorithm and Selection Process
(Perobelli, Cappellaro & Saporito, 2024)

Steps Added (Subtracted) Result
Items
Step 1: Initial _
Search N=2644
"Public Non-
Keywords and
search phrases Goyerr_1mental
for domestic Instlt'u_tlons and
research Entities" and
"Accountability"
TS=(Public
Accountability) and
Semi-Autonomous
Keywords and (« e
sea)r,x phrases Organizations) or
for foreian (Arm’s-length Bodies)
researcﬁ or (Agencies) or
(Hybrid
Organisations) or
(Quango))
Step 2: Added items based on _
Screening snowhballing method: 4 N=2648
Step 3: Items removed after
Eli igili-t examining the abstract N=117
Y Y and title; 2531
Step 4: Items removed after
mchfsidn examining the full N=89
text: 28
Conclusion

Table 2 presents the findings of this
study. The results indicate that public
accountability within Iranian public non-
governmental entities emerges as the
outcome of interactions across three
interdependent levels of drivers: the
institutional level, the structural level, and
the cultural-normative level.

Table 2. Drivers of Public Accountability in Iranian
Public Non-Governmental Entities

Drivers of
Level Public Subcategories
Accountability
Institutional Governance- Channels of public
Level oriented, communication and
professional, and citizen participation
external Governance and expert
stakeholder regulatory institutions
institutions
shaping public
accountability
Macro-fiscal Financial imbalances
pressures as and systemic risks
drivers of reform
Rule-of-law and Regulatory revision
compliance and legal
orientation reinforcement
Formal oversight and
supervisory
mechanisms
Structural Information Disclosure and
Level standardization transparency
and transparency arrangements
Information-

management processes
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Drivers of
Level Public
Accountability
Corporate and
organizational

Subcategories

Modern governance
frameworks

governance Financial resource and
risk management
Structural Accounting and
reforms in the auditing reforms
financial Budgetary re-
reporting system engineering
Maturity of the

financial system
Enhancing the quality
of financial reporting

Normative Strengthening Analytical and
Level the practical foundations
organizational of accountability
and societal Informal
culture of accountability
accountability mechanisms
Systemic Innovation enablers
orientation and accountability
toward instruments

Institutional doctrines
and principles

accountability

Discussion

This study aimed to identify the
environmental drivers of reporting within
Iranian non-governmental public institutions
through a content analysis of findings from
both domestic and international research.
Subsequently, leveraging insights from
established theoretical frameworks, it
elucidates the motivating factors that,
according to the findings, strengthen
accountability in delivering public services
and safeguarding public interests. A systemic
perspective  on  accountability  grants
legitimacy to  organizations through
institutional principles and organizational
isomorphism. Furthermore, it reinforces
accountability by fostering an innovation-
based performance management system.
Standardization and
transparency—achieved through
comprehensive and proactive disclosure,
facilitating the rapid and orderly flow of data,
and ensuring regular, timely, and reliable

information

access to information—lead to enhanced
transparency, public trust, and accountability.

The Transaction Cost Economics perspective
also explains that accountability and
transparency mechanisms improve the
efficiency of exchanges. The study's findings
indicate that structural reforms in the
financial  reporting  system—such  as
implementing accrual accounting,
performance auditing, performance-based
budgeting, a participatory  budgeting
approach, improving the flow of economic
information, enhancing the quality of
financial reporting, and strengthening the
public reports of independent
organizations—result in better
accountability. A prime example of
transformational motivations arising from
macro-fiscal constraints is the persistent
budget deficit, which has turned dependence
on unstable sources into one of Iran's
economic bottlenecks. Strengthening the
organizational and social culture of
accountability, by elevating cultural and
normative  foundations, clarifying the
theoretical and practical bases of public
service, and promoting
accountability based on avoiding legal

voluntary
repercussions, increases
behaviors. Corporate  governance and
organizational management preserve
accountability and balance between market

responsive

logic and public logic (based on institutional
theory) through pathways such as frequent
audits  (including performance audits),
financial incentives (based on modern public
management market mechanisms), audit
committees, the application of profit-oriented
mechanisms in public institutions, and
financial resource and risk management.
Reforming legislative policies, financial
laws, and transparency, along with formal
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accountability mechanisms like sanctions and
rewards, internal and independent audits,
create the conditions for the rule of law and
regulatory compliance. On one hand, under
institutional theory, public institutions tend to
comply with legitimacy-granting
requirements to gain legitimacy. On the other
hand, according to social exchange theory,
public accountability reflects an avoidance of
the costs of legal non-compliance. Engaging
with citizens, stakeholder participation,
transformative political and governing
bodies, and specialized civil society
organizations in the fields of accounting and
finance  establish  the wvalidity and
institutionalization of accountability
requirements by setting criteria to enhance
the quality of financial reporting.The overall
conclusion of this study is that accountability
in public non-governmental entities is a
multilayered construct that becomes effective
only when institutional legitimacy, structural
capability, and cultural internalization
intersect. At the institutional level,
accountability is motivated by the need to
retain public trust and protect organizational
legitimacy in environments where scrutiny
arises not only from state oversight but also
from societal expectations. At the structural
level, accountability requires credible
information systems that render financial and
operational performance observable,
comparable, and open to verification. At the
cultural-normative level, accountability must
be internalized as a shared expectation rather
than a response to external compulsion. This
three-tier interaction shows that
accountability is neither a regulatory
byproduct nor a procedural necessity, but a
governance condition that depends on the

alignment of motivation, capacity, and
collective norms. When norms, systems, and
legitimacy interact coherently, accountability
becomes self-sustaining and future-oriented
rather than reactive or episodic. The practical
implication is that reforms should not focus
technical
modifications, but on strengthening the
institutional ~ conditions  under  which
accountability can be enacted and
normalized.  Theoretically, this study
demonstrates that accountability must be
treated as a systemic phenomenon linked to
governance architecture rather than an
isolated administrative  attribute.  The
sustainability of accountability ultimately
depends on the capacity of institutions to
integrate  normative expectations  with
structural  transparency.  Where  such

exclusively on legal or

integration occurs, accountability becomes
embedded in organizational identity; where it
is absent, accountability remains intermittent,
instrumental, and fragile. In summary, this
study concludes that sustainable
accountability in these wunits is the
simultaneous outcome of institutional,
structural, and normative drivers. It is
realized only when reporting mechanisms,
professional  requirements, and social
expectations are established within a

coherent and synergistic framework.
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