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Abstract: Good governance in the public sector implies high accountability levels. Accountability
is a multidimensional concept that includes the quantity and reliability of disclosures as well as
rendering accounts to the citizenry. Nowadays, good governance, accountability, and financial
performance are key for the long-term sustainability of autonomous public sector organizations. The
objective of this paper is to study how key governance features relate to the quantity and quality
of the information disclosed. In particular, how the governing body, financial performance and
organizational features relate to online transparency and financial reporting quality, as well as how
these two accountability dimensions are related. To fulfill this objective, we have used the Structural
Equation Modeling, Partial Least Squares (PLS-SEM) approach. The focus of our analyses is on
Spanish central government agencies. The size of, and a greater presence of independent members in,
the governing body are explanatory factors behind the quality of the financial reports. Our findings
also show that the quality of the financial information is also affected by the pressure that Eurostat
requirements -deficit limits- puts on public sector entities, which leads to the use of smoothing
practices. Online disclosure practices are not explained by the features of the governing body, but
by the size of the agencies and their financial results. The better the financial reporting quality, the
higher the online disclosure levels.

Keywords: governing body; online disclosures; central government agencies; financial information
quality; earnings management

1. Introduction

A major reason for the research interest in governance practices is the increase in de-
mand for greater managerial accountability and responsibility after a number of accounting
scandals [1]. Most of this research has focused on the features of the board of directors,
because it plays a key role in the development internal control systems [2] and account-
ability levels [3]. Research has shown the positive effect of good governance practices on
transparency, financial performance, financial reporting and holding managers accountable
(see e.g., [4,5]).

Initiatives for developing guidelines and better practices in public sector governance
have been in the agenda of most Western countries for more than 25 years, for improving
stakeholder engagement and demonstrating that public entities have reliable adminis-
trative structures that enable them to be efficient and effective. In 1995, the Chartered
Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy [6] concluded that the Cadbury Report on
governance in corporations was also relevant to public sector organizations and urged
them to adopt it. Core governance aspects include accountability, transparency, integrity
stewardship, leadership and efficiency [7]. These aspects are classified into two groups:
conformance and performance [8,9]. Conformance deals with monitoring and supervising
executive performance and maintaining accountability. Performance deals with strategy
and policy-making.

The most frequent approach in the academic literature to the study of the relationship
between conformance and performance is to focus on one aspect of these two broad
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governance dimensions. Including an approach which includes these two dimensions in
the analysis of governance mechanisms and its effects provides insights to their functioning
in the public sector setting. The focus of our study is on the Spanish central governmental
agencies. Our objective is to observe the relationships between governance dimensions
in a comprehensive model, which allows us to better understand how they develop in
the public sector. In this paper, we use Structural Equation Modeling, the Partial Least
Squares approach (PLS-SEM), to study governance more comprehensively in Spanish
central government agencies. In particular, the conformance characteristic of governance
is studied considering the amount of online disclosures and the quality of the financial
statements reported, as key elements of accountability. Accountability, a key conformance
dimension, is closely linked in the public sector to the asymmetry of information between
ministers, managers and stakeholders, which, in the public sector, has been shown to be
more complex than in the private sector, open-ended or not explicitly defined and, thus,
not easily monitored [10]. Accountability in the public sector, a multidimensional concept
that includes, among other aspects, the quality and reliability of disclosures, is improved
by reducing information asymmetry [11,12]. The performance characteristic of governance
is studied considering the characteristics of the governing body, organizational features,
and financial performance. PLS-SEM allows researchers to study complex relationships
between variables, including several dependent and independent variables.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 is devoted to presenting the theoretical
framework of our study. In Section 3 hypotheses are drawn. Section 4 briefly describes the
context of the Spanish central government agencies. Section 5 explains the research design
and the methodology used. Section 6 presents our results, which are discussed in Section 7.
Finally, conclusions are drawn in Section 8.

2. A Multi-Theoretical Framework for Sustainability in the Public Sector

Agency theory suggests that the disclosure of information is a means of enhancing
accountability by reducing the information asymmetry between principals and agents,
managers being accountable to principals. The accountability relationship is characterized
by the focus of the principal on controlling the agent, because agents have more informa-
tion than principals, which can be exploited for self-gain [13,14]. Citizens are considered
the principal, and the public entities’ managers act as their agent to protect the public
interest [15,16]. However, according to Calabro et al. [17] and Shawtari et al. [18], there
are multiple players in public entities, including citizens, private investors and governing
entities. Thus, in the public sector, governing bodies and managers, rather than being
accountable to principals, are publicly accountable to, and under the scrutiny of, citizens
and stakeholders. However, given that managers are mostly politically linked, and they are
likely to serve their own political interests and/or the political interest of the Minister who
appointed them, the principal’s interest is not maximized in a situation where the agent is
motivated by self-interest rather than public interest [18,19]. Since the separation between
citizen and manager is very high, the possibility of opportunistic behavior is strong [17].
The ability of the principal to curb opportunistic behavior depends on how much informa-
tion it has about the performance of the agent and the quality of the information available.
In this complex situation, governance features are required to perform multiple functions:
to safeguard public interest, to guarantee protection to stakeholders, and to ensure the
quality of the information disclosed and compliance with the law [20].

Even though agency theory has traditionally been considered the basis for the design
of governance structures, critics point out that agency theory does not completely explain
various outcomes and behaviors in governance settings [21]. Thus, other theories are also
being gradually applied to support, complement, or even substitute the agency theory in
explaining the transparency and quality of information in the public sector. In particular,
the stewardship theory has been used to complement the agency theory when discussing
governance practice in public sector agencies [13,14,22]. Stewardship theory is seen as a
particular case of the agency theory [22], in which the principal (owners) and the agents
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(managers) have similar objectives, so cooperation and collaboration is emphasized [23].
The stewardship theory proposes that the agents are motivated to act in the best interests of
their principals and make decisions that are in the best interests of the overall organization
in cases where different stakeholders express competing objectives [24]. Therefore, the
main difference between principal–agent and principal–steward relationships is the degree
of goal congruence [25]. Whereas the principal-agent relationship is characterized by low
goal congruence and proneness to low trust, the principal–steward is characterized by high
goal congruence and a propensity toward high trust. Stewardship theory also stresses that
the concern of managers for their reputation and their intended career progression compel
them to act in the interest of principals [26]. However, this theory stresses that there is
some degree of pro-social motivation in any steward, which may or may not be tapped
by principals, and does not necessarily imply that agents will be exclusively motivated by
pro-social goals [14].

In terms of accountability, a “principal–steward” relationship may result in lower
control and accountability levels from agents to principals than in a “principal–agent” rela-
tionship. When principals delegate tasks to stewards who put organizational goals above
self-interest, problems related to bureaucratic drift remain minimal [25]. Thus, the type
of relationship will most likely affect disclosure and accountability levels of the agencies.
Increased transparency and quality of financial information is the way governing bodies
and managers show public accountability and consistency with the goals and objectives of
the entity, with positive consequences for the image and the reputation of the entity [27,28].
This may be an important way to improve the trust of citizens, other tiers of the public
administrations, businesses, civil associations and other stakeholders in the public en-
tity [29–32]. Transparency and the disclosure of reliable information to outside parties is
a key aspect for public sector agencies. Under an agency theory approach, transparency
and information are useful in controlling managers and making them accountable for their
decisions, as well as for the overall performance of the organization. Under a stewardship
theory approach, public sector agencies may gain support from the community by showing,
i.e disclosing, the fulfillment of the economic and social goals of the organization, which
ensures the survival of the entity, while serving as an intrinsic reward for its managers.
The recent work of Torfing and Bentzen [33] supports the stewardship model approach in
the management of public sector organizations because of its positive effects on employ-
ees, users and organizations, although some elements of the agency model approach are
necessary for the achievement of these effects.

Before concluding this section, it is important to highlight that, in the public sector,
in addition to the problem of defining the type of relationship which exists between the
agents-stewards and principals, there is the problem of identifying one participant in the
relationship. Whereas the identification of the agent or steward, i.e., the governing body
and/or the managers, is easy, the identification of the principal is more problematic. For
government agencies, on the one hand, the minister and key officials of the parent ministry
can be seen as principals of the agency. On the other hand, government agencies are part
the public sector and act in the interest of the citizenry, meaning that citizens are the real
principals of the government agencies. In terms of accountability, Luke [34] distinguishes
between “upward” and “downward” accountability. “Upward accountability” does not
imply that the accountability process will be visible to outside parties and tends to involve
predetermined actors/parties, potentially excluding larger constituencies, whereas down-
ward accountability is often defined as the answerability of government to the public on
its performance [35]. Analyses of the quality of financial reporting and online disclosures
can also help to identify the principals and the type of relationship between them and the
governing bodies, or managers, of public sector entities.

3. Hypotheses

Governance issues, financial results and organizational features most likely influence
both the quality of the financial statements in public sector entities and their transparency
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levels. Good governance usually results in boards of directors adopting formal structures,
such as a certain number of members and the presence of independent directors. The
financial objective of many government entities is, usually, to have a break-even result or a
small surplus/deficit, to indicate that taxes are adequately managed and, thus, managers
might find incentives to use discretionary accruals to adjust financial results [36]. Orga-
nizational features affect the way entities are managed and the demands for them to be
accountable. The quality of the financial statements is expected to be positively related to
the transparency levels of an entity.

3.1. Good Governance

Good governance is represented by basic characteristics of a governing body. We focus
on its size and the percentage of independent members. The effectiveness of boards to rep-
resent the different interests and views of stakeholders will depend on having a sufficient
number of board members to attend to the demands of, and to provide the information
required by, the stakeholders. Thus, larger governing boards might help to represent a
wider group of key parties and actors interested in the activities of the entity [30]. However,
larger boards may result in problems of coordination and communication and reaching
consensus may be more difficult [37]. Moreover, greater stakeholder representation also
increases the number of different interests represented in the board, thus hardening the
stewards’ ability to report satisfactory results for all the stakeholders. In addition to having
more board members, one way of bringing the organization closer to its stakeholders is
to appoint independent directors as representatives of those stakeholders [27,28]. The
presence of independent directors on the boards can enhance managerial monitoring and
thereby help to improve public accountability [38]. The appointment of independent di-
rectors with a good reputation may be a symbol of openness and transparency and their
presence is a way of enhancing the reliability of financial information through which the
public sector-controlled bodies provide financial information to different interest groups.

Empirical research has usually found a positive relationship between board char-
acteristics and the quality of the financial statements. The meta-analysis conducted by
Garcia-Meca and Sanchez-Ballesta [39] finds that firms with independent and larger boards
usually have fewer discretionary accruals choices related to asset depreciation, which
would show a controlling role for these mechanisms in earnings manipulation. A recent
study conducted by Saona et al. [40] confirms this result in the Spanish context. However,
regarding the relationship between board characteristics and online disclosures in the
private sector, no significant relationship between board size and independence and the
amount of information disclosed on the Internet has been found [41,42]. However, the
presence of independent directors seems to be a key element for improving the information
displayed on the Internet by Spanish central government agencies [43].

H1a. Good governance practices are related to a better quality of the financial statements of public
sector entities.

H1b. Good governance practices are related to higher online disclosure levels of public sector entities.

3.2. Financial Results

In the public sector, a major result of public sector reforms in the 80s and 90s was an in-
creased emphasis on ‘management’ rather than on ‘administration of services’. This change
entails a shift from the traditional stewardship role of accounting to more cost management
and, consequently, accrual accounting [44]. The accounting system has always been closely
linked to the agency problem but, in the public sector, accountability relationships between
principals and agents have been shown to be more complex than in the private sector. In
Spanish central government agencies, the relationship between the parent department
(the responsible Minister) and the managers of the agencies can be described as an agency
relationship [45]. This relationship is based on a results-oriented management model. Both
Ministers (the principal) and managers (the agent) can be considered self-interested and
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maximizing agents, and they both bear and share costs. However, managers still act as
stewards because their organization belongs to the public sector, and many times, their
objectives are social rather than economic. Therefore, managers’ decisions also put the
organization, if not above, at least at the same level than their own interest.

In general, governments’ financial objective is to have a small surplus to indicate
that taxes have not been too high or that there is no financial burden for future gener-
ations [46,47]. Governments seek out creative solutions to balance costs with revenues
in periods of fiscal restraint [48,49]. As in other public sector entities, agency managers
may find incentives to use discretionary accruals to disguise poor financial performance,
management deficiencies or funding insufficiencies in the delivery of public services, as
well as to avoid increases in service costs or in deficits and to achieve forecasted financial
performance measures. For Italian state-owned enterprises (SOEs), Capalvo et al. [50]
provided evidence that earnings management increases with profitability. Under our multi-
theoretical framework, presenting better financial statements serves the particular interest
of board members, because they show better performance than actual performance (agency
approach), as well as benefits the whole organization because deficiencies are hidden from
external control, ensuring the survival of the organization (stewardship approach).

H2a. Financial performance is related to the quality of the financial statements of public sector entities.

H2b. Financial performance is positively related to online disclosure levels of public sector entities.

3.3. Organizational Features

The size of the entity is usually included as a factor affecting performance and gov-
ernance [51], and accountability and transparency [52]. Larger organizations are more
complex, use more resources and are subject to greater visibility. Moreover, in the public
sector, boards are subject to greater monitoring because public sector entities are funded by
taxes and, usually they provide, or are related to, welfare services. Larger entities operate
in an environment involving more complex and more time-consuming information, so
board involvement is expected to increase with the size of the entity. For Eisenhardt and
Schoonhoven [53], directors are less constrained by organizational systems and structures
in smaller firms, may have far more discretion than their counterparts and could more
easily meet their resource dependence and control targets. In addition, in a context in
which agencies operate in a mix of regulatory and economic frameworks (public, non-
profit or profit), their results are affected both by their accounting framework and by
managerial flexibility, because a private sector-style of management is more flexible and
less bureaucratic than a public sector-style. There is evidence that earnings management
decreases with firm size [50]. Therefore, organizational factors affect the behavior of board
members. Following the agency theory, differences in the size, in the complexity of the
organization and in information asymmetries may allow board members to benefit from
these differences. In addition, the more stakeholders involved in the organization, or the
greater importance of the organization for stakeholders, the greater the focus on them by
the board members, which promotes a stewardship orientation of the board. It is important
to point out that the governing body is the one that elaborates the financial statements and
who sets the information disclosed on the internet by the organization. Following these
arguments, we posit our H3 hypotheses:

H3a. Organizational features, size and managerial flexibility are positively related to the quality of
the financial statements of public sector entities.

H3b. Organizational features, size and managerial flexibility are positively related to online
disclosure levels of public sector entities.

3.4. Relationship between Financial Reporting Quality and Transparency Levels

Finally, a positive relationship between the quality of financial statements and the
transparency of the entity is hypothesized. For Zimmerman [54], officials do not volunteer
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more information than is required or in their interest. Governing bodies, as preparers of
accounting information, do not have incentives to disclose financial information that will be
used by stakeholders to assess whether they have done a good job. Therefore, accounting
numbers management has become a way for the members of the governing bodies and
managers in the public sector to adapt accounting figures to their interests, resulting in the
disclosure of lower quality financial statements. According to Zimmerman [54] and Watts
and Zimmerman [55], there would be a positive relationship between the good performance
of managers and the quality of the financial statements. Therefore, overall transparency,
measured in the amount of information disclosed, will increase when financial statements
show good performance due to the self-interest of managers in disclosing information about
their good performance and their interest in showing that the organization is fulfilling
its objectives.

H4. The quality of the financial statements is significantly and positively related to online disclosures
about performance achievements in public sector entities.

4. The context of the Central Government Agencies in SPAIN

Like the UK agencies [56], Spanish agencies operate at arm’s length from their parent
ministries and have considerable autonomy and freedom of action. This freedom is accom-
panied by obligations to meet annual specific financial and operational targets agreed with
the parent Minister. These targets are directed at achieving specific outcomes, financial
management and the quality of service delivered. Spanish central government agencies
can be allocated into five main categories according to their activities and regulation [43].
These entities can be administrative, commercial or devoted to healthcare and research
activities, with the ability to use their own income in their management, which is not
allowed for other public sector entities [57]. Some of these entities perform key activities in
the economic, cultural and social areas. These include, among others: the Spanish Agency
for International Cooperation and Development, the Spanish equivalent to the British
Financial Conduct Authority (Comisión Nacional del Mercado de Valores), the equivalent
to the HM Revenue and Customs in the UK (Agencia Tributaria), the Spanish Air Safety
Agency, the Spanish Weather Forecast Agency, the Spanish National Library, the Institute
for Cinematography and Visual Arts, the National Statistics Institute, the Nuclear Security
Board, the entity that manages the Prado Museum or the several organizations in charge of
the management of rivers and underground waters in Spain. Thus, these organizations
play a key role in the lives of citizens. Agencies represent more than 27 percent of national
civil servants and manage about one third of central government expenditure [43].

There are variations in the composition of governing bodies of Spanish central gov-
ernment agencies but all of them have a president and a board [43]. The board has similar
responsibilities than boards of directors in the private sector or in other public sector enti-
ties. Within the board there is one person acting as a chief executive officer (CEO). CEOs
are personally responsible for day-to-day operations, and they are directly accountable
to the responsible minister who, in turn, is accountable to Parliament. Members of the
boards are appointed by the parent ministry, other ministries, regions, municipalities, the
private sector and trade unions. Garcia-Juanatey et al. [57] argue that the introduction
of the public agencies in Spain has improved transparency in the Spanish Public sector,
promoting an awareness by civil servants of the importance of rendering accounts of their
activities. However, other entities linked to the Spanish public sector do not show good
disclosure levels. The results of Royo et al. [35] show that Spanish SOEs do not consider
websites a key tool to communicate with their stakeholders. These authors argue that
the online disclosures of these entities are mainly focused on financial issues, and most
SOEs are silent about their policies, objectives and corporate governance structures, which
suggests that they are accountable to shareholders and not to the public in general.
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5. Research Design and Methodology
5.1. Sample and Data

The initial sample consists of the 196 agencies controlled by the Spanish central
government. Within the term ‘agencies’ we include executive agencies, administrative
agencies, consortiums, business-like agencies and other autonomous entities, listed on the
Inventario de Entes del Sector Público Estatal (https://www.igae.pap.hacienda.gob.es/sitios/
igae/es-ES/BasesDatos/ClnInvespe/Paginas/invespe.aspx) at 31st December 2015. For all
these entities, we conducted a data search considering three aspects: the website available,
financial statements available and information about their governing body/boards of
directors. Of the agencies, 168 had a website. We found complete annual accounts allowing
us to conduct analyses about their quality for 107 agencies. Financial data for each agency
had been collected from financial statements for the year ending on 31st of December
of 2015, published either on the website of the Internal Audit Office, the IGAE or in the
Spanish official gazette (BOE). Information about the boards of directors was found for
141 agencies. Once the information about these three aspects is combined, the number of
agencies available for the analyses is 77, i.e., almost 40% of the total population. Therefore,
the final sample of 77 agencies has been determined by the availability of information for
the three aspects explained above. Implications about the disclosure and availability of
information from Spanish agencies are presented in the discussion section. The agencies in
the final sample obtain, on average, higher scores on online disclosure than the sample of
the 168 agencies with websites.

5.2. Structural Equation Model Using PLS-SEM

One of the main problems in the analysis of the transparency and accountability
of public sector entities is the difficulty of determining the variables that capture these
elusive concepts. Therefore, the choice of a statistical tool that fits the characteristics of
these entities and their outputs and outcomes is crucial. In this setting, we considered
the Structural Equation Model Partial Least Square (PLS-SEM) approach (SmartPLS 2.0
software) to be the appropriate technique for the analysis. Three main advantages of
this technique can be highlighted. First, it uses constructs as variables. Constructs, also
called latent variables, are made up of several items or indicators to better capture the
characteristics of the complex ‘reality’ being studied, strengthening the results and their
interpretation. Second, it allows the inclusion of more than one ‘dependent variable’, so the
influence of one variable (construct) on two or more dependent variables can be measured
at the same time. It also allows the study of interactions between variables; that is, some
variables can be both a dependent variable and an independent variable. So, the structural
model allows researchers to study complex relationships between variables with different
effects. Third, while other approaches to SEM, such as covariance-based methods, have
strong sample-size requirements, PLS-SEM restrictions are generally smaller. A sample of
77 cases, like ours, can be considered adequate considering the total number of entities in
the population (196).

5.3. Dependent Variables

With PLS-SEM, all dependent variables are constructs, so they better capture the quality
of the financial statements and the transparency of the Spanish central government agencies.

5.3.1. Financial Quality Score

Numerous studies use measures of discretionary accruals as surrogates for earning
quality [58–61]. The flexibility afforded through accrual accounting makes the accrual
component of earnings less reliable than the cash flow component and is, therefore, a
potentially useful measure for examining the quality of financial reports. Discretionary
Accruals (DA) are accounting accruals that differ from accruals that are expected according
to the entity’s activity. As earnings management can involve either income-increasing or

https://www.igae.pap.hacienda.gob.es/sitios/igae/es-ES/BasesDatos/ClnInvespe/Paginas/invespe.aspx
https://www.igae.pap.hacienda.gob.es/sitios/igae/es-ES/BasesDatos/ClnInvespe/Paginas/invespe.aspx
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income-decreasing accruals, we use the absolute value of discretionary accruals as a proxy
for earnings quality [62].

In order to better capture the quality of the financial statements, we created a construct,
Fin_(un)quality, with the absolute value of DA estimated cross-sectionally from three models
frequently used in the literature: abDA1 (Kasznik), abDA2 (Jones) and abDA3 (modified
Jones) (see Appendix A). The variables are scaled by lagged assets to mitigate the effect of
heteroscedasticity. This way, the construct shows deviations from the real result, regardless
of the sign of the DA. We estimated these equations for the 107 entities with available
financial data. (We used all agencies with available financial data to estimate these models
regardless of whether they have or do not have data on corporate governance in order to
obtain more robust estimations of DA. The modified Jones model requires information
not available for three entities, which reduced the entities for which estimations were
conducted with this model to 104. We also conduct a correlation analysis to observe the
relationship between the budgetary result and the estimated discretionary accruals, to
better explain and interpret the relationship. For this analysis, discretionary accruals are
included with their sign.

5.3.2. Transparency Indexes

To assess the transparency of the Spanish agencies, we carried out a content analysis of
their websites, based on the Spanish legal framework for freedom of information, between
July 2016 and February 2017. This is an adequate period in terms of the analysis of the
relationship between financial quality and transparency for the annual financial statements
of 2015. In the Spanish public sector, the preparation of the financial statements takes longer
than in the private sector and the financial statements approved by the management team
are usually available during the last quarter of the following year. In this way, congruency
between the analysis of the financial statements and transparency is ensured.

In our analysis of the websites, we gave each item the value ‘1’ if it appears in the
website and ‘0’ if not. This methodology has been applied by most academic papers for
gauging the informational contents of the websites. We depart from the checklist developed
by Pina and Torres [43]. From that list, we used for our analyses 76 items and allocated
them into six categories. The categories in our study are slightly different than the ones
used by these authors. First, the financial dimension used by these authors is divided into
two categories in order to better capture the type of information the entities disclosed about
their performance. Second, during the stage of assessing the measurement model, some
items were removed in order to achieve adequate measurement scales (as explained below
in the results section). The six categories used for our study are: (1) Financial information, FI,
(six items), focused on financial information and reports and (2) Performance information,
focused on additional non-financial information about performance, PI, (four items), assess
the degree of transparency with regard to the use of financial resources, financial position,
performance and audit reports. Citizen dialogue, CD, (twelve items), includes information
about interaction and participation tools with citizens. Institutional information, II, (twenty-
five items), describes the degree of transparency with regard to the government’s mission
and operations, its institutional activities and other information. Accessibility, AC, (five
items) focuses on the development of tools for making the website contents accessible to
disabled people and the public at large. The Usability category, US, (24 items) refers to the
ease with which users can access information and navigate the Web portal as a function of
how accessible and user-friendly the specific contents are. The score of each category is the
result of adding up the ‘1s’ obtained in the content analysis.

We allocated the six categories into three constructs, each made up of two of the
categories, so transparency can be analyzed considering three main dimensions, namely,
performance transparency, citizen transparency and transparency easiness. Performance
transparency (TR_perform) is made up of FI and PI and it assesses the transparency of the
entities with respect to their financial performance and service quality. Citizen transparency
(TR_citizen) is made up of CD and II, and it assesses the information provided to the
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citizenry about the institution and the communication channels with users and citizens.
Transparency easiness (TR_easiness) is made up of AC and US and it assesses the quality of
the websites and the features that enable users to navigate easily. Serrano-Cinca et al. [63]
use a similar methodological approach, PLS-SEM and website content analysis, to create
constructs to determine the factors that explain the financial transparency of banks on
the Internet. As explained, we included a correlation analysis to observe the relationship
between the budgetary result and the estimated discretionary accruals, to better explain it
and interpret it.

5.4. Independent Variables

We include all the independent variables of the model, presented in this section,
as single indicators. The use of single-item indicators (or constructs) is not restricted in
PLS-SEM [64]. This approach allows us to identify better the governance, financial and
organizational factors that are related to financial quality and transparency. Our model
has six independent variables, representing three features that can affect the quality of
the financial reporting and online disclosure levels, namely the governing body, financial
results and organizational characteristics. There are two independent variables for each of
these three features.

5.4.1. Governing Body Variables

We included in our model two features of the governing body to study how it is
related to both financial quality and transparency, namely BDcontrol and BDsize. BDcontrol
is a variable that captures the percentage of ‘non-independent’ board members over the
total number of members. Non-independent directors are those appointed by the parent
ministry and/or by other central government ministries. Non-independent directors
represent the central government control on the agency. We consider independent directors
to be those who come from other tiers of the public administration, such as regional and
local governments, and directors who do come from trade unions, NGOs, civil associations
and industries. Therefore, independent directors represent different stakeholder interests
and may seek to influence the organization’s response to their demands [65]. Independent
directors promote global relationships and board independence because people with
different backgrounds provide new insights and perspectives [66], increase discussion,
promote the exchange of ideas [67] and improve organizational value [68]. Thus, in fact,
BDcontrol represents the opposite of board independence.

BDsize captures the number of board members. This board characteristic is frequently
included in the study of the influence of the boards on the performance and transparency
of economic entities. The number of directors could condition the activities of monitoring
and control of the accountability process of the entity, even though the empirical results
are not conclusive.

5.4.2. Financial Variables

Two variables, namely RSbudget and Surplus, aim to capture the information of the
net borrowing/net lending figure used by Eurostat to monitor the fulfillment of the deficit
limits established for the Eurozone countries. Net borrowing/net lending is a concept
included in the European System of Accounts under the accrual basis of accounting. As
the national budgets of Eurozone countries apply the modified accrual or cash basis of
accounting, Eurostat makes a number of adjustments to the non-financial items of the
budgets of different countries. Therefore, the budgetary result represents the basis on
which Eurostat makes the adjustments to the national budgets. Even though the surplus is
elaborated on an accrual basis, it is not equal to the net borrowing/net lending variable
because not all items included in the surplus are included in the net borrowing/net lending
variable (for instance, amortizations, depreciations and financial items are not included)
and tax revenues are accounted for under the cash basis and not the accrual basis. Therefore,
the budgetary result and the surplus represent the range of values captured by the net
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borrowing/net lending figure. Net borrowing/net lending cannot directly be included in
the model because countries disclose the information for the whole central government
and not for each agency under its control (agencies manage around 30% of the central
government budget). In our analysis, we included two variables that capture the financial
performance of the Spanish agencies. The first is RSbudget, which captures the absolute
value of the budgetary result of the agencies. For the entities that do not elaborate a
budgetary statement, we used as a proxy the absolute value of the financial result in
its natural log form. The second variable that captures the financial performance of the
agencies is a dummy variable, Surplus, which takes ‘1’ when there is a financial surplus at
the end of the financial year, and ‘0’ otherwise.

5.4.3. Organizational Variables

We selected two organizational variables to study their relationship with financial
quality and transparency: the size of the organization (Size) and the accounting system used,
that is, whether it uses private or public sector accounting standards (IFRS). Size captures
the amount of resources used by the entity to provide goods and/or services. We measure
it as the total assets reported in the balance sheet and it is introduced into the model in its
natural log form. IFRS is a dummy variable that takes value ‘1’ when the entity elaborates
its financial statements according to private sector GAAP, mainly based on the International
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), and ‘0’ when it applies public sector accounting
standards, mainly based on the International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS).
This variable reflects the accounting framework of the entity and captures differences in
managerial flexibility.

5.5. Model

Figure 1 is a graphic representation of the variables and constructs in the model and
the relationships, and hypotheses, to be tested. Ellipses represent constructs made up of
several items. Rectangles represent constructs with only one variable. Our model tests
the relationship between the governance, financial and organizational variables and both
financial quality and transparency, as well as the relationship between financial quality
and transparency in the performance dimension. First, the dependent variables, those that
capture the financial quality and the transparency of the entities studied, are constructs
because they are elusive concepts and our design allows a better representation. Second,
we included the independent variables as single-item variables because they are specific
aspects of the entities and allow an easier and better interpretation. For each feature
of the entities analyzed (governance, financial and organizational aspects) we included
two variables so the model does not give more importance to one dimension than to
the others. Third, the model also studies the relationship between financial quality and
financial transparency, because accountability is not only about transparency, but also
about reporting useful and reliable information.

Financial quality and the budgetary result are included in their absolute values, so
it is not possible to observe the relationship of their signs. As explained, we included
a correlation analysis to observe the relationship between the budgetary result and the
estimated discretionary accruals (DA). We allocated entities into two groups. One is made
up of entities with a financial surplus for the year and the other consists of the rest of the
entities, that is, those that present a deficit or zero in their financial surplus/deficit for the
year. Then, we carried out a Spearman correlation analysis between the absolute value of
the budgetary result, in the natural form, and the three estimated discretionary accruals
maintaining the sign of the estimation (DA). The correlation between these aspects allowed
us to observe the effect of the DA on the financial performance, that is, whether DA are
used to ‘move’ the financial result towards break-even or not. It is worth recalling that, for
those entities that do not report budgetary information, the financial result included is the
one reported in their income statement.
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Figure 1. Variables, constructs and relationships tested in the model Circles represent constructs,
rectangles represent single item variables.

6. Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the variables included in the analyses. The
mean of the different estimations of the discretionary accruals range from 0.040 and 0.044,
which are lower than those reported in previous literature. For example, in the private
sector, some results are: 0.077 [58], 0.08 [59] and 0.066 [69]. In British local governments,
Arcas and Martí [36] find 0.081. Spanish agencies show, on average, low scores in trans-
parency. For the financial and non-financial information, the percentage of items present
on the website is, on average, 46.5%. In terms of information for citizens, scores are higher,
with an average presence of 47.4% of the items for citizen dialogue and 69.2% of the items
for institutional information. The ease of use of the websites presents good scores for
accessibility, an average of 62.4%, while, on average, scores are low for usability.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the items included in the analyses (N = 77).

Variables Mean Min Max Std. Dev.

AbDA1 0.040 0 0.232 0.047
AbDA2 0.044 0 0.203 0.050
AbDA3 0.043 0 0.202 0.050

FI 2.792 0 6.000 1.341
PI 1.857 0 3.000 0.899

CD 5.688 1.000 9.000 1.995
II 17.286 4.000 24.000 4.151

AC 3.117 1.000 5.000 1.367
US 9.494 1.000 15.000 2.511

BDsize 18.922 5.000 61.000 10.799
BDcontrol 0.530 0 1.000 0.273

RSbudget (€000) 44,746 1 2,586,945 294,151
IFRS * 25 *

Size (€000) 739,418 1712 12,705,251 1,907,121
Surplus * 48 *

* Dummy variable. Number of agencies with ‘1’ in the item.

Boards (BDsize) are quite large, with an average size of almost 19 members and
a presence of 53% non-independent directors (BDcontrol), which means that they are a
majority on the board which allows them to control the entities. The budgetary result
(RSbudget) of the entities included in the sample is, on average, more than €44million, and
48 of them present a positive financial result for the year (Surplus). The entities analyzed
manage, on average, assets of almost (Size) €740 million, and 25 of them apply GAAP
following private sector accounting standards (IFRS).
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PLS-SEM analysis must be developed in two stages: the measurement model analysis
and the structural model analysis. The measurement model assessment involves the
examination of the adequacy of the measurement scales. The structural model focuses on
testing the causal paths between the constructs that compose the theoretical model. As the
sample is made up of the agencies with complete data, there are no missing values. This
explains the analyses carried out for the two stages and the results obtained.

6.1. Analysis of the Measurement Model

We estimated the measurement model with PLS-SEM in order to analyze its internal
consistency. This process essentially involves three stages [70]. The results of the estimation
of our measurement model are presented in Table 2. First, the unidimensionality of the
indicators is evaluated using their factor loadings (λ). This permits an evaluation of whether
or not each indicator of the construct is highly correlated with the characteristic that it
intends to capture. All λ exceed the threshold of 0.7. Second, reliability is explored using
the CRI value to measure composite reliability and Cronbach’s Alpha for simple reliability.
Reliability indicates whether or not the set of variables are consistent in what they intend
to measure. The CRI values exceed the critical threshold of 0.7–0.8 [71] for all variables.
For the Cronbach’s Alpha, 0.7 is usually considered the critical threshold. This threshold is
exceeded for FIN_(un)quality and TR_citizen, is close to that threshold for TR_perform (0.67)
and is 0.57 for TR_easiness. Academic papers such as Malloy and Agarwall [72] present
CRI values around 0.6, so all our values are acceptable. Hair et al. [64], using the work of
Bagozzi and Yi [73] as their reference, indicate that the assessment of the internal reliability
should be based on the CRI value and the use of Cronbach’s Alpha should be avoided. In
any case, the validity of the values must take into account the meaning of the items and
whether they are capturing similar aspects. Third, validity is assessed by using convergent
validity and discriminant validity. Convergent validity is analyzed through the average
variance extracted (AVE) values and evaluates the degree to which the indicators represent
the construct. Table 2 shows that all the AVE values are above 0.5, which guarantees
convergent validity [73]. Discriminant validity indicates whether each construct in the
model is significantly different from the others. The most accepted method for PLS-SEM is
the comparison of the square root of the AVE values and the correlation between variables.
Table 3 presents the square root of each construct’s AVE values on the diagonal and the
estimated correlations for each pair of constructs off the diagonal. Single-item variables,
that is, our independent variables, take the value ‘1’ for all the measures: Cross-loadings,
Alpha, CRI and AVE. Therefore, this information is not presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Measurement model.

Construct Indicator
Factors

Loadings
(λ)

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Composite
Reliability

Index (CRI)

Average
Variance
Extracted

(AVE)

FIN_(un)quality
AbDA1
AbDA2
AbDA3

0.9743
0.9831
0.9966

0.9843 0.9896 0.9696

TR_perform FI
PI

0.8189
0.9059 0.6657 0.8540 0.7457

TR_citizen CD
II

0.8590
0.9096 0.7249 0.8779 0.7826

TR_easiness AC
US

0.8344
0.8394 0.5723 0.8238 0.7004

Note: Information presented only for the constructs made up of two or more items.
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Table 3. Discriminant validity.

BDcontrol BDsize FIN_(un)Quality TR_Citizen TR_Perform TR_
Easiness IFRS RSbudget Size Surplus

BDcontrol 1
BDsize −0.428 1

FIN_(un)quality 0.329 0.006 0.985
TR_citizen −0.030 0.116 −0.079 0.885

TR_perform −0.128 0.019 −0.241 0.630 0.864
TR_easiness 0.029 0.233 0.059 0.587 0.366 0.837

IFRS −0.251 −0.037 −0.213 0.042 0.157 0.065 1
RSbudget 0.175 −0.056 0.375 0.027 0.026 0.154 0.179 1

Size −0.110 0.270 −0.119 0.334 0.314 0.434 0.486 0.295 1
Surplus −0.223 0.040 0.043 0.116 0.244 −0.178 0.196 0.082 −0.001 1

6.2. Analysis of the Structural Model

Having confirmed the adequacy of the measurement scales for the constructs included
in the model, the structural model is estimated. To assess the significance of the path
coefficients, we use a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 subsamples. The results of the
structural model that tests the relationships presented in Figure 1 are shown in Figure 2
and in Table 4.

Figure 2. Graphical representation of the results of the structural model (only significant relationships
shown). Note: *** significant at the 0.01 level; ** significant at the 0.05 level; * significant at the
0.1 level.

Table 4. Results of the structural model.

β t-Value

BDcontrol –> FIN_(un)quality 0.317 2.656 ***
BDcontrol –> TR_perform −0.035 0.243
BDcontrol –> TR_citizen 0.017 0.123
BDcontrol –> TR_easiness 0.074 0.475
BDsize –> FIN_(un)quality 0.211 1.686 *
BDsize –> TR_perform −0.116 0.916
BDsize –> TR_citizen −0.021 0.164
BDsize –> TR_easiness 0.152 1.061
RSbudget –> FIN_(un)quality 0.404 2.090 **
RSbudget –> TR_perform −0.000 0.003
RSbudget –> TR_citizen −0.093 0.867
RSbudget –> TR_easiness 0.052 0.467
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Table 4. Cont.

β t-Value
Surplus –> FIN_(un)quality 0.095 0.934
Surplus –> TR_perform 0.280 2.497 **
Surplus –> TR_citizen 0.167 1.286
Surplus –> TR_easiness −0.152 1.270
Size –> FIN_(un)quality −0.203 1.444
Size –> TR_perform 0.386 2.294 **
Size –> TR_citizen 0.465 2.818 ***
Size –> TR_easiness 0.435 2.525 **
IFRS –> FIN_(un)quality −0.118 1.341
IFRS –> TR_perform −0.147 1.106
IFRS –> TR_citizen −0.196 1.414
IFRS –> TR_usab −0.102 0.745
FIN_(un)quality –>
TR_perform −0.227 1.727 *

R2 for FIN_(un)quality: 0.311
R2 for TR_perform: 0.224
R2 for TR_citizen: 0.161
R2 for TR_easiness: 0.255

Note: *** significant at the 0.01 level; ** significant at the 0.05 level; * significant at the 0.1 level.

The structural model is examined by observing the R2 values of the dependent vari-
ables. The model explains 31% of the variance in the construct reflecting the (un)quality
of the financial statements, 22% of performance transparency, 17% of transparency and
communication with the citizenry and 26% of ease of use. PLS-SEM does not provide a
global indicator of the goodness of fit of the whole model. The two governance factors of
our model, BDcontrol, at the 1% level, and BDsize, at the 10% level, are significantly and
positively related to a worse financial quality (FIN_(un)quality), and their relationship
with the three transparency (TR_perform, TR_citizen and TR_easiness) dimensions is not
significant. That is, the larger the board and the higher the presence of non-independent
directors, which reflects a higher level of control from the parent Ministry, the greater the
discretionary accruals estimated in their financial statements. Therefore, for those entities
that do not follow good governance practices, the quality of the financial information is
worse; that is, H1a is supported. H1b is not supported because there is no significant
relationship between board characteristics and transparency. As discussed below, this
might be due to a lower concern with downward accountability (to citizens and the public)
than with upward accountability (to authorities and the government).

For the financial variables, the budgetary result is positive and significantly related
to FIN_(un)quality. That is, a larger budgetary result is related to a worse financial quality,
so H2a is supported. Having a surplus for the year results in a higher transparency of
organizational performance (TR_perform). The financial variables do not show a significant
relationship with the other two transparency dimensions, TR_citizen and TR_easiness.
Therefore, H2b is partially supported. As explained in Section 5.3, because discretionary
accruals and budgetary results are included in their absolute values, a correlation analysis
has been carried out distinguishing between entities that report a financial surplus for the
year and those that do not. This analysis allows us to observe the ‘intention’ of managers
when using discretionary accruals. For these analyses, discretionary accruals are presented
in their natural value. Results are presented in Table 5.

The results of Table 5 suggest that, for entities that report surpluses, there is a negative
correlation between discretionary accruals and the budgetary result. The correlation is not
significant but suggests an interesting relationship. Entities with a higher budgetary result
seem to use discretionary accruals to reduce their financial results in order to show a figure
closer to the break-even and, in this way, compensate a high budgetary result. For entities
with a deficit, the correlation is similar, but the interpretation is that the effect pretends to
get closer to break-even by showing a better result by reducing this deficit.
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Table 5. Measurement model.

DA1 DA2 DA3

|RSbudget|
(Surplus = 1) (n = 48)

Coef
Sig.

−0.040
0.789

−0.028
0.850

−0.020
0.894

|RSbudget|
(Surplus = 0) (n = 29)

Coef
Sig

−0.018
0.927

−0.103
0.595

−0.102
0.599

For the organizational factors studied, the size of the entity is negatively related to
the level of financial (un)quality, that is, the larger the entity the better the quality of
the financial statements, but this relationship is not statistically significant. The type of
accounting regime, which, as explained, also captures different administrative processes,
is not significantly related either to the quality of the financial statements or to the trans-
parency of the entities analyzed (H3a not supported). However, the size of the entity is
significantly related to the three transparency dimensions studied (TR_perform, TR_citizen
and TR_easiness), so hypothesis H3b is supported.

Finally, our results indicate that the quality of the financial statements and the dis-
closure of financial and non-financial information, captured by the construct TR_perform,
are related dimensions. Financial accountability is not only about presenting a greater
quantity or a better quality of information, but of presenting both characteristics together.
The significant and negative relationship between the level of discretionary accruals and
TR_perform indicates that those who ‘manipulate’ more their financial statements dis-
close less information. This result supports our hypothesis H4, that is, accountability is a
multidimensional concept and that its dimensions are interrelated.

7. Discussion

The sustainability of some public sector entities is in the agenda of many governments.
Sustainability from a broad perspective, that is, considering the economic, environmental
and social dimensions as well as legitimacy to perform activities that pursue to achieve
developments in those dimensions. Thus, one element for entities to survive is to achieve
those goals while following good governance practices, which require performing and
conforming with those practices. In particular, the accountability of the governing bodies
of public sector entities must be real throughout the disclosure of more and better, more
reliable, information.

Academic research has identified the size and the independence of the governing body
as two key features influencing accountability and information disclosure. Thus, they have
been included in empirical models designed to test the influence of the board of directors
on the accountability and performance of public and private entities. Our results indicate
that the prevalence of non-independent directors and, to a lesser extent, larger boards, are
related to higher discretionary accruals; that is, they have a negative effect on the quality
of financial information. This shows the benefits of having independent directors on the
governing body to monitor the quality of the financial reports and, thus, to hold managers
accountable. Although the size of the governing body increases diversity, because large
boards can more easily include the participation of different stakeholders, larger boards
have some inconveniences such as the costs of poorer communication and decision-making
associated with larger groups, as well as a greater likelihood of control of the board by the
CEO. Agency and stewardship theories highlight the importance of independent directors
as representatives of stakeholders, thus indirectly, the size of the board, because it makes it
easier to introduce them in boards. However, our results support a negative relationship
between larger boards and the quality of the financial statements. This shows that size
does not guarantee either greater stakeholder representation or a higher percentage of
independent directors. The quality of financial information is significantly related to the
political and background variety provided by the percentage of independent directors.
Independent directors in public entities are representative of other public administrations
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governed, sometimes by different political parties and public and private sector stake-
holders related to the activities and/or goals of the agency. For CIPFA [6] one of the
major considerations of the Cadbury Committee was to examine the issue of the balance
of power within entities. Independent members not involved in the management of the
entity bring other perspectives to strategy development and decision-making and hold
the executive accountable for its performance [74]. Therefore, the quality of the financial
reports is enhanced by the members not appointed by the central government.

The pressure of Eurozone requirements has been introduced into the model through
the budgetary and financial results of the agencies. Agencies might be motivated to manage
net operating cost numbers for several reasons [10]. One is to signal that they meet their
objectives and provide services at a reasonable cost. Another is that they need to justify
funding from Parliament. Budgetary results are calculated on a modified cash basis of
accounting and financial results on a full accrual basis. Both results establish the ends of
the range through which the net borrowing/net lending required by the European System
of Accounts (ESA) moves. Public managers focus especially on budget figures and, at
the end of the period, they use the adjustments of budgetary figures required by the ESA
to calculate the deficit and the net borrowing/net lending on an accrual basis to smooth
their financial results. The sign of the correlation analysis provides indication that entities
with a positive result use discretionary accruals to reduce their reported financial results in
order to show a figure closer to the break-even established for Spain by the Eurostat for the
fulfilment of the limits of deficit and debt and, in this way, compensate a high budgetary
result. For entities with a deficit, the correlation is similar but the interpretation is that the
effect is to get closer to break-even by showing a better financial result by reducing this
deficit. These results are similar to those found by Pina et al. [10] for UK executive agencies
which show that managers adjusted reported financial results in order to keep the net
operating cost of agencies around zero. The budgetary result is the data used by Eurostat
to estimate the net borrowing/net lending of agencies in order to assess the fulfilment
of the deficit and debt limits established for each Eurozone country. The financial result
represents the financial performance measured under the accrual basis which is a figure
closer to the net borrowing/net lending of the European System of Accounts than the
budgetary result. Under this system, good budgetary results are not necessarily seen as
reflecting good managerial performance. Our analysis suggests that, with good budgetary
results, discretionary accruals are used to smooth financial results in order to bring them
closer to the Eurozone deficit and debt limits.

Our analysis does not find a significant relationship between the governance features
of agencies and their transparency. This may be because agencies are free to design their
websites and select the information disclosed, and all transparency indices are mostly based
on the information published on the Internet. Our analysis confirms that the financial
performance is related to the transparency levels of the Spanish agencies. In particular,
entities with a positive financial result (surplus) for the year have a significantly higher
level of transparency in the performance dimension than those that have a deficit. However,
having a surplus for the year does not affect the other transparency dimensions. Similarly,
a better budgetary result does not affect transparency levels. This result is consistent with
the idea that those who achieve a positive financial result are more willing to disclose
information about the performance of the entity, but not necessarily about other aspects,
supporting the agency theory argument of possible opportunistic behavior by managers.

Our results indicate that organizational features influence transparency levels with a
significant relationship between the size of the entity and the three dimensions of trans-
parency based on Spanish freedom of information legislation. The size of the entities affects
their visibility, large entities being under a narrower scrutiny from stakeholders than small
ones. These results are hypothesized by agency and stewardship theories, which support
the idea that large entities are exposed to closer monitoring by institutions and stakeholders
and, therefore, they are more interested in gaining legitimacy. However, our results are
valid for the agencies of our sample. For a significant number of entities it has not been
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possible to obtain the information needed for our analyses. It seems, in line with the results
of Royo et al. [35] that some public sector entities do not feel real urgency to report to
the citizenry. Agencies most likely perceive their parent ministry and the organizations
represented on their governing body as their principals. The composition of the governing
body does not seem to be the factor that affects online disclosure.

Our analyses provide support to the idea that accountability is a concept with inter-
related dimensions. In particular, the quality of the financial statements and the amount
of information provided about the performance of the entity are positively related. Those
who elaborate ‘better’ financial statements are ‘more willing’ to disclose information about
the results and performance of the entity. These results are consistent with the world-wide
tendency to expand the content of financial reports with non-financial information. The
European Commission has recently published guidelines for big companies to report non-
financial information based on the international integrated reporting framework in order
to improve their accountability and transparency. Public accountability implies making the
accountability process transparent to outside parties. Agency theory sees increased trans-
parency as the way that managers show public accountability and consistency with the
goals and objectives of the entity, with positive consequences for the image and institutional
reputation of the entity among stakeholders. Under the stewardship theory, increased
transparency can be seen as an indicator of public accountability and commitment with
the users of the service. This may be an important way of improving the trust of citizens,
taxpayers, other tiers of the public administrations, businesses, civil associations and other
stakeholders in the public entity. This greater trust will most likely result in the sustain-
ability of the services provided by the organization because the citizenry is more aware of
their importance. However, our results suggest that Spanish central government agencies
need to improve their accountability towards citizens. In particular, they have to make
important efforts to improve their transparency, online disclosure, levels. They should
disclose information to the citizenry through their websites, which is now a common
information tool used by citizens. The information disclosed should include performance
information as well as information about those who manage the entity. As enforcement
of transparency-related legislation is scarce in Spain, legal, compulsory measures should
ensure disclosure requirements on the Internet.

Finally, we must acknowledge some limitations of this study. One limitation of this
work is that it focuses on Spanish central government agencies and the results may vary
if the study is applied to public sector entities with a different degree of autonomy or
controlled by regional governments, or in different countries. Second, our analyses are
focused on one year and only on those entities for which complete data was available. The
growing introduction and use of Web 2.0 and social media tools provide arguments for
new studies to observe their influence on the accountability of public sector entities. Future
research should also focus on other European agencies in order to compare results.

8. Conclusions

The sustainability of some public sector entities is a key concern for many developed
governments. The public sector is under the scrutiny of the citizens who demand better
service quality, value for money and greater accountability. The agency and stewardship
theories are useful for explaining the complex and open-ended relationships between
governors, managers and citizens/stakeholders in the autonomous entities of the public
sector. This study is focused on the accountability dimension of the public sector in terms
of the quantity and quality of online disclosures. The composition of the boards of directors
is revealed in this study as key in explaining the level of quality of the financial reports of
the agencies studied. A lower presence of independent directors, who usually represent a
variety of stakeholders not appointed by the central government, is an explanatory factor of
a lower quality of the financial reports. Independent directors are typically representatives
of other tiers of the public administration, which may be governed by different political
parties, NGOs or business organizations related to the activities and/or goals of the agency.
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Therefore, independent directors will be more likely to enhance the reliability of financial
reports used to hold these entities accountable.

Our findings show that the quality of the financial information is also affected by the
pressure that the requirements (deficit limits) of Eurostat put on public entities, which leads
to the use of smoothing practices. These practices are limited by the independent board
members not involved in the direct management of the public entity, who are interested in
public accountability aspects.

Our analysis has found a significant relationship between transparency and the size of
the agency. The size of the agencies affects their visibility and public accountability, large
entities being under narrower stakeholder scrutiny than small ones. Public accountability
implies making the accountability process transparent to outside parties. Agency and
stewardship theories support the idea that large entities are subject to closer monitoring by
institutions and stakeholders so they are more interested in gaining legitimacy. The results
also indicate that public accountability is concerned with both the quality of the financial
statements and the disclosure of financial and non-financial information. These results
are consistent with the world-wide tendency to expand the content of financial reports,
introducing non-financial information through Integrated Reporting. Adequate financial
and non-financial disclosures are needed for the sustainability of entities across sectors.
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Appendix A

Discretionary Accruals (DA) are accounting accruals that differ from accruals that are
expected according to the entity’s activity (non-discretionary accruals, NDA). DA can be
expressed as follows:

DAjt = Ajt − NDAjt, (A1)

where A is total accounting accruals, and j and t denote observation j and year t.
Jones (1991), modified Jones (Dechow et al., 1995) and Kasznik (1999), as in Equations

(A2), (A3) and (A4), respectively.

Ajt/TAjt−1 = α1(1/TAjt−1) + α2(∆REVjt/TAjt−1) + α3(PPEjt/TAjt−1) + εjt (A2)

Ajt/TAjt−1 = β1(1/TAjt−1) + β2(∆REVjt − ∆ARjt)/TAjt−1 + β3(PPEjt/TAjt−1) + ϕjt (A3)

Ajt/TAjt−1 = δ1 + δ2(∆REVjt − ∆ARjt)/TAjt−1 + δ3(PPEjt/TAjt−1) + δ1(∆CFOjt/TAjt−1) + γjt (A4)

where,

Ajt = Total accruals for agency j in year t,
TAjt−1 = Total assets for agency j at the end of year t − 1
∆REVjt = Change in revenues for agency j in year t,
∆ARjt = Change in accounts receivable for agency j in year t
PPEjt = Gross property, plant and equipment for agency j in year t
∆CFOjt = Change in cash flow from operating activities for agency j in year t.
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