
Accounting for values in 
prison privatization
Andrea Mennicken examines challenges involved in the 

transformation of the prison into an ‘accounting entity’

Since the 1980s, in the UK, market 
oriented, private sector-based man-
agement and accounting frameworks 
have been introduced into the public 
sector in an attempt to increase effi-
ciency in the allocation of financial 
and human resources, to enhance 
managerial accountability, and to aid 
experimentation with mixed pub-
lic–private organization. At present, 
the UK has Europe’s most privat-
ized criminal justice system. Of the 
current 119 prisons in England and 
Wales, the management of 14 has been 
contracted to private companies such 
as Sodexo Justice Services, Serco and 
G4S Justice Services (NOMS Annual 
Report 2014–15). The prison privati-
zations are part of wider processes of 
market oriented governmental reform. 
These reforms did not only affect pri-
vate prison establishments, but also 
the public sector. They aimed at trans-
forming the prison (public and pri-
vate) from a rules-based, bureaucratic 
institution to a performance oriented, 
calculating organization. 

This article is concerned with the 
challenges involved in the transfor-
mation of the prison into an ‘account-
ing entity’. Numerous studies have 
shown that the profit orientation of 
contracted-out prison management 
can run the danger of losing sight of 
traditional prison values, such as re-
habilitation, prisoners’ decency, safety 
and security, prison staff morale and 
job satisfaction. Globally operating 
security corporations, like G4S Justice 



meas-
ures, 
like cost, 
are far from un-
problematic. Performance measure-
ment – even if diversely set up – can 
lead to a narrowing of accountability, 
for example, by promoting a focus on 
managing the numbers rather than 
wider processes, issues and social 
relations. As many previous perfor-


