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Abstract: This article gives a short review of recent research on public sector audit, and then
introduces six articles in a special issue on public sector audit in contemporary society. Many
countries have developed their audit institutions and expanded the audit activities in
particular since the 1980s. New public management and the theory of the ‘audit society’
explain much of this development well, also in some international organizations, but some
countries have also experienced a contraction in the audit activities in the public sector.
Moreover, literature on public sector audit outside the Anglo-American and North European
contexts, and especially from Africa, Asia and Latin-America, is limited. There are big
variations in how audit institutions are organized, in what they produce, in their relations to
stakeholders and media, and in their impacts on organizations and society. Overall, auditors
are little active in the fight against corruption, and the Napoleonic court system for organizing
supreme audit institutions seems to be little effective. The audit institutions in the Anglo-
American and Nordic accountability regimes seem to be relatively effective, but the recent
research show that auditors’ independence and relevance are persistent challenging issues
in public sector audit.
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This journal has published extensively on public sector audit since the journal was
established in 1985. Being international and multi-disciplinary, its coverage of financial
management, accounting and resource management in government, the public sector and
non-profit organisations, has given the journal a solid base for documenting and analysing
the development in public sector audit. The new public management (NPM) since 1979 has
emphasised attention to outputs and outcomes, and transparency and accountability (Hood,
1995). This journal has therefore been a much-used outlet for research on the development
in performance management including audit in the public sector over this 40-year period.
See, for example, Glynn (1985) and English and Skaerbaek (2007).

This article gives a short review of some of this development judged by selected research,
especially from the latest 10-year period, and then introduces the six articles in this special
issue on public sector audit in contemporary society. The six articles introduced below
examine how audits are used in the public sector and in particular which impacts the audits
have on individuals, organisations and society.

Audit in the public sector has a long history, but many countries have developed their audit
institutions and expanded the audit activities in particular since the 1980s. The manner,
intent and scope of these developments have been of interest to many, for example in
relation to the debate on the rise of the ‘audit society’ (Power, 1997). Some countries, such
as Australia, New Zealand, Canada, USA, UK, The Netherlands, and the Nordic countries,
have long been known for having been active NPM-reforms and developed their public
sector audit as part of these reforms (Barzelay, 1997; Pollitt et al., 1999; Parker, Jacobs &
Schmitz, 2019). The trajectory of NPM reforms as well as the development in public sector
audit has been less studied, and maybe less pursued, in many other countries, but some
research from other countries are now emerging. For example, evidence from Germany and
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Italy show that different factors influence the development and use of the audit and that the
audit explosion does not happen all places. Some places also experience an audit
contraction (Monfardini & Maravic, 2012). There is still a big gap in the literature on public
sector audit outside the Anglo-American context, and especially from Africa, Asia and Latin-
America. Research on public sector audit outside ‘the usual suspects’ of countries and
beyond the audit explosion stage is therefore warranted.

The development in the UK witnessed a rise in new public management and public sector
audit with the Conservative (and later Labour) governments from the early 1980s on — giving
the backdrop for the audit explosion thesis — but this development has been markedly
reversed where audit to some extent has been rolled back, at least in local government, in
the UK after 2010 (Ellwood & Carcia-Lacalle, 2012). Such developments, caused for
example by policies for ‘rolling back the state’, austerity or both, are interesting for future
studies. Interestingly, judged by how auditees perceived such audits and contrary to popular
mischiefs about audit and inspections, some of these audit activity was judged to be
beneficial (Abu Hasan et al., 2013).

Public sector audit spans different activities such as financial audit, compliance audit and
performance audit and all of these topics are of interest for research on public sector audit.
History and research show that accountants traditionally have conducted financial audit and
other social scientists have conducted performance audits. Many public sector auditors
specialise accordingly in financial or performance audit, either at the individual level based
on professional training or at the organisational level by departmental specialisation. Reforms
in some countries have opened up the audit of the public sector, for example municipalities,
hospitals, and government owned organisations, for private accounting firms. Recent
development has on this background partly seen competition between professions on
certification and access to public sector audit (Jeppesen, 2012), and that public sector
auditors develop different strategies for their audits where some use specialization in
financial and performance audits and some choose hybrid solutions blending financial,
compliance and performance audits (Jeppesen et al., 2017). This development may facilitate
as well as impede both audit relevance and independence in the public sector and is an
interesting research avenue.

Organisation of the audit, for example conforming to a managerialist model (Tillema & ter
Bogt, 2016), the communication and dissemination of the audit information (Gonzalez-Diaz,
Garcia-Fernandez & Lopez-Diaz, 2013), or having politicians as lay-auditors (Thomasson,
2018), may influence whether the audit information is used and its relevance and
independence. There is obviously big variation in the organisation of the audit between many
countries and across tiers of government (Pierre & Licht, 2019). There is even variation in
strategies and organisation between the Nordic countries within one accountability regime,
which often are regarded as relatively homogenous countries (Jeppesen et al., 2017). Glynn
(1985), Barzelay (1997), and Blume and Voigt (2011), conducted some early comparative
studies of the organisation of public sector audit and its impacts on independence and
relevance. The more recent research show that these issues are recurrent, and still
challenging, issues for both research and public policy.

The choice of topics for audit, which may be influenced by strategy and organisation, is an
under-researched theme. For example, some countries are ridden by authoritarian regimes
as well as corruption, and the quality of government and the public sector audit could
potentially play a significant role for the long-run development of democracy and welfare, in
particular in such societies (Fukuyama, 2015; Gustavson & Sundstrém, 2018; Lonsdale,
Wilkins and Ling, 2011; Rothstein, 2011). Audit and accounting, however, do not seem to be
very agile in the fight against corruption (Jeppesen, 2018) or with ethical misconduct
(Bringselius, 2018). The important topic of audit’s role in fighting corruption and facilitating



ethical conduct, has not been covered in this special issue, but is interesting for future
studies. (Corruption is a theme for a forthcoming issue of The British Accounting Review.)

Many public sector reforms have aimed at increasing transparency, accountability and public
service improvements and the intended and actual role of audit technologies and agencies in
these reforms are also of great interest, also 40 years after the introduction of NPM.
Governments have often selected performance management, audit and evaluation as policy
tools for these aims and the relative significance of these different approaches, including the
organisational design of the audit institutions and the impacts, are still of interest for research
on public sector audit (Blume & Voigt, 2011, Pierre & Licht, 2018). The theory of the ‘audit
society’, developed in the 1990s, posited that much audit can be ritualistic (Kastberg &
Osterberg, 2017), but also visible in everyday activities, with the possibility of audit having a
great influence on the management of public organisations, for example that the audit in
combination with media exposure and political attention changes the auditees’ identity
(Justesen & Skeerbaek, 2010). The choice of auditor roles, such as judges, public
accountants, evaluators, or management consultants (Pollitt et al., 1999), may influence
auditors’ strategies, organisational design and practices, but may also pose challenges and
dilemmas with consequences for the auditors’ identities and practices and hence for the
impacts of the audit.

Paradoxically, much of the audit, in particular performance audit, is an evaluation activity
(Barzelay, 1997; Pierre & Licht, 2018), but despite being widely used for a long time has
seldom been systematically evaluated in empirical studies. The last 10 years have seen a
growing number of studies evaluating also the impact of the auditors as evaluators. Some
studies indicate positive but modest impact of performance audit on public administration
(Morin, 2001; Raudla et al., 2017), the public debate (Reichborn-Kjennerud ,2014) and the
implementation of the auditors’ recommendations in some countries (Acker & Bouckaert,
2019). Other studies question its functioning, especially in the Napoleonic, court system
(Blume & Voigt, 2011; Morin, 2010; Torres, Yetano & Pina, 2019). Yet, other studies indicate
positive impacts for accountability and usefulness (Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013), making
changes (Reichborn-Kjennerud & Johnsen, 2018), and improvement for the public
administration (Reichborn-Kjennerud & Vabo, 2017), at least in some countries. Evaluating
audit, being a daunting research task, evidently poses challenging issues regarding research
methods. Most studies have used surveys of auditees in individual countries measuring
perceived impacts (see for example Morin (2011) and Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013)). Many
have used interviews of auditees (for example Pierre & Licht, 2019) and some have
combined surveys with interviews (Abu Hasan et al., 2013) or conducted interviews of
auditors (Lapsley and Pong 2000; Pierre & Licht, 2019). Few seem to have interviewed or
surveyed politicians (but see Ezzamel et al., 2008). There has also recently been innovation
in utilising survey data in cluster analysis for international comparisons of different
accountability regimes (Torres, Yetano and Pina, 2019), indicating that the Northern
European and Germanic accountability regimes seem to have relatively high impact. There
has been, and still is, a need for more evidence on the workings and impacts of audit in the
public sector in different accountability regimes and in different countries and for different
stakeholders.

Auditor independence versus relevance is still a delicate issue. The auditors’ common
concerns are being independent from partisan politics and the executive’s narrow interest in
the auditors’ choice of topics and methods and avoiding the situation of auditing the results of
their own previous advice to the auditees (Barzelay, 1997; Heald, 2018). Too much
independence and reliance on media may result in a too critical audit (Bringselius, 2014),
which may undermine the auditor’s legitimacy. The political situation in the parliament, such
as a majority or minority government, may also influence the auditor’s trade-off between
independence and relevance. If there is a minority government the supreme audit institution
(SAIl) may pay more attention to avoiding being perceived as partisan, which may result in



making less effort in giving advice to the government for making improvement, impairing the
audit’s relevance at least for the government (Triantafillou, 2017).

The six articles in this special issue address some of the important issues and gaps in the
literature on public sector audit, briefly reviewed above. Most of the articles were presented as
papers at the European Institute of Advanced Studies in Management (EIASM) 9th
International Public Sector Conference in Lisbon, 6—8 September 2016. The first two articles
study the issue of auditors’ independence and relevance as well as ‘auditability’ outside the
often-studied context of Anglo-American countries, in two Asian countries (Japan and Korea)
and in international organisations, respectively. The next pair of articles analyse the auditors’
practices and reporting in an international and national context (Sweden), respectively. The
last two articles explore the impact of performance audit in the environmental field for public
administration in one country (Australia) and the impact of performance audit within the
accountability regime in four Nordic countries.

Yamamoto and Kim (2019) have studied how the Board of Audit of Japan (BOAJ) and the
Board of Audit and Inspection of Korea (BAIK) pursue independence and relevance, using a
stakeholder model. The stakeholder model is interesting relative to the agency theory model
because SAls have some degree of independence, also from the legislators, and could
possibly provide relevant audits for many users such as elected representatives, the
government, agencies, media, and the public at large. Moreover, different countries have
different institutional designs for their SAls. Their analyses of the different types of audit reports
for an 18-year period for BOAJ and a 12-year period for BAIK showed that both SAls struggled
to meet stakeholders’ needs and maintain independence within their mandates and resources.
BOAJ, however, being independent from the Legislature and the Executive, gave priority to
mandatory audits relevant to the needs of the Executive and public bodies. BIAK had restricted
flexibility because it was subject to an innovative model of participatory audits involving audit
requests from citizens, and had to balance these request in addition to audit requests from the
National Assembly. The stakeholder model is interesting for future public sector audit research.

Monfardini and Maravic (2019) have explored whether NPM audit reforms and Michael
Power’s audit explosion and audit society theories apply to international organisations as well
as national organisations. They studied internal official documents and conducted interviews
of experts from six, big international organisations, including financial and monetary
institutions, human rights standard setting, development, and aid relief. The development over
time show that before the 1990s only one or two auditors, often a SAI of one of the member
states on a rotation basis, conducted the audit, mostly financial and compliance audit. In most
cases later internal audit was established. All the international organisations experienced
subsequently an increase in the audit, evaluation, investigation, and inspection activities, with
some overlapping competences and activities. Some of the drive for more audit came from
NPM, but also from demands from a diversity of actors due to lack of transparency, corruption
and mismanagement. Power’s audit explosion and audit society theories therefore explain the
development in the audit of the international organisations well. Whether the efforts to restore
the international organisations’ legitimacy by making them auditable, also have improved these
big, international organisations’ effectiveness, is an open question.

Cordery and Hay (2019) have analysed the components of what make the SAIs’ deliver
public value. They performed an international comparison by content analysis of the
reportings in English from the SAIs in 16 countries, eight European and seven
Commonwealth countries and USA. They found that the studied SAIs’ priorities were to
criticize the efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector rather than scrutinise the public
policies themselves, and the SAls did not discuss potential negative consequences of their
own work. In this way, the SAls did not utilize their full potential for providing public value,
Cordery and Hay concluded.



Svardsten Nymans (2019) analysed the presentation of substance audits in 28 performance
audit reports conducted by the Swedish National Audit Office (SNAO) in the period 2003—
2010. Substance audits, contrary to systems audits, analyse the economy, efficiency or
effectiveness of public services or policies. The SNAO is independent and has the power to
assess performance (the 3Es) but seldom assesses poor or good performance directly.
Instead the SNAO relies on the authorities of others, using statements from the parliament or
government, benchmarking, or other experts’ practices, as criteria for its assessments. Both
Cordery and Hay’s and Svardsten’s studies contribute to the literature on performance
auditing by considering that much of the (perceived) value of auditing can be traced back to
the authority of the auditors and their practice, resulting in the auditors providing less public
value than possible by taking the ‘back stage’. Given that the auditors’ main products are
their reports it is surprising that relatively few study how the auditors present their audits and
their findings. In comparison, in the private sector financial auditing there has at least until
recently — apparently — been little to study because the audit reports often are standardised
(which is true also of public financial audit reports), but in public sector performance audit the
reports are not standardised to the same extent and may be designed to provide more public
value. Even though financial audit reports are standardised, the issue of whether the auditors
can be trusted is an interesting research and public policy issue both in the private (Mueller,
Carter & Whittle, 2015) and public sector (Tagesson & Eriksson, 2011). Exploring and
shedding light on the content of the audit reports and the subject of the ‘front stage’ of
performance auditing is thus important.

Rika and Jacobs’ (2019) article examines how the perception of two high-profile
environmental performance audits from the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO)
generated reputational risk to government. The article explains how the same underlying
events can give rise to different accounts through different frames for understanding the
information. These different framings generate reputational risk for the government by
highlighting contentious issues that may otherwise have been ignored or received minimal
consideration. The article studies how representatives of the opposition and media can use
the frames of political and public interest to construct performance accounts which differ from
and challenge the improvement frame emphasised by the auditors and favoured by
government. Therefore, this article shows that auditors’ roles are more complex than often
assumed by their formal roles and that auditors relate to different audiences through different
frames for understanding the audit information. This article contributes to the performance
auditing literature by demonstrating how the frames emphasised by various audiences
underscore their role in a parliamentary democracy. The article also shows that media plays
an important role in linking the public, which is the main audience for media, with parliaments
and the national audit offices.

Johnsen, Reichborn-Kjennerud, Carrington, Jeppesen, Taro and Vakkuri (2019) replicated a
survey in Denmark, Finland and Sweden (and Estonia), which Reichborn-Kjennerud
originally used for collecting data on the impact of performance audit on public administration
in Norway. They then pooled the data from the four Nordic cases and analysed common
determinants of how the auditees perceived four dimensions of impacts, in order to explore
the mechanisms behind the assumed well-functioning Nordic accountability regime in
governmental audit. They found that SAIls’ legitimacy, audit quality, and consequences of
media attention, were important factors explaining positive impacts across the four countries,
but also that there were country differences in audit activities and impacts.

These papers contribute to our understanding of public sector audit in contemporary society,
in particular in central and international government, and provide valuable suggestions for
future research.
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