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Abstract

Public sector audit is a vital activitywithin democratic states,

which underpins the relationship between the government

and the governed, the executive and the legislature, and dif-

ferent parts of the government. While there has been a lot

of exceptional work in recent years on public sector audit,

the sector faces new challenges. These challenges include

regulatory space considerations, digitalization, the impact of

service delivery design change, how audit and accountability

arrangements address crises such as austerity, Brexit, black

lives matter, climate change, disease in the form of COVID-

19 and war, and increased skepticism about the role of audit

in society more generally. In this special issue, a group of

scholars came together to describe this crisis in public audit,

how the current literature addresses different facets of it

and show how future research can contribute to analyzing

it. This introductory article provides a brief summary of the

current context of the “what, why, when, how, where and

who” of public audit, before considering the contribution

of each individual paper in this special issue to assisting in

understanding the crisis of public audit, and finally setting

out a conclusion and future directions.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Audit is fundamental to accountability. Private audit underpins accountability of corporations to uphold trust in

capitalism (Mueller et al., 2015), while public audit underpins accountability of the state to ensure trust in democ-

racy (Ferry & Midgley, 2022). Audit is therefore more than a mere technical discipline, being at the heart of trust

in the institutions that shape our everyday way of life. The future of audit, and the accountability arrangements it

helps to underpin, is thus inherent to what society we want to have and will ultimately have in terms of how it will

function.

The audit profession has been under an ongoing controversy of not being fit for purpose for several decades, with

critical questions askingwhether audit is able tomeet the expectations of society (e.g., Canning et al., 2018; Jeppesen,

2019).

Whilemuch is currentlymade of the audit crisis enveloping the private sector (see, for example, Brydon, 2019), the

same problems are just as manifest in the public sector and challenging to the public interest (Ferry & Ahrens, 2022;

Cordery & Hay, 2022; Free et al., 2020). Indeed, this is not a new phenomenon. Over a quarter century ago, Laps-

ley (1995) reported through a special issue of Financial Accountability and Management (FAM) on the problems and

perspectives of audit and accountability in the public sector. Since then, public auditors, their independence, and rele-

vance continue to be persistent and challenging issues in public audit (Johnsen, 2019; Rana et al., 2022) and are pivotal

for trust in public finance and expenditure in an accountable and democratic system. Public audit has faced increased

criticism for not highlighting the financial sustainability and performance problems in governments and public organi-

zations, and for private sector failures by firms that deliver public services (Murphy et al., 2019). Indeed, there remains

an expectation gap around what public audit does and for whom. In terms of improving accountability of public bod-

ies, there needs to be clarity on what powers are available, where money is spent and what citizens got for it (Ferry

et al., 2022a). This becomes even more central in a context of steadily decreasing resources, in the face of increas-

ing demand for public interventions, and where a strong refocusing on the attainment of financial performance has

sometimes comeat the expenseof nonfinancial performance (Bracci et al., 2015). Audit’s contributionor lack of contri-

bution to the construction of trust is evenmore important in a political background where trust in democratic society

itself appears increasingly vulnerable (Mounk, 2018).

Over the past few decades, there has been a considerable increase in studies of audit regulatory space, the audit

profession, and audit practice. Power (1996, 1997, 2004) highlighted the growth of an “audit society” and its relation-

ships with a “risk society,” illustrating the potential of audit to become something it was not and how it can encroach

upon all facets of everyday life through calculative regimes and practices. Themsen and Skærbæk (2022) consider how

this is shifting in Denmark with the termination of state internal auditing and the emergence arguably of a potential

“innovation society.” Studies have provided insights into professionalization (Cooper & Robson, 2006), what makes a

successful professional (Carter & Spence, 2014), and regulatory relationships (Humphrey et al., 2009; Samsonova-

Taddei & Siddiqui, 2016). More specifically, in the public sector, studies of audit have covered auditee perceptions

(Abu-Hasan et al., 2013), the role of audit in adjudicating political disputes (Funnell, 2015), and how audit helped forge

the modern state (Free et al., 2020). In FAM itself, over the past two decades, there have also been special issues on

public audit in contemporary society (Johnsen, 2019) andperformanceauditing andmodernizationof thepublic sector

(English & Skærbæk, 2007).

The existing studies have extendedour insights into audit, with someof the research beginning to critically appraise

the broader role of audit and auditors in shaping community, organizations, institutions, and society for the public

interest whereby auditors can be considered as agents of change (Hopwood, 1984; Power, 1997; Ferry & Eckersley,

2019).

However, there remains a gap that considers broader conceptualizations of public audit in the current regula-

tory space context of the 2020s and how that is changing for the future of public audit. It is important that this gets

appropriate consideration so research has a platform to build from.
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FERRY ET AL. 327

To address the gap, this special issue employs a framing of the “what and why,” “when and how,” and “where and

who” of public audit to explore the present situation, where it came from and may be heading in the future, and what

the implications for scholarship, society, and the public interest are.

To do so a workshop was hosted virtually at Durham University in June 2020 and overseen by the special issue

guest editors (Professors Ferry, Radcliffe and Steccolini). The workshop highlighted the richness of the public audit

field, and of related scholarship, covering a plurality of perspectives.

Some of the papers reflected on the roles of auditors in society and in their relationship with governments (i.e.,

somewhat referring to the “what and why” of public auditing). In doing so, they pointed to the tensions arising from

auditors being responsible to uphold the principles of an “audit society,” and to properly address risks, while being

also expected to become champions of innovation and change. They also addressed the gap betweenwhat public audit

delivers andwhat is expected fromstakeholders, and the interconnected issuesof independence, confidence, and trust

in auditors’ work.

Other papers focusedmore specifically on the regulatory space, the related scope and specific forms of public audit

work, and the implications for the profession, and auditors’ identity (i.e., the “when and how” of public auditing). Along

these lines, theworkshop covered regulatory changes around commercialization of public audit, including in compara-

tive perspectives. This allowed highlighting implications for the identity of public auditors, andwhether they are being

forged as a profession, regulator, friend or foe, and how their work is controlled and why is it done in that way. This

also pointed to the need for a renewed reflection on the independence of auditors, in terms ofwho performs the audit,

role of the state, profession and elites such as the Big 4, and the potential role of smaller audit firms. Moreover, new

deliverymodels for audit serviceswerediscussed,with attention to supply chains, the growth inPPPs, corporatization,

outsourcing, and insourcing.

In addition, workshop participants specifically considered the future of public audit regarding the profession, sus-

tainability of public audit models, role of new audit technologies and how traditional public audit services are being

transformed by technology, and especially the value of the digital data ecosystem, which is connected by exponen-

tial growth of data, data mining tools, algorithms, data science and data analytics, machine learning and artificial

intelligence, and unlimited processing power (i.e., the “where andwho” of public auditing).

From the workshop, a number of papers progressed to the special issue that have been pertinent to these themes,

along with some additional papers that were submitted and judged to offer important insights.

In section two of this introductory paper to the special issue, we will now set out the core concepts and definitions

relating to the “what and why,” “when and how,” and “where and who” of public audit, as a potential means of classi-

fication. Section three will then provide a summary of the contribution of papers that make up the special issue and

how they extend our understanding of the core concepts and definitions. Finally, in section four, the paper derives

conclusions and sets out some future directions for research into public audit.

2 PUBLIC AUDIT

Public audit is elusive, multifaceted, and actually refers to a plurality of very different practices, under a multi-

tude of different contexts and regulations; thus, this section aims at offering conceptual lenses, and an overall

perspective, into public audit, by defining its “what and why,” “when and how,” and “where and who” as a means

to “classify” the papers presented later. First, we will consider what public audit is and why do we need and/or

want it, framing public audit in a triptych alongside related concepts of public accountability and the public inter-

est. Second, we will consider when the audit should take place and how that process of policies, procedures

and practices should unfold. Third, we will consider where audit should be performed and who should do the

performing.

 14680408, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/faam

.12339 by U
N

IV
E

R
SIT

Y
 O

F E
SSE

X
, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/09/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



328 FERRY ET AL.

2.1 The what and why of public audit

The “what andwhy” of public audit needs us to consider definitions, but also the practices. As a general definition, audit

refers to the process of account giving and checking. However, Power (1997, p. 4) in his book “The Audit Society” high-

lights that a simple definition of “audit” is neither easy nor desirable. This is because despite general references, there

is no precise agreement on what audit is compared to other evaluative practices, such as inspection or assessment

(Ferry et al., 2015;Murphy et al., 2019). Power (1997) states “. . . definitions are attempts to fix a practice within a par-

ticular set of norms or ideals” (p. 5), expressing what auditing could be rather than what it actually is. Nevertheless, he

recognizes four basic elements of auditing: independence from the matter being audited; technical work in the form

of evidence gathering and the examination of documents; the expression of an opinion based on that evidence; and a

clearly delimited audit subject matter.What happens in these settings constitutes auditing. His inference seems to be,

“auditing is what auditors do.”

Public audit is essentially audit work performed in the public sector. The International Federation of Accountants

(IFAC, 2010) states the objective of such audits is to strengthen—by means of an opinion—the reliance that intended

users canplaceon financial statementspreparedbyanentity’s seniormanagement. IFAC (2010, p. 3) sees as itsmission

to act in the public interest, in part by strengthening the accountancy profession. The audit function has the potential

to bring society together and thus increase trust and public confidence. Anchoring certain audit tasks in law highlights

which aspects of the audit function are thought to be essential to society at a particular point in time. IFAC issues stan-

dards chiefly for audits and other assurance engagements that private audit firms carry out in respect of an entity’s

financial information, but the public sector is exposed to other important audit institutions, other significant audit

forms and another international professional organization through the International Organization of Supreme Audit

Institutions (INTOSAI). The many Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) worldwide act as the external auditors of pub-

lic organizations and international organizations. They work in accordance with statutory mandates and within the

framework of democratic accountability (Cordery &Hay, 2021).

The public audits performed (the public auditing that auditors do) are usually classified into three main groups being

financial, compliance and performance audits (Cordery & Hay, 2021). Financial audits express an opinion on the relia-

bility of financial statements. Compliance audits provide assurance on compliance with laws and regulation, policies,

established codes, and agreed upon terms and conditions. Performance audits examine the economy, efficiency, and

effectiveness with which the audited entity carries out its activities. The term “regularity audit” is often used in refer-

ence to a “financial audit” supplemented with elements of audits of compliance with financial rules and principles of

sound financial management. Performance audits are also known as “value for money audits.” Value for money was

originally defined as comprising the three Es, economy, efficiency, and effectiveness (Hopwood, 1984), but has since

expanded to equity (Johnsen, 2005) with strong connotations around fairness (Ferry, 2019) and ethics (Bringselius,

2018). The examination of efficiency, effectiveness, equity, and ethics all depend on some assessment of performance.

This then can lead audit to involve inspection of services aswell, which becomesmore controversial (Ferry andAhrens,

2022; Skærbæk, 2009; Power, 1997). Ultimately, what public audit is can mean different things and be subject to

change over time, but it does have a number of common elements (Ferry and Ahrens, 2022; Cordery & Hay, 2021;

Free et al., 2020; Radcliffe, 1999; Power, 1997).

At the same time as looking at what public audit is, it is important to address the question of why we need and/or

want public audit, which makes visible the relationship to public accountability. INTOSAI (1977), in its Lima Decla-

ration that is widely referred to as the “Magna Carta of government auditing,” places the objective of public audit in

the context of stability and development of states in keeping with United Nations goals. In particular, it believes the

main purpose of public audit is to uphold and promote public accountability between public entities and democrat-

ically elected bodies (INTOSAI, 2019). The association of public sector audit and the constitutional imperative for

government to be financially accountable was previously highlighted in the mid-twentieth century by Normanton

(1966), who understood an independent auditor-general to function as a fundamental cornerstone of government
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FERRY ET AL. 329

accountability. Normanton (1966) specifically highlights his belief, “Without audit, no accountability; without account-

ability no control; and if there is no control, where is the seat of power?” More recently, Funnell (2007) further

elaborated on this argument, suggesting that, fundamental to the distribution of powerwithin government is the loca-

tion of financial control. Indeed, contests between the executive and the legislature over control of, and accountability

for, finances have been the defining feature of the evolution of the English Constitution. The “power of the purse” was

parliament’smainweapon bywhich it was able, overmany centuries, finally towrest power from theCrown. Ferry and

Midgley (2022) built on thiswork, showing that it is vital that the auditor is linked to the legislature, so that it functions

as an independent institution within Parliament rather than an institution independent of Parliament.

In essence, public audit is inherent in trust building between public entities and the democratically elected bodies

to which they are accountable, or—in the case of internal audit—the departments and the senior management tiers to

which they are accountable. Auditing thus improves the operation of a democratic state and its public organizations.

Public audit performs a mediating and adjudicating role for Parliaments, assemblies, and the wider public. Assurance

on information enables them to use that information. Auditors also adjudicate and individualize government perfor-

mance, enabling others to use their conclusions to hold government to account and they territorialize the activities

of government into auditable units which can then be adjudicated on (Miller & Power, 2013; Heald, 2018; Ferry et al.,

2022b).

2.2 The when and how of public audit

The traditional “when and how” of public audit is under significant pressures for change in terms of not being fit for

purpose regarding time, quality, and cost (Cordery & Hay, 2021; Murphy et al., 2019). Traditionally, when external

auditing took place involved an annual cycle of financial reporting through annual accounts and financial audit of

those accounts employing an audit plan, schedule, activities, and reporting. Increasingly from the 1980s, the finan-

cial audit became supplemented with performance auditing that may cover key themes over a cycle of say 3–5 years

interspersed with a range of priority/ad hoc studies (Hopwood, 1984). Value for money as a discipline owed much

to the ways in which the evaluative power of accounting was sold transnationally by Auditors General to politicians

(Free et al., 2020). This might in some countries be viewed as another advance of the project to colonize additional

regulatory spaces by accounting elites, creating new corpuses of knowledge, which auditors can then claim access to

(Gendron et al., 2007; Andon et al., 2015). Auditors, pursuing value for money, take on different roles which match

the political rhetoric described above and the evaluative rhetoric of value for money. These different roles are them-

selves anchored in wider patterns of discourse, both local, national and global, which justify the extension of audit

into new territory (Radcliffe, 1998). The “how” of financial audit involved an audit team consisting of a range of

manager and staff grades who would perform the audit tests on financial transactions and collect a range of evi-

dence for the audit file both manually and inside/outside the black box of the PC to support their ultimate opinions.

The how of performance audit involved close relationships between a team of auditors and stakeholders within the

client, the media and Parliament who were brought together in an “uneasy” partnership around the report (Parker

et al., 2021).

Digitalization affords a significant opportunity for change to the when and how of public audit (Agostino et al.,

2022a, 2022b). Indeed, digitalization is challenging the traditional model of audit in terms of that it can be continu-

ous and immediate rather than an annual process, and performing audit tests can be automated with algorithms and

coding. Rozario and Varsarhelyi (2018) argue that the technology could, if regulatory barriers are overcome, change

the nature of audit. If digitalization does threaten to be “the equivalent of the audit society on steroids,” then it may

change both the knowledge claimed by auditors and of their role within wider society (Carter et al., 2015), plus the

nature of when audits can take place through continuous auditing. For example, there is a developing literature on the

ways that governments have used social media during disasters to communicate, instruct, and organize the response
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330 FERRY ET AL.

(Ahrens & Ferry, 2021a, 2021b; Leoni et al., 2021). The use of and publication of data during the COVID-19 pandemic

has been important in building trust (Ferry et al., 2021; Leoni et al., 2021, 2022).

2.3 The where and who of public audit

The “where and who” of public audit raises issues of place and space with identity. Traditionally, audit was under-

taken onsite at a physical place being say client premises and/or taking files back to the audit office. Over the past

few decades, more work could be undertaken electronically in space anywhere as Enterprise-wide Resource Planning

Systems (ERPS) could be interrogated remotely for example. The identity of those undertaking the public audit were

professional auditors, but in terms of profession, they could be generalist civil servants, qualified accountants, and/or

lawyers depending on themandate, scope, and practices of the respective jurisdictions (Normanton, 1966; Cordery &

Hay, 2021). Overtime the professions have become more dominant and audit is most associated with the accounting

profession, especially in theWestminster model jurisdictions (Cordery &Hay, 2021).

With digitalization, it is increasingly likely that more audit including public audit would become virtual and

hybridized rather than specifically needing to take place onsite. The COVID-19 pandemic will undoubtedly drive fur-

ther change in such work practices as staff have had to adapt at speed and learn new technological skills of remote

working. Essentially, the where is already at “digital world” that affords various threats and opportunities to the

traditional nature of public audit (Agostino et al., 2022a, 2022b).

In addition, the “where” of public audit refers to “context” that has much relevance in shaping expectations around

the problematization and solutions of audit that embrace professional identities, audit technologies, what is made

visible through calculative practices and the bodies of knowledge that constitute the profession in different locales.

Thewhoof professional auditors for public audit is being challenged. Currently, it remains the domain of the profes-

sions, especially accounting and to some extent law, withmany being public employees. The private sector is, however,

encroaching on more work, and some jurisdictions already have a hybrid of public and private professional audit

expertise (Jeppesen et al., 2017), and the dominance of the accounting and legal professions is being challenged. Dig-

italization means that data scientists and other experts may replace accountants and lawyers for certain roles, if such

skills are not built into existing profession skill sets (Agostino et al., 2022a, 2022b). Also, there have been pushes to

reduce accountability and replace it with transparency as professional auditors are arguably replaced by an army of

citizen armchair auditors (Ferry & Eckersley, 2015; Ferry et al., 2015) or online ranking systems such as in TripAdvisor

we trust (Jeacle & Carter, 2011).

In particular, the where and who challenges associated with public audit speak to the recent debates of the

(in)compatibility between accountability and transparency arrangements. Ferry et al. (2015) suggest accountability

constitutes audit and assurance, performancemanagement and regulation and transparency is open data sources that

can be/are understood by those using them including citizens. However, they also specifically state that “. . . the role

of public audit is vital to effective transparency, both to validate financial reporting (as per private sector audit) and

in its wider remit of regularity (expenditure accords with authorization), propriety (absence of fraud and corruption)

and performance (the achievement of value for money)” (Ferry et al., 2015, p. 350). Ferry and Eckersley (2015) also

illustrate that accountability and/or transparency may perform/be performed differently depending on jurisdictional

contexts and how much trust can be placed in professional audit arrangements. The power of data analytics, AI, and

digitization could make the opportunities for both accountability and transparency even more powerful. However,

sunlight is no good as a disinfectant if no one understands what is made visible, especially depending on expert audit

skills plus the capability, capacity, and confidence of people to harness the computing power. Transparency extends

openness to people being able to understand what is being made open so they can do something about it, if they so

wish.

The papers in this SI aim to address some of these issues and are now summarized, before we make a conclusion

and set out future directions.
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3 PERSPECTIVES ON PUBLIC AUDIT: THE PAPERS IN THE SPECIAL ISSUE

The papers of the special issue provide a state-of-the-art consideration of the current public audit space, fromaplural-

ity of perspectives, illustrating emerging critical issues in the “what, why, when, how, where and who” of public audit.

It is appreciated that the following papersmay overlap between these criteria, and so this is merely our interpretation

of where they primarily fall.

In their reviewof performance auditing literature, Rana et al. (2022) illustrate how for performance audit the “what

and why” issues of public audit still remain far from settled and decided upon, opening up new challenges for scholars

and practitioners alike. Their review reveals the continuous evolution andwide variety of performance auditing scope

over time and in different contexts, which illustrate its malleable nature. Their review also illustrates the tensions and

contradictions of performance auditing, between independence and relevance, emphasis on performance improve-

ments and/or stronger accountability, as well as its unintended consequences. The review suggests that the scope and

underlying rationale of performance auditing, as well as its underlying tensions may deserve further future attention.

At the same time, they point to the importance of exploring the implications of digitalization and emerging technolo-

gies for performance audit, the potential offered by widening and emancipatory forms of accountability, the ways in

which performance auditing connects withmedia, and its relevance in a risk management perspective.

Focusingon internal auditing, ThemsenandSkærbæk (2022) providea further contribution to showthe importance

of looking jointly at the context where audit takes place, the underlying, contextual expectations, and culture, and the

meaning in terms of the “what andwhy” attached to the roles andwork of auditors. In their longitudinal analysis of the

case of internal auditing in the Danish central government, they offer an interesting interpretation on the reasons for

its disappearance from the Danish public scene. In their study, the authors suggest that the concrete termination of

internal auditing, far from brought about by politicians, was rather the result of top civil servants being able to remove

whatwas seen as an obstacle to innovation in the public sector. This happened in a contextwhere policymaking shifted

froman emphasis on audit to a new focus on innovation, bringing about amove away froman “audit society” and a shift

towards amodel of “innovation society.”

Ferry and Ahrens (2022)’s study further illustrates the importance of jointly considering the broader “what, why,

when, how, where and who” of auditing. Responding to the need to explore the new regulatory spaces emerging

around audit in the public sector, they compare audit regulations for local governments across the UK four coun-

tries (England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, andWales), in terms of arrangements and practices, historical background,

and underlying rationales. In comparing the ways of organizing the public audit work, its scope, inspection, degree of

fragmentation, independence, and competition, the authors highlight that the four countries present different politi-

cal priorities and embrace different notions of regulatory space. They particularly point to the contrast between the

increasing fragmentation andmarketization of public auditing brought about by the abolition of theAudit Commission

in England, and the stronger centralization, and public-sector focus in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. They

also document the evolution of the audit role towards an extension into “inspection,” including assessing and ranking

activities.

Widening the view from theUK to the European continent, DeWidt et al. (2022) compare the development of local

government audit markets in England and the Netherlands with a strong emphasis on the “where and who” concern-

ing public auditing. They show both countries have witnessed liberalization processes for local government audit, but

with different outcomes: amore concentratedmarket in England and a freemarketwithmid-tier and small firms in the

Netherlands. Drawing on the Porter’s (2008) five forces framework, and institutional theories, the authors identify

the possible reasons for such different outcomes. More specifically, higher entry barrier and buyer power, and lower

threat of substitution in England explain the presence of bigger firms, whereas medium or small firms in the Nether-

lands can still easily compete for single contracts with individual local governments. However, in addition to the “five

forces,” regulation also contributes to explainwhy, in particular, theBig 4 firmswithdrew from theDutchmarket.More
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332 FERRY ET AL.

generally, this study points to the relevance of looking at institutional forces and logics, and historical contingencies

for a richer explanation of the features of public audit.

The importance of institutional forces and contexts in making sense of audit arrangements, but also in trying to

anticipate future challenges, is further illustrated by Cordery and Hay (2022), who provide a rich view of a unique

and often less investigated area of public auditing, that is, SAIs that in many ways addresses the “what and why” of

public auditing. First, they show how the traditional models of SAIs (Westminster, Board/Collegial and Court/Judicial)

are translated into multifaceted national experiences, with isomorphic pressures having driven the growth of audit

globally, but public audit having remained structured and organized in a plurality of ways. Second, they discuss the

current challenges facing SAIs, and in particular scarcity of resources and high public debt in the public sector, and

the increasing emphasis placed on United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals, and their potential impact on the

(uncertain) future of public audit. Their contribution highlights how SAIs variety is shaped by national and local con-

straints, with INTOSAI fostering SAIs’ independence and capacities to face current global challenges. It also predicts

these challenges, exacerbated by current crises and the pandemic, may bring about greater isomorphism in the future.

Finally, but importantly for the future of public audit, the paper byAquino, Lino, andAzevedo (2022) considers digi-

talization, especially the “whenandhow”of public audit. Through their studyofCourts ofAccounts inBrazil, they show

how as organizations undergo digital transformation the public auditing becomes increasingly reliant on the technol-

ogy to collect and analyze large amounts of data. In addition, they illustrate that computer-assisted audit tools, scripts

and algorithms assist auditors in their practices, but that the auditors are not fully aware of how their skepticism and

autonomy are affected as the digital infrastructure becomes the dominant frame of remote compliance audit practice.

All in all, the papers in the special issue provide a timely picture of public audit. Through considering the “what, why,

when, how, where and who” of public audit they point to the (still) contested and malleable nature of public auditors’

work, to its being strongly institutionally bound, and being faced by multiple future challenges related to their very

identity, the mode of work, the scope of intervention, and the changing regulatory and institutional context where it

operates.

4 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The special issue employed a framing of the “what and why,” “when and how,” and “where and who” of public audit to

explore the present situation, where it came from andmay be heading in the future. The papers in the special issue are

found to address different and combined facets of the “what, why, when, how, where and who” of the future of public

audit.

From this broad theorization, the papers do not show disruptingmessages, but rather a confirmation that the chal-

lenges for auditors tend to be the same, and in spite of globalization and digitalization, very much is context-bounded

and culturally shaped. For example, this is illustrated through the “what and why” issues of public audit that reviewed

literature on performance audit (Rana et al., 2022) and through an international comparison of SAIs (Cordery andHay,

2022). This was also the case for the study by Themsen and Skærbæk (2022) who highlight the importance of looking

at the context where audit takes place and themeaning in terms of the “what andwhy” attached to the roles andwork

of auditors, despite importantly highlighting a move away from an “audit society” and shift towards an “innovation

society.” Also, context and culture remain important in considering the “when and how” of the future of public audit

in terms of digitalization and the relationships between autonomy and control (Aquino, Lino and, Azevedo, 2022). In

addition, in emphasizing the “where and who” concerning public auditing, context and culture again become apparent

in comparing the development of local governmentmarkets between countries (DeWidt et al., 2022). Furthermore, in

exploring the new regulatory spaces emerging around audit in the public sector, context and culture are again deemed

important across the broader “what, why,when, how,where andwho” of public auditing in the context of a comparison

of UK local government (Ferry and Ahrens, 2022).
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More generally, taken together these papers indicate that the state of governmental research is strong and diverse.

This is a testimony to the development of an international community of researchers with interests in this field and a

buoyant state of the literature. In that sense there is reason for optimism as we look ahead.

Yet we must be wary also, as the dominant streams of literature in international academic accounting bodies con-

cern financial accounting and reporting in private sector bodies, and research interest in government accounting and

especially public audit runs at some distance behind this juggernaut.

Yet whenever wemight be disheartened by these empirics, we should remember that for most people government

makes a fundamental and grounding contribution to their quality of everyday life, and so it follows that government

accounting and auditing and its contributions to decision making and accountability is equally as fundamental and

grounding in modern society. We are charged with forging better understandings of these practices and in so doing

helping to improve their operation. If we believe in the productive power of research and in its social value, then it is of

particular use in the arena of government accounting and auditing as it stands to have substantial social impact.

Even more so at present, we live in extraordinary times, in times of great crisis, which require significant govern-

ment responses. Inmany countries, the COVID19 pandemic has brought about the greatest andmost rapid expansion

in government programs since the Second World War, and an unprecedented level of social regulation and control.

These programswill all lead to accounts and audit reports on programs and their implementation (Anessi et al., 2020).

Just as government auditorshaveanobligation to report onprograms, public sector accounting researchershavean

obligation to study these outputs andmake sense of them.We can learn about the implementation of these programs

and how they were conceived and managed in times of crisis. We can seek to better understand their efficacy and

usefulness now that we are at some remove from the circumstances that occasioned them.We can study the auditors

and their work and here there are important questions. How do you audit government programs that are instituted

with massive scale and speed? How do you make sense of them? Do normal standards and procedures apply, or were

variations made? These are questions for research. There is much that has not been made clear, much that may have

been disclosed through open records and laws but has not yet been examined. In short, there are many things we

simply do not know about what we have been through and about how governments were administered during these

extraordinary times.

There are also questions of whether government responses to crises such as COVID 19 were universally shared

experiences or whether there were important international differences in outlook and organization. It is not clear, for

example, that the governments of say theUnited States of America, Canada, theUK, France, andGermany all followed

the same path andmade the same choices in how tomanage programs, assess them, release funds, and report on their

progress. Thesearequestions for researchand for researchers. In important respects, theyarehistorical questions and

amatter to be recorded. There is a need to gather evidencewhile the evidence is available. Comparative international

studies are another potential area of study.

Besides the exigencies of the present, we would hark back to the past and to the period when current value for

money auditing practices were being formed. Free et al. (2020) provide a survey of historical movement through a

Canadian lens and report the work of a Canadian parliamentary committee travelling to and studying other jurisdic-

tions, theirwork forming a report thatwas thebasis of theAuditorGeneralAct, 1977. There is a need for local histories

and details to understand the formation of ideas and practices and theway in which new practices took hold andwere

accepted, and so practice expanded to give government auditors the audit mandates we see today (Ferry & Midg-

ley, 2022). This could be in the contemporary period of the past 50 years or so, or at other important junctures. The

mechanics of professional change can be seen within these histories. These issues are worth further investigation. In

addition, the enduring notion of an audit society (Power, 1997) is worth further consideration, as is exploration of the

potential notion of an “innovation society” replacing the “audit society” as both an ongoing phenomenon and possible

new trend (Themsen and Skærbæk, 2022).

So, we see opportunities both in the “hyper” present of crises such as the world post COVID 19 and all of the

contemporary changes that represents such as for quicker digitalization, and a role for governmental researchers

in explicating the present. Also, we see a role for further excavating the past through examining mechanisms of
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professional change at various times, and the formation of newpractices. Themethods to study eachwould be archival

andevidentiary based, potentiallywith interviews for current issues. In addition, there is a need to gather evidence and

to speak to practice. Furthermore, above all, we need to examine the practice of government accounting and auditing

and seek to understand it more deeply. This is a trust that we each carry with us.
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