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Abstract 

There have been uncertainties to what a performance audit generates, as audit impact have an 

inherent causality problem. Prior studies present several factors that affect perceived audit impact, 

but the generalizability is low and not applicable in a Swedish context, thus this thesis contributes 

to the development of the existing knowledge by investigating audit impact. This thesis consists of 

a sample of three performance audits which are investigated through a mix methods approach with 

a total 23 interviews and multiple public documents, analyzed with earlier studies and theories as 

a benchmark. The findings indicate that audit impact is complex where several factors affect audit 

impact, this thesis indicated that usefulness and quality of the performance audit are the main 

factors that affects perceived audit impact. There are also additional effects by the performance 

audit that fall outside of the audit impact definition. Due to the small sample size and the fact that 

performance audits often are regulated by local laws one must be careful in what context these 

findings are solely applied in another context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keywords 

Audit impact, Performance audit, Swedish National Audit Office 



 

 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to thank our supervisor Arne Sjöblom and members from our peer review group for 

their valuable input throughout the writing process. We would also like to thank all our participants 

for their contributions, taking time from their schedules and their genuine interest in this thesis. 

Last but not least our families and friends for their support during this process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Abbreviations 
  

AI    Administrative Institution 

FR                                   Follow Up Report 

ISSAI                           International Standards of Supreme Audit Institutions 

NAO                             National Audit Organization 

NPM                             New Public Management 

PA                                Performance Audit 

SAI                               Supreme Audit Institutions 

SNAO                           Swedish National Audit Office 

VFM                             Value For Money 

  



 

 

Table of contents 
1 Introduction .......................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background..................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Problem discussion .......................................................................................................... 2 

2 Literature review ................................................................................................................... 5 

2.1 Performance Audits ......................................................................................................... 5 

2.2 The SNAO ....................................................................................................................... 7 

2.2.1 The SNAO´s interpretations ...................................................................................... 8 

2.3 Earlier studies ................................................................................................................. 9 

2.3.1 Audit impact ............................................................................................................. 9 

2.3.2 Usefulness: Before the audit ..................................................................................... 11 

2.3.3 Approach: During the audit ..................................................................................... 11 

2.3.4 Compliance: After the audit ..................................................................................... 12 

2.4 Conclusion of literature review ...................................................................................... 13 

3 Method................................................................................................................................ 15 

3.1 Research design ............................................................................................................. 15 

3.2 Sample .......................................................................................................................... 16 

3.4 Research approach ........................................................................................................ 17 

3.5 Limitations .................................................................................................................... 19 

4 Empirical findings ............................................................................................................... 21 

4.1 PA 1 .............................................................................................................................. 21 

4.1.1 Before: Usefulness ................................................................................................... 21 

4.1.2 During: Approach ................................................................................................... 22 

4.1.3 After: Compliance ................................................................................................... 22 

4.2 PA 2 .............................................................................................................................. 23 

4.2.1 Before: Usefulness ................................................................................................... 23 

4.2.2 During: Approach ................................................................................................... 24 

4.2.3 After: Compliance ................................................................................................... 24 

4.3 PA 3 .............................................................................................................................. 25 

4.3.1 Before: Usefulness ................................................................................................... 25 

4.3.2 During: Approach ................................................................................................... 26 

4.3.3 After: Compliance ................................................................................................... 26 

4.4 The FR process concerning, FR 1, FR 2 and FR 3 ........................................................... 27 

5 Analysis............................................................................................................................... 28 

5.1 General notion audit impact........................................................................................... 28 

5.2 Introductory remarks on the PA concept ........................................................................ 29 



 

 

5.3 Before: Usefulness ......................................................................................................... 29 

6 Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 36 

6.1 Limitations and suggestions for future research .............................................................. 37 

List of references .................................................................................................................... 39 

Appendix A ............................................................................................................................ 43 

Appendix B ............................................................................................................................ 44 

Appendix C ............................................................................................................................ 45 

 

 

 

Figures 

Figure 1 The audit process .......................................................................................................................... 9 

Figure 2 Simplified version of factors affecting audit impact ................................................................ 10 

Figure 3 Summary of audit impact variables .......................................................................................... 14 

Figure 4 Summary of variables, Usefulness ............................................................................................. 29 

Figure 5 Summary of variables, Approach ............................................................................................. 31 

Figure 6 Summary of variables, Compliance .......................................................................................... 33 



1 
 

 

1 Introduction 

The following chapter presents a background on how audits in the public sector have developed 

over time and how performance audits came to light. Thereon the chapter continues with a 

discussion about performance audits with the opportunities and difficulties it faces. The chapter 

ends with a problem discussion that presents the uncertainties of what performance audits 

generates in the public sector, thus there is a need to investigate this subject on a deeper level. The 

problem discussion ends with a formulation of the research question and the aim of this thesis. 

1.1 Background 

New Public Management (NPM) has been described by Hood (1991) as being developed within 

the public sector since the late 1970's. The central part of NPM is to turn public sector organizations 

more businesslike by introducing practices from the private sector into the public sector, therefore 

NPM translates into a more competitive environment where the public demands accountability 

(Hood, 1991). The accountability perspective can be found in the sense that the public demands 

value for their tax money. Therefore, NPM helps the public sector to prove that their organizations 

are economically rationalistic. (Hood, 1995) The development of NPM also corresponds with an 

increase of audits performed in the public sector. Power (1997) describes this as a general trend 

and calls this phenomenon the audit society. This phenomenon has led to an increased amount of 

audits being conducted which later developed into an audit overuse, that Power (2003) defines as 

an audit explosion in the public sector where more and more things need to be audited. One aspect 

is that the audit society has led to increased administrative activities, but still not achieved the 

desired results. The opposite opinion of the audit society is that audits have contributed to 

accountability, effectiveness and efficiency of the public sector, yet there is little to none empirical 

evidence supporting either claims. (Bovens et al., 2008; Reichborn-Kjennerud & Johnsen, 2015)  

 

As a result of the audit explosion and NPM, Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) were formed to 

control some of the audits conducted in the public sector, but the implementation and the actual 

audits performed are handled by the National Audit Offices (NAOs) in each country. (INTOSAI, 

2003; INTOSAI, 2006b). In Sweden this organization is called the Swedish National Audit Office 

(SNAO) which is Sweden's SAI and NAO. NPM has been both criticized and praised, naturally 

this debate has spread to the SAIs and the NAOs and in its turn to the SNAO (Gendron et al., 2001; 

Gendron et al., 2007). 
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A NAO´s main objectives are to investigate if funds are spent in a responsible fashion as well as 

evaluating the performance of public entities through auditing, hence performance audits (PAs) 

(White & Hollingsworth, 1999). There is no general accepted definition of what a PA consists of, 

but the concept is often connected to the evaluation of the economy, efficiency and effectiveness 

of public sector management. As a result, a PA is a tool for an independent assessment of the 

performance of governmental organizations, similarly to the internal audit function in the private 

sector. (Kells & Hodge, 2010) Therefore, PAs can improve the accountability in the public sector 

towards the public (Brooks, 1996; Dittenhofer, 2001). The foundation that the PAs target trough 

auditing is if political decisions made by the government is appropriate from a parliamentary 

perspective. These political decisions have a tendency to be general, but are still used as a 

benchmark for the conducted PAs (Bringselius, 2013). As mentioned above, due to the PAs 

inherent political nature the area can be controversial and therefore PAs can occasionally lead to 

tarnished debates in the parliament (Bringselius, 2013, p. 36-39). 

1.2 Problem discussion 

On a general note there are indications that PAs do not necessarily produce the desired results, and 

there are uncertainties to what effects a PA generates (Mattson, 2014, p. 146-148) hence audit 

impact. Turning to the Swedish setting, the SNAO is an independent organization, but since the 

Swedish parliament is built on several political parties there are underlying different views on how 

members of the parliament interprets the SNAO´s mission (Cassel, 2014, p. 50-71). This create 

different expectations of what the organization can and should achieve through its PAs 

(Bringselius, 2013; Mattson, 2014), hence the desired audit impact also varies. On a practical level 

there are uncertainties towards the SNAO´s efficiency as well as the effectiveness of their PAs 

(Bringselius, 2013). Further criticism has been highlighted by journalists, as Rusanen (2008) 

argued that the SNAO´s daily operations were inefficient and Esping (2013) stated that the SNAO 

has been questioned by the Swedish state due to their large expenditures. 

  

Even though the SNAO has been criticized, there is a general presumption that PAs in the public 

sector generates some positive effects, but as Reichborn-Kjennerud and Johnsen (2015) argue these 

presumptions are not based on empirical evidence and neither is the opposite. There is no general 

accepted measurement of the effect of PAs, however both Morin (2001) and Pollitt et al. (1999) 

state that a key measurement in indicating the effects of the PA, hence audit impact, is the 

proportion of accepted PA recommendations by the parliament. Since this measurement is not 
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generally accepted it creates a problem, for example Mattson (2014, p. 146-148) applied said 

measurement in a Swedish setting, and argued that the SNAO´s work had little audit impact in the 

public sector over a period of ten years, where approximately 79% of the PA report 

recommendations were not used by the parliament, indicating that the audit impact was low. 

Adding to the problem of the appropriateness of the measurement in a Swedish setting, the SNAO 

is not required by Swedish law to present recommendations, rather they are required to present 

their observations after the conducted audit (Act on Audit of State Activities (2002:1022)). This 

could obstruct the applicability of the measurement in a Swedish context and may not represent an 

accurate description of audit impact. There are indications for the opposite opinion, that PAs do 

generate effects. As Lapsley and Pong (2000) and Reichborn-Kjennerud and Johnsen (2015) 

concluded, that PAs generates a positive effect and that a large majority of the auditees viewed the 

PAs as a useful activity, yet these studies are conducted in other countries and not fully applicable 

in a Swedish setting. Therefore, there are indications that the negative picture painted by Mattson 

(2014) might not be the most accurate description on what goes on in practice. Knowing this, this 

thesis does not use the above mentioned measurement of the effect of PAs, hence audit impact, as 

the amount of accepted recommendations. Instead a more appropriate measurement of PA effects, 

is the definition of audit impact as presented by Raudla et al. (2015): “...impacts of PA have been 

the changes implemented as a result of PA and the perceived usefulness of PA by the auditees” 

(Raudla et al., 2015, p. 4). This definition is more generous as it encompasses a wider perspective 

of audit impact. 

  

As presented in this chapter it is unclear how PAs impact the public sector. As stated by Raudla et 

al. (2015) there are surprisingly few studies that investigate PAs in the public sector and there are 

even less studies that focus on the effects generated by the PAs, hence audit impact (Bovens et al., 

2008; Lapsley & Pong, 2000; Morin, 2008; Raudla et al., 2015; Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013, 2014; 

Reichborn-Kjennerud & Johnsen, 2015; Tillema & ter Bogt 2010; Weets 2011). There is a need 

for more empirical research about the subject as there are no general accepted theories that explain 

audit impact as well as the underlying factors that could affect said subject. Furthermore, there is a 

lack of studies from a wider perspective since the majority focus on the audited organization. Two 

studies that did focus on both perspectives (auditor and auditee) of audit impact is Johnsen et al.´s 

(2001) article and Morin´s article from 2001. The articles combined state that there are several 

factors that affects whether impact is successful or not, as the subject is complex and there is a need 

for it to be understood in a context. There is a need for more empirical evidence of audit impact 

since the general level of knowledge is low. Therefore, the theories cannot explain what goes on in 
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practice, and thus does not offer an explanation of audit impact generated by the PAs performed 

by the SNAO, which results in ongoing uncertainties in the subject. The NAOs are heavily 

regulated (Johnsen et al., 2001; Morin, 2001), thus it is beneficial to study them in their context of 

said regulation. Due to these uncertainties, it is of relevance to conduct additional studies of the 

subject to contribute to the development of the existing knowledge that explains audit impact. 

   

Therefore, the research question is to investigate: 

  

What potential factors could affect perceived audit impact from performance audits 

 in the Swedish public sector? 

  

The aim of this thesis is to study the somewhat uninvestigated area of the underlying factors that 

could affect audit impact from PAs, from the perception of individuals directly involved in the PA 

process. The research question will be investigated through a cross sectional comparative 

qualitative study to contribute to the development of the existing knowledge in this subject. 
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2 Literature review 

The following chapter presents an overview of background information and previous studies. The 

chapter begins with a presentation of the PA concept and continues with a presentation of the eight 

subtypes of PAs. It is followed by an introduction of the SNAO and its operations, thereafter it 

continues with a presentation of the SNAO’s interpretations of the PA concepts as well as the PA 

process. The section progresses with a presentation of earlier studies in the subject and ends with 

a summary that is visualized in an explanatory model. 

2.1 Performance Audits 

In the introduction part of this paper, NPM was introduced as a new concept in the public sector 

that in the end with the help from the audit society led to the development of PAs in the public 

sector. Therefore, both PA and NPM have a lot in common, since the notions have a focus on 

economy, efficiency and effectiveness and contains an inherent accountability perspective. (Hood, 

1991, 1995; Power, 2003) The accountability perspective in PAs can be found in the sense that it 

investigates if appropriate choices are made, where the PA holds someone to account for their 

actions. Therefore, accountability through a PA is a force that could induce learning and 

improvement of the daily operations. (Bowerman, 1996) 

  

The introduction part of this paper provided a brief introduction of what a PA is, yet there is more 

to the notion than was first introduced in this thesis as there is no general accepted definition of 

what a PA is (Dittenhofer, 1971) therefore, a PA needs to be interpreted when applied in its context. 

As a result of these uncertainties Gendron et al. (2001), Pollitt (2003) and Pollitt et al. (1999) argue 

that PA is an ambiguous notion, where the concept changes and develops over time. Many of the 

traits of a PA are found in value for money (VFM) audits, hence PAs have to some extent become 

a synonym for VFM audits (Kells, 2011; Lonsdale, 2000; Morin, 2001). Kells (2011) contributes 

the reason for this development to the both concepts shared objective of public spending efficiency.  

  

To provide a deeper understanding of the PA concept one must be introduced to the International 

Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions, which acts as an international body for the SAIs 

around the world. One of their duties is to provide an international framework for governmental 

audits, however these frameworks are not mandatory to implement. It presents several international 

auditing standards called International Standards of Supreme Audit Institutions (ISSAIs). In 

standards ISSAI 3000-3100 (INTOSAI, 2006a) the following definition of what a PA can include 
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can be found: “Performance auditing is an independent and objective examination of government 

undertakings, systems, programmes or organisations, with regard to one or more of the three 

aspects of economy, efficiency and effectiveness, aiming to lead improvements” (INTOSAI, 2006b 

p.11). This definition of PA has a focus on evaluation of economy, efficiency and effectiveness 

which also corresponds with Power´s (1997) definitions of the three E´s as a value creating activity. 

The point of the three E´s is to improve the public spending, which corresponds with NPMs 

inherent accountability perspective as mentioned in the introduction of this paper. Therefore, 

Grönlund et al. (2011) make the natural comparison between the three E´s as a traditional view of 

the definition of VFM audits. 

  

The three E´s are a traditional part of a PA, but as discussed earlier the concept can include several 

other perspectives, even though these indications are subjective, unstandardized and seldom 

operationalized (Pollitt et al., 1999). The three E´s are defined as audit type one, two and three by 

Grönlund et al. (2011), additionally they claim that it is possible to find at least five more definitions 

of extended VFM audits in earlier studies and presents a total of eight definitions of the concept. 

Grönlund et al. (2011) classify audit type four as systems audit based on Pollitt et al.´s (1999) study 

of core activities and controls in the organization. Grönlund et al. (2011) continue with adding audit 

type five as administration audit, since good and/or bad administration is an incentive for 

motivating VFM audits. They also add audit type six due to the difficulties in investigating 

effectiveness, thus they argue that goal related audits are a subcategory for measuring said 

effectiveness. The term audit type seven has come to be used to refer to policy audits that examines 

if political programs are appropriate from a financial point of view. Unfortunately audit type eight 

remains a poorly defined term by the authors as they describe it as the following, “all other possible 

forms of value for money audits” (Grönlund et al., 2011 p. 111). 

  

As a PA does not contain a set approach, this paper will use the definitions presented by Grönlund 

et al. (2011) since it is possible to use VFM audits and PAs as synonyms (Kells, 2011; Lonsdale, 

2000; Morin, 2001). Grönlund et al. (2011) conducted their research in the same Swedish context 

as this thesis. A problem with these definitions is that there are no earlier studies that investigate if 

audit impact depends on the PA type (Grönlund et al., 2011). A summary of the different audit 

types are presented in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1 Summary of PA types 

PA type Name 

Audit 1 Economy 

Audit 2 Efficiency 

Audit 3 Effectiveness 

Audit 4 Systems 

Audit 5 Administration 

Audit 6 Goal related 

Audit 7 Policy 

Audit 8 Empirically grounded 

(Based on Grönlund et al., 2011) 

2.2 The SNAO 

The purpose of this section is to provide background information on PAs in the Swedish context. 

As mentioned in the introduction the NAOs were formed as a response to the audit society and 

handled the increasing amounts of audits performed in the public sector. The SNAO is Sweden's 

SAI and NAO, hence it is a part of the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions 

(INTOSAI, 2006b; Mattson, 2014). The SNAO was formed in 2003 when it replaced the two 

previous organizations the Parliamentary Auditors1 and the National Audit Bureau2. When the 

SNAO was formed, it was the first time that the Swedish parliament had a single independent audit 

organization free from political influence. (Bringselius, 2013, p. 51-135) The SNAO´s 

independence was later ensured in The Instrument of Government (13:7), which states that the 

SNAO independently chooses which areas to audit. As their aim is regulated by the Instrument of 

Government, thus the SNAO´s mission is delegated by the parliament to investigate the 

government. Therefore, SNAO´s primary task is to evaluate the government and its AIs through 

audit reports. The formal responsibility of the organization lies on the SNAO´s three auditor 

generals. They have the formal responsibility of the organization's operations and performance as 

well as the option to delegate the responsibility of conducting audits to the organization's public 

servants. (Act on Audit of State Activities (2002:1022); The Instrument of Government 13:7) The 

SNAO is regulated by the following laws: Act containing Instructions for the Swedish National 

Audit Office, Act on Audit of State Activities (the Audit Act) and The Instrument of Government 

                                                
1 Riksdagens revisorer 
2 Riksrevisionsverket 
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(13:7-9). These laws are written in a general fashion, and adding to the complexity the International 

Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions presents benchmarks rather than fixed rules, which 

results in that the SNAO needs to interpret these frameworks when conducting PAs, how they 

proceed to do so will be more thoroughly discussed in the section below. 

2.2.1 The SNAO´s interpretations 

As mentioned above the SNAO needs to interpret both national laws and international benchmarks, 

some of these interpretations can be found in the Performance Audit Handbook (Riksrevisionen, 

2012) and Revisionens inriktning (Riksrevisionen, 2014). As the PA concepts need to be 

interpreted when applied in a context the SNAO has interpreted this as a problem oriented focus, 

if no problem is identified no audit will be conducted. The SNAO’s auditing process can be 

visualized into four main steps, the first step is to conduct an external monitoring where the problem 

is identified according to relevance and risk, and from those aspects an audit area is chosen. 

(Bringselius, 2013, p. 51-72; Grönlund et al., 2011; Pollitt, 2003) There are several ways to present 

suggestions for the external monitoring, for example strategic intelligence and personnel 

suggestions, but the formal decision needs to be made by one of the auditor generals as they have 

the utmost responsibility (Riksrevisionen, 2012). The second step is to perform a pilot study to test 

the conditions for the future main study. The aim of the pilot study is to validate the indicated 

problem as well as to make appropriate decisions of the method choice. During the third step the 

main study is conducted, during this stage the SNAO has an auditing mandate to request 

information that they need, including classified information in order to produce a high quality 

study. Before the audit report is presented to the public it goes through a fact checking process and 

a peer review to ensure the quality. When the audit report has an adequate quality one of the auditor 

generals makes the decision to public it. The last step is that the SNAO performs a follow up on 

the audited organizations that were a part of the PA. Every year the SNAO publishes a follow up 

report (FR) that summarizes the reactions generated by the original PA and the actions taken 

according to the PA recommendations. The FR contains both several general and in depth 

investigations, the general investigations are conducted 1 - 2 years after the PA and the in depth is 

usually conducted 4 - 5 years after the PA. The FR aims to stimulate a learning and improvement 

process, additionally it is an indication tool for the parliament on how well the SNAO performs. 

(Bringselius, 2013, p. 129-130; Riksrevisionen, 2015) During the follow up process the SNAO is 

not covered by the auditing mandate. (Bringselius, 2013; Riksrevisionen, 2014; Riksrevisionen, 

2012) The major steps of SNAO´s auditing process is presented in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1 The audit process  

 
(Based on Bringselius, 2013; Riksrevisionen, 2014) 

2.3 Earlier studies 

2.3.1 Audit impact 

As mentioned in the introduction there are uncertainties of what effects PAs generate, thus this 

thesis focus on audit impact. As briefly discussed in the introduction, few studies have been able 

to conclude systematic research into the general context of audit impact since the research is context 

specific, an outcome that might be contributed to the fact that the NAOs often are regulated by 

country specific laws. (Bovens et al., 2008; Johnsen et al., 2001; Lapsley & Pong, 2000; Morin, 

2001, 2008; Raudla et al., 2015; Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013, 2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud & 

Johnsen, 2015; Tillema & ter Bogt 2010; Weets 2011) Referring to the introduction part of this 

paper, the term audit impact will be used solely when referring to: “...impacts of PA have been the 

changes implemented as a result of PA and the perceived usefulness of PA by the auditees” (Raudla 

et al., 2015, p. 4). 

 

In the case of audit impact, it can be described using two main time horizons: instrumental influence 

and interactive influence. Instrumental influence encompasses the short term audit impact and is 

easier to measure, in contrast to interactive influence that measure a long term change in the 

organization and is thus harder to grasp. The successfulness of audit impact is not defined as either 

instrumental or interactive and neither has it been distinguished if one type is preferred over the 

other. (Lonsdale et al., 2011) It has proven difficult to analyze both instrumental and interactive 

influence from separate perspectives since there are uncertainties to what has generated the change 

in the audited organization after a PA (Grönlund et al., 2011; Riksrevisionen, 2015). This translates 

into a problem, as earlier studies state that the NAOs to some extent are accountable for their audit 

reports being implemented. In general terms, this means that it is difficult to contribute changes to 

the NAOs, even though some authors argue that they are accountable for implementing changes 
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and thus, achieving audit impact. (Kells, 2011; Morin, 2001; Pollitt et al., 1999) Therefore, audit 

impact contains an inherent causality problem. As briefly mentioned in the previous chapter, 

auditing in the public sector contains a general holding to account perspective. In an accountability 

sense there is a need to justify the operations of public sector organizations, and to ensure that there 

is value for the taxpayers money which could be related to the fact that PA has developed from 

NPM (Hood, 1991, 1995). Bovens (2010) and Grönlund et al. (2011) argue that the accountability 

perspective should be viewed as an accountable behavior and should be understood in a context 

that depends on roles, institutional context, era and political perspective. The authors continue to 

argue that accountable behavior for a NAO is responsibility, responsiveness, high quality and low 

cost of public services and accountable behavior for the public servant is to implement 

recommendations from the NAO in the most cost efficient way. 

  

Adding to the problem of investigating audit impact, Morin (2001, 2008) and Pollitt et al. (1999) 

state that the reality of which factors that influence audit impact is complex in practice, where the 

successfulness is less straightforward than what any theory might imply. Together, these studies 

state that some areas of the practice are not entirely grounded on empirical evidence, thus audit 

impact cannot be explained using only one theory. Therefore, the performance indicators for PAs 

presented by Morin (2001) are used as a foundation in this chapter. The performance indicators 

have been divided into the three subcategories usefulness, approach and compliance that in turn 

reflects audit impact together with earlier studies to cross reference these findings which is 

visualized in Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2 Simplified version of factors affecting audit impact  

 

(Based on Morin, 2001) 
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The general focus lies on those in direct contact with the PA as presented in the aim of this thesis, 

even though there are other stakeholders that could affect audit impact it creates a natural limitation 

in this thesis as well as in this section. As earlier studies in this subject have a low generalizability 

the reference frame should not be viewed as an absolute fact, it is rather to be used as an indication 

to what factors that could affect the audit impact (Bovens et al., 2008; Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013, 

2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud & Johnsen, 2015; Tillema & ter Bogt, 2010; Weets, 2011). The 

subcategories presented above are a lot more complex than the simplified explanation in the Figure 

2, therefore a more detailed description of this simplified model is presented in the section below.  

2.3.2 Usefulness: Before the audit 

The perceived usefulness is a part of the audit impact definition in this thesis (Raudla et al., 2015) 

thus the usefulness of audits in general in the public sector as well as the auditees expectation of 

the audit are all factors that improve the possibility of audit impact (Johnsen et al., 2001; 

Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013). Raudla et al. (2015) take this argument even further and state that 

perceived usefulness is a more accurate indication of an audit impact than to measure change, as 

change is such an elusive measurement to investigate. The usefulness of audits is problematized by 

Brunsson (2014), as she points out that the perceived usefulness from an auditor´s perspective is 

that they are forefront with their audits, yet this has a tendency to impede the usefulness from other 

stakeholders perspectives. In turn there are different factors that can affect the perceived usefulness, 

as illustrated by Morin (2001) as she argues that there is a risk that prior experience of a PA may 

create suspicion among the auditees, which makes them view the audit as a threat and thus resent 

the conducted audit. Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013) argues for the opposite, if the auditees have a 

positive perception on the NAO´s work on transparency and improvements it enhances the 

usefulness of the PA. Additionally if the organization know from the start of the PA that the 

auditors will return to do a follow up, they are more inclined to take the recommendations into 

action (Alwardat, 2010; Morin, 2008). 

2.3.3 Approach: During the audit  

During the audit it is important to use a suitable approach while conducting the PA to achieve audit 

impact, and one factor to consider before the conducted audit is the timing (Weets, 2011). If the 

PA is performed during a time of reforms in the organization, the PA report suggestions are more 

likely to be taken into consideration. If there is a well know problem in the audited organization 

before the PA that had not been dealt by management, then the PA can sometimes be of help for 

the auditees to raise their concerns. (Morin, 2008) Thus, if the auditor chooses to investigate a well 

known problem the probability for audit impact is higher. This can be explained using the 
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legitimacy theory where the audit is a legitimacy creating process that creates approval from the 

actors in society due to the organizations independent and objective view (Tilling, 2004). During 

the audit the interaction between auditor and auditee, also known as a professional relationship, 

could either promote or discourage audit impact. Morin (2001) and Reichborn-Kjennerud (2014) 

argue that the auditor should create a cooperative relationship where the auditee has opportunities 

to influence the auditing process, in contrast to a professional relationship that is characterized by 

power and confrontation which could impede audit impact due to auditee defensiveness and 

protection of their organization. Additionally, Morin (2001, 2008) found some evidence to indicate 

that personal characteristics will play a role in audit impact, as individuals have different degrees 

of acceptance towards being audited as well as the audit report suggestions, for example if they are 

open for influence, their level of commitment and level of criticism tolerance towards the audit. 

2.3.4 Compliance: After the audit 

Kelman (1961, as cited by Morin, 2001, p. 102) identifies three positive reactions from the auditee; 

compliance, identification and internalization. (1) Compliance with the audit suggestions because 

they want to attain rewards and avoid punishments. (2) Identification occurs when there is a desire 

to maintain a good relationship between auditor and auditee, creating incentives for auditee 

compliance. (3) Internalization includes the auditees environment such as existing value system, 

when the audit corresponds with these the probability for compliance increases. (Kelman, 1961, as 

cited by Morin, 2001, p. 102) Additionally, Weets (2011) argues that audit impact might increase 

when the auditors have chosen to investigate the organization’s core activities. Still there are no 

guarantees that compliance will follow, as argued by Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013; 2014) that 

auditees are more prone to comply if they are convinced by the NAOs (the auditors) arguments. 

This could be interpreted that the auditor is accountable for providing convincing recommendations 

from a solid investigation. Alwardat (2010), Johnsen et al. (2001), Morin (2001) and Raudla et al. 

(2015) relate this argumentation to the quality of the audit report that the auditors produce. Both 

the perceived quality, which could be contributed to the competence of the auditor as well as the 

actual quality, and that appropriate assumptions are made by the auditors, hence the truth and 

fairness of the report. With regards to noncompliance, Hatherly and Parker (1988) identified a few 

causes, the most cited one was that auditees perceived their previous mode of operations as well 

functioning and that the required changes often were out of their control. Another factor that could 

obstruct audit impact is that recommendations made by the auditors could be difficult to apply in 

practice and the implementation could create a conflict of aims (Dittenhofer, 2001; Hatherly & 

Parker 1988). As explained earlier, compliance is not guaranteed as Tedeschi and Bonoma (1972, 
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as cited by Morin, 2001, p. 102) argue, that ultimately the auditees must have motivation for 

compliance which can be related to that they are convinced by the arguments made by the auditors 

for changes to occur. 

2.4 Conclusion of literature review 

The literature review chapter began with a brief overview of PA as an extensive concept that 

includes several definitions and is often used as a synonym for VFM audits. The PA concept is 

summarized and divided into eight subcategories. This thesis uses VFM audits and PAs as 

synonyms as Grönlund et al.´s (2011) make the same comparison and their study is applicable in 

the context of this thesis. Thereon the SNAO´s structure and their mission is presented, to create 

an understanding for the context the PAs in the Swedish public sector are carried out in. The section 

ends with a presentation on how the SNAO interpret the ambiguous PA notion in their PAs. Factors 

found to be influencing audit impact have been discussed in the subsection earlier studies. As 

mentioned earlier the main weakness with earlier studies is the low generalizability, yet these still 

offer indications of factors that affect audit impact (Bovens et al., 2008; Lapsley & Pong, 2000; 

Morin, 2008; Raudla et al., 2015; Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013, 2014; Reichborn-Kjennerud & 

Johnsen, 2015; Tillema & ter Bogt 2010; Weets 2011). Audit impact is first presented in Figure 2 

which is a simple model to visualize the three main factors that could affect audit impact. 

Additionally, to understand audit impact only from one aspect falls flat as Morin (2001, 2008) and 

Pollitt et al. (1999) claim that audit impact should be understood in context, since there are several 

factors that promotes and discourages change which therefore affect the audit impact. As illustrated 

in earlier studies the factors are more complex than the Figure 2 presents and therefore a more 

extensive discussion is made in the section. A model has been created to show how all of these 

relates to one another which will be used later as a benchmark in this thesis. The factors mentioned 

in earlier studies are placed on a time horizon into one larger explanatory model with Figure 2 as a 

base, where PA type is chosen as the main context. As no earlier studies have presented if this 

could play a role in audit impact (Grönlund et al., 2011), the PA type consequences will be 

analyzed. The explanatory model Figure 3 of audit impact factors is presented below. The model 

will be used to identify which factors to conduct the research on, and see if the indications that 

earlier studies have shown are applicable in a Swedish context. 
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Figure 3 Summary of audit impact variables 

 
(Based on the literature review authors interpretation) 
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3 Method 

In this section the basis for the conducted empirical research is presented. It consists of the 

research design as an approach how to answer the research question in the most suitable way. It 

continues with choice of population and how the sample was selected. Later the progression of the 

study is presented and the section ends with potential limitations of the selected research methods. 

3.1 Research design 

To answer the research question what potential factors could affect perceived audit impact from 

performance audits in the Swedish public sector? a cross sectional comparative multiple qualitative 

study was chosen to answer the research question in the most suitable way. Arguably this research 

has a somewhat deductive approach according to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 107-130) since the aim 

is to contribute to the development of new theories by using existing theories as a benchmark. As 

the base of the research question is the human perception of audit impact it is crucial that the 

emphasis of the study is on the use of qualitative data with a mix of quantitative elements to grasp 

said perception (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006) thus, this is reflected in the research method. This 

corresponds with the arguments presented by Morin (2001, 2008) and Pollitt et al. (1999) that 

discuss that audit impact should be understood in a context. In order to achieve an extensive 

understanding of audit impact and to strengthen this study’s internal validity the study will 

investigate this issue from several perspectives of individuals directly involved in the PA, 

corresponding with suggestions made by Morin (2001, 2008). Due to earlier studies low 

generalizability, other research methods such as surveys or structured interviews would be 

inappropriate since there is no consensus of the underlying factors affecting audit impact applicable 

in a Swedish setting. 

  

In an attempt to achieve a more complete data collection a mixed methods approach was selected 

according to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 643-644), Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) and Saunders et 

al. (2009, p. 151-154) to ensure a higher degree of internal validity. The PA type needs to be 

identified since the PA as a notion contains several approaches (Grönlund et al., 2011), this method 

is a part of the quantitative approach mentioned earlier. Identification of the PAs was used as a 

context to broaden the analysis. As the subject is complex there is a need for a contextual 

knowledge in what context the PA was conducted, hence the chosen PAs were summarized. Since 

audit impact is complex, the qualitative method of choice was semi structured interviews, in which 

a deeper understanding of the subject was gained and to capture the complexity of human 
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perception of audit impact. As PAs have certain aspects that are controversial, some questions 

might lead to controversial findings. A semi structured interview contains an inherent flexibility 

that make it possible to probe certain areas, to adapt the interview to the subject and ensure the 

context in which the answers would be used, which makes it a suitable method approach in the 

context of this thesis. However, semi structured interviews hamper the replicability as the 

spontaneous follow up questions are not included in the interview guide. (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 

465-478; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 318-342) In order to improve the external validity, multiple PA 

reports were chosen which complies with suggestions made by Saunders et al. (2009, p. 217-219). 

3.2 Sample 

As discussed above the selected research approach has a mixed methods approach, thus the data 

was both primary and secondary. The primary data consisted of the semi structured interviews and 

the secondary data consisted of public reports. These public reports consisted of PA reports, FRs 

and additional information that the PA report and the FR are referring to. As these are public reports 

subjected to quality controls and peer reviews they are perceived by the authors as trustworthy, and 

from these FRs the sample was collected. 

  

Our target population was individuals that were directly involved in the PAs. The SNAO releases 

a yearly FR of past PAs where they evaluate the outcome a few years after the original PA report. 

The FR consists of ten to fifteen extensive follow ups and between 20 - 60 less extensive follow 

ups every year. FRs from 2010 to 2015 and a total of 72 extensive reports have been examined. 

From these a selection of four PAs was made that were described as complex with several AIs 

involved, the success of the chosen PAs varied and some problems were still ongoing. Through the 

FR the original PA was found which provided the authors with the names of the auditors involved. 

The FR refers to several papers which have been published by the auditees, from these the auditee 

informants were identified. In some reports there were difficulties in identifying which individuals 

that took part in the audits since they were not mentioned by name, in these cases a snowball sample 

according to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 192-193) was used to locate some of the informants based 

on recommendations from individuals taken part of this research. Since the PA reports were 

conducted a few years before this paper naturally a few informants had changed workplace over 

the years and others had retired, thus contact information to some individuals that participated in 

the PAs were not found. A total of 68 potential informants were contacted for an interview and out 

of those 25 agreed. The interviewee sample consisted of a spread of different positions in the AIs, 

the SNAO´s hierarchy, interest organizations, representative from the government offices and the 
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parliamentary committee on finance to provide a broader context of audit impact. The full spread 

of the interview sample and the context they were involved in the PAs can be viewed in Appendix 

A. 

 

3.3 Operationalization 

An identification chart was created to define the PA type (type one to eight) of the sample PAs. 

The PAs were identified according to the extended VFM audit definitions presented in Table 1, by 

using Grönlund et al.´s (2011) definitions it ensures a higher reliability since they conducted their 

research in a Swedish setting, thus their results are applicable in the context of this thesis. The 

identification can be viewed in the identification chart which is presented in Appendix B. The basis 

for the study was the earlier studies presented in Figure 3 which provided a starting point for the 

empirical research, in order to ensure a higher degree of reliability. The categories presented in the 

figure were translated into general questions which have been grouped into “Auditor” and 

“Auditee”, the full interviewing guide can be viewed in Appendix C. The questions were grouped 

into each general theme as before, during and after the audit to include a coherent view of the 

different aspects of the PA. The questions were constructed to answers subthemes located under 

“Auditor” and “Auditee” as presented earlier in the paper in Figure 3. The questions were 

constructed to be as open as possible with room for discussion. Academic definitions were reduced 

to a bare minimum since some individuals were presumably not familiar with the specific academic 

language. The questions were reduced to a minimum amount without obstructing the aim of the 

study and was also revised several times before the interviews took place. The questions were 

translated into Swedish to suit the respondent´s native language. By using methods described by 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 323-342) and Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 467-493) the risks of biased 

answers were reduced by starting off the interview with asking background questions to build a 

security over time. More difficult questions were asked later on, the questions were grouped around 

different categories and were as open and neutral as possible. At the end of each interview the 

informant was asked if they wanted to add anything to clear any misunderstanding and if something 

was overlooked. 

3.4 Research approach 

To increase the possibility to replicate this study the proceeding will be presented in this section as 

Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 408) state that one of the main critiques towards qualitative studies is 

the low replicability. As considered in the introduction part of this paper, audit impact is 

controversial. As a result, the PAs chosen for the research as well as the identity of the informants 



18 
 

were decided to be anonymized, since some of the informants have personal connections to one 

another and it is relatively easy in the context to figure out who said what. This was done to reassure 

the informants comfort and willingness to participate in this study as well as an appropriate method 

according to research ethics, but impedes the replicability of the results. Additionally, since this 

paper will be published the informants may answer what they think will look favorable for them in 

the public eye which might result in biased answers, by anonymizing the reports and informants 

the hope is to reduce this risk. The informants have been coded into “Sx” for informants at the 

SNAO and “Ox” for informants outside the SNAO. 

  

An identification chart of the PA type was created based on Table 1 and a prestudy was performed 

to ensure that it was functional. Revisions were made and the identification chart was used on the 

sample, the results are presented in the empirical findings under each PA category. The original 

PA reports were summarized to be as a cross reference in which context the PA was performed, in 

relation to the later performed interviews in the empirical section of this paper. The base of the 

summaries were the PA reports, the FRs and other documents that the reports referred to. These 

summaries were also to be used as a background information as preparation for the interviews, 

something that Saunders et al. (2009, p. 328) view as an essential part of the preparation. To reduce 

interview bias the questions were sent to the informants before the interview as well as the PA and 

the FR to give the informants a chance to recollect, since the original PA reports were conducted 

several years ago. According to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 467-493) this will reduce the risk of 

biased answers due to the interview effect, yet could increase the risk of standardized answers. In 

order to achieve good research ethics several methods were taken into consideration. In order to 

increase this, the authors greeted the informant, explained the aim of the study and the expected 

timescale of the interview once again, before starting the actual interview and gave them the 

opportunity to ask questions as well as reminding them that participation was voluntary. Due to 

research ethics the informants were asked if they were comfortable to be recorded so that the 

interview could be transcribed, as well as notes taken during the interviews, all but one informant 

agreed to be recorded. When using quotes from the interview the informant was sent the original 

quote as well as the English translation to minimize translation errors and that the quote was used 

in a correct context. Due to the subjects being controversial all the audio files were deleted as soon 

as the interviews were transcribed. 

  

Due to time limitations one of the four original PAs was excluded, creating a new sample of three 

PAs. The excluded PA was less complex in the sense that it included fewer AIs compared to the 



19 
 

other three, which is why it was chosen to be excluded. Therefore, out of the 25 interviews 2 were 

removed due to one PA being excluded creating a response rate of 36.8%. The distribution of the 

interviews is presented in Table 2 below: 

 

Table 2 Distribution of interviews after fall outs 

Audit number SNAO Others 

PA 1 4 4 

PA 2 2 3 

PA 3 3 4 

Other informants (generally involved in PA 

processes) 
1 1 

 

A majority of the interviews were performed face to face, but due to time restriction, suggestions 

from the informants as well as the geographical location of the informants 11 (47.8%) of the 

interviews were conducted by phone. A phone interview reduces the interview effect, but on the 

other hand body language could not be observed which can provide hints for probing questions 

which creates another limitation (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 207).  Before the interview, respondents 

were given the opportunity to deliberate over the questions and were encouraged to contact the 

researchers again if they found that something was unclear or if they had more information they 

would like to share. For the interview that was not recorded, notes were taken during the interview. 

Due to personal reasons, 3 of the conducted interviews were performed by one of the researchers. 

To minimize the consequences of this, the approach was thoroughly discussed between the 

researchers before these interviews.  

 

3.5 Limitations 
When conducting research, it is important to consider both the positive and negative aspects of the 

chosen method. Qualitative studies often have an inherent weakness in generalizability, but this is 

not the aim of this study and therefore cautions should be made in which contexts the results are 

applied in. Additionally, qualitative studies often carry limits towards objectivity as stated Bryman 

and Bell (2011, p. 386-421), thus the interviews have been distributed across several organizations 

and levels of hierarchy to minimize this bias. This distribution and the context of their involvement 

can be viewed in Appendix A. Since this paper has a focus on the SNAO, it creates a natural 

limitation in context to the Swedish legislation and the auditing of the government and AIs. As the 

PA process is conducted over several years from start to FR it was rare that informants were 

involved in the entire process. Therefore, some of the informants were only able to answer some 
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of the questions, but the different aspects combined provided a good overview of the context as a 

whole. As noted earlier the authors have chosen to limit this study to those in direct contact. If a 

broader context of stakeholders were to be included, it could be possible to find an even wider 

understanding of audit impact, but due to time restrictions the study had to be narrowed down.  

  



21 
 

4 Empirical findings 

This chapter presents the empirical findings from the conducted study and the section is divided 

up between the three PA samples. The PA type is identified and presented in a table, followed by 

the results of the interviews and reports from the SNAO which are compiled under each PA 

category. The chapter ends with a presentation of the general findings related to the entire sample 

from the follow up process and a small table that summarizes the main findings of the PAs. 

4.1 PA 1  

Table 3 Audit type, PA 1 

PA 1 
Audit type Audit name 

Audit type 6 Goal related 

4.1.1 Before: Usefulness  

On a general note the usefulness of audits in general in the public sector was observed to be high, 

since the auditees and the SNAO agreed that being audited is a natural part of being active in the 

public sector and that audits serves a transparency purpose (S5; S6; S7; S8; O7; O8; O9). S8 

explained the motivation to perform a good audit as: “...of course it is about getting most value 

from taxpayer’s money. That the operations from parliament and AIs are conducted in an effective 

way.” (S8). Turning to the specific audit performed, the PA 1, the SNAO investigated if the 

concerned public organizations followed a new EU regulation. The process involved an 

investigation of approximately 40 different organizations located throughout Sweden that all had 

made different interpretations of the regulation and their aim of operations. Therefore, there was 

no general collaboration or control. This new EU regulation enforced the organizations 

responsibility on a national level. (FR 1; PA 1) What was interesting in this specific audit is that 

the usefulness of PA 1 varied for reasons presented below (S6; O7; O8; O9; O10). The auditees 

stated that the definition they were benchmarked against was narrow and did not according to them 

include the full complexity of the problem, as they had interpreted the definition as more extensive 

(O8). They still somewhat appreciated the PA because it pointed out a problem that they already 

somewhat had begun to address (O7; O8). Informants S6 and S7 stated that the root of the 

uncertainties was that some auditees felt that the problem was outside their mission, which resulted 

in that the PA became somewhat controversial on an operational level. This specific audit was a 

part of a larger effort containing several audits of this area (S7). Therefore, the SNAO perceived 

that this specific audit was before its time, highlighting its usefulness towards the users and the fact 

that the new EU regulation appeared enhanced this relevance (S5; S8). As one informant 

commented: “We hit a wave that later swooped right down on the audited organizations and the 
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area is even more important today.” (S5). This argumentation was not in line with the auditees 

comprehension of the usefulness of the PA. Some of the auditees had trouble accepting the new 

EU regulation as it according to them did not emphasized the whole subject (O8; O10). 

4.1.2 During: Approach 

According to SNAO they used general guidelines such as per the Performance Audit Handbook 

(Riksrevisionen, 2012) for formulating the PA report structure to have a suitable approach to the 

conducted audit. The SNAO used a code of conduct, yet this was often abandoned as they rather 

used their common sense developed from experience (S5; S6; S7; S8). This could be broken down 

into two keywords, transparency and openness during the process. One informant argued that this 

could have increased the trust from the audited organization so that cooperation had a higher 

probability to develop, and in turn increase the audit impact (S8). One auditee questioned SNAO´s 

approach as s/he questioned the SNAO´s choice of informants (O10), yet a majority of the auditees 

considered it to be useful (O7; O8). SNAO knew that this was a controversial method from the 

perspective of the AIs, yet considered it a valuable input as these informants were the users of the 

AIs services (S6). From the SNAO´s perspective it was not the audit type that contributed to the 

difficulties in the auditing process. However, factors that affected audit impact were if the audit 

was the first PA performed by the SNAO the organization had come in contact with, then the 

organization often needed more information through the process, but this was not the case in PA 

1. Hence the relationship between auditor and the auditee was satisfactory in the PA 1. O7 

representing an interest organization appreciated that they were included in the audit since they felt 

that they were not taken seriously, and thus they often felt excluded from such investigations.  

4.1.3 After: Compliance 

The FR 1 stated that the parliament to a large extent agreed with the PA 1 recommendations made 

by the SNAO and investigations and guidelines were installed in response to the recommendations, 

thus an audit impact did occur. Due to the fact that there were 40 different organizations included 

in the original PA 1, it was proven difficult to reach a full conclusion in the FR 1 of the audit 

impact, and there is still some need for improvement in this area. (FR 1) O8 stated that the 

individuals from the SNAO were doing a good job as s/he perceived them to be competent, hence 

the quality of the audit was high, in contrast to informant O10 that was negative towards the 

conclusion as well as the area investigated. The quality of the PA was low from this informant’s 

perspective, yet this opinion was not fully shared by others, instead they were sceptical towards the 

appropriateness of the recommendations (O8; O9). O9 stated that the SNAO often had a narrow 

focus in their audits, and since s/he works on a parliamentary level with several AIs it is difficult 
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to implement suggestions without creating a conflict of aims. Therefore, they often needed more 

input to comply with the suggestion made by the SNAO to be motivated in order to facilitate 

change. O9 still argued that the SNAO is an institution that they valued and acknowledged more 

than if an interest organization indicated a problem. Adding towards the problem of the PA 1 

auditee informant O9 also argued that they had trouble with the choice of method and in turn the 

quality of the PA 1 report: “Sometimes we think that they give sharp recommendations on limited 

grounds. And this was the case in this report… Is this really reasonable?” (O9). Therefore, the 

government office was somewhat reluctant to implement the suggestions. The SNAO described 

the results with the recommendations being voluntary as it is ultimately up to the audited 

organizations to implement the suggestion made in the PA report: “So it is really the government 

as well as the audited organizations to decide for themselves. In what way they want to do this…in 

the meantime the point is not to hold someone to account.” (S8). The FR were not something that 

the audited organizations or the SNAO reflected upon as a tool to achieve compliance, rather O8 

described from the perspective of the audited organizations that it would look unfavorable if they 

did not at least consider the SNAO’s report in their future operations. The SNAO was unsure of 

the impact generated by the audit report, yet they felt that they had done what was expected of them 

by producing a high quality PA, thus the audit impact was out of their control. Even though the 

criticism towards the usefulness and quality, the PA 1 report is to a certain extent used today as a 

paper that legitimized the problem and the relevance to fix it, but it only facilitated changes on an 

independent operational level in each separate AI (O7; O8). 

  

To summarize the findings in the PA 1: The perceived audit impact was somewhat low from the 

audited organization in contrast to the SNAO’s perspective that was a marginally higher. This was 

related to the three factors and several subcategories discussed above. 

4.2 PA 2 

Table 4 Audit type, PA 2 

PA 2 
Audit type Audit name 

Audit type 3 Effectiveness 

4.2.1 Before: Usefulness 

All the respondents agreed that auditing is a useful activity to control tax spending efficiency as 

well as highlighting existing problems (S3; S4; O4; O5; O6). As one participant noted: “It is good 

to have someone who can review the whole chain of processes” (O4). In PA 2 several AIs were 

responsible for a subject and there was a gap within cooperation of the area. Conflicting regulations 
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and laws made cooperation difficult and inefficient which resulted in different recommendations 

for the same issues. The SNAO recommended the government to facilitate an easier cooperation 

between the AIs and to evaluate the laws. (PA 2) The problem was well known at the start of PA 

2 and as a result, there was a sigh of relief from the auditees perspective when the SNAO performed 

this audit, thus the usefulness of this audit was high. Prior to the PA, two of the AIs had a strained 

relationship due to the inherent difficulties in cooperation within the area. (O4; O5; O6) 

4.2.2 During: Approach 

To have a suitable approach the Performance Audit Handbook was applied (S3; S4). S3 argued for 

the importance of professional integrity to maintain independence to ensure a good PA process. As 

for the auditees perspective there was always a tension to be audited: “At first we became nervous. 

What would this lead to? How will we be portrayed? At the same time, it was a relief in this specific 

area because it was tricky” (O4). O4 and O5 stated that as it was a well known problem they were 

satisfied that an external party had acknowledged it. Additionally, they had no issue with the 

SNAO´s approach during the audit and they viewed the auditors as well informed which increased 

the quality of the PA in the eyes of the auditees. Informant S4 described, there were always some 

issues during the audit, but there was nothing out of the ordinary in PA 2. S4 continued to argue 

that different types of audits do not affect the outcome of the audit, factors that do effect are how 

political controversial the area is and if it is the first audit an auditee is a part of, but this was not 

present in this specific audit. 

4.2.3 After: Compliance 

After the PA the government clarified the concerned laws and facilitated an easier cooperation 

between the AIs. However, as the FR 2 stated these changes were superficial as the key problem 

was unsolved and the old laws were still in place, but there had been small changes. O6 was happy 

to be part of the audit since she represented an interest group that had tried to raise this subject 

earlier with no success, and they used the PA in the following setting: 

  

“We used it as a foundation to have discussions with administrative institutions and government 

departments. Now the SNAO are stating the same things as we raised earlier. This does not work, 

we must change the foundations so that the regulation will change.” (O6) 

  

It took a few years for the PA to have an effect. S3 noted that the results after three years were 

depressing, which s/he contributed to the development of new laws which took longer time than 

expected. Yet this was accounted to the government and the audited organizations. As the 
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informants argued, the government and the audited organizations are responsible for implementing 

the SNAO´s recommendations as it is not a part of the SNAO´s responsibilities. This is visualized 

in the following quote from one of the AIs: “It is up to the respective participant, that is obvious… 

If the SNAO points to the government it is their responsibility.” (O4). In the end the PA 2 created 

new regulations and had a high impact, but from the auditees perspective they had trouble to state 

if the changes were made as a consequence of the PA. PA 2 rather acknowledged an existing 

problem and together with other factors it facilitated the changes (S3; O4; O5). Additionally, the 

PA 2 does still generate impact as it is used today as a document that the old work methods were 

insufficient, and it is a constant reminder of the need for changes and improvements in the 

development of cooperation in the area. At the time of the conducted study the auditees stated that 

the cooperation between them had increased dramatically (O4; O5; O6). 

  

To summarize the findings of the PA 2: There was a consensus from all involved that the perceived 

audit impact was high. However, that were some uncertainties if the main factors that facilitated 

the change was PA 2. 

4.3 PA 3 

Table 5 Audit type, PA 3 

PA 3 
Audit type Audit name 

Audit type 8 Empirically grounded 

4.3.1 Before: Usefulness 

Both auditors and auditees stated that auditing was a relevant and a useful part of the public sector 

(O1; O2; O3; O11; S7; S10). The PA 3 highlighted a delicate subject and found that the concerned 

AIs were all overlooking one important area. The responsibility was placed on several AIs which 

created cooperation difficulties. The PA 3 stated that the AIs knowledge of the area as a whole was 

low and the laws were underdeveloped. The SNAO recommended the government to oversee the 

laws and to unify the responsibility to one AI (PA 3). During the PA 3 there were organizational 

restructuring of the audited organizations (PA 3), thus some auditees had trouble understanding the 

usefulness of the audit (O1; O2; O3) while others deemed it somewhat useful (O12). From the 

SNAO´s perspective the usefulness was higher since this specific audit was a part of a larger effort 

of several audits that covered a larger area (S10). Additionally, S10 stated that the SNAO was well 

aware of the restructuring and that it rather created an opportunity to increase audit impact: 
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“We knew very well while performing the audits that the administrative institutions would be 

restructured...we viewed this as a chance to consider the results of the audit in a better way than 

it would have if there was no restructuring.” (S10) 

  

S1 described that they had trouble communicating the usefulness in a clear way since the area was 

sensitive and the information had to be restricted. Informant S1 continues to argue that from 

experience there is always some disagreement on the usefulness of the audit subject: “That is 

always the case… I have worked with auditing for several years and then you know that there is 

always something going on, and these are things that is easy to blame on”. (S1) 

4.3.2 During: Approach 

To have a suitable approach the SNAO used a code of conduct and other formal documents (S1). 

The auditees stated that they perceived the auditors as professional and well informed which 

increased the audit quality in their view (O1; O2). Informant O2 and O3 said that they themselves 

had specific expertise in the area and they felt misunderstood, thus they perceived that 

misinterpretations were transferred into the final published PA report which reduced the quality: 

“Naturally auditor do not have specific knowledge, but there were misinterpretations and we could 

read those in the text and did not recognize ourselves.” (03). The SNAO did not raise any concern 

about the audit approach or the audit type and they perceived that the audit progressed as planned 

(S1; S10). 

4.3.3 After: Compliance 

The government and the AIs became more aware of the problem raised. The main 

recommendations have been taken into consideration and some changes had been implemented, 

but the overall responsibility was still not concentrated to one AI which led to ongoing 

uncertainties. (FR 3) S2 argues that the FR created an indication for the change: “generally 

speaking I feel that after 4 - 5 years it is interesting to have a look at what have happened. At that 

time they really have had a chance, because these things takes a really long time” (S2). The 

auditees were unsure of the relevance of the PA recommendations since there were organizational 

changes, and through the PA 3 the SNAO became a source of influence in the restructuring process 

(O1; O2). S10 hoped that PA 3 would generate a higher impact due to the restructuring process, 

yet this was not the case and the perceived audit impact was generally low from the SNAO`s 

perspective. Two of the audited organizations argued that the SNAO did not fully understand the 

subject which impeded the quality as well as the recommendations were difficult to implement in 

practice. On the other hand, the audit had some perceived impact as it contributed to change in the 
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cooperation between the AIs as it helped one AI to involve other AIs that often were reluctant to 

cooperate. (O1; O2; O3) The PA is used to this day as a reminder for the need of changes and 

cooperation in the field, which in turn increases the audit impact (O1; O2; O3) and informant O12 

argues that current the line of work is operating sufficiently. Participant O3 stated that the PA at 

first did not lead to anything, but in the long run the PA had an audit impact: 

  

“The audit did not achieve the support that we wanted in our line of work…in the end, the audit 

led to...a government commission...that made us take further actions…In that perspective you 

could state that the audit resulted in the government commission that allowed us to do an 

investigation ourselves” (O3). 

  

To summarize the findings in the PA 3: The perceived audit impact varied, but on a longer time 

horizon the PA impact increased, therefore it was still somewhat intermediate from the perspective 

of the individuals involved in the audit. 

4.4 The FR process concerning, FR 1, FR 2 and FR 3 

There was an autonomic unit within the SNAO that handled the follow ups. The method to select 

PAs to do an extensive follow up was somewhat random and the auditor generals seldom 

influenced this process. Too much of an influence could impede the objectivity of the FR since 

they were created as an indication for the parliament on the effectiveness of SNAO’s operations, 

rather than to facilitate an increased audit impact. The FR was a rapid process since it was not part 

of SNAO´s main activities, it took approximately one week to do an extensive follow up, compared 

with the PA that was usually conducted over a year. (S9) As S9 stated the FR contains a standard 

statement that it is difficult to prove that the SNAO was the sole reason that generated an audit 

impact, but argues that: “... but you can never rule out that we did have an impact” (S9). The 

parliament was aware of the causality problem, and the FR did not fully reflect the effect that the 

PA generated (O11). 

 

Table 6 Summary of empirical study 
PA number Usefulness Approach Compliance Audit impact 

PA 1 Mixed High Somewhat Low Somewhat Low 

PA 2 High High High High 

PA 3 Mixed High Intermediate Intermediate 
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5 Analysis 

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the findings with the theory as a benchmark. The chapter 

starts with a discussion of the general notion of audit impact and its implications. It follows with a 

reflection of the PA type in relation to audit impact. In the final part of the discussion the 

explanatory model is applied on the empirical data divided into the subcategories usefulness, 

approach and compliance. 

5.1 General notion audit impact 

As mentioned earlier in this thesis there are uncertainties of what effect PAs generate, thus this 

thesis focus on audit impact as a way to investigate this effect. Returning briefly to the definition 

of audit impact used in this thesis: “...impacts of PA have been the changes implemented as a result 

of PA and the perceived usefulness of PA by the auditees” (Raudla et al., 2015, p. 4). As stated in 

the literature review, audit impact is complex in practice as argued by Morin (2001, 2008) and 

Pollitt et al. (1999). Therefore, Figure 2 was constructed to offer a simple visualization of this 

complex subject. There is a mix of different factors that all affected the perceived audit impact. 

These factors will be more thoroughly discussed in later in this chapter. 

 

Adding to the complexity as, audit impact has an inherent causality problem it makes audit impact 

difficult to measure on an objective level, which can be contributed to the difficulties in 

determining if impact has been instrumental or interactive (Lonsdale et al., 2011). In addition, since 

this thesis includes a longer time perspective it measures audit impact as an interactive change, 

because the time span is too long to investigate and determine instrumental changes.  

 

This thesis uses a more flexible measurement of audit impact than used in Mattson (2014), thus the 

results indicated as expected a higher effect of the PAs than Mattson´s (2014) results. Measuring 

an objective result of audit impact was shown to be especially difficult in a Swedish setting as the 

findings indicated that the parliament often needed more information than the SNAO´s PA report 

suggestions in order to implement changes. Adding to the problem, the findings indicated that the 

auditees were sometimes reluctant to credit the SNAO for the changes made and had a tendency to 

credit themselves rather than the SNAO. However, as the definition of audit impact used in this 

thesis is changes implemented as a result of a PA, it means that it is not necessarily the PA that is 

the sole reason for change, therefore it is a way to avoid the causality problem. Furthermore, the 

causality issue might be contributed to the natural holding to account perspective that a PA 
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contains, as no one wants to look irresponsible or unprofessional in the eyes of the public (Hood, 

1991, 1995). This study had a focus from a human perspective as the focus was on perceived audit 

impact from the individuals directly involved in the PA process. However, this makes it difficult 

to translate the human perception into an objective assessment of the audit impact. 

5.2 Introductory remarks on the PA concept 

As presented in the section empirical findings all three PAs were of different PA types, visualizing 

the ambiguity of the notion as discussed by Gendron et al. (2001), Pollitt (2003) and Pollitt et al. 

(1999). The chosen PAs all had some sort of difficulties in perceived usefulness, approach or 

compliance, surprisingly these difficulties were not contributed to the PA type by neither auditor 

nor auditee. Therefore, this thesis cannot indicate that the PA type as defined Gröndlund et al. 

(2011) affects the audit impact, even though it is in the general context that the PA is carried out 

in. However, there were small indications that the PA type had an influence since one informant 

stated that the only time the PA type affected the outcome was when s/he conducted a policy audit. 

This might be contributed to that policy audits have an inherent political aspect, and critique 

towards political aspects can sometimes be highly controversial, thus result in a lower audit impact. 

However, as this study is limited a larger sample is needed to confirm or dismiss these findings. 

5.3 Before: Usefulness 

Figure 4 Summary of variables, Usefulness 

 

As indicted by the empirical findings there is a general agreement from the SNAO, the AIs and 

other stakeholders that PA is a useful activity. As the perceived usefulness is part of the audit 

impact definition, the relevance of the subject and the way the SNAO presented the problem was 

an important aspect of the perceived usefulness in the specific audits conducted. This became 

apparent during this study of the specific PAs investigated in this paper. This corresponds with 

Reichborn-Kjennerud (2013) as the PA needs to be viewed as a useful activity in order to have an 

impact, which is further emphasized by Johnsen et al. (2001), Morin (2001) and Raudla et al. 

(2015). As mentioned in the theory section, the personnel at the SNAO can give recommendations 
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on areas to do a PA on, and it could be argued that this could increase the usefulness in the eyes of 

the auditors. As shown in the empirical results it is difficult to present a PA so that everyone is 

convinced of the relevance, none the less it was proven to be one of the key aspects to ensure audit 

impact, somewhat corresponding with Raudla et al.´s (2015) arguments that perceived usefulness 

is a more accurate indication of an audit impact than change.  

 

As found in the empirical results the SNAO aims to be at the forefront since it according to them 

increases the relevance of the PA and corresponds with their problem based focus. This was found 

in PA 1 and PA 3, which also complicated the perceived usefulness from the audited organizations 

perspective. This could have obstructed the perceived audit impact since these two indicated a less 

amount of change compared with PA 2. This confirms the indications made by Brunsson (2014) 

that audits that aim to be forefront have difficulties in communicating the relevance. The PA 1 and 

the PA 3 were a part of several audits in specific areas which according to the SNAO enhanced the 

relevance of the PAs, but this was not something that the auditees reflected upon. Another 

perspective to stress the usefulness of the problem, is that a PA is discussed as a tool to raise 

concerns to a higher level within the organization to validate the problem and the relevance to fix 

it, thus in turn generating audit impact (Alwardat, 2010; Morin, 2008). Therefore, it is beneficial 

for the problem to be somewhat known from the start, which corresponds with the findings in all 

three PA reports as well as how the SNAO view themselves. In PA 1 and PA 2 this became more 

apparent as they were already aware of the problem, but it had not been fully attended to which 

provides practical examples that confirms Alwardat´s (2010) and Morin´s (2008) arguments. This 

argumentation that PA is a tool to increase the relevance of the problem can be view from another 

perspective and be related to the legitimacy theory (Tilling, 2004). When the SNAO through a PA 

report legitimize an organization’s opinions it by default validates the arguments, as the SNAO is 

an independent organization and thus has an objective view of the issue. Therefore, by pointing out 

the problem as a relevant they increase the likelihood to change the audited organizations line of 

work and thus achieve audit impact. (Act containing Instructions for the Swedish National Audit 

Office; The Audit Act; The Instrument of Government, 13:7-9) The legitimacy aspect of a PA is 

of great importance for interests organizations that have a lower influence than the SNAO, which 

was exemplified in the results in the PA 1 and the PA 2. This might also be due to the fact as 

informant O9 stated that the SNAO´s opinions have a greater influence than others in a government 

perspective. The above findings that SNAO creates legitimacy to opinions are not a part of the 

audit impact definition, yet offer an interesting aspect of what PAs generates as it has only been 

vaguely indicated by earlier studies (Alwardat, 2010; Morin, 2008). 
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There are additional factors that earlier studies argue affect audit impact, as presented in the earlier 

studies under perceived usefulness. As far as the results go, Morin`s (2001) suggestions that prior 

experiences of audits created suspicion cannot be supported, instead the results show the opposite 

since the informants stressed that PAs is a natural part of the public sector. All previous contacts 

with the SNAO had a positive impact, the individuals had a positive experience and appreciated 

the SNAO’s work thus the authors would rather agree with the argumentations made by Reichborn-

Kjennerud (2013) that prior positive experiences enhance the usefulness of the PAs. This might be 

contributed to Bovens´s (2010) and Grönlund et al.´s (2011) thought that accountable behavior for 

NAOs is high quality of public services, thus earlier experiences could be perceived as high quality 

PAs which contributed to the auditees positive experiences. Another factor found in the empirical 

research that effected audit impact, but earlier studies have not mentioned, is that auditees with no 

prior experience of PAs often need more information about the SNAO and the aim of PAs in order 

to be more comfortable with the process as there is a nervousness of being scrutinized, as illustrated 

by the empirical findings. As noted in the empirical findings the auditors do not want to create an 

audit that is characterized by power and instead wants to be viewed as a tool for improvements, but 

it is impossible to completely remove this as an audit is a scrutinizing activity. Alwardat (2010) 

and Morin (2008) mentioned a follow up as a factor that enhances the audit impact. Here the low 

generalizability became apparent in earlier studies as the follow ups are constructed in another way 

in the Swedish setting. FRs are a quick process compared to the PAs and constructed with the aim 

to indicate the efficiency of the SNAO and their activities to the parliament, rather than to facilitate 

an increased compliance with the PA report recommendations (Bringselius, 2013; Riksrevisionen, 

2014; Riksrevisionen, 2012), which is consistent with the empirical findings. 

 

5.4 During: Approach 

 

Figure 5 Summary of variables, Approach 
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The explanatory benchmark approach was categorized as several underlying factors that in the end 

affected audit impact. The first factor presented was the timing of the audit. The PA 3 was 

performed during reforms in the audited organizations which the SNAO viewed as a suitable 

approach to generate an increased audit impact. This is in line with suggestions made by Morin 

(2008) and Weets (2011), surprisingly this effect did not present itself as hoped, indicating the 

opposite of said authors and that in the end this factors rather obstructed the audit impact as it 

impeded the perceived approach from the auditees perspective. This illustrates a gap between 

theory and practice as the subject is not completely explained. 

  

Furthermore, there are several additional factors under the section approach that in one way or 

another affect audit impact. Arguably cooperation might not be the most suitable expression to use 

in this setting as the audit scrutinized the involved organizations. Therefore, the expression 

professional relationship might be more suitable as audits contains boundaries to what types of 

relationships that can develop. The results indicated that it was important to create a professional 

dialog characterized by openness and constructiveness to have a suitable approach and thus affect 

audit impact. This corresponds with the arguments made by Morin (2001) and Reichborn-

Kjennerud (2014), with the exception that they call it cooperative relationship. As described in the 

literature review the SNAO has an audit mandate to force the AIs to provide them with the required 

information (Bringselius, 2013; Riksrevisionen 2014; Riksrevisionen, 2012), yet according to the 

results it was not the most suitable method and according to the SNAO it should be avoided as it 

impeded audit impact, which corresponds with arguments made above by Morin (2001) and 

Reichborn-Kjennerud (2014). This could be illustrated by the result as there is a nervousness to be 

audited, therefore using the auditing mandate might not be suitable in some situations. In the 

empirical results it was shown that the SNAO used both official guidelines as per the Performance 

Audit Handbook (Riksrevisionen, 2012) and unofficial standards to have a suitable approach. 

However, in practice many auditors abandon the guidelines and instead use their professional 

judgement developed through experience. According to them it creates a more suitable approach 

during the audit than the guidelines have to offer as a way to increase the likelihood of audit impact 

which could be interpreted as an attempt to increase audit the quality. 

 

In the findings of the empirical results a majority of the auditees from all of the three PAs viewed 

the auditors as competent and the auditees did not become, as they stated defensive during the 

audit, corresponding with arguments made in the literature review that these factors will improve 

the audit impact (Morin, 2001; Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2014). The last factor presented in the model 
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is personal characteristics stating that individuals all have different degrees of acceptance towards 

audit suggestions. There were no indications in the sample that this had an effect, thus Morin’s 

(2001, 2008) argumentation of personal characteristic as a factor that affect audit impact was not 

found, yet as the sample is limited this argument can neither be dismissed or confirmed.  

  

A vast majority of the auditees presented in the empirical finding were satisfied with the SNAO´s 

approach, because of this it is difficult to distinguish if this factor affected audit impact as 

comparison cannot be made. Since a majority of both auditors and auditees were satisfied with the 

approach, it is interesting that all three PAs still indicated different audit impacts. This goes to show 

that there is more than one factor that affects audit impact as it is a complex subject.  

 

5.5 After: Compliance 

 

Figure 6 Summary of variables, Compliance 

 
 

To conclude this chapter, the final part of the explanatory benchmark, compliance, will be 

discussed. Not surprising the results indicated that the auditees were more prone to comply with 

the PA recommendations if factors discussed earlier in this chapter were in place, as the different 

factors often related to one another. Moving on, it has been suggested that Kelman’s (1961, as cited 

by Morin, 2001, p. 102) arguments that compliance leads to rewards and avoidance of punishment. 

This does not appear to be the case in the results as it was only vaguely indicated by one auditee. 

One explanation of this could be earlier studies low generalizability as there are no official rewards 

or sanctions present in a Swedish context. None of the auditees mentioned that they felt a need to 

maintain a good relationship with the auditor, instead there was a need for everyone to act within 

their professional roles which contradicts Kelman’s (1961, as cited by Morin, 2001, p. 102) 

arguments of identification. This might be contributed to the fact that PAs in Sweden have a 

problem based focus, thus there might not be further contacts between auditors and auditee. As for 

internalization, it could not be proven in the research. This result may be explained by the fact that 
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the SNAO has interpreted its mission by being problem based in their audits, hence most 

recommendations are not in line with the existing value systems for obvious reasons (Pollitt, 2003). 

  

Another factor that is mentioned under compliance in the model is the quality of the PA report, to 

ensure this the SNAO uses a work method to ensure audit quality which includes fact checking and 

peer reviewing of the PA report to increase the likelihood of audit impact. As discussed in earlier 

studies it is essential for compliance factors that the quality of the PA report is translated into 

quality from an auditee perspective to generate audit impact (Alwardat, 2010; Johnsen et al., 2001; 

Morin, 2001; Raudla et al., 2015). This argumentation goes in line with the results presented in the 

empirical study, in PA 3 were the auditors perceived the audit quality as high, while some auditees 

did not since there was a feeling that they were misinterpreted, thus reducing the truth and fairness 

of the PA 3 report in their eyes. The same issue was found in PA 1, where the auditors viewed that 

the PA was a high quality document, but there was a concern from an auditee perspective 

surrounding the chosen method as the auditees argued that the generalizability was low and 

perceived that the quality was lacking. This could have contributed to the issue of lower compliance 

which in its turn affects audit impact, since the perceived PA quality was somewhat decreased in 

the PA 3 and more so in the PA 1, while the PA 2 did not have these issues. The arguments made 

by Hatherly and Parker (1988) that the most cited reason that obstructed the compliance factor is 

that the previous mode of operations is well functioning, is not applicable in a Swedish context. As 

discussed in the literature review the SNAO’s PAs are based on a problem, thus the basis is that 

the previous mode of operations was not working well, which was the case in the sample. This 

again shows the low generalizability of earlier studies that explain audit impact. 

  

Further factors that obstructs compliance and in the end audit impact, was presented by both 

Dittenhofer (2001) and Hatherly and Parker (1988) as they argue that if recommendations are hard 

to apply in practice and creates conflict of aims it reduces audit impact. This was partly observed 

in the PA 3 since the auditees argued for the recommendations made by the auditors were hard to 

apply in practice which the auditees attributed to the lacking quality of the PA report. This factor 

was even more apparent in the PA 1 as one auditee argued that the recommendations were difficult 

to apply, as well as it could create a conflict of aims on a parliamentary level since the 

recommendations were based on a study with severe generalizability issues. PA 2 did not have 

these issues which could be an explanation of its high compliance that in the end affected the audit 

impact. These factors were often connected to the quality of the PA, if the subject was investigated 
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using an appropriate method it increased the likelihood of producing suggestions that were 

applicable in practice 

 

As seen in the results audit impact is more than compliance with the PA recommendations, as the 

definition of audit impact focus on a change as a consequence of the PA rather than compliance 

with the suggestions. This was shown in PA 3 as they changed their line of work as a longterm 

effect of the PA, hence interactive changes, but not according to the PA recommendations. This 

line of thought contradicts Tedeschi and Bonoma (1972, as cited by Morin, 2001, p. 102) as they 

state that auditees must be convinced by the arguments for change to occur. Even if auditees do not 

accept the recommendations audit impact can still occur as it is defined as the changes as a results 

of the PA, which can mean a different direction than the PA report recommendation. This is of 

importance since the SNAO’s recommendations are optional to implement (Act on Audit of State 

Activities (2002:1022)), which shows the importance of flexibility to how audit impact is measured 

to properly reflect the effects of PAs. 
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6 Conclusion 

Returning to the introduction of this paper the following research question was presented: 

  

What potential factors could affect perceived audit impact from performance audits in the 

Swedish public sector? 

  

An empirical study containing a cross sectional comparative qualitative study consisting of 23 

interviews spread across three PAs was performed to answer the research question. In line with 

earlier studies the results indicated that audit impact was complex in practice, and contained an 

inherent causality issue. Due to the natural complexity of audit impact the focus of this thesis was 

perceived audit impact, as a fully objective view of audit impact is close to impossible to 

investigate. As presented in the previous section all three PAs had difficulties in different stages, 

yet this was not contributed to audit type. Arguably, it cannot prove that the choice of audit type 

had any effect on the perceived audit impact. Despite this there was indications that policy PAs 

could impede the perceived audit impact, but these indications are not substantial enough to draw 

conclusions on. 

  

Overall, the PA that had the highest perceived audit impact had a high usefulness, high approach 

and a high compliance. In contrast, the PA that had the lowest perceived audit impact had a 

somewhat low usefulness, a high approach and a somewhat low compliance. As stated earlier, these 

three factors to achieve audit impact are a lot more complex in practice and are affected by several 

underlying factors. 

  

The first factor that affected audit impact was the usefulness. On a general note there was an 

agreement that audits in the public sector is a useful activity. How this was forwarded in the specific 

audit was crucial to perceived usefulness from an auditee perspective as a part of the audit impact 

relies on this definition. In turn, there are several underlying factors that affected the usefulness, 

such as prior knowledge of the problem and if the problem was seen as relevant. The results indicate 

that if the problem was known from the start the audit did not have the same problem in conveying 

the usefulness of the specific PA conducted. In other words, when the SNAO was forefront in the 

specific PA conducted, it increased the auditors view on perceived usefulness, yet this was not fully 

reflected in the auditees perceived usefulness. Continuing on the subject of perceived usefulness, 

the auditees perception of earlier work and previous contact with the SNAO was positive, it 

increased the perceived usefulness from an auditee perspective and thus audit impact. As 
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mentioned in the previous chapter, there were some uncertainties concerning the approach such as 

the timing of the audit. Yet a vast majority of the informants were satisfied with the SNAO´s 

approach and the SNAO did not raise any major concerns, which makes it difficult to come to a 

conclusion if it is a factor that affect audit impact since this cannot be compared among the sample. 

The last factor in the model is the compliance that affect audit impact. This factors were divided 

into several underlying categories which was shown to be mainly related to the quality of the audit 

report, and how the auditees perceived the audit quality was an important factor of audit impact. 

The perceived quality of the PA report rose if the recommendations were based on reasonable 

assumptions appropriate to the practice. The quality was also related to the result of the PA, if the 

recommendations were appropriate in their line of work as well as made on reasonable grounds.  

 

As argued in the analysis, audit impact can still occur even though the recommendations are not 

accepted, since a part of the definition of audit impact are changes as a results of the PA, illustrating 

the flexibility of the measurement. The PAs also created unintended effects that only have been 

loosely indicated by earlier studies and is not included in the audit impact definition, as the PAs 

were used to create legitimacy for other stakeholder´s opinions and as peer reviewed literature after 

the audit process including the FR.  

 

6.1 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

Since the PA audit impact is complex in its nature this thesis has only scratched the surface of this 

area. This thesis contributes to the existing knowledge, but for natural reasons in the choice of 

methods this study carries a low generalizability, thus one should be careful in solely using this 

work as an explanation of factors that could affect perceived audit impact. There could be other 

stakeholders outside the individuals in direct contact with the PA report that could have influenced 

the audit impact such as the media, but this was out of scope in the context of this paper. Therefore, 

a suggestion for future research is to investigate audit impact on a broader scale with several 

stakeholders in a Swedish setting in order to take this perspective into account. Due to the sample 

of three complex PAs one should be careful in drawing general conclusion as a whole for other 

PAs. In order to achieve a higher generalizability of audit impact for other Pas, a suggestion for 

future research is to investigate less complex PAs to see if the factors affecting audit impact in this 

thesis is applicable in said context. The SNAO as an organization has changed since these PAs 

were performed, and this must be taken into consideration sine the new work methods might 

increase the audit impact. Due to the fact that audit impact can take several years to have an effect 



38 
 

it was necessary for this thesis to use the chosen timeframe for the PA sample. The results are 

heavily influenced by Swedish regulations and cautions should be made in what context the results 

are applied in. As discussed before, audit impact is based on several factors and contains a causality 

problem, thus this thesis had the focus on the human perception. Therefore, there is a limitation to 

what extent the results can be viewed as an objective indication of what factor affected audit impact. 
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Appendix A 

 

Total amount 

of interviews 
Position Context 

1 Audit General manager PA auditor 

2 Audit General manager Responsible for FR process 

3 Audit General manager Conducted FR 

4 Audit General manager PA auditor 

5 Audit General manager PA auditor 

6 Audit General manager PA auditor 

7 Audit supervisor PA auditor 

8 Audit supervisor PA auditor 

9 Program supervisor 
Responsibility for several PAs in one subject 

area 

10 Audit manager PA auditor 

11 Auditor General 
Highest formal responsibility for SNAO`s 

operations. 

12 Case worker, AI FR informant part of the process 

13 Case worker, AI FR informant part of the process 

14 Branch head, AI PA and FR informant part of the process 

15 Branch head, AI PA and FR informant part of the process 

16 Branch head, AI PA and FR informant part of the process 

17 Branch head, AI PA and FR informant part of the process 

18 President at, interest organization PA informant part of the process 

19 Branch head, interest organization PA informant part of the process 

20 Administrative board, AI PA and FR informant part of the process 

21 Administrative board, AI PA informant part of the process 

22 
Representative at the Parliamentary 

Committee on Finance 
Handled the PA report/FR on a parliamentary 

level 

23 
Representative at the Government 

Offices 
Part of the implementation process of the PA 

recommendations on a government perspective 
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Appendix B 

PA type identification manual 
 

PA type Name Definition 

Audit 1 Economy 
administrative activities in accordance with sound administrative principles 

and practices, and management policies 

Audit 2 Efficiency 
efficiency of utilization followed by audited entities for remedying identified 

deficiencies 

Audit 3 Effectiveness of performance in relation to achievement of the objectiveness. Intended 

Audit 4 Systems core activities and controls in the organization. 

Audit 5 Administration good and/or bad administration 

Audit 6 Goal related Reaches goals and legislation 

Audit 7 Policy Political programs in a financial setting 

Audit 8 
Empirically 

grounded 
all other possible forms of value for money audits 
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Appendix C 

 

Master thesis 
  

RQ: What potential factors could affect perceived audit impact from performance audits in the 

Swedish public sector? 

 
The aim of this study is to shed a light on the fairly uninvestigated area on what affects audit 

influence. By studying the actions and reflections of auditors at the Swedish National Audit Office 

and their auditees through a cross-sectional comparative multiple case study we strive to contribute to 

the development of the existing knowledge in this area. 

 

First of all, thank you for participating and taking time out of your schedule. All responses recorded 

will strictly be anonymized and confidentiality will be observed and of course participation is 

voluntary.  We will record the interview and the approximate time will be 1 hour  

 

We will gladly send you a copy of our thesis when it has been reviewed and approved for publication, 

approximate date is mid-July.  

Much appreciation for your assistance with our thesis:  

 

Researchers 
Milla Näsström final year master student, Uppsala University 

Elin  Persson final year master student, Uppsala University 
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Auditor 
Background information: 

Please tell us about yourself, how long have you been working at SNAO, what was your position 

at the time of the audit and what are your experiences of auditing in the public sector? 

 

Before the audit: 

1. Who decide what areas to audit? 

 

2. Who decides which areas to follow up? 

 

3. How do you view the current process of choosing auditing areas? 

 

4. Can you influence the selection process in any way? 

 

5. What motivates you to perform an excellent audit? 

 

6. Can you choose some areas to do a more in depth audit of? 

 

6. a If so how do you make these selections? 

 

7. Is there any informal /formal guidelines for conducting audits? 

7.a Who is the key user of performance audits? 

 

During the audit: 

 

1. Do you have a code of conduct when being out on the field? 

 

2. Have you gotten any feedback from the entity that you been audited?  

2.a If so give example 

 

3. What do you think is important for cooperation to occur with the audited organization? 

 

4. What kind of relationship is the most common for you to have with the audited organizations? 

Can you give examples? 

4.a How did you view the relationship in this audit? 

 

5. What kind of relationship do you strive to have with the audited organization and how do you 

reassure this? 

 

6. Do different types of audit create different types of relationships? 

 

After the audit: 

1. How do you think auditees/audited organization perceived the XX audit? 

 

2. Did you get any feedback after the audit from your boss and/or your work group? 

2 a If so, which areas do you usually discuss? 
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3. What is your thought on audit report suggestion in the XX audit? 

3.a Do they get used as well as they intend to be? 

 

4. Who decides over the audit report structure as well as follow up? 

4.a What is the optimal structure of an audit report? 

 

5. How do you think that the follow up can be developed? 

 

6. Which organizations do you think are responsible for the different steps in the audit? 
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Auditee 
 

Background information 

Please tell us about yourself, how long have you been working at X, what was your position at 

the time of the audit and what are your experiences of auditing in the public sector? 

Before the audit: 

 
1. Have you heard or come in contact with SNAO before? 

1.a If so, can you describe your experiences?  

 

2. How do you generally feel about audits in the public sector? 

 

3. What factors determines if the audit is useful? 

3.a can you exemplify? 

 

4. How did you feel when you learned that a PA that would be performed? 

4.a What was the general feeling in your work group? 

 

During the audit:  

1. What was your general thoughts on being audited? 

 

2. Can you describe the relationship you had with the auditor? 

 

2.a What type of relationship would you prefer? Why? 

2.b If you have had different audit experience, were there different relationships? 

 

3. Where there any ongoing organizational changes in your organization at the time of the audit? 

3.a If so, did the audit and the auditor take this into consideration? 

 

4. How do you view PA’s on your own professional level? 

4.c Did the XX audit create a good/bad reputation for individuals or the organization? 

 

After the audit: 

 

5. Can you describe what type of suggestions the auditors gave after the PA? 

5.a Where they suitable for your organization? 

 

 

6. What happened after the PA? 

6.a Did your routines change? How come?  

6.c How did these directives agree with the culture in your organization? 

 

7. What motivates or does not motivate you to comply with recommendations? 

7.a Can you give examples? 

 

8. Do you think your management were affected by the XX audit?  

 

9. Did you get any information that there would be a follow up on the audit? If so, at what time did 

you receive this? 
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10. What was your general response to the follow up process? 

 

11. In your view, what were the shortcomings of this audit and the feedback? 

 

 


