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KNOWING EFFICIENCY:
THE DEVELOPMENT AND OPERATIONALISATION OF
EFFICIENCY AUDITING IN ALBERTA

ABSTRACT

Government auditors in a variety of jurisdictions now conduct cthciency audits,
Despite its prevalence, researchers know little about this form of auditing. This
research starts from two basic questions: first, how did auditing come to be
about efficiency, and second, how do auditors report on efficiency in practice?

In addressing these questions Miller and Rose’s (1990; Rose & Miller, 1992)
conceptual framework is used to study links between wider political debates
regarding efficiency, more detailed government programmes such as legislation,
and the eventual operationalisation of these programmes through specific
auditing technologies. The development of efficiency auditing in one
jurisdiction is analysed to gain insight into how efficiency auditing arose. To
understand how efficiency audits are conducted in practice, three efhcicney
audits were studied in the field. The paper presents an analysis of certain of the
technologies that auditors use in reporung on efficiency.

Efficiency auditing is found to be strategic, in that auditors carefully studied
the normative and social dynamics of their auditing erivironment, chos: audit
issues and approaches mindful of this environment, and purposively produced
recommendations to encourage change. These audit reports present a
contingent efficiency influenced both by financial and administrative concerns,
and by dis' sive context.
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[. Introduction

A. OVERVIEW

The presentation of auditing as an increasingly objective, scientised practice
involves a pervasive language and approach. As this is produced and
reproduced, it affects the way in which auditing activity is appreciated and
understood (Francis, 1994; Power, 1991). Even though this language may gloss
over substantive gaps between the language of technocracy and its
implementation,' the way in which it represents auditing changes the way we
think of practice. It was because of my own exposure to this discourse that I
found great contrast between my beliefs of what I ‘knew’ auditing to be, and
the auditing indicated in the following extract, taken from the first account of
Canadian efficiency auditing that I recall reading. Consider this report
regarding the work of the Office of the Auditor General of Canada at the time
of the gulf war:

OTTAWA: Auditor General Kenneth Dye has painted pictures of a Defence
Department unprepared for war, an Environment Department unready for
ecological disaster and a government computer system vulnerable to attacks
from hackers and terrorists.

In his final report, completing his ten year appointment as Auditor
General, Mr. Dye praised the government for coming clean on its
accounting, but he said he is still very critical of the value for money

taxpaycrs get from government.

I As Lemon et al. note, GAAS and associated recommendations are less comprehensive than
the language of standardisation suggests, “There are almost no specific auditing procedures
required by the standards; and there are no specific requirements for auditors decisions, such
as determining sample size, selecting samole items from the population for testing, or

evaluating results” (Lemon et al., 1993, p. 18).
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He was particularly sharp in his criticism of the government's state of
preparedness for war or disaster.

The Deftence Department’s medical services are more prepared to take care
of cancer and heart patients than victims of burns resulting from wartime
injuries, Mr. Dye said. “I don’t think we're ready for conflict, especially on
the medical side,” he told a news conterence after his report was tabled in

Parliament. (Freeman, 1990, p. Al)

Other news stories drawn from the same audit report indicated thar waste
was poured into Canada’s northern rivers (York, 1990b), chat refugee
administration was both inefficient and ignored established procedure (Fraser,
1990), that the Canadian tax system was compromised by inadequate scrutiny
of returns (Fagan, 1990), and that turf-battles between Canada Customs and
the RCMP hindered the capture of drug traffickers (York, 1990a).

These stories offer quite a departure from a seemingly sanitised world in
which auditors offer opinions based on financial statements held to be prepared
by corporate management (CICA, 1991; Gibbins, 1992). It was this contrast,
the discordance between an apparently standardised attest auditing and the
rather catholic work of the Office of the Auditor General of Canada, that first
spurred my interest in government auditing. On first sight, it is far from
apparent why an auditor, qualified as a chartered accountant, should be
reporting on such diverse matters as Canada’s military preparednes: or the
operations of Canada Customs and the RCMP at Mirabel and Pearson airports.
Yet that is what the Auditor General of Canada is seen to do here.

This discordance between the technocratic rationality of modern attest
auditing and the kind of work that is conducted by various Auditors General in
Canada is not just a curio. It raises significant questions regarding the expansion
of accountants’ professional jurisdiction as auditors into apparently wide arcas
of government administration (Abbott, 1988). It suggests that an array of
professional networks and other constituencies supported this expansion
(Radcliffe et al., 1994) and provided the conditions by which this expanded
jurisdiction could be legitimised. There are questions, then, of the way in which
auditing evolved to include the kind of inquiries reported above. There are
further issues of how auditors might actually investigate such matters—what



kind of audit approach, procedure or knowledge could be used to allow such
work to be conducted. I examine these issues in this dissertation through
analysis of the development and operationalisation of efficiency auditing in one
jurisdiction.

The deveiopment of research is in many ways a personal experience; this is
certainly truc in this case. I use the work of Michel Foucault in this dissertation.
One of the arguments that Foucault repeatedly makes regarding the circulation
of power through knowledge, is that it is important to question the taken for
granted, and to make the ‘obvious’ seem strange (Foucault, 1972; Foucault,
19774).2 My own experiences as an English student, recently moved to Canada,
were a significant influence in establishing the idea of efficiency auditing as a
stiange and novel concept. Without the specific normative background which
cther Canadian residents gain through prolonged exposure to local diszourse, 1
‘ound efficiency auditing immediately surprising in ways that I suspect I would
aot have if I had been born in this country, or had lived here longer. Whereas
in the UK, the Comptroller and Auditor General would rarely be publicly
heard of, (even though the work of that office was quite similar) in Canada the
Aaditor General seemed to have a substantial public profile, with pages of press
coverage following each annual report. This divergence between my own
normative background and the local guides which produced public
attentiveness to government auditing, provided an opening that allowed my
initial interest to develop. In a sense, this work was first driven by a form of
ethnography that is forced upon all immigrants who have, by virtue of their
displacement, a daily task of understanding the world around them. Just as
ethnographers become their own primary research instrument in a study of
culture, so the total immersion of immigration brings a juxtaposition of culture,
norms and ideas that can highlight surprising dissonances. I used elements of
these experiences in establishing the grounds for my research.

In the remainder of this introductory section, I argue that the prior literature
regarding the history and operationalisation of government auditing does not
explain the historical development of the kind of work seen above, nor does it

2 For elaboration, see Chaprer 2.



indicate how auditors’ mandates to investigate ethiciency and other matters are
interpreted. I provide an account of how I first addressed government auditing
issues, and how my concerns with the history and operationalisation of
government auditing mandates developed. I describe and motivate the two
research questions that I address in this dissertation, and indicate how |
approached them. I close with an overview of the remainder of this dissertation.

Before introducing this work more fully, I would note that this introduction
is attentive to the personal history of learning and discovery that the conduct ot
this work involved. I do this partly because of my own experiences of the
processes of research, and because this provides a more accurate presentation of

the research process (see Hammond, 1967). As Bellah comments of
sociological work,

The usual textbook notion of social research is that one torms a hypothesis
and then proceeds to gather data to confirm or negate it. In many instances,
this may be a tolerably accurate description; but, ac least in the field of
comparative and historical sociology, the researcher often finds himself with
an abundance of data, and the problem is how to make se.se of it. (Bellah,

1967, pp. 183-184)

Aside from logistical questions regarding how one might make scrse of the
world, there has been an increasing scepticism of more formal, ‘scientific’
presentation of work, and of the representational consequences of such
description (Latour, 1987; Latour & Bastide, 1986). The kind of rationalised
presentation that dominates social (and other) sciences has consequences for the
ways in which the world is understood, the kinds of inquiry which are seen as
valid, and the types of knowledge that accumulate as ‘the literature.” The use of
history and fieldwork is itself in some ways a resistance to a positivistic quest for
transcendent truths (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 4). /s a consequence, there
has been significant consideration of how such writing should be constructed
(e.g. Van Maanen, 1988). At this stage, then, [ present a personal history of the
development of this work, and move to a more formal style in later chapters. |
develop this initial history with an awareness of, and sensitivity to, the
performative nature of language (Ayer, 1963; Rose & Miller, 1992) and explore



the implications of socially accepted representations of the world, and the way
in which these representations can come to govern practice. Later, I return to
more formal presentation with consciousness of the norms of formal documents

such as this dissertation.

B. CURIOSITY: TWO QUESTIONS
1. Initial Interest and Approach

My interest in efficiency auditing was driven by curiosity, and an interest in
better understanding practice. Because of this, my first attempts to educate
myself about government auditing involved analysis f the history of the kind
of formal auditing guidance referred to above. I wanted to understand how it
was that such reports had come to be a part of auditing. It rapidly became
apparent that a number of countries had developed forms of efficiency
auditing.3 Early investigaiion showed that while Canada was among the first
countries to adopt efficiency auditing, in 1977, this was accompanied by
reforms in a variety of jurisdictions, including Austra'ia, New Zealand, Sweden
and the United Kingdom (Glynn, 1985). While there had been no comparable
recent U.S. legislation, the General Accounting C:fice (GAQO) has, since the
1970s, developed its own reviews of efficiency and effectiveness (called
‘program results reviews’), effectively re-interpreting its mandate so as to
include efficiency auditing (General Accounting Office, 1972; General
Accounting Office, 1978; Glynn, 1987).4 These reforms continued to be a

3 See discussion below regarding the various terms used to describe this branch of auditing
practice.

4 These reviews appears to be the result of a late re-interpretation of the Budget and
Accounting Act, 1921, which created the office of Comptroller General, and allowed
him/her to “prescribe the forms, systems and procedure for administrative appropriation and
fund accounting in the several departments and establishments” (Budget and Accounting
Act, 1921, 5.309, quoted in Normanton, {1966, p. 203).) While the Act focused primarily
on financial accounting matters, it did allow the Comptroller General to “make
recommendations looking to greater economy or efficiency in public expenditures,” and to
report as to the “adequacy and effectiveness” of internal audit (Normanton, 1966, p. 203).
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focus of interest in the GAO, indeed, GASB rescarch into the
operationalisation of efficiency auditing (Hatry et al., 1990) has been admired
by those calling for government ‘reinvention’ (Osborne & Gacbler, 1992).

Despite this activity, there had been comparatively little research. My
referents in understanding accounting were drawn fro:.. the ‘new’ accounting
research, a body of work concerned to attend to the social character of
accounting theory and practice (Morgan & Willmott. 1993). Examination of
this work indicated that accounting and auditing knowiedge had increasingly
been invoked in government as part of a wider pattern of interest in
management and accountability initiatives. It seemed that politicians,
administrators and others have increasingly invoked accountancy, in
applications as diverse as the use of management accounting and financial
control (Cochrane, 1993) or the inculcation of market discipline modeled
purportedly on that of the private sector (Ezzamel & Willmott, 1993).

Though government auditing has largely been neglected (Broadbent &
Guthrie, 1992), there has been work that focuses on more general relations
between accounting and government. Government has been heavily involved in
the development of accounting standard setting (Robson, 1991), the regulation
of the accounting profession, (Burchell et al., 1980; Puxty et al., 1987), the

Normanton’s account suggests that the parallel creation of the Bureau of the Budger was
more significant in terms of effecting change, reforming administration and estabiishing
centralised agencies for government purchasing, administration, and other matrers
(Normanton, 1966).

In later legislation, the Government Corporation Control Act, 1945 allowed the General
Accounting Office to scrutinise public corporations, such as the Tennessee Valley
Administration and others created to manage public works programs in the 1930s. The Act
inspired the initial use of the term ‘comprehensive auditing,” and the hiring of the first
certified public accountants by the GAO (Normanton, 1966, pp. 311). However, these
developments were understood more in terms of applying basic financial control and audit
techniques, in emulation of the attest audits of the private sector (Normanton, 1966, p.
316). Mosher (1984) provides a fuller review of the history of the General Accounting
Office.



development of company law (Jones, 1981; Murphy, 1988) and recent
regulation of accountancy practice related to financial services and fraud
(Radcliffe et al., 1994). Governments have even promoted certain accounting
techniques for the efficient allocation of capital as being valuable for the
management of industry and for the economy (Miller, 1991). But though there
has been initial work on some of these issues in ‘critical’ accounting research,
government auditing, and the practices which are involved in this, have yet to
be considered and explored in detail (Broadbent & Guthrie, 1992; Humphrey
et al., 1993). It seems that there has yet to be full consideration of either the
development or operationalisation of efficiency auditing.

Nevertheless, some investigation of efficiency auditing has been undertaken.
McSweeney and Sherer offer an analysis of whar they term the ‘theory’ of value
for money auditi~g in British government, which they understand to be
represented in audit manuals, documents and practitioner assumptions
(McSweeney & Sherer, 1990, p. 298). They argue that organisational objectives
are often vague, ambiguous and subject to change, especially in a political
setting. They further suggest that the assumptions on which value for money
auditing is based cannot cope with the ‘political,’ and practitioners of value for
money auditing try to minimise its influence. McSweeney and Sherer indicate
that a mandate to audit the economy, efficiency and effectiveness of a local
authority presumes both that auditors can know what the consequences of
existing arrangements are, and that they are able to predict the consequences of
alternate organisation. McSweeney and Sherer suggest that these issues are
especially compounded in the case of efficiency mandates, in that “an
assessment of efficiency requires knowledge, not simply of an acceptable
relationship between inputs and outputs, but of an optimum cne” (1990, p.
305). As this excerpt suggests, McSweeney and Sherer’s work is itself predicated
on practitioner acceptance of ideas of the technocratic evaluation of efficiency,
calculations of optimality and other formal quantification, and critically
analyses value for money auditing in these terms. Ultimately, McSweeney and
Sherer question the efficacy of these more formal approaches, and criticize
auditors for having adopted them.
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Work in Australia has questioned the role of Auditors General, and suggests a
rather malleable relationship berween efficiency auditing mandates and practice
(Guthrie & Parker, 1991). Parker and Guthrie (1991) argue that the
performance auditing mandate of the Australian Auditor General, although it
did not formally allow for effectiveness auditing, had eftectively been re-
interpretrd by auditors themselves, wich the effect that effectiveness auditing
was in fact conducted, with questionable legal authority. Other work addres-es
more general public sector developments (Parker & Guthrie, forthcoming).
Overall, Broadben~ and Guthrie argue that the rather nascent literature on
performance aud:ting suggests that audit practices and organisational and
institutional arrangements are subject to shifts over time, and that the meaning
of individual audit technologies are situationally specitic to time, culture, place
and other context (Broadbent & Guthrie, 1992, pp. 13~14).°

A lack of prior literature with broadly similar interests, however, does not
mean that this work 1s without antecedents. All authors bring their own
baggage of alternately systematic and random exposures to ideas to any project.
My previous involvement in broadly historical, documentary work, conducted
with the aid of some interviews to provide guidance through archival material
(cf. Rrcoliffe, 1989; Raddliffe et al., 1994), first led me to a historical
examination of the development of efficiency auditing mandates within
Canada. It became clear that a wave of government auditing reform swept
Canada in the 1970s and early 1980s, as federal and provincial auditing
mandates were revised to incorporate authority for auditors to audit
government operations and form an opinion as to whether they were
approached with due regard to economy, efficiency and effectiveness. Early
exploration of this project suggested that there was considerably more to this
than could be understood through an analysis of the legal wording of mandates,
or of parliamentary debates regarding the form of legislation (Radcliffe, 1992).

> In work concerned with the topic of gevernment auditing in general, Funnell (1994)
provides analysis of the independence of Auditors General, and suggests that in the
nineteenth century audit was understood as an executive function. Funnell then traces the

discursive development of the idea of audit independence.



[t was entirely possible to locate the broader history of the development of
efficiency auditing, with discussion of legislation, dates of enactment, etc. But
this approach paid little attention to the specific social conditions that allowed
such discussions to take place. In other words, there was a prior question of
how auditing came to be about efficiency, of how this link was forged.

In the next sections I describe the questions that I eventually settled on as the
basis for the research enquiries reported here. I state and explain two questions,
regarding the history and operationalisation of efficiency auditing, and provide
a rationale for each, together with an outline of how I addressed these questions
in practice. Before doing this I would however point to issues of terminology in
governmient auditing. The branch of auditing that I examine in this thesis has
been known by a wide variety of names (a variety that itself suggests the
nascency of this practice). Performance auditing, comprehensive auditing (The
Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Foundarion, 1985), value for money
auditing (PSAAC, 1988) and efficiency auditiny, have all been used. Parker and
Guthrie, in their detailed examination of the Australian Auditor General’s
reporting make further distinctions between branches of the fairly common
mandate to audit for ‘economy, efficiency and effectiveness,’ suggesting furcher
divides (Parker & Guthrie, 1991). My own approach, after some consideration,
has been to use the term efficiency auditing.

I do this for a number of reasons. In the debates that I have examined
regarding the development of efficiency auditing, efficiency is clearly at the
centre, amongst politicians, administrators, auditors and others, with the terms
economy and effectiveness being used considerably less frequently, and usually
in a subsidiary role. In addition, it seems that to auditors in the field these terms
command comparatively little attention. As I observed auditors talking about
their mandate I found efficiency was the most frequently used term. But
‘efficiency,’ together with economy and effectiveness was less an analytically
coherent category, and more one that was established on 2 case by case basis, as
auditors worked in the field. Early in my fieldwork, an auditor explained to me
how members of the Office of the Auditor General of Alberta (my research site)
had first attended to their new auditing mandate. At the outset of their audits,
the auditors had met with senior civil servants and explained that they would
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conduct efficiency audits. The result was that the civil servants wanrted
definitions, standards, criteria and other formal guides as to what efficiency
was—requests that the auditors were unable to fulfill. In later years auditors
instead latched on to one clement of the wording of their mandarte, which
authorised them to audit systems designed to measure the economy and
efficiency of government operations (Auditor General Act, 1977, ¢56, s.
19.2.d). Rather than terming their work ‘efficiency’ auditing, the term ‘svstems
audliting’ was used—with the result that no further challenges were made to the
legitimacy of this audit work  fficiency auditing was contentious while systems
auditing (understood by auditors to be the same practice, renamed) was not.

On one level the obfuscatory effects of this terminology are entertaining: but
at another they do indicate certain dimensions of the audit practices that |
witnessed. Ideas of efficiency, economy, etc., rather than being cntirely
rationalisable, were effectively produced in tandem through auditing activity.
They were not formally stated, in many ways precisely because auditors
themselves understood such forn 1l definition as being fraught with problems. 1
elaborate on these matters in later work, but for now [ point to my use of the
phrase efficiency auditing as being a useful term to identify this broad stream of
audit inquiry, and one which is used with consciousness of the ways in which
the meaning of such terms is effectively worked through in practice.

2. Quesrion One: History
a. How Jdic i 4d:ting come to involve efficiency?

It is important to understand the ways in which people come to align
concepts and make them compatible, providing an intellectual basis for reforms
in practice. The question then, is of how the idea of auditing became linked
with the idea of an active pursuit of efficiency. I phrase this interest more
succinctly as “How did auditing come to involve efficiency.”

Questions such as this are influenced by certain intellectual frameworks.
Burchell et al.’s exploration of certain transformations in accounting procedure
(Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell et al., 1980) provides a key starting point. To

them, it was important to investigate the ways in which new roles were created
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for accounting within crganisations and societies. Such developments were
interpreted as the outcome of particular sets of associations, accomplished
through discourse, between accounting techniques and elements of their
specific context (Robson, 1993, o. 47; Thompson, 1987, p. 524). Expressed
more simply. Burchell et al were concerned with the ways in which ideas and
_ractices changed over time. It was based on the view that to understand
changing roles for accountancy, it was important to attend to the normative
framework that supported these changing roles. Ideas, then, were important in
providing the conditions that allowed change. This focus was joined with an
attention to bodies of knowledge, economic and administrative processes,
systems of norms and measurement and classification rechniques (Burchell et
al., 1985, p. 400). Interest centred on the intellectual machinery which allowed
fresh associations of accounting knowledge and practice, and hence new roles
for accounting.6

This attention to context was heightened b, my exposure to Miller and
Rose’s work in governmentality (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992).
Starting from an interest in the mechanics of modern government, Miller and
Rose presented an analysis of the development of the kind of formally rational,
bureaucratic administration on which modern government has increasingly
come to rely (Sayer, 1991; Weber, 1970). They also indicated the importance
of an assembly of ideas and practices, but introduced a different categorisation
more closely tied to government. In place of Burchell et al.’s broader concepts
of arenas, i.e. social fields through which an event passes, Miller and Rose
suggested that, in the case of government, these social fields could be
understood in terms of a number of levels, starting with emergent political
rationalities which involved a first questioning of ideas and practices, then
following through with greater exposition and detail in establishing a
programme, such as legislation, to frame future action, and then culminating in
the detali of specific technologies by which the programme might be enacted. In

oA, - nrovide an overview of some of the theoretical work that I use here, with
part - sis on the ideas that influenced my res.arch questions. Further elaboration
of the. is provided later in this dissertation.
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Miller and Rese’s terprs, an interest in how auditing came to involve etficiency
fics most with an analysis of political rationalities and programmes. Although
clements of this association remained for ciaboration in the technologics of
daily life, most of the key associations of ideas and practices thar made more
general programmes possible were made at an carlier point.

It was with this in mind that [ began to address how auditing came to be
about efficiency. More specific theoretical background is provided larer, in a
detailed -eview, but for the moment I point to the rich and complex context
that Buuchell at al., and Miller and Rose suggest as a fecus of analysis in
understanding movements in accounting and auditing knowledge and praciice.
The confluence of ideas and practices, from general to highly particular levels,
becomes the central focus. In terms of efficiency auditing, an understanding of
how a.iditing ~ame to be about efficiency should attend both to the specifics of
auc 't'ng knowledge, and to the wider norn  ive environment which fostered
airir  rest 1 the development of ‘efficiency’ part of auditors’ expertise,

" - investigations of how auditing ca: .. to be about efficiency centred
on texts. Given the volume of professional pronouncements, reports and other
docum=ntation now generated by the accounting profession, archival research
seemed to provide the most immediate way of educating myself in this arca. |
developed an analysis of audit reform throughout Canada, tracking the exact
wording of auditing mandates, and classifying these according to the types of
investigations that they allowed. This was cembined with a detailed
examination of the development of efficiency auditing legislation in Alberta,
with review of the record of legislative debate, and analysis of the arguments for
and against this measure (Radcliffe, 1992). A number of avenues of inquiry
seemed available. It seemed possible to study events in a number of Canadian
jurisdictions, perhaps a number of provinces, or at the level of the Federal
Government of Canada. But, in light of the theoretical material discussed
above, I believed that the best approach to understand the ways in which an
auditing for efficiency became not only possible, but desirable, was to conduct a
detailed examination of events in one jurisdiction. The result was the present
study of events in Alberta, which, although it was based on my initial interest
and inquiries, soon rapidly diverged from the kinds of ‘official’ texts recorded in
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legislative debates. It became apparent, in both a theoretical and a logistical
sense, that to understand the context in which ich arguments were made, it
was important to address the wider social and political climate of the province,
and to uncover the dynamics by which efficiency auditing surfaced to become a
political issue. | turned to primary sources, including news accounts, political
platforms of the day, and political specches, to map the broader frameworks
within which efficiency auditing was understood. Over time, I combined these
accounts with knowledge of events in other jurisdictions, since in interviews
with politicians, civil servants and others involved in these debates, it became
clear that ideas regarding auditing reforms flowed from one jurisdiction to
another in the 1970s. This interview material guided me through archival
material, as I tracked broader political debates and their coming together with
specific projects for auditing reform.

This research involved significant development of local history, and an
attendance to local circumstance. In this sense the work was an attempt to
better understand what had happened on my own doorstep, in ways that seem
comparatively rare in academic work (Clarke, 1994), which often seems to be
an abstract concern, divorced from academics’ own lives. Of course much of t.c
apparent gap is rather contrived, a part of a desire to present research as a
scientific and controlled process (Latour & Bastide, 1986). But beyond this the
gap between academic research and practice may simply be there because of an
inadequate attention to, and interest in, understanding the world. This research
is driven by a curiosity regarding how auditing and efficiency were combined,
and how practice changed as a result. It is motivated by an interest in
understanding events, rather than by an attempt to plug perceived gaps in
academic literature.

3. Question Tw« Vperationalisation
a. How are efficiency audits operationalised?

Bevond establishing the historical background and combinations that allowed
efficiency auditing to enter into law, there was a further basic question to be
asked. Having investigated the ‘history of the present,’ and how auditing came
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to involve efficiency, it seemed unclear how efficiency audits were
operationalised. This was a question that first occurred to me on reading the
news report cited earlier.” Applying the idea of efficiency to the diverse subjects
covered in the Auditor General’s report seemed to be a remarkably challenging
prospect. I wanted to understand how this was done. I found that although
much energy was expended in debates regarding the establishment of efficiency
auditing mandates, there was little public consideration of how efficiency could
actually be categorised and operationalised by auditors in the field.

This was a potentially difficult problem; although efficiency was effectively
held to be a part of auditors’ competence, it was far from clear how cfficiency
could effectively be judged in practice. Legislation itself provided scant
guidance; for example, the mandate of the Auditor General of Canada simply
stated that the Auditor General would report those cases in which “moncy has
been expended without due regard to economy and efficiency” (Auditor
General Act, 1977, 5.2(d)). Unsurprisingly, elaboration of what would or would
not constitute efficiency was simply not given in the legislation.

Given frequent images of auditing as a standardised, routinised practice, my
first investigations concerned professional standards and other formal guidance.
These investigations are reported in a later chapter, but they demonstrated that
there were very large gaps in the standards. As one of the key professional
statements made plain, legislative auditors’ authority to conduct value for
money audits was set out in iegislation which provided “only general direction
about objectives and scope. In such cases, auditors must establish the audir
objectives and scope for particular value for money audits” (PSAAC, 1990,
para. .07). Questions of what would and would not constitute ‘efficiency’ were
effectively left to the auditors. Further analysis of an auditing manual, used by
the Office of the Auditor General of Alberta (1991), similarly indicated that
there were large gaps in formally documented professional knowledge of this
area.

7My interest in the areas was later encouraged by my supervisor, as my dissertation rescarch
developed.
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With these gaps in mind I began to explore the possibility of studying
cfficicncy audits as they were conducted. Chance, initial contacts with senior
members of the Office of the Auditor General fcllowed my presentation of
carlier work concerning this project at an academic conference (Radcliffe,
1992). Negotiations regarding research access followed with the involvement of
my supervisor, and [ was eventually allowed to follow three audits as they were
conducted in the field. I use my observations of these audits to analyse the
specific technologies (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) and
procedures by which auditors fulfill their mandates to audit for efficiency.

The investigation of the operationalisation of efficiency auditing has potential
consequences for at least two areas. First, the idea of auditing itself as a
technocratic, routine activity, an idea that has been fostered by a tlow of
professional guidance, standards, etc., is questioned. In at least one area,
efficiency auditing, it seemed that auditing did not follow routine patterns, and
was not the subject of comprehensive standards. As a result, the objectives,
scope and procedures by which efficiency audits might be conducted were left
to be worked out in the field. This undermines the systematised, technocratic
image of auditing that has increasingly been planted amongst practitioners,
academics, and the public at large. Of course, well publicised audit failures in
which auditors inappropriately attest to the financial statements of an entity,
similarly detract from this image of auditing,8 as does a nascent literature which
critically examines the functions and roles of audit activity (e.g. Power, 1994a).
But beyond this, the case of efficiency auditing provides an opportunity to
uncover the kinds of guides that auditors look to in the absence of formally
established standards. It presents a window on the development of forms of
auditing knowledge and practice.

The idea and practice of auditing can, in a sense, be better understood
through an examination of efficiency auditing, and the guides that auditors

8Consider, for example, McKee's (1994) detailed account of the audit approach which led to
Jim Bakker’s fraudulent Praise the Lord organisation receiving clean audit opinions prior to
its collapse, or the role of auditors in the United States’ savings and loan crisis (Merino &
Kenny, 1994).



16

turn to in such engagements. But there is another side to this investigation,
concerning the effects of the investigations, judgments and categorisations that
auditors themselves develop in examining efficiency. Academic research of
many kinds uses particular views of what efficiency is, whether it be
informational efficiency in stock markers, organisational efficiency through the
design of principal/agent relationships, or allocative efficiency in terms of
certain societal norms like Pareto efficiency. Like auditing, efficiency is often
seen as a rather trouble-free concept. Efficiency is presented as a rationalisable,
calculable notion, which can be mapped out, recognised and discussed with
comparative ease. Yet the diverse approaches and techniques that lay claim to

efficiency suggest that efficiency is a rather malleable concept. As Hopwood
asks,

Just what is efficiency? At best it is a concept that can be subject to a wide
variety of interpretations. Although it is possible to change the world in the
name of efficiency, there are very real problems in relating the gencrality of
the concept to the specific operational procedures, let alone their specific
consequences in organizations, that can flow from its articulation and use. Of
course that is a very positive factor in political discourse. {Hopwood, 1988a,

p.0).

Accountancy has frequently been called on as government has been
problematised in terms of efficiency. As Hopwood comments, linking ideas of
efficiency to activities in the world may be a rather difficult process, as is
suggested by the diversity of audit reports that it produces. Mapping out
efficiency in such diverse domains as refugee administration, military
preparedness, the protection of Canada’s rivers or cooperation between the
RCMP and Customs seems to be a problematic process, especially given the
comparative lack of formal guidance in these areas.

Efficiency auditing effectively presents an empirical window into
understanding how accountants and others conceptualise and usc ideas of
efficiency in the field. Academics together with other groups may have their
own particular ideas of what is or is not efficient. But in the case of efficiency
auditing, a group of auditing practitioners is mandated by law to investigate
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cfficiency over the whole range of government activity. In examining how they
operationalise their mandates, it is possible to examine how efficiency may itself
be constructed through their inquiries and reports.

Original empirical materials are presented in analysing the development of
efficiency auditing in Alberta. In conducting my research I established contact
with politicians, civil servants, auditors and others involved in the development
of legislation. These former government officials assisted my research inquiries
through granting interviews, providing access to private papers, and helping to
sccure further research access, including the participation of the Office of the
Auditor General, and the Alberta Justice Department’s release of legal drafting
papers concerning the development of the Auditor General Act. In addition, I
pursued archival research, examining published material regarding elements of
the social and political history of the province of Alberta (and of Canada). My
archival work also involved detailed examination of primary accounts, including
news stories, political platforms, speeches etc., with reference to specialised
collections in the Provincial Archives of Alberta, the library of the Legislative
Assembly of Alberta, and others.

From my initial examination of auditing guidance, it became clear that the
idea of efficiency seemed remarkably resistant to standardisation, a resistance
which standard setters and auditors themselves appreciated. My interest, then,
was to understand how auditors made sense of their mandate, and to address
the ways in which they constructed views of what was or was not efficient.
Ultimately, this is a somewhat subversive project, in that auditor’s ideas of what
efficiency is, and of how it might be recognised, themselves present a
counterpoint to other views of efficiency as a thoroughly modern, rationalisable
concept. The work of the auditors is a challenge to such views. The question
becomes one of the social construction of efficiency—and of course, once this
takes hold, much of the attractions of efficiency as an apparently mechanical
bench-marking begin to fall away.

In examining efficiency auditing I turned to the field, and more specifically
ethnography, as a means of ur:covering how efficiency audits were conducted.
My use of ethnography was driven both by logistical and theoretical
considerations. Logistically, it had become clear that there were large gaps in the
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documentary sources that were available. In any event, these sources, such as
regulatory guides, the reports of professional commirtees, etc., were themselves
drawn up for rather different purposes than my own. While I wanted o
understand how efficiency audits were operationalised, these guides often
presumed a shared practitioner knowledge, specific to that set of accountants
already conducting efficiency audit work. The task became onc of breaking into
this knowledge, and overcoming the gaps that seemed cvident in existing
written accounts.

Besides this interest in the logistics of accessing practitioner knowledge, 1 was
also concerned with an analysis of the links between ideas and practices
suggested in prior accounting research (Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell et al.,
1980), which itseif drew on the work of Michel Foucault. I develop my analysis
of this work further in establishing the theoretical background to my work, but
essentially the idea of the influence of particular sets of associations,
accomplished through discourse, between accounting practices and elements of
their normative context (Robson, 1993, p. 47; Thompson, 1987, p. 524)
suggested a keen attentiveness to accounting practices and the normative
frameworks by which they were understood. The specific practices, or
technologies (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992), which enabled
auditing work to be conducted, seemed central to an understanding of the
mechanics of the operationalisation of efficiency auditing. In the absence of
detailed written accounts, it seemed that an investigation of such mechanics
required direct access to practitioner knowledge.

Practices had themselves become the subject of theoretical debate, as
academics tested their understanding of the role of technologies, and were
increasingly concerned to theorise their operation (Hoskin, 1994). My own
consideration of prior research suggested that Miller and Rose’s work
highlighted the importance of technologies, and provided some analysis and
description of potential technologies in the field (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 8),
but did not offer a guide as to how technologies might actuaily be studied.
Rather than attempt to create a new theory of practices, as Hoskin suggests, my
own approach was to revisit aspects of Foucault’s work, which had influenced
elements of prior analysis of accounting and auditing (see Burchell et al., 1985;
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Burchell et al., 1980; Miller & Napier, 1993; Miller & Rose, 1990; Robson,
1993; Rose & Miller, 1992). I paid particular attention to Foucault’s interest in
links between ideas and practices, which reinforced calls for a focus on the
discursive frameworks by which auditors made sense of their auditing mandates
and the specific technologies which they employed to enable efficiency auditing
to take place. In this sense, I began to pursue links between ideas and practices
in a similar manner to prior accounting research (Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell
et al., 1980; Robson, 1993), although with a more specific focus on the
mechanics of auditing techniques.

Ethnography seemed ideally suited to uncovering auditors’ discursive
understandings of their work, and the way in which they operationalised
efficiency audits. Observation in the field scemed to offer more immediate
access to, and knowledge of, the kinds of investigations that auditors
conducted, and to the discursive frameworks by which they made sense of
auditing inquiry. The practice of ethnography, with its attentiveness to actors’
meanings and to organisational culture, seemed to allow the kinds of detailed
insights that were needed to map out the operation of technologies.

Over time, however, my ethnographic research presented what seemed at first
to be further problems. Having addressed theoretical issues regarding the
operation of technologies in the field, I found, to my surprise, that the kind of
detailed technologies, that I had first envisaged (such as formal procedures,
checklists, etc.), either did not exist, or were routinely ignored. Miller and Rose
suggest the examination of modes of calculation, notation and computation,
along with a variety of other standardised procedures (Miller & Rose, 1990, p.
8). I found, however, that audits were understood by practitioners themselves to
be rather unstandardised, as were the specifics of auditing procedure; for
example, files of working papers, which I studied carefully, were barely similar
between audits. Auditors had a general language regarding their work, which,
under close questioning by a researcher, could be made considerably more
formal and ‘rational,” but this induced formality seemed largely to be a product
of my own initial questions. By contrast, my observations suggested that in
their daily work auditors worked by reference to more general, diffuse
standards. It became clear over time that they had their own systems of ideas
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and practices, it was just that they were not as routinised as [ had come to
expect through my awareness of contemporary images of what auditing should
be (cf. Francis, 1994). I return to these developments in concluding the
dissertation.

C. OVERVIEW OF THIS DISSERTATION

I now provide an overview of the chapters that comprise this dissertation,
indicating the purpose and content of each. I link these formally written
chapters to my own understanding of what they achieve.

1. Chapter II: Understanding Government Auditing

In chapter II I start by addressing prior work concerned with accounting
change, and the development of new roles for accounting. I follow this review
with consideration of Miller and Rose’s work (1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) on
governmentality. I turn to this work because of its attention to the mechanics of
government, and the specific means by which modern government
administration operates. My view is that the historical development of
efficiency auditing may be understood by reference to Miller and Rose’s
categories of political rationalities, political programmes and technologies. 1 link
Miller and Rose’s work to Foucault’s examination of governmentality
(Foucault, 1978a), and examine current debates concerning the best theoretical
means for understanding detailed technologies for intervention, such as the
procedures that shape efficiency auditing (Hoskin, 1994). I review prior
Foucauldian influenced work in accounting research and argue that instead of
developing a new theory of technologies, it may be possible to apply Foucault’s
work regarding the influence of ideas and practices to the detailed level of the
operation of technologies. I later use this work to provide a theoretical frame for
my later ethnographic analysis of the operationalisation of efficiency auditing.

2. Chapter III: Rationalities and Programmes: A Reformed Auditing in
Alberta
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In this chapter I develop my response to my first research question:, “how did
auditing come to involve efficiency.” I use the idea of the deployment, derailed
in chapter II, to examine the ideas and practices that combined to allow the
development of a revised auditing mandate in the Province of Alberta. My
theoretical perspective suggests that links between wider flows of ideas and
social events need to be understood in terms of their ramifications for more
detailed, seemingly loca! discussions, such as those regarding efficiency auditing
(Burchell et al., 1985; Robson, 1991; Thompson, 1987). Because of this, I
examine the context of wider social and political developments, so as to
understand specific developments regarding accounting and auditing
knowledge in terms of the context that fostered these developments.

My analysis addresses the political context of Alberta in the 1960s and 1970s,
and establishes the political attractions of efficiency auditing in terms of then
current discourse (Burchell et al., 1985; Radcliffe et al., 1994). I establish two
key dimensions of political discourse, centering on the claims of political parties
to be managerially competent and to be representative of the times (referred to
in the text as ‘contemporaneity’). I turn to Federal events, and address the role
of Federal political programmes in framing a more detailed exposition of
efficiency auditing in Alberta. [ analyse the mechanics of reform, and examine
the role of expertise in developing the eventual auditing mandate.

3. Chapter IV: A Developing Technology

In this chapter I begin developing my response to the second research
question, “how are efficiency audits operationalised.” Mindful of the apparent
importance of accounting standards and other professional guidance, I started
by reviewing professional guidance concerning the conduct of efficiency audits.
My analysis revealed substantial gaps in this knowledge—gaps that are
acknowledged in the standards themselves. In addition to the rather general
nature of extant guidance, I argue that the standards themselves rely on the
detailed practitioner knowledge developed amongst that set of auditors engaged
in efficiency audits. The task becomes one of developing a fuller view of the



specaticnalisation of efficiency audits than is possible by reference to
o tessioral guidance, and of breaking into the detailed practitioner knowledge
¢+t waticienty auditors seem to have developed amongst themsclves. My

» estnie e this point is that fieldwork seems to offer the best means of
«eomy 1une this,

... Chapter V: Ethnography and Efficiency Auditing

In Chapter V 7 address the question of how technologies might be
investiget:d in rhe field. Earlier discussion suggested that prior literature
regarding chznging roles for accounting and auditing had offered little guide as
to kow technologies might best be addressed. Because of this, 1 had argued that
efficiency auditing might be investigated by analysis of the ideas and practices
which underlay its conduct. In this chapter I argue that in the absence of
written accounts of these ideas and practices, field obser:ation offers a practical
response. | review prior work “egarding ethnography, and argue that this form
of analysis is appropriate since it places actors’ meanings and practices at the
centre of analysis.

I address issues of the status of ethnographic inquiry, lurgely because of my
own concerns regarding these issues at the outset of research. On the one hand,
it is tempting to argue that ethnography offers a way of really understanding the
world in ways that cannot otherwise be achieved. Alternatively, actors’ accounts
may be interpreted simply as stories, with little to distinguish between them. |
map out the claims of realism and relativism because of my concerns with these
issues, and develop a view, after Hammersley (1992) of the importance of
reflexivity in ethnographic research, a position that Hammersley (1992) terms
subtle realism. In the remainder of the chapter I address issues of the mechanics
of ethnographic research, addressing issues such as research access, field
observation, note-taking and analysis. Both in considering and conducting field
research, I found that the issues were important, in that research perspective
and approach could clearly alter eventual findings. Conducting field research
heightened my awareness of these issues. I discuss them both in general terms,
and as [ addressed them in practice



5. Chapter VI: Mapping Out Three Audits

At this point I turn to the results of my fieldwork. I map out elements of the
three efficiency audits that I followed. While I present this in a less abstracted,
and hopefully more accessibic format, this discussion is of course influenced by
my theoretical interest in actors’ ideas and practices, and the consequences of
these for the operationalisation of efficiency auditing. I develop a view of the
three audits, termed, after practitioner usage, the MIS audit, physicians’ audit
and subsidies audit. I start with auditors’ initial concerns regarding each of
these audits and elaborate aspects of their approach to their efficiency mandates.
[ address the enabling influences of auditors’ practitioner knowledge regarding
efficiency audits. Auditors’ strategic approach to their work, outlined in the
chapter, is understood as having an effect of placing potentially difficult and
uncertain issues within the auditors’ professional jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988),
thereby serving important social functions in terms of legitimating their work
both to themselves and to others. I address links between the discourse
surrounding attest auditing work, and the exportatior: of this language and
discourse to efficiency auditing work, arguing that this more general use of the
language of auditing is itself performative, positioning efficiency work as
auditing, rather than as a discrete mode of inquiry. I develop my understanding
of auditors’ awareness of wider social contexts, and their use of this awareness as
an audit technology enabling them to frame their inquiries.

6. Chapter VII: Knowing Efficiency in the Field

In this chapter I provide a more theoretically driven account, addressing the
roles of discourse and practice in the ~perationalisation of =fficiency auditing.
(Jonsson & Macintosh, 1994) I was surprised at the nature of the technologies
on which auditors seemed to rely in conducting their work. The technologies
on which auditors based their work were dependent on quite loosely specified
bodies of knowledge and practice. Though loosely specified, these ideas and
practices were themselves enabling, aliowing auditors to work with common
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meaning. My findings suggest that though these dimensions are not as closely
delineated as the more mechanical technologies frequently alluded to in Miller
and Rose’s work {for example, specific modes of calculation, compurtation and
inscription) (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) they are nevertheless
technological in that they provide the means by which this work is conducted.
In this way, the "technological’ could be a more loosely specified set of
procedures, agreed upon knowledge or norms.

I map out practitioner knowledge and practice along a number of analytical
dimensions, strategic auditing, knowledge of business and accountability,
interpreting auditors’ conceptions of these terms and the ways in which they
shaped auditing practice. In developing this analysis I focus on the MIS audit,
which since it involved most audit work, produced most fi Id observation. 1
introduce material from other audits to provide contrast and clarification. |
argue that the cumulative effect of auditors’ approach to efficiency auditing was
that their reports developed around a socially contingent view of cfficiency,
which was driven by a range of organisational, social, and accounting concerns.
My findings suggest that the operationalisation of efficiency auditing has
significant effects on the kind of efficiency that is represented in auditors’
reports, and that rather than a more conventional view of efficiency involving
optimisation (McSweeney & Sherer, 1990), the result is a relativisation of
efficiency.

7. Chapter VIII: Conclusions

In the final chapter of this thesis I follow convention in summarising my
response to the two research questions, “how did auditing come to involve
efficiency” and “how are efficiency audits operationalised.” I review this project,
suggesting limitations of my approach, and make suggestions for future research
inquiries into this field.



I1. Ideas and Practices: Theoretical
Starting Points

A. INTRODUCTION

In the last fifteen years there ha: been an increasing focus on the history of
accounting, encouraged in part by a growing interest in accounting practice.
Attention has been paid to the circumstances surrounding the emergence and
development of accounting practices, often with the aim of uncovering relations
between accounting and society (Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell et al., 1980;
Hopwood, 1988b). In what has been termed the ‘new accounting history’
(Miller et al., 1991) researchers have analysed social influences, sometimes
known as contextual factors, on the development of accounting techniques such
as value added accounting (Burchell et al., 1985), cost accounting (Loft, 1986)
book keeping (Hoskin & Macve, 1986), inflation accounting (Robson, 1993),
and budgeting systems (Preston et al., 1992).!

Analysis of relations between accounting and the social world can help in
understandirg how accounting and auditing practices are developed, and it can
help in providing a more detailed understanding of the processes involved in
the interaction between accounting and the social. Researchers have come
consider how ideas, often pre-existing, are taken up and given specific shape
(Burchell et al., 1°°": Hoskin & Macve, 1986). Burchell et al. stated the
research problem . .nctly, in arguing that the relationship of accounting,
auditing and the social world had tended to be stated and presumed, rather
than explicitly described and analysed by reference to practice (Burchell et al.,
1985, p. 382). As explained in introducing this dissertation, my work addresses

! Much of this research was stimulated by Tinker’ et al.’s (1982) work in tracing what they
argued were the normative origins of positive accounting theory.
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practice seriously, through recourse both to archival sources and to
ethnographic fieldwork.

[ start by examining work which promoted interest in studying the historical
development of accounting practices with an awareness of social context. |
attend to work which seeks to link wider ideas regarding accounting, together
with more general normative context, to the development of specific accounting
practices. I turn to Michel Foucault’s original studies, which have heavily
influenced such examples of the ‘new accounting research’ (Morgan &
Willmott, 1993), and provide an outline of certain of his theoretical interests. |
link these broader interests with Foucault’s (1978a) work on governmentality,
and Miller and Rose’s (1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) recent elaboration of these
themes. I outline Miller and Rose’s concerns, and argue that while the ‘new’
accounting literature has addressed the development of technologies, their
operationalisation has only lately been considered. While there has been
suggestion that Foucault’s work is inadequate to deal with the
operationalisation of practices, I suggest that this is perhaps more a limitation of
accounting interpretations of Foucault’s work, than of Foucault’s work itself.

1. The New Accounting Research and the Development ot Practices

The development of different branches of research present problems of
classification. While some write of ‘alternative’ accounting rescarch (Broadbent
& Guthrie, 1992), others refer to the ‘new accounting history’ (Miller et al.,
1991), ‘critical’ or ‘radical” accounting (Chua, 1986; Moore, 1991), or the ‘new
accounting research’ (Morgan & Willmott, 1993). While each bring different
nuances, [ prefer the latter term, new accounting research, because of its
generality. As Morgan and Willmott suggest, the new accounting research has
broadly been concerned to be “self-consciously attentive to the social character
of accounting theory and practice.” It has ‘nvolved a questioning of the
consequences of accounting, and a scepticism of the roles of accounting in
society (Burchell et al., 1980). Calis for an accounting to improve corporate
governance, to establish the ‘facts’ of costs, to link corporations with capital
markets and enable the srate’s crchestration of both private and public



enterprises have all been predicated on a view of accounting as a largely
calculative, objective, and socially neutral activity. Such calls involve a view of
accounting as a means to an end, a way of taking moral objectives and turning
them into activities and facts (Miller & O’Leary, 1993, p. 189).

The new accounting research problematised and placed at the centre of its
concerns the presentation of accounting as an objective practice. One of the key
means of destabilising this claimed objectivity, and undermining technocratic
representations of accounting, has been an analysis of the social and historical
constitution of specific branches of accounting practice. One such analysis,
presented by Burchell et al. (1985), provides significant insight into certain of
the conceptual and theoretical concerns that developed as part of an attention
to accounting change. Significantly, Burchell et al. describe their work as a
genealogy, informed by Michel Foucault’s theoretical analysis,

Notions of efficiency and participation did not exist as a pair of pre-given,
disembodied categories [...] Nor did the debates and discussions concerning
them simply consist of a series of words and statements, lacking any historical
or contextual specification save that of the dates between which they
occurred. In our discussion of the three arenas we have attempted to outline a
three branched genealogy (Foucault, 1977b) of the specific social space
within which value ad:led appeared and developed. As a consequence of
tracing this genealogy the space which the value added event occupied is seen
to be comprised of a very particular field of relaticas which existed berween
certain institutions, economic and administrative processes, bodies of
knowledge, systems of norms and measurement, and classification
techniques. We have called such a field an accounting constellation. [...]

It is this idea of an accounting constellation, along with the processes of its
formation, modification and dissolution which now appears as our prime

object of interest (Burchell et al., 1985, pp. 399—401).

To Burchell et al., the conditions of accounting change were objects in
themselves, to be studied as part of efforts to understand relations between
accounting, organisations and society. Their work presents a powerful and early
statement of these concerns, concerns which have been addressed in an ongoing
stream of research {Morgan & Willmott, 1993). As a prime example of



Foucauldian influenced research in accounting, Burchell et al.’s work is
important in locating the potential contributions of a concern with accounting
development and change, and in indicating the theoretical potental of
Foucault’s work in accounting. Their writing was broadly contemporancous
with other work, similarly influenced by post modern or post-structuralist
inquiry (Sarup, 1989), which questioned the rhetorical structures of research
and practice (Arrington & Francis, 1989; Boland, 1989), re-interpreted the
history of accounting (Miller & O’Leary, 1987), and further elaborated
processes of accounting change (Robson, 1991).

My initial motivation is to understand events in accounting change, and the
development of reformed areas of accounting practice. Yet while Burchell at al.
attend to ‘accounting’ issues, I attend to auditing, an area largely neglected by
the new accounting research (Morgan & Willmott, 1993).2 An interest in the
operationalisation of efficiency auditing is another divergence, partly influenced
by theory, since the focus of most prior Foucauldian influenced research has
been discourse, or sets of statements regarding accountancy, rather than an
analysis of the actual operation of accountancy in the field (cf. Burchell et al.,
1985; Miller & O’Leary, 1987). The prevalence of documentary or other
analysis of discourse regarding accounting, rather than an analysis of activities,
may well be influenced by the difficulty and costs of empirical investigations of
accountancy in the field. In an increasingly productivist academic environment,
‘managed by the numbers,” publication volume is of pressing importance in
efforts to satisfy career pressures (Morgan & Willmott, 1993, p. 6).

2 The new accounting research has tended to examine the development of various
accounting techniques such as cost accounting (Loft, 1986), or certain financial accounting
standards (Robson, 1993). Of course, the fact remains that auditing is a substantial business
for publicly practicing accountants, and the two bodies of knowledge are heavily
interrelated. The divide between accounting and auditing is neither natural nor essential, and
it should not be overstated. A collapsing of auditing and accounting into one category in this
dissertation might stress relations within accounting practice, but it might also gloss over
important particularities, and lead to confiision, especially given the often strict discursive
delineation that has been made between accounting and auditing.
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Miller and Rose’s work on governmentality (1990; Rose & Miller, 1992)
provides a framework for my analysis of auditing issues. 1heir work draws from
Foucault (e.g. 1978a), with a similar heritage in accounting research to Burchell
et al. (Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell et al., 1980) and others (Hopwood, 1987;
Hopwood, 1988a; Hoskin & Macve, 1988; Miller et al., 1991; Miller &
O’Leary, 1987; Radcdliffe, 1993; Radcliffe et al., 1994; Robson, 1991). Like
this other, related work, Miller and Rose address questions of the mechanics of
accounting change. While their focus on issues of governmentality entails a
concentration on the administration of modern government, their concern with
the ‘micro-physics,” that is, the detailed operation of power, is quite simi' r to
that of other Foucauldian influenced analysis in the accounting literature.
Nevertheless, they do introduce distinctive terminology and theorisation in
arguing for analysis of political rationalities, programmes and technologies.
Their work holds out the prospect of a closer linkage between discourse
regarding accountancy, and the derailed practices that this discourse represents
and allows.

Miller and Rose (1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) follow up Foucault’s earlier
work on governmentality (1978a), and are more generally influenced by his
writing. They attend to linkages between normative concerns and subsequent
administrative measures. They analyse a series of levels in government practice
and focus on linkages berween each. They provide structure to these issues
through examining political rationalities (such as concerns with efficiency) their
claboration as political programmes (in Acts, regulations, etc.) and their eventual
translation into technologies (such as audit procedures).? The next section
provides an elaboration of these concerns, and of the more general interest in
discourse that Foucauldian influenced accounting involves.

3 Miller and Rose are influenced by the new accounting history’s interest in practices. I use
their work here to analyse an example of accounting practices invoked by government. A

review of work concerning the more general practices of government can be found in

Gordon (1991).



30
2. Governmentality: Levels of Analysis

a. Political Rationalities and Programmes

One of the recurring features of political debate is the problematisation of
issues. People compare actual practice against their assumptions, and can find
practice wanting (Rose & Miller, 1992, p. 181). Political debates often create
idealised representations of the world which are voiced as ethical or moral
imperatives (some examples include ‘the elimination of poverty’, “a chicken in
every pot’ or, in this case, ‘making government efficient’). These political
rationalities are not just found in isolated or individual statements. If they were,
they might well be considered inconsequential. They become forceful in their
prevalence, in their being included in a wide range of statements made by
diverse individuals and groups. In other words, political rationalities find their
power and persuasiveness in their acceptance as widely held norms. They
become prevalent through their fit with those sets of statements, or discourses,
which guide what we accept as defensible, credible and true. The development
of new political rationalities and their subsequent acceptance can be understood
more in terms of widespread shifts in those discourses. These shifts map out
new ranges of acceptable and persuasive debate, and guide our choice of which
ideas, plans and actions should be supported.

Political rationalities are, on their own, rather diffuse. They deal with general
ideals. What is important is that they become matched with more specific
governmental programmes. Programmes are concerned with the detail of how
political rationalities might be accomplished. Programmes articulate or presume
knowledge of the area for which they are proposed. For example, an attempt to
develop a programme for the efficient or effective management of government,
involves a presumption of knowledge of management and other fields. This
knowledge provides a basis for subsequent action. Programmes provide the
intellectual machinery that allows abstract political rationalities to be

4 Other writers provide more formal discussion of these terms (Foucault, 1980; Miller &
O’Leary, 1987; Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992). I review the idea of discourse
later in this chapter.
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implemented. They encompass the ideas of experts and specialists, individuals,
committees and other organisations. They are embodied in reports, proposals,
plans and legislation, and in taken for granted (tacit) knowledge (Rose &
Miller, 1992, pp. 181~183).While rationalities present general representations
of the world, programmes set out frameworks for action.

It is crucial to understand the links between rationalities and programmes. A
programme seeks to establish congruence between the broader appeal of
political rationalities and the plans, proposals, etc., that address more specific
problems. Wider debates (discourses) guide us in working political rationalities
into more concrete programmes of action. Actors then attempt to enact these
programmes through technologies.

b. Technologies

In turning to technologies people try to match rationalities and programmes
with action. Programmes can only be fulfilled to the extent that they can be
realised through technologies. Technologies are both prosaic and practical; they
include, for example, such regular features of organisational life as forms of
notation, computation and calculation, systems of data storage and analysis,
and methods of standardisation and verification (Miller & Rose, 1990). Audit
manuals, procedures, software and detailed plans are also examples of
technologies; they provide specific means to act.

At this p. int Miller and Rose present theoretical problems. Though they
attend to linkages between rationalities, programmes and technologies, they
tend to briefly describe technologies rather than analyse them. Their work
indicates that technologies include forms of calculation, writing, tabulation,
etc., but the actual operation of technologies is unstated.

Rather than offering a new theory of these mechanics, as some believe is
necessary (Hoskin, 1994), I draw on other work concerning the operation of
technologies and other specific practices (Bernauer, 1990). This work suggests
that practices are themselves critically influenced by the knowledge that
surrounds them (and vice versa). Discourses guiding what is found to be
supportable and persuasive not only influence the acceptance of more general
political rationalities; they also guide practitioners at the detailed level of
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determining what is appropriate professional practice. What this suggests is that
to understand technologies, analysts need to attend both to detailed practices
such as calculation, tabulation, etc., and to the rationalities and progiammes
which map out the practitioner knowledge and norms that undetlie them.

At the detailed level of audit technologies (such as audit plans, tests, data
gathering, etc.) practitioner knowledge and norms may be developed among a
relatively small practitioner group rather than among society at large. But they
are no less powerful as a result. (Indeed, practitioner knowledge and norms may
be more powerful because of an often esoteric and unchallenged status.) Within
the group of auditors to which they are relevant, their discursive expression
provides powerful guides that inform and structure technologies. I return to
these issues later in mapping out the operation of efficiency auditing in Alberta.

B. ELABORATING GOVERNMENTALITY
1. Differences in Approach

Foucault’s analysis is quite unusual in that he tracks confluences between
ideas and practices, and addresses shifts in diverse bodies of knowledge, and the
social practices with which they are reciprocally related. A number of
differences inherent in this work can be usefully examined in introducing this
material. [ start with consideration of the kinds of actions and flows of power
that Foucault examined. He himself directly contrasted his approach to power
in action, with Marxist work that sought to delineate the interests of people
making decisions or to demonstrate the dominance of one class over others
(Foucault, 1988b). In contrast to a materialist view of power’s association with
capital, Foucault argued that power was exercised rather than possessed. To
him, power was less determined, and was instead worked through in the field
(Foucau!l., 1977a; Miller, 1994, pp. 233-236). He was less interested in who

exercised power, than in how power was excrcised in practice:
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Foucault: .... of course we have to show who those in charge are, we know
that we have to turn, let us say, to deputies, ministers, principal private
secretaries, =t cetera, et cetera. But this is not the important issue, for we
know perfectly well that even if we reach the point of designating exactly all
chose ‘decision makers,” we will still not really know why and how the
decision was made, how it came to be accepted by everybody, and how it is
that it hurts a particular category of person, et cetera.

Interviewer: So we can't study power without what you call the ‘strategies of
power’...

Foucault: Yes, the strategies, the networks, the mechanisms, all those
techniques by which a decision is accepted and by which that decision could
not be but taken in the way it was. (Foucault, 1988b, pp. 103-104, emphasis
added)

Foucault was very much concerned with the operation of power at the local
level—with what has been termed the micro-physics of power. It is this call for
an attentiveness to detail, to the mechanics of power, that I believe makes this a
tremendously useful way of looking at the involvement of financial techniques,
and spcifically audit, in the administration of government. An attention to
‘micro-physics’ and to the operation of technologies allows for consideration of
the mutual influences of auditing technologies and the political programmes by
which they are invoked. Beyond this attention to the ramifications of detailed
ideas and action, Foucault’s approach provides a contrast to an analysis of
government in terms of the sectional promotion of interest.> Studies of the
practices of government are more concerned with the actual operation of

5 Much accounting research is itself predicated on ideas of self interest; indeed, substantial
bodies of research centre on various mathematical models of allegedly optimal self interested
behaviour (e.g. Baiman, 1990; Demski & Feltham, 1978). Yet this more conventional
treatment neglects the mechanics by which interests are calculated, known, realised or
thwarted (Hindess, 1988). In this, as in other areas, modern accounting research has aped
economics’ recourse to pure mathematics in addressing fundamentally social problems. As
McCloskey (1994, p. 140) comments, “The prestige of mathematical argument led
cconomists to believe, contrary to their discipline, that they could get something
intellectually for nothing, proving or disnroving great social truths by writing on a

plackboard.”
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government, with the mechanics, processes and procedures underlying
government plans and their enactment. Arttention to the operation of
government at a local level provides a very different perspective in place of a
focus concerned with self-interest, with questions of who gets what (Foucault,
1988b: Miller & Rose, 1990). Attention is directed less at who benefits, and
more at how things happen. Foucault suggested a series of interrelated questions
as a focus of such inquiry, “How to govern oneself, how to be governed, how to
govern others, how to accept the one who is to govern us, how to become the
best possible governor, etc.” (Miller, 1994, p. 299). The mechanics of action
have often been neglected in accounting research and eisewhere. A Foucauldian
approach points to lower level, detailed concerns, and to their cumulative
influence.

Audit strikes at a number of these questions of the mechanics of government.
As will shortly be seen, the expansion of auditing mandates to encompass
economy, efficiency and effectiveness was particularly implicated in the kinds of
debates Foucault envisaged regarding the improvement of government (“how to
become the best possible governor”). Auditing seems to surface as a matter of
political debate from time to time, although as cne that might be difficult to
articulate in detail for a general audience. But the ongoing influence of audic
can be seen in its operation as a part of the administration of government. As in
corporations and other entities, auditing provides recurrent financial analysis
and review, in ways that other technologies do not. Auditing activity has quite
particular effects of rendering matters publicly visible, and offering them as a
potential focus for management action. Its employment in the ongoing activity
of government makes it a part of the micro-physics of power that cnable
governing to take place.

2. Discourse
Studies of governmentality, and of the mechanics of governing alluded to

above, follow Foucault in attending to discourse. Discourse may be broadly
defined as “an event in which someone says son.ething about something to
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someone else” (Francis, 1990, p. 5).6 Individual acts of speech, writing or
thought are guided by wider norms; our ideas of what is defensible, credible
and true govern our statements. It follows that these norms provide crucial links
between individual statements, and that, as a consequence, statements may be
meaningfully studied as sets related by the normative rules that allow them to be
made.

Foucault argued that these sets, which he termed discursive formations,
provided insight into systems of thought and action, and the way in which they
functioned in society. His interpretation of signs as collective and cohesive
discursive formations opened the field for different levels of social analysis.
Central to this was Foucault's movement away from the individual as a locus of
study. In contrast to conventional histories of ideas, in which ‘great’ individuals
provided impetus, Foucault saw individuals, and their statements and ideas, as
being contingent on wider sets of ideas. Individuals, in this view, are
contingent, formed by the weight of moral and other traditions; they do not
have the autonomy central to other analyses (Miller, 1994, pp. 281-284).
Questioning the individualisation of the history of ideas, and the assignation of
thought to individual authors, Foucault suggested wider units of analysis than
simply the author and the work (Foucault, 1984c, p. 101). While certain very
major authors, such as Marx of Freud, might publish work which established
new parameters for future work, effectively mapping out new discursive space,”
most authors would work within existing discursive fields. They would fail to
break out from .liuse fields, in effect defeating conventional views of the
exclusivity and originality of authorship. Such authors gave voice to pre-existing
discourse.

In attending to statements as part of wider systems of thought, Foucault went
beyond a simple assembly of statements in terms of their being alike. Analysis of

6 This definitior, is drawn from Ricoeur’s work, and is applied in detail by Arrington and
Francis (1993; see Francis, 1990, p. 15).

? Foucault suggested th:at such authors did more than work with existing discourse; instead,
they mapped out “an endless possibility of discourse” (Foucault, 1984c, p. 114). These
transdiscursive authors were the exception rather than the rule (Foucault, 1984c).
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discourse did not involve technicai analysis of linguistic similaritics. The interest
was not a categorisation of statements, pinning down their relations as curators
might categorise their collections. Instead, at the centre of this analysis were
systems of thought impounded in individual statements. Tracking these systems
through analysis of the rules which cacitly governed statements, demarcating
which are seen as credible or true, 2illowed Foucault to explore both inowledge
and the practices which it guided. For example, he sought to explore sudden
shifts in such bodies of knowledge as those regarding medicine, punishment or
sexuality. He mapped out changes in behaviour, and explained such
developments as varying treatment of criminals in terms of variations in the
discourses brought to bear on the issue of criminality. In conceiving of these
issues in terms of discourse, the analytical target became the discursive rules
governing statements concerning criminality, since these were seen as governing
statements and inspiring action ir. the penal realm (Foucault, 1977a). In
thinking of auditing, it can be seen that a range of ideas come together in
allowing the promotion of an auduing for efficiency: an analysis of the
discursive rules governing statements regardir.g government auditing provides
insights into statements and action in auditing reform.

In mapping out the discursive articulation of a body of knowledge Foucault
paid particular attention to change and disruption—to junctures at which the
rules of discursive formations were at flux. He found that such changes, when
they occurred, were rapid. His interest in this rapidity in changes in, for
example, scientific knowledge, was that,

this extent and rapidity are only a sign of something else: a modification in
the rules of formation of statements which are accepted as scientifically true.
Thus it is not a change of content (refutation of old errors, recovery of old
truths), nor is it a change of theoretical form (renewal of paradigm,
modification of scientific ensembles). It is a question of what governs
statements, and the way in which they govern each other so as to constitute a
set of propositicns which are scientifically acceptable, and hence capable of
being verified or falsified by scieniific procedures. In short, there is a problem
of the régime, the politics of the scientific statement. At this level it’s not so
much a matter of knowing what external power imposes itself on science, as



of what effects of power circulate among scientific statements, what
constitutes, as it were, their internal regime of power, and how and why at
certain moments that régime undergoes a global modification. (Foucault,
1980, pp. 112-113)

What Foucault mapped out as the politics of the scientific statement—the
power inherent in a statement’s mere articulation—applies to areas far beyond
science. Such rules underlie statements made in social settings. Those authors
attending to governmentality, to such questions as how one might govern,
improve government, etc., draw on discursive analysis to map out political
rationalities, programmes and technologies. Typically, this is limited to archival
work, following Foucault’s own analysis of discourse in archival sources
(Bernauer, 1988, p. 90; Miller, 1994, p. 300). I will presently argue that, in his
later work, Foucault increasingly agreed that discourse could be understood
through an analysis of actions, of practices in the social world; 1 elaborate this

later.8
3. Political Rationalities and Programmes

Gordon (1980) identifies the emergence of a focus on programmes in
Foucault’s later work, where he came to focus on the positive and productive
aspects of discourse. Programmes have a special role in this more positive view,
in that discourses construct specific programmes for the formation of a specific
social reality (Gordon, 1980, pp. 245-259). Rather than establishirg the limits
of acceptable, indeed, possible thought or construction of an issue, discourse
could establish the conditions for a problematisation of reality aind the
development of specific programmes for action. Following this, Rose and Miller

8 Numerous books and theses have been written on discourse. As an accounting researcher 1
am interested in these ideas as an aid in understanding complex, institutionally detailed
practices. | attend to discourse and to Foucault’s work in general as an aid to understanding
accounting in a context of organisations and society. Those interested in a more detailed
review of this material may find Bernauer’s (1990) analysis useful. Other forms of narrative

or discursive analysis are reviewed by Silverman (1993).
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identify the programmatic in terms of the suggestions of a varicty of expcrt. and
specialists, from individuals, committees, or other organisations, an. the
expression of these suggestions as reports, proposals and other plans (Rose &
Miller, 1992, pp. 181-183).

While this knowledge may be either codified or diffuse, programmes crucially
articulate or presume such knowledge of the ficld in which the programme will
intervene, or, alternatively, which it will create. Programmes involve claims to
know the objects on which the programme will be exercised (Gordon, 1980, p.
248). To think of the roles of the efficient ~r effective management of
government, then, is to presume a certain knowledge of these spheres that
would provide a basis for a feasible programme of action. It is this emphasis on
knowledge that leads Rose ar.d Miller to term theories of, inter alia, the social
sciences, economics, psychology and other areas as providing an intellectual
machinery which renders elements of the world thinkable. These bodies of
knowledge allow for the kind of comparison between the real and the ideal chat
is at the root of programmes.

A programme, in summary, establishes consonance between the broader
appeals of political discourse, and the plans, proposals and similar that attempt
to address more specific problematisations. Language, and in particular
discourse, effects the translation of more general political rationalitics to more
detailed programmes of intervention (Miller & Rose, 1990, pp. 4-7).
Technologics then provide a link between a programme and its enactment.

4. Technologies of Government

Political rationalities provide a more general discourse that enables the
development of problematisations and of programmes, thereby opening arcas
up to thought, discursive comparison between the real and ideal, and the
development of proposals for intervention. These initial elements are all very
much within the realm of thought and intention. What is needed is a means of
translating the resulting programmes from a theoretical domain to a practical
one. Mechanisms of intervention are required to translate programmes into
action, as rationalities, programmes ana technologies act in concert.
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It follows that programmes can only be fulfilled to the extent that they are
accompanied by appropriate and viable technologies. It is in this spirit that
Miller and Rose argue that it is important to go beyond wider political
rationalities and ensuing programmes, to examine the technologies which make
it possible to govern and intervene. An inventory of technologies would. for
them, be widely heterogeneous and “in principle, unlimited” (Miller & Rose,
1990, p. 8). The reason for this is the multitude of procedures, objects and
techniques that can provide a technological basis for the enactment of
programmes. They offer examples such as,

techniques of notation, computation and calculation; procedures of
examination and assessment; the invention of devices such as surveys and
presentational forms such as tables; the standardisation of systems for training
and the inculcation of habits; the inauguration of professional specialisms and
vocabularies; building design and architectural forms.... (Miller & Rose,
1990, p. 8)

All of these mechanisms hold th | .. -tial to further programmes, in that they
provide the means to map the  or. general aspirations of a programme to
detailed ways of acting in the field. Discourse is presented as a critical link
between political rationalities, the development of programmes, and their
ultimate expression in technologies:

we argue for a view of ‘discourse’ as a technology of thought, requiring
attention to the particular technical devices of writing, listing, numbering and
computing that render a realm into discourse as a knowable, calculable and
administrative object. ‘Knowing’ an object in such a way that it can be
governed is more than a purely speculative activity: it requires the invention
of procedures of notation, ways of collecting and presenting statistics, the
transportation of these to centres where calculations and judgments can be
made and so forth. It is through such procedures of inscription that the
diverse domains of ‘governmentality’ are made up, that ‘objects’ such as the
cconomy, the enterprise, the social field and the family are rendered in a
particular conceptual form and made amenable to intervention and

regulation. (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 5)
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In a preliminary analysis of the role of accounting or auditing it might scem
that these fields are exclusively technological. Rather than constituting a wider
political programme in themselves, accounting and auditing provide ways of
addressing more general objectives. In the terms ot governmentality this is
largely true. But it would be a mistake to present the divide between
cechnologies and programmes as too solid or impermeable, or to construe
accounting and audit solely as a technology. Financial practices can be scen as
technological means to achieving programmatic ends, but they also have the
potential in themselves to set agendas, delimit the thinkable, and structure
debate. We can perhaps appreciate that accounting and auditing knowledge has
helped to con “tute wider understandings of what ‘good management’ is. For
example, accounting’s prescription of good internal control, capital budgeting,
variance analysis, record keeping and other practices has helped to shape wider
understandings of best management practice. This lends support to Miller and
Rose’s argument of the inter-relatedness of technology and discourse. They may
be understood as mutually constitutive, in that discourse fosters the acceptance
and development of technologies, and technologies help to give life to
discourse.

The term ‘technology’ should be treated with care. In recent years a wide
array of work has questioned prior understandings of accounting as a socially
neutral, ‘technological’ practice (for example, see Arrington & Francis, 1989;
Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell et al., 7980; Morgan & Willmott, 1993; Tinker
et al., 1982; Willmott et al., 1993). It is important to be careful in ascribing
elements of a technological role to accounting, since as Loft arguus

it is both interesting and insightful to examine accounting not as merely a
technical process with social and political consequences, but as an activity
which is both social and political in itself. The accounting information which
results from the use of accounting systems is, after all, a social product; it only

has meaning in the context and culture in which it is produced. (Loft, 1986,
p. 138)
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The neutral, mechanical role often ascribed to accounting when thought of as a
technology is not what is meant here, nor is it what Miller 8 Rose envisage.
They place great emphasis on the inter-relatedness of technology and discourse,
in a view which would emphasise an apparent symbiosis in their development.
More than this, the relation between the two is perhaps best understood in
terms of discourse; as Miller and Rose phrase it, discourse may be viewed as a
technology of thought, requiring attention to particular technical devices such
as writing or categorisation which render an area into discourse as a knowable,
calcu!abic and administrative object (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 5).

Written description tends to present analysis as operating in a rather more
linear fashion than is the case. Miller and Rose (1990, pp. 10-11) suggest a
wide potential for confusions, conflicts and intersections between various
governmental programmes and their technologies. The solutions for one
programme may be constituted as the problems which start another. The
technologies harnessed in the service of a programme may have unexpected
consequences, both positive and negative, which themselves influence the
course of other events and their associated discourses. Programmes and
technologies may find their greatest outlet in areas and problematisations far
removed from those in which they were originally conceived. The potential for
disorder, chance and confluence is very real. In sum, they argue that the ‘will to
govern’ may be addressed more productively by an analysis of its difficulties of
operationalisation, rather than in its successes (Miller & Rose, 1990, pp. 10-
11).9 That seems a rather likely outcome in the case of the complexity of
government financial administration. The fluidity and potential confusion of
this system is reminiscent of similar developments and convergences envisaged
in the garbage can theory of organisational choice (Cooper et al., 1981).

9 This observation points us to an appreciation of the difficulties and constraints which
surround the act of governing. But these difficulties do have their positive aspects.
Techniques invented for one purpose may find their eventual role in terms of another;
indeed, their operation may continue to be feasible despite detachment from their original
motivation (Miller & Rose, 1990).
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C. CAPTURING TECHNOLOGIES: LIMITATIONS OF THE
NEW ACCOUNTING LITERATURE

In the new accounting literature, ideas of discourse, political ratioralities and
programmes are rather more developed than work on technologies. This is true
in both an empirical and a theoretical sense. There are real questions as to how
one might properly study practices. Apart from presenting ideas as to what
constitute practices, Miller and Rose, in common with others, do not present a
guide as to how these practices can be traced.

Governmentality follows much Foucauldian work in emphasising the role of
discourse in guiding thoughts, statements and ideas. A stream of recent work
has introduced a focus on discourse into accounting research (Arrington &
Francis, 1989; Burchell et al., 1985; Francis, 1990; Hopwood, 1987; Hoskin,
1994; Hoskin & Macve, 1986; Hoskin & Macve, 1988; Lehman & Tinker,
1987; Miller & Napier, 1993; Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Miller & O’Leary,
1993; Miller & O’Leary, 1994; Preston et al., 1992; Preston et al., 1994;
Robson, 1991; Robson, 1993). This work has, to date, mapped out the
influence of discourse in a wide range of accounting practice, but has done so
without explicit and detailed analysis both of what a technology involves, and
especially of how technologies might operate in the field. This analysis of the
operation of technologies has received considerably less attention (Hoskin,
1994; Jonsson & Macintosh, 1994).

Consider Miller and O’Leary’s influential paper concerning the roles of
accounting in the construction of the ‘governable person’ (Miller 8 O’Leary,
1987).10 Having set out the domain of their analysis, they add that

We have placed greatest emphasis on what we might call programmatic
discourses as opposed to accounting as it was practised in particular firms.

10 Note that this paper is suggested by Hoskin as one of the case studies and histories that
have shown, “often in admirable detail,” how accounting has functioned in modernity
(Hoskin, 1994, p. 23 in draft). Miller and O’Leary themselves identify the programmatic,
rather than the technological, as the centre of their analysis, while the functioning of
practices in the field remains largely unexamined.
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This is not because we regard the latter as unimportant. Nor is it because we
view our concerns as entirely independent from this more technical level of
analysis. To clarify our views it may help to identify what we see to be two
distinct orders of events and the interrelation between them. Ths one we
have concentrated on in this paper can be called discursive | cograinmes for
the administration and calculation of activities within the enterprise and
society as a whole. The other we would call the technological and concerns
the actual operation of accounting practices, their elaboration through
particular procedures and techniques. Our point is that these two levels are
distincr, yet crucially interdependent. (Miller & O’Leary, 1987, p. 240)

For the most part technologies have remained unexplored in Foucauldian
influenced accounting literature, addressed only in that the discourses with
which they are heavily inter-related were themselves addressed. There are
questions of why an emphasis on discourse has squeezed out an analysis of
technology. I believe that the reasons for this lie partly in the concerns and
excitement of the start of this research programme, partly in the theoretical
tools available to establish this stream of research, and partly in the empirical
and theoretical difficulties of mapping out technologies.

1. Concerns of the Critical
Foucauldian research, along with other branches of what has variously been

termed the ‘critical’ or ‘new’ accounting research (Morgan & Willmott, 1993)
has had a curious relationship with the technologies of accounting.!! Simply

11 Criticism, together with the term ‘critical’ research, is ssmetimes misunderstood in
accounting circles, being conflated with contemporary political debates so as to be construed
as research which necessarily adheres to certain political beliefs, or even as nihilistic attacks
on existing practice. It is important to be quite clear that this is not what is meant here. In
this work criticism is approached as a way of undermining commen-sensical views of the
present, and uncovering the kinds of assumptions and thoughts which lie behind present
practice. Ciitv.ism is in this sense oriented towards the development of a view of the fragilicy
and contingency of present circumstance. rarher than a claim that things are not right as they
are (Foucault, 1988a; Foucault, 1988d).
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put, one of the initial motivacors of much of this research was that accounting,
was far more than mechanical calculation. Accounting has been placed in a
wider context both of organ ..tions and cociety. Burchell et al.’s initial
conclusions regarding the roles of accounting provide a tlavour of this:

Our discussion of the organizational and social roles counting has tried
to identify an area of enormous and largely uncha: . ~lexity. Whilst the
development of accounting has resulted in the attn. of formal roles for

accounting which can be and are used to evaluate and change the accounting
craft, our analyses have attempted to show how the actual practice of
accounting can be implicated with the furtherance of many and very ditferent
sets of human and social ends. (Burchell et al., 1980, p. 22)

This kind of reasoning is, I believe, partially responsible for an emphasis on the
role of discourse and a neglect of the operation of technologies. The initial
objective of this research was to confront a conventional view of accounting as a
technocratic concern, and to indicate the influence of much wider debates on
the practice of accounting. In this sense the most dirzct approach was to
introduce the role of wider discourse in the development of the accounting
domain. Accounting’s influence on organisations and society was to be more
thoroughly explored, as Burchell et al. put it,

Until recently scholars interested in accounting have been seemingly content
to accept the ends which have been claimed on its behalf, focusing their
efforts on a further refinement of the craft. We do not necessarily criticize
such an orientation, but we would claim that a case can also be made for the
study of accounting as a social and organisational phenomenon to
complement the more prevalent analyses which operate within the
accounting context. (Burchell et al., 1980, p. 22)

The initial concerns and excitement of Foucauldian research, together with
other branches of the new accounting literature (Morgan & Willmott, 1993),
were to establish the influence of wider polizical and social ideas, to break from
acceptance of the profession’s claims for itself, and to produce analysis that
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would introduce new persprrive to a discipline that had, as Burchell et al.
(1980), note, been studied from within, with acceptance, rather than
questiening, of its internal logics.'!2 A focus on discourse provided a direct
means of addressirg these concerns. The most developed and discussed
theoretical tools available combined the analysis and exposition of discourse,
and it was these tools that provided the theoretical basis for Foucauldian work
in accounting. In this sense the next step might secem to be to develop analysis
of technologies or practices.!3 It is this shift in accounting research that Keith
Hoskin envisages as extending Foucault’s work

.. Foucault’s is not necessarily the last theoretical word. The development of
his general approach is now perhaps carried further forward by reflecting on
the special power of certain practices to structure the social world and the
self, with one such practice being accounting. (Hoskin, 1994, p. 59)

Hoskin develops his own view of what might be involved in an analysis of
practices. He proposes

a form of reversal where, in order to understand the wider development of
historically dominant forms of reason, we begin from accounting, as one of
the key practices involved in the whole construction of the world and the
self—this as part of the new kind of ‘theory of practices’... (Hoskin, 1994, p.
71)

In this view, Foucauldian research in accounting is at a critical stage, in which
certain of the limits of Foucault’s own writings have been reached. The
question which follows is how the role of practices can be more fully recognised
when studying the operationalisation of accounting technique. It seems that

12 Anthony Hopwood, a leading proponent of Foucauldian work in accounting, titled the
collection of his papers (1988b) ‘Accounting from the Outside’, a reference, perhaps, to the
change of emphasis that this research involved.

13 At this point, since ‘practices’ is the term used by many writers in the field, I use it rather
more than ‘technologies.’ Please see the earlier note regarding the relation of these terms.
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there are empirical and theoretical problems for those who attempt cohesive
analysis of discourse and practices. In the remainder of this chapter I first try to
address some of these theoretical issues. Then I consider the empirical
difficulties of entering this arena; I close by elaborating the task ahead.

D. EXAMINING PRACTICES

Keith Hoskin’s recent theoretical discussions provide significant insight into the
state of Foucauldian accounting research. Hoskin argues that a new theory of
practices is required, on the grounds tha: Foucault did not provide an extended
theorisation of practices, in contrast to his exposition of the analysis of
discourse. For Hoskin the promise of a new theory is that it would offer a guide
to what for him is the leading force in significant changes in discourse—he
holds that practices are the roots of such moves:

in those occasional moments when power-knowledge relations change and a
new dominant form of reason, with new ‘truth games’ gets established, the
technologies of writing, pedagogy and valuing appear to change. At the level
of method, therefore [...] the genealogy of new forms of writing, pedagogy
and valuing becomes of primary concern—a genealogy of practices. (Hoskin,

1994, p. 71).

In support of this, Hoskin presents Foucault’s work in Discipline and Punish
and The Birth of the Clinic as a demonstration that the practice of examination
was “the pivotal technology enabling both new power and new knowledge to be
constituted” (Hoskin, 1994, p. 72).14

14 My own view is that the question of which comes first is misleading—surely at some
junctures practices will provide the basis for discourse, while at others discourses will provide
the basis and inspiration for practice. Nevertheless, Hoskin refers to practices driving
discourse at times of change to new, dominant forms of reason—events which are both
significant and comparatively rare. Towards the close of his argument this is further
modified, “there is no absolute priority, for we are constantly immersed in the field of both,
with each of us being the product of the play of the historically-given discourse and practices



I agrec with Hoskin o.1 the importance of examining practices, but am
unsure that an entirely new theory is required in order to deal with them. It
seems that practices were a significant concern in Foucault’s own work,
although these theoretical concerns were not, perhaps, as clearly stated as those
of discourse, and discourse was generally the more distinguishing feature of his
writing. Hoskin, for example, makes Foucault’s attention to practices clear with
reference both to Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality (Hoskin,
1994). My suggestion would be that a re-interpretation of some of these
concerns might aid in the development of fresh insights in the inter-relation of
discourse and practice in accounting and audit. Further elaboration of
Foucault’s work regarding practices may be useful, but it may not be a pre-
requisite for work that concerns both discourse and practice. It may be that
Foucault’s work as later applied to accounting is in greater need of elaboration
than Foucault’s own work is, perhaps for the reasons previously outlined. I now
begin the elaboration and re-interpretation of Foucault’s attention to practices
that I suggest above.

1. Re-examining Foucault in accounting

[ find James Bernauer’s (1990) consideration of Foucault’s work to be most
useful in dealing with the problems of addressing technologies. Foucault’s work
was critically concerned with relations between the discursive and the non-
discursive (i.e., practices).!5 This is a concern that can be seen both in his
archaeology of knowledge, and in the later development of genealogies of
power-knowledge relations. Discourses were always linked to the non-
discursive, as Foucault noted:

we encounter and internalise, but then also the author of our personal version of the
previously-unsaid” (Hoskin, 1994, pp. 78-79).

IS The non-discursive refers to social, economic, and political practice (Bernauer, 1988, p.
144). See earlier discussion for an elaboration of discourse.
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My general theme isu't society but the discourse of true and false, by which 1
mean the correlative formation of domains and objects and the verifiable
falsifiable discourses that bear on them: and it's not just their formation that
interests me, but the effects in the real to which they are linked. (quoted in
Bernauer, 1990, p. 144; Foucault, 1978b)

It was in this way that the non-discursive (the ‘real’ in this quote) was linked to
the discursive.

Ongoing concerns with both the discursive and non-discursive promoted
links between genealogy and archaeology, the two major approaches that
Foucault took (Burrell, 1988).16 Rather than seeing these approaches as
discrete, it is best to view them in terms of their complementarity. Genealogy
provides an extension of the work started in archaeology, and continues
Foucault’s concern that the discursive and the non-discursive were linked, and
that their interaction was liable to produce outcomes very different from those
that might be envisaged were they acting independently (Bernauer, 1990, p.
144). In his archaeology of knowledge Foucault started out with an exposition
of discourse, elaborating the rules that guide statements at a given time. In his
later work he took a new and more directed approach to power-knowledge
relations. In coming to the view that the effects of power could be both positive
and negative, and that power-knowledge relations, the links between the
discursive and non-discursive, were themselves constantly moving, intersecting
and reforming, he adopted a view of the deployment (in French, dispositif) of a
potentially wide range of discourses, practices, technologies, etc. Just as power
could function strategically and positively, so Foucault made his analysis more
strategically driven. The idea of the deployment suggests a binding together of
discourse and practice within Foucault’s arilysis.

P

a. Deployment

16 This reference is offered as a starting place for those unfamiliar with these two approaches.
Space does not permit their full intrc-iuction here. Burrell provides a reasonably
straightforward review, although he tend: -~ present the two as discrete bodies of work. The
argument here, following Bernauer, is that ti.ey are best understood in conjunction.
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Deployment is more general than either the discursive or non-discursive field.
Its generality goes beyond, and encompasses, discourse and practices. The point
is that these categories are all bound together at particular times and places,
very specific formations. A deployment, then, can involve discourse, practices,
institutions, 2.<hitecture, technology—heterogeneous elements that can be
brought together to influence a particular site. The idea of the deployment can
similarly be used to codify rationalities, programmes and technologies, and so
develop an appreciation of the reciprocal influence of each.

This is best explained by example; Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (often
considered one of his more accessible works) describes transformations in the
treatment of criminals. Punishment was previously understood as an expression
of sovereign power, since crime was held to be a personal offence to the
sovereign; this was later replaced by a bureaucratisation of punishment, and the
foundation of penal institutions and practices still recognisable today. These
transformations did not occur solely because of judicial reform, the
development of psychological knowledge, or the building of modern prisons
with the potential for constant watch over prisoners, but 4/ were implicated in
this movement. As Bernauer puts it

The penal realm is an ensemble of extremely disparate elements: it is
constituted not only by the discourses of political revolutionaries,
psychologists, judges, legislators, doctors, but also by the architectural forms
of prison construction as well as the systems of daily order and discipline
practiced within prisons (Bernauer, 1990, p. 146).

The analytical strength, then, of the deployment, is that it can address power-
knowledge relations while encempassing both the discourses and practices
involved in their constitution. Foucault argued that the genealogist should
delineate relations between elements of the deployment, i.e. describe the
relations between these elements. He offered two stages in the development of a
deployment. First a strategy would be developed to meet a crisis, fissure or more
general “specific historical urgency” (Bernauer, 1990, p. 145). Note that this
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strategy is not consciously fashioned by any one individual or group,'” it is,
rather, formed at the intersection of the actions and ideas of many such partics,
together with the technological possibilities of the time. On formation the
deployment is subject to a second stage involving both functional over
determination and strutegic filling.

Functional over determination expresses the coming together of the strategy’s
negative a..d positive outcomes, and the development of relations between
‘ements of the deployment, whether these relations are intended, desireable, or
.ierwise. Adjustments between the deployment’s constituent elements ensue.
Lurther to this, strategic filling refers to the possible development of
unintended consequences following from the confluence of these clements.
Thus in the case of prisons and penal reform the initial process was understood
as humanitarian reform, and an escape from overbearing sovereign power.
Humanitarians involved in early reforms did not envisage or intend the
mutation of their idealistic project into the morbid system of containment that
is seen in many societies today. But this is a process that was beyond individual
control—strategic filling has occurred at the gaps and uncertainties of this
deployment (Bernauer, 1990).

At this point I consider some guides that Foucault proposed for research.
Next, | indicate the sources that might be addressed in analysing elements of a

!7 This focus on the influence of collectivities, and of consciousness at a collective level,
makes this approach quite different to those that deal in terms of the calculable interest of an
individual or local group. “Knowledge conceived of as the fruit of individual consciousness is
put out of play” (Bernauer, 1990, p. 146). In line with Foucault’s beliefs of the inter-
relatedness of our statements, and of our consequent limitation as unique or original authors
(Foucault, 1984c), the deployment is not consciously fashioned by any one individual or
group. This focus on thought as a collective rather than an individual product inheres in
previous accounting research (e.g. Burchell et al., 1985; Radcliffe et al., 1994) and has been
discussed above. Miller and Rose’s description of programmes addresses aspects of this,
particularly when discussing ‘action at a distance’ (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 9). Nevertheless,
they maintain that “it is in language that programmes of government are claborated” (Miller
& Rose, 1990, p. 6). I find that the notion of deployment goes beyond this in providing
cohesion between technologies and programmes, the discursive and non-discursive.
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deployment. Considering the reliance on text that has characterised much
Foucauldian accounting research, a pattern in some ways accurately criticised

by Neimark (1990), I justify the significance of fieldwork.!8
b. Foucault: The Practice of Criticism in a History of the Present.

Aside from the question ot which materials can be reasonably addressed in the
analysis of a deployment, there are questions of how interpretation might be
guided. Foucault’s view of deployment drew from his earlier work on
aichaeology, concerning the development of bodies of thought (Bernauer,
1990). With this in mind, I review guides!® to Foucault’s more general work,
particularly those first developed in  archaeology. I then move to
complementary guides later developed in analysing discourse.

Foucault’s work marked a break from other approaches to the ‘history of
ideas.” He meant his studies to be an alternative to traditional approaches,
which had seen the history of thought as constituted by the human subject, that
is, analysis which places people at the centre. In focusing on systems of
statements—discourses—in their own right, Foucault’s archaeology of
knowledge moved away from the subject and concentrated instead on the
conditions which came to define the discursive space in which speaking subjects
exist (Gutting, 1989). In this scenario analysis shifts to the dominant ideas that
guide subjects’ thoughts and actions. This difference lies at the heart of his
work, and differentiates it from other more standard histories of ideas. This
aifferentiation influences several areas, as Gutting (1989) suggests.

1. Tradition and Innovation

18 | would however note nas. :nt trends towards an analysis of pract ze (Miller & O’Leary,
1994; Preston etal., 1992).

19 1 use the term guides ratner than rules or some similar expressior ince that would assign
too much imperative force -o this material. When offering such ¢ .ides Foucault tended to
offer them more as caution -han as methodological requirement: Bernauer, 1990).
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The history of ideas is more usually dominared by the old and the new. Great
energies are expended in establishin the points at which change occurred. A
result of this is the ordering of thc " s into a long chronological listing, cach
component of which is defined in terms of that which preceded it, for example,
in a chronological listing of accountin:; thought. The ancestry of ideas,
together with their dates of origin, becomes central.

Foucault insisted that such a search was irrelevant to his own approach. He
was instead concerned with the regularities of discursive practices, the patterns
defined by the relations of one statement to or These patterns collectively
defined the field in which all statements we: ated. The prime focus is
therefore on the rules of discursive formations, which are embodied just as
much in the most recent as in the most original statement (Gutting, 1989, p.
245). This suggests that a variety of sources, past and present, may be usefully
interrogated to address the ideas that inform and guide contemporary practice,
both in auditing and in other fields.

it. Contradictions
The conventional history of ideas searches for continuity and coherence in the
face of apparent contradictions. Within books, genres or intellectual traditions
it views conflicts as illusory, or as representative of deeper contradictions.
Conflicting statements are unacceptable in their own right. Foucault made it
clear that for him,

contradictions are neither appearances to be overcome, nor secret principles
to be uncovered. They are objects to be described for themselves. (Foucault,

1972)

Instead of explaining a contradiction, Foucault argued for a description of the
discursive conditions of its possibilitv. These conditions crucially depend on
the formation of rules for describing and thinking of things. It is the rules
themselves that allow for potential contradictions; they rar:ly follow a strict and
comprehensive structure. The gaps and collisions thai occur between thesce
rules provide for eventual contradiction and disorder. This dissertation
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attempts to tease out such contradictions, and place them in relation to wider
discourse regarding the administration of government and the roles of auditing
technologies in governmental programmes. It tries to establish what falls within
the boundaries of accepted, common sense views of the world.

if. Change and Discontinuity

Discontinuities, points of rupture between one site of practice and the next,
have often been seen as a key to Foucault's thinking. His emphasis was a
marked reaction to conventional histories of ideas with their emphasis on
progress and continuity in human thought through time. To question the
privileged role of the human subject, Foucault emphasised interruptions in
streams of thought (Gurting, 1989, p. 247).

Foucault made it clear that he was concerned with changes from one
discursive formation to another, and that these changes could occur against a
background of significant continuity. What distinguished this approach was
that difference and discontinuity were addressed as seriously as continuity. This
concern is significant for my later analysis of how auditing came to be about
efficiency in Alberta. I offer an interpretive historical account (Previts et al,,
1990) of these developments, attending both to local debates and to those
wider debates that fed into Albertan considerations. Note that this does not
mean a study of 2/l debates, nor does it mean that I attempt a wholesale
historical analysis of government auditing. Within a Foucauldian framework
such an analysis seems redundant. In its place is a more directed examination of
particular debates, and the discursive agreements and representations that they
expose. '

All debates are not inextricably linked; in place of nver-arching cross-cultural
political debates or global motivations, Foucauldians in accountirng have rended
to address more local considerations, taking seriously the con:erns and
interpretations of social actors as they negotiate the world. Of course, other
analytical stances may allow the injection of other debates, prior. concurrent or
whatever, irrespective of reference to them in the field. My theoretical
framework leads me away from this, and towards a consideration of discourse



surrounding particular events (Bernauer, 1988: Bernauer, 1990: Foucaule,
1984a; Gordon, 1980).20

1v. Description and Analysis
Description and analysis was central to Foucault's approach.  As he noted of

his view of history,

[ have studied, in turn, ensembles of discourse: 1 have characterised them; |
have defined the play of rules, of transformations, of thresholds, of
remanences. | have collated different discourses and described their clusters

and reiadions. (Foucault, 1991 p. 55)

In further reflection on his methods he identified three groups of
transformations which he found to be central to the constitution of change.
The first concerned changes within a discursive formation, detecting changes
affecting its cbjects, operations and concepts. The second concerned changes
affecting discursive formations themselves, including the displacement of
boundaries defining the field of objects to which discourse might be applied,
the position and role of speaking subjects in discourse, new modes of operation
of language with respect to objects, and new forms of localization and
circulation of discourse within society. These changes defined the
transformations which affected the murations of discursive areas themselves.
The third and final category comprises changes simultaneously affecting several
discursive formations, involved inversions of hierarchies and roles among
discourse, and changes in directing principles. For example, ideas of which
analytical tools were thought to be transposable to other areas could move over

20 This perspective is shared by Burchell et al., who note of their own choice of three ‘arenas’
that, “No doubt arenas other than the ones that we have outlined could be consiructed.
However, the purpose of this paper is not to provide an exhaustive description of the genesis
and development of value added. Such a study would in any case take us back to before the
Industrial Revolution {...] The aim here is more modest: it is merely to shed a little
descriptive and analytical light on the processes of accounting change” (Burchell et al., 1985,

p. 390).
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time. Similarly, functional displacements could occur, such as the usurpation of
large arcas of formerly philosophical inquiry by science in the nineteenth
century (Foucault, 1991, pp. 56-7). In this light, the form of discursively
bounded rationalities and programmes seem to be similarly susceptible to the
change, displacement and inversion outlined above. In the case of ‘efficiency’
auditing, it seems clear that certain discursive transformations allowed auditing
practice to be reconfigured as a far-reaching inquiry that extended beyond the
financial, to what were seen as managerial concerns. This shift in technologies
was itself supported by a shift in rationalities and programmes, and marked by a
changed discursive environment.

Mindful of such transformations in discursive environments, Foucault
attempted a history of discourse, and sought to uncover what it was that made
particular statements possible. This was attempted without attributing motive
to the subjects involved, in effect sidestepping issues of consciousness, false or
otherwise. He was reluctant to say anything which went beyond what had
actually been said, or to add subtleties of meaning or intentionality which were
not empirically apparent, although this did not mean that subjects themselves
had to think of their thoughts and actions as being guided by the discourses
which Foucault later envisioned (Foucault, 1972). A view of deployment offers a
real potential to map out further intersections between thought and action than
seems possible by reference to discourse alone, as has been the case in much
recent accounting research. I would nevertheless argue that the deployment
does not involve critical breaks with prior research; continuity and elaboration
seems more apparent. Foucault’s later work regarding the deployment is still led
by a questioning of ideas. Thought was given a special role in drawing out the
discursive and non-discursive—it was more than a simple system of
representation or cognition that enabled tasks to be performed. Instead,

thought

is what allows one to step back from this way of acting or reacting, to present
it to oneself as an object of thought and question it as to its meaning, its
conditions, and its goals. Thought is freedom in relation to what one does,
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the motion by which one detaches oneself from it, establishes it as an object,

and reflects on it as a problem. (Foucault, 1984a, p. 388)

Foucault proposed that his entire work be understood as a kind of
philosophy-as-life, a way of acting in the modern world which was both a way
of belonging to that world as well as a task within it (Bernauer, 1988, p. 66).
As Foucault noted in the introduction to Discipline and Punish (19772}, he was
interested in a history of the present—an analysis which through its grounding
in the past could establish the contingency of present practices. The effect of
such a histery is to show present practices not as the inevitable, necessary
outcome of evolutionary processes, but as a collection of continge :cies, which
do not imprison the future to development along current lines. This analysis of
the world makes the possibility for change central and apparent, since an
analysis of discourse is

indissociable from a desperate eage-izss to imagine it, to imagine it otherwise
than it is, and to transform it not by destroying it, but by grasping it in what
it is. {(Foucault quoted in Bernauer, 1988, p. 74)

Some have noted the depressing aspects of Foucauldian analysis of power-
knowledge relations, and the power of these relations both in constructing the
world around us, and in our comprehension of it. Foucault did not believe that
there could be a definitive escape from such relations, but he did feel that no
specific configuration of relations was necessary or unchangeable. In this view
thinking became a powerful means of transgressing intellectual and discursive
boundaries and was a liberating practice which offered freedom from
contemporary alignments (Bernauer, 1988, p. 75). For in establishing the
contemporary rules and guides for thought—in locating discourses—Foucault
believed that transformation was possible,

There’s an oprimism that consists in saying that things couldn’t be better. My
optimism would consist in saying that there are so many things to be
changed, fragile as they are, bound up more with circumstances than
necessities, more arbitrary than self-evident, more a matter of complex, but
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temporary, historical circumstances than with incvitable anthropological
constraints... You know, to say that we are much more recent that we think
isn’t a way of taking the whole weight of history on our shoulders. It’s rather
to place at the disposal of the work that we can do on ourselves the greatest
possible share of what s rresented to us as inaccessible. (Foucault, 1988d, p.

156).

The kind of mpping out of discourses that Foucault envisaged holds out the
very real prospect of transforming our understandings of the world. It is, in this

sense, a very practical form of criticism.
2. The Validity of the Field in Addressing a Deployment

Discourse remains a central element in the formation of a deployment. But how
is discourse to be analysed and constituted for the researcher, and then linked to
an ensemble of practices and other phenomena, particularly in a field as
empirically detailed and comnlex as auditing? In his own work Foucault relied

on written texts:

Henceforth, the visionary experience arises from the black and white surface
of printed signs, from the closed and dusty volume that opens with a flight of
forgotten words [...]

[...] fantastic is no longer a property of heart, nor is it .ound among the
incongruities of nature; it evolves from the accuracy of knowledge, and its
treasures lie dormant in documents. Foucault, quoted in (Bernauer, 1988, p.
90)

For him the analysis of documents was central to tracing the discursive rules
within which human subjects go about their lives. Many of his topics, such as
punishment in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, or the development of
sexuality in ancient Greece and Rome, could only be studied by reference to
documents or other artifacts. But the thoughts and ideas he sought to trace
could equally be found in regularities of discourse in contemporary statements,
a belief that was emphasised in his focus on the rules of discursive formations.
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He believed that these rules are embodied just as much in the most recent as in
the most original statement (Gutting, 1989). His central concern was not texts
themselves, but was rather the thought underlying our understandings and
actions—this was made quite clear in the introduction to some of his last

published work:

‘Thought,” understood in this way, is not, then, to be sought only in
theoretical formulations such as those of philosophy or science; it can and
must be analyzed in every manner of speaking, doing, or behaving in which
the individual appears and acts as a subject of learning, as ethical or juridical
subject, as subject conscious of himself and others. In this sense, thought is
understood as the very form of action—as action insofar as it implies the play
of true and false, the acceptance or refusal of rules, the relation to oneself and
others. The study of forms of experience can thus proceed from an analysis of
‘practices’—discursive or not—as long as one qualifies that word to mean rhe
different systems of action insofar as they are inhabited by thought as I have
characterized it here. (Foucault, 1984b, pp. 334-335)

The discourse underlying our apprehension of practices can be used to analyse
practices or ‘systems of action’ themselves. Foucault’s belief that discourse can
be identified by reference to a wide variety of sources is of central importance,
He points to the significance of speech, action and behaviour as indicators of an
individual’s conception of himself “as subject of learning, as ethical or juridical
subject, as subject conscious of himself and others™ (Foucault, 1984b, pp. 334~
335). Speech, action and behaviour provide windows into an individual’s
thoughts and the discourses on which they draw.

Foucault’s later work suggests that theoretical reconfiguration is in order.
Prior Foucauldian accounting research has been seen to focus on knowledge
and ideas expressed through discourse. But Foucault azgues that knowledge and
ideas inhere in actions since considered actions form systems of action which are
themselves representarive of systems of thought, i.e., discourses (Foucault,
1984b, pp. 334-335). Systems of thought may be tracked cither through their
expression as sets of statements (discourses) or as systems of action.
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Ideas and knowledge inhere in action since discourses set out the grounds
both of reasonable, acceptable statements, and of reasonable, acceptable action.
In other words, both statements and action are constrained by “the play of true
and false, the acceptance or refusal of rules, the relation to oneself and others”
(Foucault, 1984b, pp. 334-335). These same considerations provide
systematisation and coherence to both statements and action. Since action is
informed and guided by discourse, it follows that action may be used to study

discourse.
3. Auditing and the Deployment

[ believe that Foucault’s later work suggested a willingness to make recourse
both to documents and to observation in the field. I argue that both are useful
in making sense of the development and operationalisation of expanded
auditing mandates. From a practical point of view there simply is not enough
written material to begin to address the specifics of how such audits are
developed, carried out, and understood. Time is unlikely to remedy this
situation, for there are elements of the auditing activity that, though they are
significant, in that they influence both understanding and outcome of audit, are
simply not written down. Because of this, many social dimensions of the audi,
and of practitioners and other’s understandings of it would be lost with a focus
on text.

My research studies the development of expanded auditing mandates, with
reference to a Canadian province. Consider the levels at which analysi< might
be attemptcd. Public, political debate is fairly easily traced by reference to the
press, to archives and to transcripts of legislative debates. Use of these sources
might well further the development of political rationalities and their discursive
translation into programmes. This could be seen as the conventional
Foucauldian approach to addressing the role of discourse in accounting. But
there are many steps beyond the level of public and political debate. Legislation,
and the creation of revised mandates, offer a fairly rarefied view of the actual
operationalisation of these mandates. Their functioning may not involve linear
mapping from text to operationalisation.
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The Canadian Public Sector Accounting and Auditing Board (PSAAB)?! of
the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants issues guides as to how
expanded auditing mandates can be dealt with. Consider what is involved in
some of their key standards:

The work should be adequately planned and properly executed. Audit team
members should be properly supervised.

Criteria for evaluating the matters subject to audit should be identitied and
the auditor should assess their suitability in the circumstances.

[...]

There is no body of generally accepted criteria for all aspects of value-for-
money auditing. Criteria may be developed form various sources, including:
— legislation or policy statements;

— standards of good practice developed by professions or associations;

— statis-ics or practices developed within the entity or among similar entities;
and

— criteria identified in similar value-for-money audits.

(PSAAC, 1988, paras. .17, .24, .20)

A whole range of decisions and discussions must take place in order for these
standards to be met. Their application to particular areas of activity depends on,
inter alia, the technologies involved in that area of operation, the auditing
techniques available, and the development and use of auditing standards.
Consideration of the assembly of ideas and technologies required to make this
form of auditing possible suggests that it may be understood as a deployment.

E. THE TASK AHEAD

This chapter has provided an overview of certain Foucauldian influenced work
in accounting, and has considered aspects of Foucault’s own work. I have
mapped out various analytical categories and have emphasised the links which

21 Unutil recently titled the Public Sector Accounting and Auditing Committee (PSAAC).
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Foucault drew between systems of thought (discourses) and systems of action. I
draw on this work next in analysing the particular, local history of the
cxpansion of government auditing mandates in a Canadian province. I then
apply this analysis to elements of the operationalisation of these mandates, as
evidenced in fieldwork.

My concerns with a local history of the reform of government auditing centre
around the question of how auditing came to be about efficiency in the
Province of Alberta. In developing a response to this question, informed as it is
by Foucault’s concerns with local history, intellectual transformations and the
mechanics of governmesit, I address the discursive fields that allowed for (:nd
promoted) the confluence of auditing and efficiency in Alberta in the 1970s. |
do so with respect for the local dimensions of this transformation, although I
would suggest that similar processes would be witnessed elsewhere as auditing
practice is transformed.

Next, I address the issue of how Alberta’s expanded auditing mandates were
operationalised. At a theoretical level this question develops from a mindfulness
of Foucault’s concerns with linkages between discourse and action, - - “vith
Miller and Rose’s related analysis of movement between political raticn~i'ties,
programmes, and their ultimate expression in technologies. For myself, these
theoretical concerns are combined with a continuing interest and curiosity
regarding transformations in accountancy practice (Radcliffe, 1989). In
addressing the technological I draw significantly on the discursive articulation
of technologies in the field. Following Foucault’s emphasis on the role of
knowledge, I address the roles of practitioner knowledge as itself providing
technological means for the conduct of efficiency auditing. As earlier discussed,
part of this interpretation came from my earlier reading of this theoretical
material, while part came from 1y changed appreciation of the significance of
links between the discursive and the technological. As Jénsson and Macintosh
(1994) suggest, I used ethnographic work to better understand the world, and
to influence the theoretical discussion detailed here.

There has been criticism of ethnographic research, on the grounds that it is
often conducted with an inadequate theoretical base. Ethnographers counter
that much ostensibly critical research is itself significantly lacking in self
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employed (Jonsson & Macintosh, 1994, p. 4.6.24). Jonsson and Macintosh
suggest a potential middle way, in which ethnography is broadly informed by
critical theory, but is still centrally concerned with matters of interpretation.
They argue that the product of such analysis can be the kind of descriptions
that Popper (1978) envisaged as part of a ‘third world’ of objective contents of
thought, such as theoretical systems, problem situations, problematisations and
critical argument (Jénsson & Macintosh, 1994, p. 4.6.30).

While generalisation from one case to populations as a whole may not be
possible (Kohler Riessman, 1993), ethnography may present opportunities to
reinterpret theoretical claims, identifying problems with current knowledge.
Theoretically situated ethnographic work can broaden the influence of
ethnographic accounts by demonstrating their relevance in theoretical terms. |
hope that ethnographic inquiry ultimately enriches theoretical dialogue
(Jonsson & Macintosh, 1994). This is the kind of development that I hope for
in using ethnographic research to examine the operationalisation of efficiency
auditing later in this dissertation. In the next chapter, however, 1 first attend to
the history that underlies contemporary events.



ITI. Rationalities & Programmes: A
Reformed Auditing in Alberta

A. INTRODUCTION

Review of earlier theoretical work suggests that the concerns of modern
government for improvement, refined administration and the like first find
their expression as generally stated pelitical rationalities, and are then matched
with more detailed plans for intervention. I use these insights to understand
developments in one specific jurisdiction, to understand how auditing came to
be about efficiency. The developraent of a reformed auditing could have been
examined in another context, indeed, my earlier review of the history of
‘efficiency’ auditing’s being adopted by a variety of governments in recent times
would suggest a number of sites from which this inquiry mighr take place. Each
site would have its own specific concerns and inflections (Burchell et al., 1985;
Miller & Napier, 1993; Robson, 1993), but each, it seems, would draw on
aspects of a common articulation of auditing and accounting knowledge as a
source of improvement and change (Hopwood, 1984; Hopwood, 1988a).
Accounting and auditing knowledge has increasingly been deployed in diverse
arenas, in both the public and private sectors (Broadbent & Guthrie, 1992;
Hopwood, 1988a). Claims for accounting and auditing’s potential have been
ongoing in many different national and institutional arenas. Here we have a
chance to examine the expansion of the domain of auditing knowledge in one
location, and consider the thoughts, ideas and appeals that encouraged such
events.

At this stage, I address my first research question, ‘How did auditing come to
involve efficiency?’ I develop a response based on analysis of events and debates
that allowed eventual reform of government auditing in Alberta. Examining the
history of efficiency auditing in Alberta in addressing question one, and a study
of the operationalisation of efficiency auditing in Alberta in addressing question
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two, allows for an empiricai coherence that would not otherwise be possible due
to limited research resources.

I begin the chapter with « review of the social and political background to
efficiency auditing debates 1 Alberta in the 1970s. I do this because of the
specific cast that this backgrond brought to political rationalities which
influenced consideration of a..tiving. I analyse the political promotion of
efficiency auditing as Albertan polivicians took up the cause of audit reform. 1
find that calls for reformed auditing i Alberta were initially modeled on a more
aggressive auditing seen in th - Fcderal Government of Canada, although
Albertan programmes were then influenced by local concerns. With this in
mind, I attend to discourse regarding the presentation of parties, the
problematisation of government activities, and expectations of government
auditing. I address the coalescence of political rationalities and programmes for
reform as part of the climate of opinion of the time.

After initial debate in Alberta during the late 1960s and early 1970s, there
was significantly less public discussion of efficiency auditing in the mid 1970s,
until the issue re-emerged with the enactment of the Auditor General Act in
1977. 1 argue that between 1971 and 1977, as public debate subsided, together
with the earlier concerns that had fed this debate, experts were left to pursue
efficiency auditing as an ideal (Miller & Rose, 1990). I attend to the models
that guided detailed exposition of a programme for revised auditing in Alberta,
and examine the influence of expertise on this programme, after earlier political
rationalities had faded and been replaced by what were then more
contemporary concerns. Professional expertise is seen operating in the
development of reports concerning efficiency auditing, and in re-interpretation
of what government auditing should involve. I examine the models used in
formulating Alberta’s Auditor General Act, and consider the role of auditors in
constructing their own mandate. To pursue the analysis presented in this
chapter, | review party platforms, political campaigning, legislative debates, and
the framing of legislation using both primary and secondary accounts. These
include contemporary documentary sources, and interviews with senior
Treasury, Legislative, and Audit officials charged with developing the Auditor
General Act, and with a former cabinet minister who had particular
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involvement in these events. This combination of documentary and interview
analysis provides insight into the discursive climate that conditioned audit

reform.
B. HISTORY OF THE PRESENT
1. Overview

Accounting historians caution ageinst present mindedness in thinking of the
past (Previts et al., 1990). This presents the danger of analysts superimposing
contemporary values and ideas in retrospective interpretation of events. The
concerns of another time, even one as comparatively recent as twenty years ago,
may be influenced by a complex series of interactions amongst discur ive and
other domains. In this section I consider social and political developments in
Alberta in the 1960s and 1970s, as a background to the articulation of calls for
change in government’s management and administrative practices. I examine
the introduction of auditing to these more gener. calls, and attend to the
promotion of auditing as a specific means for impr vement. Debates in other
jurisdictions, and their flow into Alberta, are und :stood as highlighting the
idea of an exparded form of auditing, and there .v influencing a growing
consensus for reform.

While rapid social change had occurred in the province of Alberra,
government had largely remained wedded to Alberta’s rural roots. Changes in
government were to occur, as political debate became focused less on
government policy, and more on the effective management of the province’s
affairs. These debates were very significant for the local articulation of concerns
for efficiency auditing. To understand the ideas of the time, it is important to
understand that there was a confluence of both local and more general
concerns, and that this confluence made audit reform attractive at a number of
levels.

2. Understanding Alberta in the 1960s and 1970s
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Though plans for a reformed auditing in Alberta incorporated certain ideas
seen in other jurisdictions (including, for example, a vencration of ‘modern’
management, broad appeals to efficiency, improvement, etc.,) these dimensions
were themselves framed by local, Albertan concerns. The question of how
auditing came to be about efficiency can not be fully understood without an
appreciation of the specific circumstances that allowed more pervasive ideas to
take hold in this particular setting.

Government auditing has been reformed in a variety of jurisdictions, cach

ith their own concerns. While common issues and ideas may be c¢nvisaged,
these are often inflected, and given special meaning and significance, by local
circumstance. Analysis that fails to attend to these details may miss important
influences in the constitution and development of auditing practice. For while
one may discern general changes in auditing regimes, an understanding of these
developments is limited if it does not addrss the specific means by which these
regimes were developed, the local concerns that influenced their appeal, and the
particular constellation of factors that came to influence events (Burchell ct al.,
1985; Burchell et al., 1980; Miller & Rose, 1990).

It is with these concerns in mind that I attend to the political and social
concerns of the time in Alberta, and the way in which these influences
developed a space for the construction of a revised auditing. Analysis of
accounting may at times become accounting-centric, placing accounting or
auditing issues at the centre of public life (Lehman & Tinker, 1987; Tinker ct
al., 1982). Often this will be the result of an inadequate appreciation of the
issues of the time, and of the context surrounding an event. While capital
markets researchers and other quantitative analysts run the risk of
misunderstanding history through present-mindedne:s or ignorance (Previts &
Bricker, 1994), the same applies to researchers concerned with the sovial world.

Cautions regarding present-mindedness and accounting-centricity are
important in understanding events in Alberta in the 1970s. For government’s
interest in contemporary management techniques such as auditing, was itsclf
much influenced by a quite specific political environment. A long standing
Social Credit government was being challenged by a nascent political party, the
Progressive Conservatives, not on the grounds of ideological or policy
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differences (both parties were of the centre-right, and publicly acknowledged
that their policy differences were immaterial) (Short, 1971: The Edmonton
Journal, 1967¢). Instead, debate centred on a depiction of government as an
administrative matter, with the key opposition party (and later, government)
staking its claim in managerial terms.

Alberta had been governed by the Social Credit party since it gained power in
1935 during the great depression (Watkins, 1980). In Alberta, Social Credit
involved deep suspicion of what was seen in the west as ‘Eastern Canadian
moncy power.” The widespread farm foreclosures and misery of the depression
brought despair to many in the developing west of Canada, while financial
institutions, based in Montreal and Toronto, appeared removed from western
concerns (Palmer & Palmer, 1990). Albertans were offered hope by a Social
Credit philosophy which promised a reformed financial system, together with
payments from the provincial treasury to each resident of the province. Central
to this was Social Credit’'s commitment that these payments, termed a ‘national
dividend,” would come from provincial revenues, and the use of discounts to
buyers and provincial subsidies to sellers to enable consumers to obtain goods at
or below the cost of production (Watkins, 1980, pp. 118-119). Social Credit
offered an impoverished people a primitive yet appealing solution: apparently
free money.

Social Credit negotiated with the United Farmers of Alberta, the government
of the day, hoping that the government would adopt Social Credit’s policies.
On rejection, the movement contested, and won, the 1935 provincial election.
They would remain in power until 1971, and the election of the Progressive
Conservatives (who have enjoyed uninterrupted power in Alberta ever since).
The national dividend that Social Credit first promised would never be
delivered; over time much of the original philosophy would be jettisoned.! But

I In government, Social Credit would present themselves as a party of free enterprise and
reliable government (Finkel, 1986) making frequent appeals to individualism, anti-unionism
and cold-war rhetoric. The movement was later resolutely opposed to socialism, but retained
clements of its traditional social concern for the disadvantaged, with the creation of
comparatively generous social programs (Palmer & Palmer, 1990). While Social Credit’s
carlier radical character had brought the acknowledged support of Socialists and Communists



68

the fact of Social Credit @ i government, and the eventual shift of power to the
Conservatives, was fundamental to any understanding of the specific attractions
of efficiency auditing in Alberta in the 1970s.

Though the province of Alberta had undergone dramatic changes after the
second world war, government had remained in the hands of Social Credit (or
the ‘Socreds,” as they became known). Yet over this period the province had
changed greatly. From the 1950s on, Alberta had enjoyed substantial cconomic
growth after a series of major oil discoveries. Growth in oil production (and
provincial oil royalty revenues) occurred rapidly; between 1946 and 1956
production grew from 7.7 million barrels to 143.7 million. Economic growth
would transform the province over time.

a. The Political Implications of Social Change

These developments meant that the province of Alberta experienced
tremendous social change. Increased prosr v brought increased migration;

between 1946 and 1961 the provinccs ¢ . - increased from 803,000 to
1,332,000, with 13% of this growth flov:n:. v - aet migration. Oil brought
transition of the economy from a " :utly agricultural base to an

advanced urban economy: between 1946 »ud 1971 the cities of Edmonton and
Calgary quadrupled in size, and were among the fastest growing citics in North
America. The economy’s growing requirement for highly educated employees
influenced the growth of the province’s institutions of higher education: the
enrollment of the University of Alberta alone grew from 5,000 to 17,500
between 1959-1969 (Palmer & Palmer, 1990, pp. 302-303).

in the 1930s; by the 1960s this radicalism had long been abandoned (Finkel, 1986). Social
Credit had secured business support, and had moved considerably beyond its original distrust
of ‘money power,” as was evidenced by former Premier Ernest Manning, who, within two

months of resigning office, became a director of the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce,
one of Canada’s largest barks (Watkins, 1980, p. 203).
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While this cconomic and social growth meant that Alberta had increasingly
drawn voung professionals, and had developed a more urbanised, educated
population, the Socreds were less changed. Their leader (and the provincial
Premicr) from 1943-1968 was Ernest Manning, former assistant to Aberhardt,
the movement's founder. He was surrounded by Members of the Legislative
Assembly (MLAs), who were marked by their political roots in depression era,
rural Alberta. The Social Credit cabinet comprised of school teachers, farmers
and small business men from rural areas. These were very much the
movement’s roots: its founder had himself been a teacher and evangelical
preacher, and he had recruited many colleagues in the 1930s.

The province had moved considerably beyond the rural dependence which
had fostered Social Credit. Social change provided opportunities for the
development of new political forces. In the 1960s and early 1970s the Socreds
faced political challenge from the Progressive Conservative party. The social
contrast between the Conservatives and the Socreds seemed stark, as the Tories
better represented the new, urban, middle class. In 1969, the then Social Credit
MLAs averaged fifty four years old; sivt=en were aged sixty or more. The six
opposition Tories had an average age of forty years (Warkins, 1980). While the
Socred’s allegiances were to the old Alberta, the Tories came from the urban
centres spawned by massive economic and social change. Of the seventy five
Tory candidates in the 1971 election, twenty cight were from the professions,
including eleven lawyers; fifteen were from business (Palmer & Palmer, 1990,
p. 324).2 These candidates had been drawn to a new conservatism; while Social
Credit had apparently failed to appeal to many in the developing urban

population.

2 The Tories would later characterise Social Credic as ‘the establishment,” and would cast
themselves as ‘outsiders.” The Socred cabinet in 1967 comprised of teachers (38%), farmers
{19%) and small business men (13%), predominantly from rural areas (88%) (Palmer &
Palmer, 1976). By contrast the professions were well represeated in the Tories’ ranks (Palmer
& Palmer, 1990); their leader was himself Calgary’s first third generation lawyer, and had
attended Harvard Business school (which provided analyrtically significant exposure to the
ideas of contemporary management ) (Hustak, 1979, pp. 44—47).



The Conservatives' campaign tor power would critically influence the course
of government auditing in the province, as efficiency auditing was framed as
part of their wider programme for reform. In Alberta, the Progressive
Conservatives would develop a link between auditing and efficiency.

3. Political Rationalities and the Management of Government

By the 1960s, both parties presented centre right platforms, supporting free-
enterprise, low taxation, and the development of Alberta as a province. Their
platforms were so similar that a leading Socred would comment that the
differences between the Tories and Socreds were “largely rhetotical and illusory”
(Canadian Press, 1967). In response to a Conservative call for an clection
debate in 1967, the Socreds suggested that the Tories should instead support
Socred candidates; the then Socred premier believed that their doing so would
“make a far greater contribution to Alberta’s best interests” and lead to their
“refraining from dividing the political strength of citizens whose ideals and
goals are comparable” (The Edmonton Journal, 1967¢). Later the Premier
would comment that

Frankly I find it hard to pinpoint aay sound reasons why genuine, smali-c
conservatives should want to oppose the government candidates in this
clection.

I find thay we are in complete agreement on almost every major issuc
which concerns the continued progress and dzvelopment of this province in
the interests of its people. (The Edmonton Journal, 1967b)

This similarity berween the two parties presented the Conservatives with
problems.? They had to present themselves as a viable, reliable aliernative to the
governing Social Credit party, which through its long office had established a

3 The Leader of the socialist New Democratic Party, then unrepresented in the Legislature,
would refer to the Progressive Conservative and Social Credit parties as “the Tory rwins”
(Palmer & Palmer, 1976, p. 129); later the NDP would liken the choice between the Socreds
and Tories to that of “strychnine and arsenic” (Short, 1971).
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reputation as a sober and responsible government (a reputation that the Socreds
would cagerly present in the face of a Conservative challenge) (Finkel, 1986;
Palmer & Palmer, 1990). Local politica! discourse was dominated by a view,
that had been re-inforced by the Socreds, of government as an especially serious
matter, calling for probity, responsibility and competence. In this environment,
the Tories were vulnerable to a perception thar they were untried and therefore
risky, and might upset Alberta’s relatively stable goverr ment. The question for
the Tories was how they could be sufficiently differentiated to appear attractive
and different, while embodying the stability and reliability with which the
Socreds were associated. The Conservatives, while sharing the centre-right
philosophy of Social Credit, began to stake out their claims to power in terms
of managerial competence.

This was a potentially difficult approach for the Tories. Although for some
voters the Socreds were still associated with “monetary crankism,
fundamentalist religion and rural Alberta” (Palmer & Palmer, 1976, p. 125),4
the movement’s promotion of radical economic reform had faded since the
1930s {Finkel, 1986; Palmer & Palmer, 1990). They were widely seen as
providing good government; indeed, they had been in office so long that they
had come to be seen as the natural party of government (Palmer & Palmer,
1976, p. 123). Faced with the Socreds’ image of administrative success, the
Tories began to challenge this representation, introducing the idea of Socred
rule as a ‘myth of performance’ (Serfarty, 1981), and questioning the exposition
of Socred reliability. At the same time they set about presenting themselves as a
responsible but contemporary, alternative government that was managerially
superior (Serfarty, 1981). I later develop the themes of management competence,
and appeals to contemporaneity in considering the party’s platforms in the 1971
provincial election, to further explore the discursive attractiveiess of an auditing

4+ Though the province's urban growth had brougnht increasing secularity to the province,
Social Credit had maintained its religious base; as Premier, Manning continued to present
his predecessor’s evangelical radio program, ‘Back to the Bible Hour’ (Palmer & Palmer,
1990).
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for efficiency. For now [ attend to the Tories first exposition of efficiency
auditing.

a. An Emergent Political Rationaliry

In a setting of changing political and social uynamics, political rationalities
became reconfigured in terms of management. This shift was of central
importance in the Conservative’s interest in auditing, and in the generation of a
political will to address the expansion of auditing mandates. Efficiency auditing
would become attractive as one part of the Conservative’s presentation of
themselves as a managerially competent group.

It is important to note that the idea that government could focus on
administration rather than ‘policy’ had antecedents in Alberta’s political history.
Because of this, a focus on administration and an avoidance of seemingly
partisan policy conflict found special resunance in the province. There was a
widespread belief that government could be a ‘business government,’ concerned
simply with the (allegedly unitary) business of the people, rather thar -~ .
was presented as party doctrine. Such ideas had been the found = - r o1 ..
earlier political movement, the United Farmworkers of Alberta (UFA), whidk:
had governed Alberta from 1921 until Social Credit’s clection in 1935. The
UFA had campaigned on a platform of an end to partisan politics, (referred to
as ‘partyism’); the movement endorsed direct legislation, denounced the caucus
secrecy and cabinet rule associated with parliamentary government, and wanted
legisiators to vote freely, without party interference (Palmer & Palmer, 1990).

Local discourse regarding government would follow this tradition in
continuing to avoid reference to the ‘political” in the late 1960s. Manning, the
Social Credir premier, would speak of the provincial legislature as a “board ot
directors,” drawing on the language and models of the private sertor ir
presenting Albertans as having the more common interests of private
shareholders. For the Conservatives, their leader, Peter Lougheed, would
promnte parliamentary reforms allowing an expanded roie for MLAs, including
more free votes, public meetings of legislature committees, and the televising of
legislature proceedings (Serfarty, 1981). The Tories would continue to avoid
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outright confrontation with the government. As one observer of the time
commented, “The oddest feature of Alberta politics is the politicians’ own
dislike of ‘politics.” They all fle~ from it like the plague, or at least try to give
that impression” (Barr, 1967a). These discursive rules effectively set out what it
was possible for politicians to say. One consequence was that they made an
appeal to superior administration considerably more palatable than direct
conflict over policy.

Efficiency auditing would become wrapped up in the Conservative’s concerns
to position themselves as an alternative government without appearing to be
doctrinaire. Prior to the 1967 election, in which the Tories mounted their first
real challenge to Socred rule, the party published what were termed cwelve
‘guideposts’ to Conservative policy. They addressed a wide range of issues, such
as the relationship between the Federal Government of Canada and the
Provinces, a need for long range planning, and the development of natural
resources. The guideposts were meant to re-assure the Alberta electorate that
they need not fear the Progressive Conservatives, since a vote for them would be
a vote for ‘safe’ change (Barr, 1974, p. 218; Serfarty, 1981, pp. 59-60). In one
of these guideposts the Conservatives committed themselves to a different form
of financial management, one which was geared to a province that at the time
enjoyed rising oil wealth:

We believe in full disclosure of provincial financial affairs and in the concept
of putting money and resources to work for improvement and development.
We consider unnecessary hoarding of surplus funds as a lack of progress.
{The Edmonton Journal, 1967a)

As yet the Tories would not incorporate efficiency auditing into their
plat ‘orm; this would come later. But what we see by the time of the 1967
provincial election is the early presentation of the party as managerially
competent, committed to forward looking financial and administrative
technique. As one 1967 candidate, (later to serve as czbinet minisrer and then
provincial premier in the 1980s) ‘would put it, while he did not disagree with
Social Credit on any significant policy issue, the governmert was dull, ful! of
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“tired hacks and mediocritics™ and as a consequence Alberta politics lacked
energy and style (Barr, 1967b).

The outcome of the 1967 election was a foregone conclusion: Social Credit
remained strong, and the Conservative opposition gained only a {vothold in the
legislature, winning six of sixty-five seats (Howitt, 1967a). But the clection had
indicated important aspects of Conservative strategy. These elements would be
built on as the Conservatives sought to present themselves as an alternate party
of government, ready to assume power in the next election. Their carly success
in presenting themselves as a competent and uncontroversial alternative
brough: .raisc even from their opponents: Premier Manning himself
comm¢ - -:. the Tories would be “a constructive opposition” (Howite,
1967b). + T“uries had begun to develop their attractiveness through keen
awareness of. and appeal to, the discursive representation of Alberta politics.
They wculd continue to represent themselves as a progressive and responsible
group, eager iv innovate while preserving what wer- - ... 1s Social Credit's
achievements (Serfarty, 1981).

b. Discussion

To this point I have presented a view of a socially changed province in the
late 1960s that had continued to be governed by a party whose roots were in a
different era. As political challengers, the Progressive Conservatives faced a
rnumber of difficulties in campaigning against « iong-standing government, not
least their own inexperience in power. This perception that a vote for the Tories
might be a risky vote was exacerbated by the provincial ¢aception of
government as a nor-partisan activity, as typifi=u in the idea ot the ‘business
government,’ a perspective which encouraged parties to present themsclves as
sober, reliable groups.

Although this discur-ive background drew on concepts that we might find in
other jurisdictions, this specific historical arrangemert was both local and
particulzr to Alberta. lts importance in understanding how auditing came o be
about efficiency is as a more general climate of ideas and racionalities that
fostered specific programmes. Although there were contradictions in the



Socred’s depiction of government as an administrative, non-partisan matter, in
which reliability and responsibility were paramount, the Tories had chosen to
go along with the idea of a ‘business government,” and mount their challenge
on this ground. Their challenge therefore centred on their own claims to
managerial dexterity and skill; their working with these claims was of prime
importance in the development of efficiency auditing. For while the “origins’ of
a Canadian interest in efficiency audit in the late 196Us seemed to lie elsewhere,
Alberta’s specifically articulated political rationalities regarding the management
of government would mean that proposals and programmes such as efficiency
audit would have unique appeal within the province.

4. The Discursive Appeal of Auditing: Emergent Programmes for

Intervention

I now outline increasing concern with government auditing, as manifested in
the Federal Government of Canada. The origins of any one idea are by no
means certain, and the search for such origins may itself be questionable
(Foucault, 1972; Gutting, 1989). [ attend to Federal debates not as part of a
quest for the roots of an idea, but rather because of the apparent role of Federal
debates in injecting 2 concern with auditing into Albertan political debate in
che 1960s. This role has been indicated in research interviews by a former
Alberta cabinet minister who was heavily involved in the first articulation of a
reformed auditing in Alberta, and has been confirmed in a series of interviews
with then very senior provincial government officials, charged with the
development of audiring legislation. My research has revealed that Alberta’s
Auditor General Act, 1977 was itself largely based on the report of a federal
review committze concerning efficiency auditing. I argue that to make sense of
this and understand the development of a reformed auditing, it is important to
attend both to the wider political discourses that made audit reform attractive,
and to the expert discourse that fleshed out the programmaric and made reform
possible.

a. A Developing Federal Model
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The Government of Canada had increasingly been concerned with
management issues in the 1960s. It was as part of this concern that it had
established a Royal Commission on Government Organization in 1962, The
Glassco Commission, as it became known, was to influence government
auditing in unexpected ways. It recommended the devolution of authority from
central agencies to operating departments, with a goal of improved
administration and accountability. The Commission further called for an
implementation of a planning programming and budgeting system, and for
reform of both the government’s estimates and the public accounts so as to
better communicate financial information (The Canadian Comprehensive
Auditing Foundation (CCAF), 1987). These measures were intended to
improve the administrative efficiency of government operations. In rescarch
interviews conducted over the course of this study, then senior civil servants and
auditors involved in audit reform in Alberta have pointed to the role of this
commission in shaping their own perceptions of government at the time,
Among these experts, Glassco was understood as setting the scene for the federal
audit reports that followed, partly by altering the norms and expectations of
government administrators, and by using the profile of government as an entity
to be pro-actively managed.

In making these recommendations the Commission drew on the
management knowledge of the day; in this sense the report was hardly
extraordinary. But there were unintended consequences of the Glassco report.
Though auditing was a small part of the scope of the report, the then Auditor
General of Canada pursued the Commission’s recommendations aggressively in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, with audi. reports which criticised the
government’s financial information, budgeting and performance reporting
mechanisms, and financial controls. In this sense, auditors took the lead after
the Glassco commission. Central agencies were criticised for their failure to
provide both the leadership and the performance information that Glassco had
envisaged, and Departmental managers were criticised for their failure to
implement centrally est. "lished policy (The Canadian Comprehensive Auditing
Foundation (CCAF), 1987).
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In the 1960s an emboldened Auditor General also began to report on what
were termed ‘non-productive payments,” which were held not to have produced
any public benefit; these reports were made with the approval of the Public
Accounts committee (Sinclair, 1979, pp. 60-61). A variety of revelations
followed, including reports of government losses due to a long-standing practice
of holding $100 million with chartered banks without gaining interest,
significant losses due to theft, and, perhaps the most sensational, the refic of
HMCS Bonaventure, an aircraft carrier. Authorised in 1965 for a total cost of
$8 million, the Auditor General reported in 1968 that the cost had escalated to
$13 million.5 The affair was highly embarrassing to the government (Sinclair,
1979). Later the Toronto Globe and Mail, an influent::l newspaper, would
regularly publish the Auditor General’s non-repr.cuctive payments
investigations under the title of “Horrible Stories,” highlis:ting, for example,
that the air force’s supply of a certain light bulb would last 250 years, that the
army’s stock of overalls would last ninety-seven years, and that the navy’s
inventory of certain underwear would last for a thousand years (Sinclair, 1979,
p. 68).

These audit reports were very influential in shaping public debate. The idea
of inefficiency in government played to general concerns of government
wastefulness, and provided public speculation with apparently impressive
empirical support. The Auditor General’s reports would be referred to in
newspaper editorials as “a real breath stopper” and as revealing “Incompetence,
wastage, illegality, bungling, a total contempt for the taxpayer” (Sinclair, 1979,
pp. 61-63). The heightened prominence of audit activity would allow the work
of the Federal Auditor General to become a showcare for auditing’s potential
and a model for audit reform (Hopwood, 1988b). As provincial politicians
considered the state of their own jurisdictions, they would consider auditing as
a means to highlight inefficiency in ways that would not have been immediately
apparent without the influence of the Anditor Gerzral of Canada’s reporting,

S These costs included such items as medicine cabinets being repaired at a cost of $258 each
{new ones cost $50).



b. Administrative Possibilities and Political Rationalities in Alberta

It was in the context of an increasingly aggressive Federal Auditor General,
and the publicity this attracted, that the Progressive Conservatives in Alberta
first began to examine efficiency auditing. After the 1967 clection, the
Conservatives had formed the Official Opposition in +he Legislature. As part of
their attempts to build their presence and to show veters what they might do
when in power, the Tories had begun to present a series of bills in the
Legislative Assembly. Of course, as opposition bills, these documents had no
hope of ever becoming law. But what they :iid do was set out a Conservative
agenda; the Tories’ leader himself stated that the bills focused on what the
Tories regarded as key areas of policy (The Edmonton Journal, 1971b). For a
party concerned to prove itself as a potential replacement for the long governing
Socreds, it was important to demonstrate a capacity to govern. As Loughced
commented, “The ten man Tory opposition does not intend to act merely as
critics of the Legislature, but as an alternative government” (The Edmonton
Journal, 1971b).

It was as one of these bills, the “Taxpayers’ Protection Act,’ that audit reform
first found detailed expression in Alberta. While Socred financial management
was widely represented as solid, the idea of a revised auditing allowed the
Tories to present themselves as forward thinking financial managers, abreast of
the latest management technique. Auditing was no longer a dry or abstract
activity as the Tories spoke of it; rather, it had the potential to become a
powerful source of intervention for the individual against government: auditors
could be agents of ‘taxpayer protection.” The source of these ideas was made
clear by Lou Hyndman, the Tory member (and later provincial cabinet
minister) introducing the bill:

In establishing the office of the Auditor General of Alberta, this important
Act materially expands the functions of the prescat Provincial Auditor and
reflects the purpose and scope of che office of the Auditor General of Canuda. '« ne
broad purpose of the Act is to establish an objective and independent office
of the Auditor General responsible directly to the Legislature to protect the
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taxpayers of Alberta and to ensure that their tax moneys are being properly
spent and to ferret out needless expenditure of those moneys.

Specifically, Mr. Speaker, the purposes of the Bill are to ensure that all
government expenditures have been properly authorized, to uncover and
check waste and needless expenditure, to establish a public watchdog
respecting the collection and allocation of tax revenues, and to ensure that

special warrants have met the criterion of being urgently needed for the

public good. (Alberta Hansard, 15 March 1971, p. 549, emphasis added.)

The Tories’ idea of an improved government auditing was directly drawn
from the more aggressive auditing that had highlighted apparent management
failures at the federal level. Auditors both problematised government
operations, and implicitly promoted themselves as professionals able to
diagnose such problems. This problematisation of government provided a space
for the expansion of professional practice, mirroring the problematisations of
other professional groups, and politicians’ increasing recourse to professional
expertise (Miller & Napier, 1993).

The problematisations in this case are less than straightforward. At the time
of the Albertan Tories initial proposals for audit reform, the Auditor General
of Canada was allowed simply to report ‘non-productive expenditures’ (Sinclair,
1979). An express mandate to audit for efficiency would only be given to the
Federal Auditor in the late 1970s. Nevertheless, the Taxpayers’ Protection Act
indicates that the association had already begun to be made. By the early 1970s,
auditing was understood by some as an investigative practice, designed to
uncover incfficiency. As a result, the bill proposed that the Auditor General
should form an opinion 2s io whether there was any waste or needless
expenditure within goverziment. and should report on every case in which this
was sound. Related clauses calied for reports on employee negligence in the
collection of public funds, and certain other matters (The Legislative Assembly
of Alberta, 197%).

[t would be wrong to ~onsider this as an original proposal. To the
Conservatives of the day, a small opposition with minimal research support, the
bill simply represented what had come to be seen as the cutting edge of auditing
work, as promoted at t¢ tederal level. It is this perception of the federal
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government as * model, together with the particular attractions thar a revised
auditing had for Conservatives in Alberta, that is most interesting in chis bill.
The presentation of auc.ting at the tederal level as a pro-active, revelatory
process in which government inefficiencies were rooted out and brought into
view had changed certain perceptions of auditing. The conclusion for some was
that an Auditor General, modeled after the Auditor General of Canada, was
required. As Peter Lougheed suggested, prior to the introductnion of the Tories’
proposal, such an auditor would serve as “an additional force in exposing
government inefficiency” (The Edmonton Journal, 1971d).

In conducting my research I have been able to interview Mr. Lou Hyndman.
It is impossible to fully reconstruct the political environment that first fostered
an interest in efficiency auditing in Alberta, but Mr. Hyndman’s po ition in
framing the province’s first exposition of =fficiency auditing prior to cform,
and his later service in cabinet as Minister of Federal and Inter-Governmental
Affairs and later as Provincial Treasurer, makes him particularly able to provide
insight into the considerations of the time. One of the first issues would scem
to be why the Conservatives were interested in auditing at all, and why this
specific form of auditing should be understood as a torm of ‘taxpayer
protection. Mr. Hyndman offers this response:

At the time the feeling was that,... we were a very small opposition, we had to
try to build some sort of public profile, and we were trying to do that all the
time, come up with good ideas. And so we concluded art the time that the
word audit was one which was unknown in 99% of the population. People
wouldn’t know what it was, they didn’t know, or have any sense that it was a
good idea or a bad idea, and you had a large education process, unless you
were talking to students of accounting, as to what this was about. So we said,
let’s try to reduce this. [...] So we thought that reall,; what this boils down to
is that there are tax moneys, taken from corporations and from the pockets of
Albertans in personal tax, and they’re going out and being spent by
government, in a whole host of ways. And it’s for the protection of taxpayers
who are earning this money, that they should be able to feel it's being
intelligently, wisely spent, and the moneys are being spent for rthe purpose tor
which they are intended in the lesislation. So let’s call it the Taxpayers’
Protection Act.
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So in that way it was a communications tool, that was thought to be much
more effective in getting people to look at what was in the rest of the bill, and
also in getting—Dbecause at that stage of course an opposition is always
interested in being reported on whar it is proposing—its very difficult to do
when you're six versus forty-nine [Members of the Legislative Assembly]. So
we thought that media folks, who are generalists, there’s no auditors in the
media, or very few, we thought we could explain it to them better, and
people might say, “oh, that’s a reasonably bright idea that those Progressive
Conservatives have, and maybe we’ll have another look at them at the nest

election.”

At this stage the idea of efficiency auditing was not elaborated in detail—in
our inferview Mr. Hyndman would reflect on the Taxpayers’ Protection Act as
important, but yet to reach full exposition. With a modest research staff the
extent to which the Conservatives could state their ideas was limited, but

nevertheless,

we thought that it was of significant importance in 1971 that we put some of
the elements in a very, very gross sort of way [...] into a Taxpavers’ Protection
Act, to be a little debated on a Tuesday or Thursday afternoon, and put the

point across.

From the start, efficiency auditing was conceived in electoral terms. It was
thought that many would simply not understand the idea of auditing, and so
the more rhetorically forceful term ‘Taxpayer Protection’ was introduced, to
present auditing as a pro-active, valuable tool in protecting the citizen against
big government. Beyond the use of this term as a communications device,
however, we see aspects of the Conservative’s awareness of, and interest in,
auditing. The idea of taxpayer protection presents a quite specific auditing role,
of intervention and restraint in government. It casts auditors in a central
position of limiting government activity and ensuring sound management. The
more aggressive audits of the Auditor General of Canada had led the Auditor
General to be increasingly seen as a ‘watchdog’ on government, limiting what
were understood as wasteful public sector practices. One should not
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underestimate the opportunism involved in the Alberta Tories’ rapid adoption
of such ideas after their exposure at the federal level. Whar is seen here is their
conscious attempts to fashion their plans for auditing in a way that best
appealed to then contemporary discourse, in an attempt for maximum media
coverage and self-promotion. The specific sorial background of the Tories, a
largely professional group, heightened their interest in the idea of auditing,
Censider Mr. Hyndman’s reflection on the Tories of the carly 1970s, and the

influences of their professional roots:

I think that they had experienced that [auditing], they bad seen that in their
own offices, or they had friends and associates who had done that, and so o
them it was nothing unusual, and so in fact with the province getting bigger
and more complex, and the prospect ot more money, it seemed prudent to do
this and get this done, and understanding... And then the fecling was that
you can have a well trained, professional person, whose independence vou
deliberately set up, and who you have to agree you're no longer going to
control. But that is a good thing for public policy. So that rakes a cerrain
viewpoint, and ! think we had that.

People become exposed to discourse, * craents. in a variety ot
contexts. Discourses themselves r tiple levels, perhaps
t.mporally, socially, or geographic +uie influence of the
specific discursive background th Tories brought to
public policy. While at the time wdit was in such
limited circulation that many in . audience would not

understand what ir was, they themse: i their professional background
and exposure. They conceived of auditing as a normal. professional practice,
since “they had seen that in their own offices, or they had friends and associates
who had one that, and so to them it was nothing unusual.”

The then fragile claims mads= for an auditing for efficiency—which at the
time no Canadian legislative auditors had explicit legal authority to conduct—
should be judged in this context. To professionals used to the idea of auditing,
the extension of auditing to the realm of efficiency was seen as “prudent.” The
assembly of knowledge thst this represents may seem commonplace or
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unremarkable. In many ways it is; but it is at intersections such as this that a
mutually re-inforcing svstem of changing knowledge and practices takes hold
(Foucault, 1977a; Foucaulr, 1978a; Gutting, 1989). These politician’s
everyday lives exposed them to discourse at a number of levels: as pare of this
these discourses themselves mixed. The result was an intfluential reciprocity
between more general political debates (surrounding. for example, the more
aggressive auditing seen at the Federal level, and the differentiation of the
Tories from the Socreds), and the reading that a largeiy professional group gave
to those debates through their specific discursive exposure (Hopwood, 1994).

At this stage the model of an auditing for efficiency was understood by it's
author himself as “very, very gross,” and as an emulation of the federal example.
Further development would come later as the mechanics of auditing would be
considered once the Tories were in office. For now, [ examine how ideas of
auditing were themselves one part of a wider projection of the Albertan Tories
as a party fit to govern. | attend to the context of positical rationalities within
which auditing was understood in the 1971 election that led the Tories to
government, focusing on the twin themes of managerial competence, and
contemporaneity. [ then consider the discourse exhibited in the 1975 clection
which continued their rule and immediately preceded audit reform.6

6 I study election campaigns because they offer key points at which the political discourse of
the day is exposed. As a consequence, campaign materials, statements, etc., provide a window
to discern the normative context of their time, and allow analysis of the context thart fostered
given political rationalities and programmes. The argument s not that campaigns involve a
set of political promises, appeals, etc. that are invariably carried out, but rather thar these
statements are made with an awareness of, and appeal to contemporary discursive rules. As a
result, election statements and proposals may be used to trace the discursive boundaries that
distinguish between persuasive, credible argument, and that which is less embedded in
current discourse, and is therefore less appealing.

This analys:s involves significant use of primary documentary materials, such as party
platforms, discussion papers, and contemporary news reports. For the periods in question,
these primary sources are either not indexed, or are sparsely held in libraries; many have not
been preserved. Because of these difficulties, I have searched those party policy statements
that are held in the Library of the Legislative Assembly of Alberta (the only library that [ bave
found to have collected such documents). In addition, I have manually searched The
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¢. The Promotion of Political Rationalities and Emergent Programmes

In their campaigning in 1971 and 1975, the two main parties, the Socreds
and Progressive Conservatives, would provide powerful illustrations of the
discursive frameworks within which they worked, and by which they framed
their political appeal. The 1971 election is particularly important in establishing
how an auditing for cfficiency became a political concern, since this campaign
presented the Progressive Conservatives as a party that was ready to govern.
They laid out a detailed agenda of what thev would do in office, and efficiency
auditing was one part of this agenda. In setting out their plans, the Progressive
Conscrvatives suggested a concern with “the citizen’s protection against big
government” (Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta, 1971), and broadly
commirted themselves to audit reform as one programme to achieve this:

An Auditor General to be created to replace the existing Provincial Auditor—
with terms of reference permitting review of government expenditure
practices—he should be responsible to the Legislature, not the Cabinet . (See
1971 Bill 134 “The Taxpayers’ Protection Act,” Lou Hyndman). (Progressive
Conservative Party of Alberta, 1971). 7

Edmonron Journal over the ceurse of the 1967, 1971 and 1975 election campaigns, from the
announcement of the election to the eventual result. As the newspaper of the capital city of
Alberta, The Edmonton Journal provides extensive coverage of the province’s political affairs.
On line indexes to this newspaper do not date back to the period in question, and no printed
indexes were published. The staff of the Edmonton Public Libraries maintained a card index
to The Edmonton Journal in the 1970s, but this does not cover government auditing. The
Edmonton Journal was also searched at the times at which federal and provincial auditing
legislation was discussed in parliament and the Legislature.

" Although not expressly stated here, the Taxpayers’ Protection Act provided for audits to
determine if there was “any waste or needless expenditure” (The Legislative Assembly of
Alberta, 1971, s. 1(a)".



Other commitments included an interest in program budgeting (later enacted
in the mid 1970s) and a presentation of auditing as part of a plan for
expenditure cortrol:

In analyzing public expenditures strong cfforss w'l be made to reduce
wasteful spending and the high per capita cost of government that the out-
going government has promoted. A concerted drive to reduce the cost of
governiment would be an inherent part of the public spending program of
Progressive Conservative Government, including;

(a) The re-structuring of the existing Provincial Auditor into the office of
Auditor General to ferret out unnecessary and wasteful expenditures (see
1971 Bill 134 "The Taxpayers’ Protection Act,” Lou Hyndman).

(b) The establishment of a special force to re-appraise government
management efficiency in Alberta (along the lines of the Ontario
Gouvernment Committece on Government Productiv. y—C.O.GP)S
(Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta, 1971)

Efficiency auditing wes itself placed as one of a range of initiatives, both as a
means o1 ‘citizen protection’ (echoing the earlier reference to taxpayer
protection) and as a contemporary technique for improved management and
cost control. On the campaign trail, a commitment to a reformed auditing
would be reinforced, as Lougheed again positioned auditing as a means to
citizen’s protection from excessive or wasteful government expenditure,

one of the strongest Tory moves for citizen protection would be the
appointment of an auditor general to replace the existing provincial auditor.
The new auditor-general would have terms of reference allowing full review

8 Program budgeting was itself an idea recoinmended by the Government of Canada's
Glassco Commission (The Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Foundation (CCAF), 1987);
the idea of a ‘special force’ to examine management efficiency is here seen to be drawn from
Ontario. In opposition, the Tories drew significantly on ideas that had been initially
claborated in other jurisdictions. As will he seen, their adoption of cfficiency auditing

continued to fall into this pattern.
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of government expenditures and would be responsible to the Legislature, not

the cabinet (The Edmonton Journal, 1971¢).

2 . a political issue, auditing allowed the Conservatives to appeal to ideas of a
‘be iiness government,” to emphasise their concern for an improved
maagement of the province, to represent themsclves as a responsible yet
forward-looking potential government, and 1o meet the Socred’s air of
rcliability with their own interest in financial probity and prudence. I now
analyse the exposition of these ideas, so as to understand the kinds of thoughts
that guided an interest in efficiency auditing; as Foucault commented,

The main problem when people try to rationalize something is not to
investigate whether or not they conform to principles of rationality. but to

discover which kind of rationality they are using (Foucault, 1988c, p. 59).

I address political rationalities and emergent programmes at this stage as a
means of understanding the rationalities at work here, and later attend to the
operation of rationalities at a more detailed (and less public) level as rationalities
were met with the specific programme that led to audit reform in Alberta.

1. Managerial Competence

At the start of campaigning in 1971, Peter Lougheed, the Conservarive
leader, would comment that whether Aibertans decided to change from Socred
to Tory rule wouid depend or the Tories’ effective communication, “that our
platform is progressive and responsible” {Bell, 1971c, p. 2). Management
techniques such as efficiency auditing allowed the Conservatives to promote
this claim; financial techniques in particular projected an image of fiscal
prudence. Because ¢ _nis they were especially valuable both in re-assuring
voters of the safety ot electing the Tories, and in allowing them to question the
government’s own administrative successes, which though they were promoted
by the Socreds, were undermined by the Conservatives’ depiction of this
‘success’ as mythical. In early campaigning, the Conservatives would commit



themselves to control the cost of government, a commitment which they
associated with auditing in their formal plans (Progressive Conservative Party of
Alberta, 1971; The Legislative Assembly of Alberta, 1971), with their leader
commenting that,

By our calculations, Alberta is the highest spending province per capita in
Canada, and we don’t have much to show for it. (The Edmonton Journal,

1971a)

Financial management would continue to be a concern throughout the
campaign, as evidenced in the leader’s speech at the final Conservative rally:

Even with oil revenues, Albertans pay 20 per cent higher provincial income
tax than residents of Ontario and British Columbia. Senior citizens arc
cazrying a tremendous burden of property tax to pay the cost of education,
and highways are being built with money borrowed at 8 per cent that could
have been borrowed at four percent eight years ago. That's the mych of
performance. (Bell, 1971b, p.-9)

Marnagement, reliability and good government were central themes in the
Socred’s platform. The Socreds would appeal to their record as a means of
setting themselves spart from the untried Conservatives, and would try to play
on the uncertainties of electoral change. In doing so, they were no doubt
opportunistic in some degree, as were the Tories in their own claims; both
parties sou:ght to maximise their political capital. But the power of these iueas
went beyond such attempts at manipulation. Politicians were themselves
immersed ir: h: -liscursive field which guided them to, and allowed, such
claims. They © - --2lves had internalised these discursive formarions, and as a
result they wo:'.. ¢ within them. Of course, in doing so, they effectively
produced and reprod-sced these discourses.

In this sense, although the two parties would make opposing and competing
statements, their starements were bound together through their being framed as
part of the cohesive sets of statements by which Albertan politics in the early
1970s were understood (Foucault, 1984c¢; Miller & Rose, 1990). Thus as the
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Tories would charge that the Socred’s provided expensive government (Bell,
1971b) the Socreds would depict the Tories as offering expensive promises,
and v ould suggest that, in contrast, “the Social Credit platform is a reasonable
one, based on experienced, responsible government planning” (Social Credit
League of Alberta, 1971). The Social Credit Premier would pursue the theme
of expense and link it with responsibility, a claimed Socred trait, in arguing chat
the one major change the Tories offered was “from responsible to irresponsible
government spending” (Bennet, 1971). These and other examples illustrate that
both main parties drew on a common conception of government as being about
sound administration and management, rather than ‘policy’ differences.
Efficiency auditing fitted well in this context: it was seemingly technical enough
that it did not mark any ideological divide, since it was perceived as a
contemporary managerial approach that promised administrative improvement.

1. Contempomneity

While Alberran politics were marked by particular local conceptions of an
avoidance of the partisan and a focus on administration, we should be aware of
the more general flows of ideas to which Alber:ans were exposed at the time.
The 1960s and early 1970s were understood to be marked by tremendous social
change, and rtechnological progress. In this setting, an appeal to be
contemporary, modern and new was particularly valuable. Efficiency auditing
and other mar: gerial techniques fitted well with these wider developments. The
Tories would present their financial plans as involving what they termed
“contemporary techniques” in their platform, ‘New Directions for Alberta in
the Seventies’ (Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta, 1971). Their
campaign material all bore the key word “Now!” in a self-conscious appeal to
tl.e contemporary (Wood, 1985).

Efficiency auditing supported the Conservative’s broader appeal to
contemporaneity. It was a part of the programmatic that supported the Tories’
more general appeals to rationalities regarding the value of a modern approach,
and as a programme was itself valorised through these associations and beliefs.
This powerful reciprocity meant tnat efficiency auditing’s political attraciion
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operated at a number of levels, meeting a local Albertan construction of politics
in terms of administration and good gevernment. while being pereeived in
wider terms as new and contemporary.

Newness held attractions in many jurisdictior:s amid the social change of the
time, but in a province governed by the same party for thirty-six years, these
attractions were heightened. The Tories’ promotion of themselves as a modern
and progressive party used managerial techniques as a support to this
projection. Their modern presentation was heightened through juxtaposition
with the Socreds’ public image. The Conservative’s own campaign plans had
suggested :hat the Socreds “must be ignored, except as tired, complacent and
old,” (Lougheed memorandum quoted by Serfarty, 1981, p- 68) a strategy thac
the Socred’s themselvces did littie to deflect. In their final campaign rally, the
Socreds gave centre stage to former Premier Ernest Manning, who dismissed
the Conservatives’ powerful image, with the claim that Loughced was a product
of Madison Avenue, who looked good on television and possessed “the ultra-
brite smile” and the “Avon lady’s charm” (Demarino, 1971b). The twin themes
of reliability and contemporaneity were fused in a last minute speech in which
Manning argued that, “this is not the time to sacrifice our unique position of
strength to experinent with a new man no matter how nice he may look on
television.” He added that Social Credit had provided “thirty-six years of good
government,” that “people are entitled to the best goveinment it is humanly
possible to provide” and that if a government continued to serve the best
interests of the people “there is no logical argument why it should not continue
indefinitely” (Bell, 1971a). Manning closed by drawing on the movement’s
evangelical roots, and urging his largely middle aged audience (in contrast the
Lougheed raily’s reportedly more vibrant and younger crowd (Lindblad, 1971))
to pray for God’s guidance for voters on election day (Demarino, 1971b).
There was a marked contrast between the Socreds’ appeals and the Torics’
presentation of themselves as representative of the times.

d. Rationalities Considered
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My argument has been that to understand the attiaction of efficiency
avaiting in Alberta, one must attend to the broader discursive context of the
time, and the way in which Alberta politics were represented and understood.
While evidence of the presentation of Alberta politics in terms of managerial
compctence and contemporaneity may be seen in written material produced at
the time, it is also a part of the recollections of actors. Lou Hyndman,’ the
author of the Tories’ first formal expression of interest in efficiency auditing

commented in interview with me,

we said, look, Mr. Manning [Socred Premier until 1968] has been there for
thirty-five years at the time, and Social Credit has done many good things for
the province. But we think we can do better. We think that building on the
successful base of the existing government—because we didn’t want to
alienate all those people [Socred supporters] and they ha? in fact done a good
job—the oil and gas legislation was a model for the world in many ways. [...]
So we said, but we think we can do better. [...] So that was the general
mcod; it was less one of being rotally adversarial, it was rather one of saying,
well OK, those are good folks, but we can do better than that, and we think

you can giVC us a chance.

In an environment in which politics was construed as being better
approached through ‘administrative’ rather than policy measures, a move to act
in a non-adversarial way reflected the Conservatives acquiescence to, and
internalisation of, these discursive representations. In response to an interview
request that he provide “a sense of the priorities within which this [auditing]
was seen,” Mr. Hyndman immediately recourted the Tories’ appeal to
centemporaneity, and to a spirit of change,

we wanted government to be modern and up to date, and equally as crisp in
terms of the approaches to auditing that, as were, say, privace companies of
the same size, even though public [sector] accounting is somewhar different
to private [sector] accounting. So we thought that as part of wanting to make
sure that Alberta was, and was seen as being a very contemporary province,

9 See above for biographical information.
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that its whole régime, in the financial sense, had to be that way as well. There
were a good number of folks in the [Conservative] party at the rime too who
were CAs and auditors, and they, in policy sessions, would bring these things
forward.

It was these kinds of considerations that moved the Conservatives to their
interest in cfficiency auditing. Seen in the 19705 as being at the cutting edge of
government administration in Canada, the idea of cfficiency auditing was
especially persuasive to a party concerned with the modernisation of
government.

In the 1970s the efficiency auditing debate seemed t. mcve our of the
domain of public, political statements. By the 1975 provincial clection, public
debate appeared to have moved on. The Conservatives called a snap election to
solidify their power, suggesting that the then Liberal Government of Canada
doubted the Tories’ support in Alberta, and that this doubt might weaken the
province’s political position as it sought to retain the oil wealth that ensued
from the OPEC price shock of the time (Bell, 1975; Palmer & Palmer, 1990).
Government auditing only entered discussion in the government’s proposal that
a ‘Heritage Savings Trust fund’ be created to set aside windfall <il revenues for
future use: assurance that the fund would be managed within its mandate was
to be provided by the fund’s being independently audited by the then
Provincial Auditor (Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta, 1975, p. 4).

Despite this apparent disappearance of auditing from public debate, the
senior officials and others that I have interviewed in tracing the history of the
Act all recall that, in the words of one, “over the years the [Conservative| caucus
became more and more interested” in efficiency auditing. This discussion
occurred at a more rarefied level, and was little publicised, as ideas of efficiency
auditing were fleshed out in programmatic form, first by ministers and senior
officials, and then by caucus, legislative review committees and the legislature as
a whole. Miller and Rose (1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) suggest that committees,
commissions, reports and the like, all crucially calling on expertise, are critical in
the translation of gener:l rationalities into programmes. The development of
efficiency auditing in Alberta involved the generation of a crude programme
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(the Taxpayers” Protection Act) at an early stage, thereby mixing the early
development of rationalities and programmes. It is however clear that, with
little public attention, more detailed programmes drawing or xrertise were
formed after 1971; 1 turn to these now.

5. Linking Rationalities to Programnmies

So far, I have largely atre~r=d to political rationalities, an :eir role in
shaping the climate in wk ie idea of an auditing for efficiency became
attractive. Beyond this - articulation, however, the specifics of the
formation of a programme, .. olving detailed pians and proposals for aciion,
were generated in different arenas. Ideas of a revised auditing have already been
scen to have drawn on federal debates. This federal influence continued as
auditing programmes became more clearly specified. Before addressing the
content of these debates, I will address actors’ own interpretations of the inter-
jurisdictional influence of ideas articulated at the federal level. Overall, I argue
that just as discourse was important in setting the climate for political
rationalities which initially supported efficiency auditing, so discourse prevailed
at less public levels, amongst expert constituencies thzt came to influence the
detail of this programme.

Amongst legislative auditors themselves, the idea of an auditing for efficiency
took hold, and came to be seen as th.e state of the art in their professional work.
Because of this perception of efficiency auditing, auditors were most interested
in securing an efficiency auditing role for themselves. Their motivation for this
was influenced by a desire to be seen Ly their colleagues as being at the
forefront of their profession, and by their own apparent internalisation of the
discursive appeai of efficiency auditing. Auditors were exposed to the broader
political environment that I have detailed, but in additior to this these
professionals were influenced by changing discursive rulcs amongst their
-olleagues as to what was considered appropriate, forward-thinking and vigilant
auditing behaviour (Foucault, 1977a; Foucault, 1980). This change! .iscursive
field would ultimately influence auditing practice throughcut Canada (with
similar reforms in other countries), as professional knowledge as to the ‘ideal’
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public sector audit shifted, and auditors compared their own mandares to this
ideal, and found them wanting (Rose & Miller, 1992).

a. Understanding the Role of Federal Programmes: The Wilson Committee

The influence of the Federal Government in Alberta’s auditing debates has
already been witnessed. Political perceptions of the changing role of the Auditor
General of Canada had fueled the Conservatives inirtial interest in cthiciency
auditing, as seen in discussion of the Taxpayers' Protecrion Act. Auditing in the
Federsl Government would again influence events in Alberta, as the Federal
Government began to re-examine the role of government auditing in the early
1970s. As part of this re-examination, and at the request of the then Auditor
General, the Canadian government had established an ‘Independent Review
Committee on the Office of the Auditor General of Canada.” which became
known as the Wilson Comnmittee. This committee’s report would be very
significant for other Canadian jurisdictions, as it set out new bounds as to what
government auditing was, or should be.!0

I address the reasoning of the Wilson Committee shortly, but for the
moment I consider its role in Alberta. D.W. Rogers, who served as the last
Provincial Auditor of Alberta, and as the province’s first Auditor General, met
me several times, and provided access to his personal papers. He indicares that
the Wilscn Committee effectively set a new standazd for government auditing,
one which he and other legislative anditors of the day followed in a wave of
audit reform which swept Canada between 1977 and 1985, as Canadian
provinces reformed their government auditing mandates (for elaboration, see

10 My primary interest is in understanding how auditing came to involve efficiency in
Alberta, and I maintain my focus on events in that province here. I turn to the Wilson
Committee, and to events at the Federal level, to understand their role in introducing and
strengthening certain ideas ir the province. One effect of the Federal Auditor General's
pursuit of ‘non-preductive’ payments had been to change Albertan understandings of what
auditing could or should be, and alter the discursive articulation of auditing in the province
and elsewhere. The report of the Wilsor C\mmittee would similarly influence, and reflect,
changing conceptions of governmenr ::::'ting.
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Radcliffe, 1992). In interviews, Mr. Rogers has indicated that the Wilson
Committee’s report served as a “bible” for the introduction of cfficiency
auditing. In a speech made in the late 1970s, he similarly suggests the central
role of the report in shaping efficiency auditing across Canada.

... I was at the first gathering of the Legislative Auditors in Canada from the
date of confederation. That was 1973 and that was the year that Jim
[MacDonell] was the newly appointed Auditor General of Canada [...] This
first meeting was very interesting, and I remember at that meeting, if [ recall
correctly Jim, you said I'll tell you in confidence that I am discussing the
possibility of a Study of the Establishment of the Independent Review
Committee on the Office of the Auditor General. I think that is where the
whole thing got kicked off. This Committee which was appointed in 1973, I
believe it was, reported in 1975 and that red book that they produced, has in
effect been used I think in every jurisdictior: across the country that has been
involved in the development of an Audit Act, because it really was the
foundation of auditing in the public sector as we know it today. What was in
that book, what was in that report is now reflected in a number of statutes
and there are more to come. In that report they mentioned, for the first time
to my knowledge, value for money... (Rogers, undated, pp. 1—_;.

After the Wilson Committee’s report, auditing was clearly no longer about
waste or non-productive payments, but instead involved the active pursuit of
efficiency. The committee would itself suggest that its report followed (and
represented) changes in auditing that could already be seen in the field, in what
it referred to as an evolution in auditing (Wilson et al., 1975); nevertheless, the
report was a powerful statement that reinforced and legitimised these changes.

The committee had originally been established at the request of a recently
appointed Auditor General, who believed that his job would be impossible
without an attempt ro break away from the acrimonious relations that had
developed berween tne Audit Office and other areas of government. This
acrimony had followed the embarrassing publicity that surrounded the
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Auditor’s investigation of non-productive payments.'" As a consequence, the
Wilson committee had noted that while the Auditor General had “for some
years now been interested in assessing value for moncy in terms of cconomy and
efhciency” (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 33), there had heen questioning of s
statutory authority for doing so. The Wilson Commirtee was designed to
address the problematised state of government auditing.

The Wilson Committee would in many ways shape the evenrual course of
audit reform, and the introduction of efficiency auditing. It provided valuable
legitimacy to provincial auditors as they sought their own ctficiency auditing
mandates, and bolstered changing political rationalities regarding auditing, We
should be wary, however, of assigning too much responsibility for this to the
members of the committee. The committee’s report was seen as a prestigious
government of Canada review; as such its eventual support for cfficiency
auditing would provide that practice with powerful legitimation, effectivelv
setting out new ranges of professional knowledge and competence. Burt the
committee was not itself the prime nor the only originator of these ideas.
Though the members of the Wilson Committee are credited with formal
authorship, like other authors they worked with the professional knowledge of
the day, mindful of then changing norms regarding what government auditing
should be. In this sense their greater significance is as a powerful representation
of changing ideas and knowledge regarding Canadian government auditing in
the mid-1970s, rather than as authors removed from this environment, creating
a unique product that only they could have written (Foucault, 1984c). It is with
this representative role of the Wilson committee’s report in mind that I use their
findings to explore the changing state of government auditing,

While the Wilson Committee attended to other problematic areas regarding
the operation of the Auditor General, its analysis of appropriate auditing

'1 The Wilson Committee would later expiain its appointment in terms of the controversy
surrou~ding the Office of the Auditor General (Wilson et al., 1975, pp. 1-2); other accounts
of the time confirm this view. MacDonell, the new Auditor General had insisted that there
be independent review of his investigating and reporting responsibilitics. As a resulr, a draft
Act designed to update the legislation regarding his Office was jettisoned, pending the
Wilson Committee’s report (Sinclair, 1979, pp. 104-106).
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mandates is of central interest in understanding subsequent events in Alberra.!2
‘The committee explained its interest in this in terms of the controversy that had
surrounded the Auditor General's analysis of non-productive payments, as it
noted in the preamble to its report

Another issue that emerged in 1970, though its full implications were not
explored at the time, was the question of the Auditor General’s freedom to
report. Specificaily, what areas could he legitimately investigate and report
on, and what matrters lay beyond his jurisdiction? For a number of years, the
Auditor General had been including in his annual report comments on non-
productive payments he had observed in the course of his examination of the
accounts. These were understood to include transactions that technically
conformed to expenditure regulations, but from which no clear benefit
resulted. As the controversy developed, some ministers expressed concern
about the propriety of this type of reporting. It appeared to extend the
Auditor General's role beyond the application of professional auditing
expertise into the expression of judgment abour policy matters, and this, they
suggested, was not within his jurisdiction. (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 2)

In response to this, the committe argued that while the Auditor General had
more traditional attest auditing responsibilities, which it saw as a “concern for a
proper and accurate accounting for expenditures” (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 33),

he had also developed,

an additional, special responsibility with respect 1o government spending—
one that has, in a sense, evolved from and goes beyond the audit of mere
regularity. Essentially, his task is to determine whether value has been

12 Other problematic areas included, for example, the Auditor General’s complaints
regarding difficulties in hiring and retaining staff, and suggestions that civil service
administrators were unhelpful to his Office. It had been argued that these staffing difficulties
were due to administrative attempts to obstruct or hinder his work (Sinclair, 1979). The
Committee addressed the issue as part of its attention to the “considerable questioning and
controversy” that had surrounded the Auditor General (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 1). It
recommended changes to allow the Auditor General greater autonomy in establishing
classitication and selection standards, and in setting salary ranges (Wilson et al., 1975).



received for the money the Government has spent. (Wilson et al., 1975, p.
33)

What the committee suggested here was that government audiring had
‘evolved’ in recent times, and that an auditing of non-productive payments had,
in effect, been a form of efficiency auditing,

The Auditor General has for some years now been interested in assessing
value for money in terms of economy and efficiency, though not always
under thart designation; most frequently, he has identified and reported on so-
called non-productive payments. His selection of items to report on in this
category has usually been based on a judgment as to the economic and
efficient use of funds for a specified purpose (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 33).

In effect, then, the ¢ s mmittee argued that the Auditor General had alrcady
conducted efficiency auditing since the late 1960s, a suggestion that was
supported by the Alberta Torics early promotion of an efficiency auditing
mandate, (itself modeled on the Auditor Cieneral of Canada’s activities.) The
committee addressed any querying of this role in forthright terms,

The right of the Auditor General to report on this aspect of government
expenditures has been challenged, even in recent years. For example, it has
been suggested that -.¢ intent of the present legislation is o restrict him to
reporting on regularity alone, without regard to whether money was spent
economically or efficiently. This narrow interpretation seems inconsistent
with our understanding of Parliament’s intention when it appropriates funds
for a particular purpose. In making such an appropriation, it surely imposes a
‘tust on the administration not only to use the funds for the specified
purposes bur, as a trustee, to spend the money prudently—that is, w'*h a
view to economy and efficiency. In other words, the administration is
expected to ensure that value for money will be obtained.

Given this apparently inarguable fact, it must be the intent of the present
legislation that the Auditor General take due account of economy and
efficiency in conducting his examination of expenditures. Since some
confusion has arisen on this point in the past, it would be desirable thar the
new legislation provide a specific authority for him to report cases where, in
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his opinion, valuc for money has not been obrained through the

Government's expenditure of public funds (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 33).

A footnote detailed the statutory authority for this opinion thus,

The clause in question is included in Section 58 of the Financial
Administration Act and reads as follows: “The Auditor General... shall
ascertain whether in his opinion...(c) money has been expended for the
purposes for which 1+ was appropriated by Parliament, and the expenditures
have beent made as authorized.” (Wilson et al., 1975 p. 33)

The reasoning that the Wilson Committee used to support its
recommendation that the Auditor General be formally authorised to conduct
cfficiency audits provides a window to undeistand the ideas of the time. The
committee suggested that efficiency auditing had already effectively become a
fact, as the Auditor General had re-interpreted sections of his existing mandate
which called for an analysis of ‘non-productive payments.’ In this sense,
practice (and accountants) led this expansion of auditing. But beyond this
suggestion that auditors had themselves initiated this practice, the committee
offered its own interpretation of what auditing should involve. It suggested that
the auditor’s exiszing mandate to ensure expenditures had been made as
authorised effectively allowed etficiency auditing. They even argued that this
was “an apparently inarguable fact” (Wilson et al., 1975 p. 33).

This shows how ideas of auditing and efficiency came together in the audit
reform of the 1970s. The clause in the Financial Administration Act had long
been a feature of government auditing mandaves, indeed, such authority for
auditors to ensure that expenditures had been made as authorised could be
found in the auditing legislation of all provinces (The Canadian
Comprehensive Auditing Foundation, 1985). Alberta had a similar authority in
the Treasnry Department Act of 1906, one of a series of measures passed in the
first session of the Alberta legislature to establish the basic mechanics of
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government (1 he Treasury Department Act, RSA 1906, ¢. 5, 5.64).* This
authority had, however, been subject to different interpretations to that of the
committee. Consider the extent of the Provincial Auditor's report in 1913 (the
earliest year for which a report is available at the Provincial Archives of Alberta):
the only expression of opinion was a two word statement that the accounts
were “certified correct,” followed by the Provincial Auditor’s name and
designation (Treasury Department of Alberta, 1914).

Clearly, auditing mandates to ensure that money had been properly
appropriated had been subject to very different interpretations to that of the
Wilson Committee.!4 Effectively, the committee took a practice that it
understood the Federal Auditor General had engaged in—an auditing of non-
productive payments that had only lately been pursued—and read it in to the
legislation governing auditing. To the committee the legitimacy of this auditing
practice was an “inarguable fact” (Wilson et al., 1975, p- 33). In a curious and
circular way this audit technology and the fact of its use led to a revision of
legislative programmes and further elaboration of the audit technology itself.
The technology and legislation were made consonant in ensuing federal
legislation which provided that the Auditor General should report those cases in
which expenditures had been made without due regard to economy and
efficiency, and in which appropriate effectiveness reporting was not in place

(Auditor General Act, 1977, 25-26 Elizabeth II, c. 34, s. 7. (2)).

i. Expert Discourse

13 This Act was amended slightly (and renamed) in 1968, but still included significant
attention to expenditures having been authorised by an appropriation of the legislature (The
Financial Administration Act, RSA 1968, c.30, 5.29-30).

14 Alberta had refrained from moving beyond a basic arttest audit, and even that included as
little controversy as was possible. The penultimate Provincial Auditor, C.K. Huckvale,
refrained even from reporting proven cases of fraud, since if they had been prosecuted, or
other action had been taken, he regarded the matter as rectified. He believed that the
reporting of such raatters was a press responsibility rather than his own (Demarino, 1971a).
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The Wilson Committee’s repc t was representative of the thinking of key
professional and political constituencies of the time, but beyond this, it
provided an influential statement of this thinking and effectively defined a new
standard for government auditing in Canada. It set the scene for revision of
auditing mandates in federal and provincial governments. We should consider
how it was that the committee could interpret existing mandates as it did. For
the report makes it plain that the committee members could only think of an
‘authorisation’ of expenditure as inherently meaning that expenditures were
made with regard to efficiency. Previously, review of legislative authority had
been satisfied by an assurance that expenditures had been made under a
legislative appropriation. Now, rhe committee believed ‘authority’ went beyond
this, and implied that auditors should verify that expenditures had been made
with a view to economy and efficiency (Wilson et al., 1975, p. 33). The kind of
ongoing review and outlook that was involved in a planned, programmed
budgeting systems, then also being adopted in government, reinforced this
perspective. Rather than being a dry, somewhat peripheral group, auditors
could cast themselves as agents of change through auditing reform. With
efficiency auditing, they were poised to contribute to ongoing management
review. How could interpretations of legislative authority and appropriate
auditing vary so much over time? To understand this, it is important to
consider the social immersion of the committee itself, and to consider the
operation of discourse at multiple levels.

In addressir.g governmentality, Miller and Rose (1990) pay special attention
to the role of expertise. For them, the rise of expertise is linked to a
transformation in the rationalities and technologies of government. In
particular, they suggest that experts enter into a kind of “double alliance”
between political authorities, and individuals. For political authorities, experts
focus on their problems, problematise further issues and incorporate political
concerns into the vocabulary of their disciplines, whether they be accounting,
management, medicine or other specialised bodies of knowledge. For
individuals, experts address the concerns of daily life, offering techniques for
improvement (for example, in careers, investments and family life). In this
sense, experts are responsive, developing specific knowledge to address the
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problems of others. But beyond this relatively passive role, experts mav
themselves develop problematisations. These problematisations have the cffect
of promoting expertise as potential solutions, in efforts which develop broader
boundaries or ‘enclosures’ regarding professional knowledge and, hence, wider
areas in which professionals are seen as legitimate experts (cf. Abbortt, 1988;
Rose & Miller, 1992).

The Wilson Committee was exposed to discourse at a number of levels, not
least from their awareness of contemporary events, and from therr own
professional interactions. An attentiveness to expertise suggests that political
rationalities, developed in a broad and public domain, should be considered
together with the ideas of experts. In other words. discourse operates both in
the wider domain of public, political debate, and in more specific debates
amongst experts which, (though they may immediately engage a rarefied
group), may ultimately be linked to political problematisations. For example, it
is clear that in Alberta in the early 1970s there was political interest in the idea
of efficiency auditing. But it seems doubtful that Alberta’s Conservatives would
have independently developed this idea, without the example provided by
auditors in the Government of Canada. Political discourse and
problematisation was met with changing boundaries of professional expertise, as
government auditors addressed efficiency. For the Tories, the example of
efficiency auditing expertise in action in the Federal Government was itself
constitutive of a problematisation of auditing in the province. The Tories’
importation of ideas from other governmeuts!s highlights the flows from one
jurisdiction to the next, both of more general political rationalities and their
problematisations, and of ‘expert’ attempts to answer (or create) these concerns.

15 As eatlier noted, the Tories imported substantial elements of their platform of managerial
competence from ideas and technologies that were witnessed in other Canadian jurisdictions.
These included program budgeting, drawn from the Federal Glassco Commission
(Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta, 1971; The Canadian Comprehensive Auditing
Foundation, 1985); ideas for a study of management efficiency, drawn from Ontario
(Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta, 1971); and efficiency auditing, drawn from the
activities of the Federal Auditor General (Alberta Hansard, 15 March 1971, p. 549).
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To understar.d how the Wilson Committee could understand ‘authorisation,’
and, relatedly, government auditing, in the way that it did, it is imporrant to
address the influence of the discursive field in which these terms were used.
Ideas of authorisation or auditing were marked by the cont .t of their time.
Ideas are not inviolate or stable, nor are they subject to unique interpretation.
Rather, they become subject to often subtle shifts in meaning that signify
changing directions for existing practices, or the creation of new ones (Miller &
Napier, 1993). The committee’s reasoning provides a window into, and
influential statement of, one such shift. By the standards of the time, the
professional group that served on the committee (comprised of two accountants
and one lawyer (Wilson et al., 1975, p. v}) could only see expenditure
authorisation as including an implicit duty that it be made efficiently. Once this
interpretation was madc it followed that efficiency auditing should be
conducted as a matter of course and that statutory amendments to explicitly
authorise this were a mere formality that ensured fulfillment of what must have
been the original intention ¢i parliament. This kind of language marters; as
Rose and Miller (1992) point out, it is performative; changing vocabularies
regarding technologies themselves enable technolngies to be depicred,
understood and used in ifferent ways (Miller & Napier, 1993, p. 633).
Interpretations such as this drew on, and produced, a changed knowledge
regarding auditing, and so .ct the scene for revised auditing practice.

b. The Auditor General Act, 1977

Alberta would enact its own audit reform in 1977, in the Auditor General
Act. This measure was itself the product of a combination of ideas, drawn from
various levels and discursive exposures. Ministers and civil servants developed
plans for a revised form of auditing mindful both of local circumstances and
political debates, with an awareness of changing standards as to what auditing
was or should be, as evidenced in the Federal Government. I now attend to the
confluence of rationalities, programmes and technologies in the construction of
reform. In the absence of detailed documentation regarding the construction of
the Act, [ have been able to interview the penultimate Provincial Auditor, C.K.
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Huckvale, who held office between 1942 and 1972, and D.W. R¢ ey, who
served as Provincial Auditor from 1972 to 1977, and then as Auditor vieneral
after 1977. I have also interviewed a then senior Treasury Department Otticial
and a Legislative Counsel, involved in the drafting of the Auditor General Act.
In effect, I have interviewed most of the senior officials charged with the
development of the Auditor Grneral Act. I use these interviews together with
documentary evidence to consider how the Act was constructed.

i Background to the Act: The Provincial Auditor's Office

The Progressive Conservatives had problematised government auditing, and
to the officials charged with audit reform, the Conservatives’ electoral
commitment provided the impetus for their work. Nevertheless, it scems that
some Socreds, and senior government auditors, had themselves begun to
question the way in which auditing had operated in the province prior to 1971,
To understand this, it is important to understand the context and operation of
auditing in the province. At the time, Alberta’s auditing procedures centred
around the pre-auditing of expenditures. This practice dated back to the
original Treasury Department Act of 1906, which established the frameworks
of financial administration in the province. The Act created the office of the
Provincial Auditor, and established that before a payment could be made the
Provincial Auditor had to be satisfied that the payment was properly authorised
by the Legislature. A related provision was that all cheques had to be prepared
within the Provincial Auditor’s Office. An internal guide to the law governing
the Office’s operations referred to the Provincial Auditor having a role akin to
that of a comptroller and internal auditor (Office of the Provincial Auditor of
Alberta, 1976)

Pre-audit was a practice that had been common into the early twentieth
century. The Auditor General of Canada had had similar responsibilities—but
these had been removed in 1931 (Wilson et al., 1975). There were some
unusual outcomes of this practice as it had developed in Alberta. For example,
the government’s first computer installation was used to prepare cheques within
the audit office, and as further government computing equipment came into
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use it too was placed under the Provincial Auditor’s control; this continved
until 1977. Today we might think of pre-approval of expenditures or computer
administration as management tasks; but until 1977 this is precisely what
government auditing in Alberta involved.

My research has made it clear that the Provincial Auditor was a very
influential figure in government, partly because of the financial expertise that
centred in his office, partly through tradition and precedent, and partly because
of the working relationships that had developed between the Provincial Auditor
and senior government figures. Over time the Office had become the chief
financial adviser to government. Relationships between the office and
government had become very close. As an example, when Alberta became the
first province to default on its bonds in the 1930s, it was C.K. Huckvale, a
member of the Provincial Audit Office, and later Provincial Auditor, who was
sent to live in New York for a time to represent the provincial government and
organise re-financing.'é Similarly, government was involved with the Office in
ways that we might not expect by today’s standards of independence: Mr.
Huckvale has indicated to me that he became Provincial Auditor after the then
Premier offered him the job. In a small government, with few qualified,
professional staff, the Provincial Auditor’s Office, with its chartered
accountants, became a key professional resource, a cadre of expertise that was
harnessed in the day to day management of government. As a Senior Treasury
Official described the scenario prior to the 1977 Act,

We formerly had a Provincial Auditor, who largely played a management
role, it was largely a comptroller role [...] In government, he produced the
financial statements, he wrote all the cheques, paid the bills, prepared the
accounts and certified that they were correct. It was a nice, neat, efficient

[laughter] system.

16 The provincial default is a matter of record (cf. Palmer & Palmer, 1990). C.K. Huckvale’s
role was first recounted to me by a current member of the Office of the Auditor General of
Alberta; it was confirmed in discussions with Mr. Huckvale himself.
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Over time, the Provincial Auditor had come to assume a ceneral role in
government. The Provincial Auditor would accompany the Premicr or
Provincial Treasurer to Federal/Provincial conferences, to advise on the
financial ramifications of political decisions. Although the Treasury
Department would be represented at these events, it was neither a centre of
power nor expertise, as a then senior legal counsel explains:

I went to meetings in Ottawa with officials involved in finance and what not,
and you know, like the Premier and the Treasurer would go, and Huckvale
(Prc incial Auditor] would be there with them, and the Deputy Provincial
Treasurer. But Huckvale called the shots, and the Deputy Provincial
Treasurer was something of a cipher.

To this interviewee, it was the Provincial Auditor “who was he influence, he
ran the store.” Others would point to the Provincial Auditor as being, in the
1960s and early 1970s, “the senior public servant in the Alberta
Government.”!7 Over time, however, this arrangement would come to be seen
as anachronistic and involving significant conflict of interest, since the auditor,
with his daily involvement in management issues, would post-audit transactions
and financial statements that he and his staff had created. The emphasis that
the Progressive Conservatives placed on auditing reform has already been seen.
However, my interviews suggest that this concern had become more
widespread, and that during the Social Credit government, key members of the
civil service hierarchy and of cabinet, including the Provincial Auditor and
Provincial Treasurer, had agreed that the Provincial Auditor should take more
of an independent, post-audit role. As a then senior Treasury Department

Official describes it, it was the Provincial Auditor, C.K. Huckvale, who

talked first with Ernie Manning [then Social Credit Premier] and Anders
Alberg [then Provincial Treasurer] about the need to bring the Treasury
Department into the twentieth century in this government, and that the role
that he, the Provincial Auditor was playing was not ultimately a proper role

17 In bot.. quotes, the emphasis indicated was made by the interviewees.



106

for a Provincial Auditor. {...] So there was much talk of re-orienting the role
of the Provincial Auditor. The Provincial Auditor would get into debates
with the Highways Minister on a highways contract, or how much money we
could spend. [...] So he played a very high profile role, and it was recognised
that that would have to die with him.

Already, there had been a consensus for reform developing privately within
government. While the Progressive Conservatives would introduce the idea of
efficiency auditing, drawing from federal debates, to some the particular
structures of auditing in Alberta had already come to be seen as outdared.
While the Socred government (and the Provincial Auditor) would publicly
oppose efficiency auditing (Demarino, 1971a) a climate for change was already
developing.!8

With the election of the Conservatives in 1971, the civil servants later
charged with develoning the Auditor General Act understood the Tories’
commitment to refori.. as providing straightforward impetus to change. But we
should appreciate the unique confluence that had taken place in Alberta. Ideas
for reform had been drawn from other jurisdictions, and had found particular
resonance in the provincial political climate of the time. In addition to concerns
of efficiency, and the ‘modern’ management that efficiency auditing
represented, there was a less publicised concern to modernise the role of the
Provincial Auditor through instituting an independent office, removed from
day to day management activity. The Provincial Auditor’s pre-audit
responsibilities, and management involvements, had come to be seen as an

1% Interestingly, in an interview, Mr. Huckvale has himself indicated that efficiency was
sometimes a_criteria in the pre-audit of expenditures, although this was not formalised in
any manual, nor was it formally a part of his Office’s mandate. At times a payment would be
questioned more than usual, if it was thought that a Department’s management record was
weak, or if the people involved had exhibited poor stewardship in the past. In a way that
anticipates my later analysis of contemporary efficiency auditing, the ‘efficiency’ said to be
involved in pre-audit was understood by practitioners themselves to be socially constituted.
Rather than being thought of as an absoluze, conceptions and operationalisations of
efficiency were thought of as shifting over time.
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anachronism by an increasing group of influential politicians and public
servants, including members of the Provincial Auditors office, Wider concerns
regarding efficiency auditing would intersect with local political discourse, and
an expert concern for modernisation through the auditors’ independence from
management. These more general developments were linked with an increasing
professionalisation of the Alberta public service, as university graduates and
other highly educated personnel entered government. One consequence of this
was the declining significance of the Provincial Auditor’s cadre of professionally
ec cated accountants as new centres of expertise developed, especially in the
Treasury Department. It had come to be seen as logistically possible for
financial management and other roles assigned to the Provincial Auditor to be
conducied by the increasingly qualified staff of the Departments. As the
justification of these older roles slipped away, new ones developed in the form
of efficiency auditing. This confluence between the general and the particular
points to a need to understand links between multiple levels of discourse, as
broad. r political dimensions became mixed with more detailed, expert
concerns.

ii. The Mechanics of Reform

My research suggests that although government auditing had developed as an
issue of political concern in Alberta in the late 1960s and 1970s, this had very
much been at the level of rationalities within government: the Tories had
commitred themselves to creating an Auditor General, but as one senior official
put it, “I don’t think they’d thought very much beyond that, none of us had.”
Intercst had increased significantly after 1971, however, following the example
of the Federal Government. While one Albertan official would note that
auditors in Alberta were nowhere near as vociferous as those in Ottawa, it seems
that auditors’ own interest in efficiency auditing, and that of their counterparts
in other jurisdictions, helped to crystallise reform.

One interviewee suggested the inter-relatedness of auditors’ concerns in the
following terms,
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The only reason that the Provincial Auditor, Bill Rogers got going on this

1

was because so much happened in Owawa. [...] They were taking their cues

from the Federal Auditor General, who was banging on the door secking
more power. [...] Of course, these people [legislative auditors] meet »n a
regular basis. [...] So that’s wnere they sort of feed on one another, and gei

cues from one another.

It is clear that Canada’s legislative auditors felt that they lived in unusual
times in the 1970s; their first meeting of Canadian legislative auditors since
confederation was convened in Ottawa in 1973, when they formed the
Committee of Legislative Auditors (COLA). At that meeting the Federal
Auditor General had announced his plans to establish the Wilson Committee
(Rogers, undated). The Provincial Auditor would himself point to the role of
mcetings of the Committee of Legislative Auditors in spreading these ideas
(Rogers, undated). I;. . fect, these meetings allowed a climate of opinion to
develop amongst a group of auditors that began to look to each another as
colleagues facing common problems. The meetings became a venue for expert
discourse to take hold.

In 1972 the then Provincial Auditor, C.K. Huckvale, retired, and D.W.
Rogers assumed that role. Rogers was himself supportive of audit reform, and
was interested in the idea of efficiency auditing. His own background was as
head of the government’s Data Processing Centre, then under the Provincial
Auditor’s Control.!? Although Rogers was a chartered accountant, his then
professional involvements had been less those of an auditor than those of a
manager, in charge of what were then seen as very sophisticated, cutting edge

19 As discussed earlier, under the Treasury Department Act, 1906, all cheques had to be
prepared in the Provincial Auditor’s Office. The first government compurers were used to
prepare cheques, and so were placed under the control of the Provincial Audit Office. Later,
ir was held to be illegal for any other government entity to own a computer. As a result, the
Provincial Auditor controlled all computerised financial systems, together with other
information held anc¢ processed electronically, such as highway planning, school
administration, etc. By 1771 the Data Mentre was the largest computer installation in
Western Canada, and it was entir=ly controlled by the Provincial Auditor.
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computer systems.2 Efficiency auditing, a devclopment that appealed to the
latest auditing discourse, appealed to such a background and expertise. There
were no public hearings, independent review committees or other more open
programmatic developments (Miller & Rose, 1990) in planning Alberra’s audir
reform. Instead a joint Treasury and Provincial Audit Office planning group
was established in 1975 to review the role of the Provincial Auditor and revise
the legislation governing provincial financial administration (Rogers, 1980).
The group involved Rogers, as Provincial Auditor, senior members of the
Treasury Department, and legal counsel, to draft legislation in appropriatc
form. I have been able to interview the majority of those senior officials
involved in this group.

In government the Tories had begun to make good on their electoral interest
in improved mar ement. To public servants of the time, the changes were
noticeable: as on  harged with the reviev- put it, in an interview, “The
Lougheed governi. .t just turned things completely around in terms of
administration and efficiency, it was just like night and day, because I worked
under both governments.” The government’s reform of provincial financial
administration was a part of this agenda. Since the Provincial Auditor had been
established under the Treasury Department Act, and its successor, the Financial
Administration Act, reform of the role of auditing inevitably meant that
financial administration had to be addressed.

The Conservatives had committed themselves to establishing an independent
Auditor General, with powers to review government in terms of efficiency. The
government had also increasingly come to the view that pre-auditing of
expenditures should no longer be a part of auditing, and should instead be the
responsibility of a Comptroller, under the auspices of the Treasury
Department, and that other ‘management’ responsibilities should be re-

20 He acknowledged the influence of his managerial experience in a later speech, in which he
appreciated that because of this he “certainly had empathy for the concerns of management”
regarding efficiency auditing (Rogers, 1980, p. 6).
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assigned.2! As a consequence, the Auditor General Act, 1977 was written in
conjunction with the Financial Administration Act, 1977; the two blended
together, with definitions of Crown corporations and other provincial entities
defined in the Financial Administration Act and carried over into the Auditor
General Act. As the senior legal draftsman in charg: of this project commented
in an interview, they were “dove-tailed.” The Financial Administration Act
took all of what had cor : to be seen as the management responsibilities of the
Provincial Auditor out of the domain of auditing, and re-assigned them to the
Treasury Department. The new Auditor General was made an officer of the
Legislative Assembly, in an attempt to establish the office’s independence from
government, and was charged with providing an arttest audit of the
government’s financial statements. The Act effectively redrew legislative
auditors’ professional jurisdiction in Alberta (Abbott, 1988).

Efficiency auditing was also introduced in the Auditor General Act, 1977,
with the Auditor General being charged to report on the adequacy of
“accounting systems and management control systems, including those
designed to ensure economy and efficiency” (The Auditor General Act, 1977 <.
56, s. 19(2)). My research indicates that this requirement was not lightly made,
as legislative debate of the Act would illustrate. However, I have also been able
to trace the early development of the Act, and so better understand the
development of the government’s programme for efficiency auditing. I have
confirmed that as a member of the planning group charged with developing
these reforms, the then Provincial Auditor, Bill Rogers, with the advice of his
staff, wrote the first draft of what would become his own governing legislation.
The legal draftsman then developed a more formal first draft based on the
Provincial Auditor’s draft. An attentiveness to governmentality, and to the
translation of political rationalities into programmes, has been argued to
critically involve experts, and to draw on their expert knowledge and status

21 A then senior Treasury Department official has indicated that there was some discussion as
to whether the pre audit function should be abolished. The decision to continue to pre-
audit, as part of ‘he Treasury Department’s duties was made at the highest levels of

government.
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(Foucault, 1978a; Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller. 1992). Government
reliance on expertise can be seen here, as auditors drafted legislation governing
their own responsibilities.

There had been no public inquiry or similar extended debate in Alberta
regarding the Auditor General Act. Instead, the programme elaborated in the
Federal Government of Canada was imported and adapted in Alberta. The
Wilson Committee had both reflected and reinforced a changed view of what
government auditing should involve. In its wake, the committee's report would
be used as a model for government auditing in Alberta, as Rogers made clear in

a later speech describing the drafting of the Act,

For those of us involved in planning the audit system—it was a joint effort
involving the Provincial Treasurer, Legislative Council and myself together
with members of our respective staffs—the timing [of the Independent
Review Committee] was most fortuitous because although we had many
useful discussions with legislative auditors and their staffs and government
officials both here in Ottawa and in the various Provinces and had access to
and developed a great amount of research material, without a doubrt the most
influential document we had to work from was the Report of the
Independent Review Committee on the Office of the Auditor General of
Canada which was issued shortly after we had commenced our task. I rhink
that it is fair to say that the ultimate form and content of the Alberta Auditor
General Act [...] was greatly influenced by that document (Rogers, 1980, p.
3)

Beyond its influence in a changing discursive representation of auditing, the
Wilson Committee provided a model on which programmes could be based.
The original draft Act indicates the source of ideas and legitimation that the
Wilson Committee provided, both with formal reference to their report, and
with absorption of the committee’s representation of the duty inherent in
legislative authority for expenditure. Consider this quote, from a section headed
‘Philosophy’ at the start of the draft:

Accountability is the obligation to answer for a responsibility that has been
conferred and presumes the existence of at least two parties: one who allocates
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responsibility and one who accepts it with the underraking to report upon the
manner in which it has been discharged.

The Legislative Assembly confers the responsibility to expend public funds
upon the Government and upon bodies responsible to the Government.
There is in all such situations an inherent presumption that responsibility wili
be accepted with due regard to economy, efficiency and effectiveness. This
conferring of responsibility results in the Governmen: and other bodies
referred to, becoming accountable for all funds entrusied to them for the
carrying out of the various authorized programmes (Office of the Provincial

Auditor, 1976, p. 1).

This interpretation of authorisation inherently involving duties with regard to
cconomy, efficiency and effectiveness followed the Wilson Committee’s
understanding, which was itself representative of a changing environment. As
Rose and Miller (1992) note, language is performative. In suggesting such
duties inhcered in authorisation, auditors established a continuity between
previous practice and the proposed expansion of their mandates, marking out
broader boundaries for their exercise of expertise (Abbott, 1988; Miller & Rose,
1990).

A review of the eventual Act and the initial draft sug - that government
largely followed the work of the planning group. There werc changes, however,
in the specific wording of the auditors’‘mandate for efficiency auditing. The
original draft read as follows:

The Auditor General may conduct audits or investigations, financial or
otherwise, in order to determine whether the programs of public bodies are
being operated in an economic and efficient manner, and whether satisfactory
systems to evaluate the effectiveness of the programs are being employed.

(Office of the Provincial Auditor, 1976)

More notes surrounded this draft provision than any other. They closed with
further suggestion of continuity with prior practice:

The areas of economy, efficiency and compliance with statutes and
regulations have traditionally been of interest to legislative auditors. The only
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difference between present practice and proposed practice is that whercas
hitherto such comments formed a part of relevant ‘management letters” under
the pr posed section matters of a material or significant nature v-ould be also

included in the Auditor General's report. (Otfice of the Provincial Auditor,

1976)

It seems that thic was not entirely convincing to government, and that the
section was a focus of some contention. My own interviews with a number of
participants in developing the legislation, suggest that a political decision was
made to limit the role of the Auditor General, and to shy away from allowing
unbridled inspection. Ministers and very senior (politically appointed) public
servants were concerned that this might impinge on ‘policy’ issues. At the time,
the provincial government was rapidly expanding, this growth being fucled by
rising resource revenues (largely due to the oil boom). As part of this expansion
the government had deliberately placed a series of offices and other public
facilities in smaller, relatively isolated urban centres, as part of a policy of
regional development. It was hoped that this distribution of government
activity would allow the development of smaller communities, and avoid the
concentration of economic growth (and population) in the metropolitan arcas
of Edmonton and Calgary, resulting in a largely unpopulated rural hinterland.

Politicians feared that this strategy of rural development might not fit with
an auditor’s view of efficiency (indeed, it was understood that on a cost
minimisation basis the better course would be to go along with urbanisation,
and locate almost all government operations in the two major cities.) This
political decision was made on social and other grounds; to preserve politicians’
latitude with respect to policy, audit legislation was framed in an attempt to
limit the auditors’ gaze. While ministers were wary of allowing unbridled review
of government operations, they settled on a mandate that would allow an audit
of “systems” designed to manage economy, efficiency and effectiveness.
Expertise and political rationalities continued to mix as these expert proposals
were considered by cabinet: a number of cabinet ministers were also chartered
accountants, and they argued that auditors had the professional knowledge to
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audit management systems. The wording that appeared in the Act was
approved, and cfficiency auditing became law.

The Auditor General’s mandate would be presented to the Legislature by the
Provincial Treasurer as avoiding usurpation of political authority, or
encouraging reports on matters of ‘policy’ (Alberta Hansard, 26 October 1977,
p. 1694). Yet as the Wilson Committee had shown, much can hang on the
interpretation of statutes. Mr. Rogers recalled in an interview that after the
meeting in which this clause was amended, “I went back up the hill [between
the Legislature and Audit Office], sat down, and thought to myself, I can do
everything I wanted.” Though the mandate was conceived in terms of limiting
the auditor’s new form of reporting, with political concerns that efficiency
auditing might preclude certain policy choices, auditors felt that they were
cffectively free to report as they thought fit. Nevertheless, it seems that their
perceptions of what it was appropriate or worthwhile for them to report would
themsclves become the subject of significant social interpretation. I attend to
this in reporting my field observations.

C. CONCLUSION

This study suggests that specific discursive articulations need to be addressed to
understand the mechanics of the development of efficiency auditing. I have
argued that discourse, operating at a variety of levels, jointly influenced the
construction of auditing in Alberta in the 1970s, and that to understand the
attractiveness of efficiency auditing in the province at the time, one must
address broader political debates and rationalities, attending both to those that
were specific to Alberta, and those that drew from a wider frame. These
rationalities formed a particular coalescence in Alberta, in ways that fostered an
interest in modern management techniques in general, and the idea of
efficiency auditing in particular.

[ have argued that beyond the problematisations and outlines that are created
by political rationalities, the implementation of reform crucially depended on
expertise, and that as a result, the views of experts were especially influential in
shaping the ways in which efficiency auditing would operate. Experts
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themselves create and draw on specialised discourse, as they communicate
amongst those that they sce as being a part of their own particular
communities. [ have understood legislative auditors in Canada as coming to sce
themselves as one such community, facing common problems and
opportunities, and drawing on common intellectual resources, including che
programmes provided by the Wilson Committee, the activitics of the Federal
Auditor General, and other models.

The multiple levels of discourse to which I have referred are themselves mixed
in the field, both in terms of reciprocal exchange and permutation of ideas, and
in terms of the social actors who work within them. The accountants, treasury
officials and lawyers charged with the development of Alberta’s Auditor General
Act, for example, were concerned with reform of what had come to be seen as
an archaic system of financial administration and with the development of
efficiency auditing as a modern practice. They drew on the social exposures of
their professional lives to make sense of the world, and separate out what they
then believed constituted best practice to enucr in legislation. But beyond this,
they were themselves immersed in wider discourse, regarding the spirit of the
times, and a perception that the 1960s and 1970s were a moment of particular
change. I have identified the operation of such concerns in promoting the
Progressive Conservatives’ appeal to contemporaneity; but consider the views of
one member of the planning team that developed the Auditor General Act:

Peter Lougheed [Conservative Premier] came from the Harvard Business
School and Peter thought, you know, he had all this [background). And a lot
of us in government ar that time also, in the 1960s everybody believed that
science conquers all, right? If you just get it right, you could make the world
round, and all those good things. Lougheed certainly had a notion of
professionalising, I think, and that had developed in the sixties in the public
service as well. But the notion of professional management, and certainly the
idea that as part of good, solid, financial management you needed an external
watchdog to ensure you were managing properly, [...] that was the embryo.

The authors of legislation were clearly influenced by the particular climate of
the time— as the same official put it, “the climate of the 1960s was really one
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of, just bring some of these new analytical tools to bear, and you can just do
anything.” Such perceptions amongst officials were not solely created by their
professional work, rather, as social actors they were exposed to multiple flows of
ideas, cach having the capacity to add to and influence others. The faith in
technology that this official describes was to him a clear feature in the discourse
that he and his colleagues shared. But it was equally a feature of the political
rationalities of the day, as politicians in the province and elsewhere drew on,
and reproduced, ideas of the value of managerial competence. For individuals,
the ideas of everyday life (Hopwood, 1994) come together in a particular
coalescence, whether they be from commitments in professional, political,
domestic or other spheres (Burchell et al., 1985; Burchell et al., 1980; Radcliffe
et al., 1994).

The conditions of possibility for the association of efficiency with auditing
were circumscribed by a highly specific intersection of ideas and practices. To
understand this intersection in the present case, analysis needs to address such
areas as the provincial history that led to the idea of a non-partisan, ‘business
government,’ the use that the Tories made of such conceptions in their
challenges to Socred rule, and the political preference for a challenge over
‘managerial competence,’ rather than policy. It also needs to incorporate the
models and practices of the time, such as the aggressive auditing of the Federal
Auditor General in the late 1960s, the re-interpretation of auditing mandates
offered by the Wilson Committee in 1975, and the specific practices of
financial administration that had developed in Alberta over time. On their own,
cach dimension is insufficient to understand the circumstances by which
auditing came to be about efficiency; together they offer a view of the
environment in which actors worked. In attending to this detail, and in tracing
links up and down between general factors and concerns, and those that were
highly local, I have been concerned to understand the specific social context of
the development of efficiency auditing. As Burchell et al. have commented of
the reciprocal relation between the social and accounting,

The social has been brought into contact with accounting but the
intermingling of the two has not been explored. As a result, little is known of
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how the technical practices of accounting are tethered to the social, of how
wider social forms can impinge upon and change accounting, and of how
accounting itself functions in the realm of the social, influencing as well as
merely reacting to it. For to date the relationship of accounting to the social
has tended rto be stated and presumed rather than described and analysed.

(Burchell et al., 1985, p. 382)

My concern has been to map out the context in which links were forged
between efficiency and auditing in one jurisdiction, at one particular time,
While I point to the importance of local history and circumstance in
influencing the adoption and implementation of efficiency auditing, I would
also emphasise that other exemplars of these social processes, though dealing
with different issues, would seem to involve a similarly local mixture of
practices and ideas. The mechanics of the deployment that I have mapped out
here are specific to a time and place, but the broader ideas of links between
ideas and practices, and between multiple levels of discourse, are not.

I have used the idea of governmentality, and especially Miller and Rosc’s
(1990; Rose & Miller, 1992) development of rationalities, programmes and
technologies in framing my analysis. I close by discussing the role of ‘different’
analytical levels. While for exposition it may be useful to speak of ratienalities,
programmes and technologies as separate analytical categories, they can be scen
to operate in conjunction in the field. This reciprocity may be seen in a number
of instances. For example, the development of Alberta’s efficiency auditing
involved certain political rationalities, but these rationalities were themselves
influenced, at an early stage, by a nascent programme, seen in the Taxpayers’
Protection Act. Similarly technologies, in the shape of auditing practices
observed in the field, influenced earlier rationalities, as the auditing practices of
the Auditor General of Canada provided an example for other jurisdictions.
Programmes again involved a meshing of levels, as rationalities and technologies
informed, and allowed, the creation of a detailed auditing response matched to
political concerns.

This combination of analytical levels continued at the level of individual
actors. At first, one might understand senior Albertan Tories’ interest in
efficiency auditing solely in terms of political rationalities, and their attention to
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political discourse. But it is clear that these politicians did not exclude zhe
discursive influences of their own professional lives in considering the poiitical,
as is cvidenced by Lou Hyndman’s earlier discussion of the Torics’ social

background

I think that they had experienced that [auditing], they had seen that in their
own offices, or they had friends and associates who had done that, and sc to

them it was nothing unusual.

Similarly, the rationalities of different professional groups within

government, such as qualified accountants, university trained economists,
planners and others provided a grounding for reform. Miller and Rose point to
the role of expertise, and to government’s increasing reliance on, and invocation
of, professional knowledge in increasingly complex government administration
(Miller & O’Leary, 1993; Rose & Miller, 1992). Just as we should consider the
combination of analytical levels as a whole, we should consider the specific
combinations of discourse :hat individuals themselves experience and
appreciate. While we may conceive of the Tory cabinet of the 1970s as fostering
political rationalities and developing certain programmes, the significant
numbers of lawyers, accountants, business school graduates and the like
involved in politics suggests a mixing of the political and of specific, trained
expertise at the most basic levels.
Similarly, while we might think of the planning teams charged with the
development of the Auditor General Act as experts, they were themselves
immersed in society’s wider political debates. In thinking of the normative
context of the time, interviewees would point to their own appreciation of
wider concerns, as one made clear in recalling the 1960s as a time of veneration
of science and managerial competence. Others would point to the politics of
expertise, as auditors “got their cues” and “fed” off one another in developing
ideas of efficiency auditing. These kinds of exposures to and perceptions of the
world indicate broader linkages between auditing and the exposures of everyday
life, that have yet to be fully appreciated (for discussion of this omission, see
Burchell et al., 1985; Hopwood, 179 7).
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In closing, I would note the varying approaches of government to efticicncy
over time. In Alberta in 1977, efforts to improve government efficiency came to
involve auditing. Earlier analysis has attended to this confluence of ideas as
socially specific. While this specificity can be appreciated in the mechanics of
developing ideas of, and frameworks for, efficiency auditing, it can also be seen
in the various ways that governments have tried to attain efficiency over time.
In Alberta alone, there had been a variety of other programmes to promote
efficiency, including the creation of the post of ‘Efficiency Officer,” under the

Public Service Efficiency Act (RSA 1918, c.16), which mandated the Civil
Service Commissioner to investigate departments with a view to the
improvement of their organisation and business methods (RSA 1918, c.16,
s.5(a) ). Elaboration of the mandate shows that efficiency was at the heart of
this measure; the Commissioner was similarly charged

o recommend to the President of the Council, such action as will promote
the co-ordination of the worl: in different departments or the reduction or re-
organization of the staff of any department with a view to greater economy
and efficiency in administration. (RSA 1918, c.16. 5.5(f) )

To fulfill this mandate to improve economy and efficiency in administration,
the Efficiency Officer focused largely on personnel issues, in line with then
current concerns for the scientific management of employees (Taylor, 1911;
Taylor, 1912). As a result, the Efficiency Officer produced reports on grades
and salaries of provincial employees, together with details of hiring (The
Efficiency Officer, 1919). By the standards of the Wilson Committee, a
community of legislative auditors, and certain politicians in the 1970s,
efficiency was something that was appropriately investigated by audirors.
Auditors’ authority to do so, was held to be an inarguable fact (Wilson et al.,
1975, p. 33) based on their mandate to ensure that there was appropriate
legislative authority for expenditures. In Alberta, these provisions dated back to
the province’s earliest guides to financial administration (The T ary
Department Act, RSA 1906, c.5). Yet at the time that the Provincial Auditor’s
only public expression of opinion under this same mandate was a sunple
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statement that the accounts were “certified correct” (Treasury Department of
Alberta, 1914), the Efficiency Officer would make clear, public statements as to
cfficiency, albeit an efficiency that was differently oriented and conceived.

Generally, the reports from the Departments indicate the existence of a
standard of efficiency, which is quite satisfactory. In a few cases, employees
have reached the age where their usefulness might be questioned. (The
Efficiency Officer, 1922, p. 3)

In justifying the Treasury Department Act, the Financial Administration Act
and other legislation, politicians would of course speak of the role of these
measures in promoting efficiency. In interviews, C.K. Huckvale, Provincial
Auditor for some thirty years, would argue that efficiency was a part of his
concerns as he oversaw the pre-audit of expenditures and the issue of cheques.
Efficiency, it seems is a highly malleable concept (Hopwood, 1988a, p. 6).
Indeed, while various Acts, plans and procedures may have been justified in
terms of efficiency at a general level, explicit responsibility to publicly
pronounce on efficiency had moved from the area of personnel to that of
auditing. [ introduce this example to show the idea of efficiency as a chnging
and socially contingent concept. In the 1920s, with the influence of scientific
management and other managerial knowledge of the day, efficiency was seen as
being within the jurisdiction of personnel. By the 1970s auditors’ investigations
of efficiency became paramount, again influenced by the knowledge of the day.
The idea of efficiency as a stable, rationalisable concept, that could be cos tained
or understood by equations or other scientific trappings seems difficult to
sustain in the face of such differing interpretations.

I attend to marters of interpretation in much of what follows. While at this
stage it is possible to understand how auditing came to be about efficiency in
Alberta in terre< »f a confluence of ideas and pracuices, inflected by both general
and highly local concerns, it is still unclear how auditors come to know what
efficiency is, and how they establish categories of what is or is not efficient. The
reports of committees, political commitments and even laws establish broad
frameworks within which auditors are expected to work. This, of course, is the
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nature of the programmatic; programmes depict domains in ways in which thev
are rendered susceptible to a body of knowledge, in this case, auditing,
providing a basis on which that knowledge might be brought to bear (Gordon,
1980). In this example, programmes have set the scene for auditing knowledge
to act as an intellectual machinery to improve the efficiency of government
administration. But these programmes establish only the broadest of
frameworks. Just as social interpretation is seen as politicians, professionals and
others effect the translation from political rationalities to programmes, making
sense of auditors’ mandates and proposed responsibilities, so interpretation is an
essential element in the operationalisation of this programme (Rose & Miller,
1992). For auditors provided with a mandate to audit for efficiency, the
immediate task is one of working thiough, and making sense of, their changing
professional duties. [ attend to this interpretation of efficiency auditing in
examining the operationalisation of this practice.



IV. A Developing Technology

A.  FROM PROGRAMME TO TECHNOLOGY

In thy, vhapter [ illustrate the very real problems in grounding and establishing
technologies, through a review of professional standards and guides. I show that
the development and application of technologies is at least as uncertain and
contingent as those processes addressed in analysing political rationalities and
programmes. Technologies allow for the enactment of political ratic 1alities and
programmes of government. But this is by no means a simple matter of
mapping from one domain to the other, a fact which Hoskin (1994) and others
recognise in arguing for an attention to practices. For the sake of clarity in
exposition, political rationalities, programmes and technologies may be
addressed in series,! but, as suggested in the previous chapter, the links between
these various levels may be better understood by their reciprocity and inter-
relation, rather than by strict direction from one to the next.

Earlier Foucauldian work sought to establish that accounting encompassed
more than mechanical technologies by grounding these technologies in
discourse, and bringing more general political rationalities and programmes
into view.2 There was less attention to the ramifications of technologies
themselves. By contrast, I suggest that by addressing the development and
application of technologies, it is possible to bring out the inter-relations
berween technologies and other analytical levels, and to grasp the wider

I The present work addresses political rationalities, programmes and then technologies in
sequence for presentational purposes, rather than in an attempt to develop an argument of
causality or primacy of one of these elements over others.

* Prior research undermined mechanistic views of organisation (e.g. Argyris, 1960; Simon,
1945), an approach that has fed into some branches of accounting research.
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influence of the technological. Fuller analysis in chapters six and seven
incorporates observations of auditing in the field; at this stage | review
documentary sources. In starting work on this project I turned to documents
first, and gained insight from them; however, [ came to the conclusion that
these insights were limited, and that further study was required. I turn to
documents first in this account so as to review the insights that they provide,
and to elaborate and account for the direction that my studics took.

B. MAPPING OUT EFFICIENCY
1. Adminiscrative Technologies

The present analysis has traced the development of an expanded auditing
mandate from an initial vague arriculation as a programme in terms of
preventing waste, to later legislative statement. But consider the problems of
matching audit technology to a general requirement to form opinions on such
matters as

I. accounting systems and management control systems, including those
designed to ensure economy and efficiency, that relate to revenue,
disbursements, the preservation or use of assets or the determination of
liabilities were not in existence, were inadequate or had not been complied
with, or

ii. when appropriate and reasonable procedures coul. aave been used to
measure and report on the effectiveness of programs, those procedures were
either not established or not complied with...

(The Auditor General Act, 1977 ¢56 s19{2})

Though these clauses provide a more detailed and programmatic articulation of
political rationalities, they do not begin to establish the technological basis for
the audits which they mandate. As with much else in governmentality, this has
been left for the consideration of experts, as a matter for expertise (Miller &
Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992). Expertise is central to a transformation in
the rationalities and technologies of government, and the development of a new
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legitimacy of government based on knowledge. Impersonal government relies
on claims to knowledge and expertise to fegitimisc its acrivity, where as older
forms of rule had depended on the personal authority of the sovereign. Experts
may question and direct many socio-political objcctives in their involvement in
committecs, institutes and other groups, in work which often underpins
governmental programmes. Experts may be called on again in the development
of technologies which allow for the day to day operation of these programmes,
an enabling function cn which governments and individuals have been
increasingly reliant (Rose & Miller, 1992, pp. 187-189). I now move to these
professional elaborations.

a. Standards

Documentary analysis can provide initial insight into the framing of these
problems. In recent times what it is to be professional has been subject to
increasing codification and regulation, both statutory and otherwise (e.g.
Robson et al., 1994). An increasing proliferation of written guides and
standards of professionai behaviour has been one result. Extant Canadian
standards for expanded auditing practice might suggest a simple and direct
appreach to these issues

Auditors act and report in accordance with their mandates. Audit mandates
specify what is required of auditors and provide auditors with the authority to
carry out their work and to report. (PSAAC, 1985a)

At arst sight, this process seems direct enough; but the accompanying audit
guidelines start with the candid recognition that

The amount of discretion that an auditor has in establishing the objectives
and scope of a value-for-money audit varies. Some value-for-money audit
mandates embodied in legislation, such as those of legislative auditors,
provide only general direction about objectives and scope. In such cases,
auditors must establish the audit objectives and scope for particular value-for-
money audits. (PSAAC, 1990)



These guidance notes make ir clear that the programmatic offers an
incomplete guide to practice in the field. It seems that audit objectives and
scope are developed on a cass oy case basis (audit objectives must be established
‘for particular value-for-money audits’). At other points, where the links to the
attest audit carried out in the private sector are clearer, the guidelines and
standards incorporate private sector rules into those governing public sector
behaviour (PSAAC, 1985b, 5.04 for example). But where such links to
established knowledge are less clear, it seems that technologies are to be worked
through in the field. This is recognised both in the text of the guidelines, and,
implicitly, in their late arrival; though published in 1990, such audits had been
conducted since the late 1970s, without official Institute guidance.

The limitations of available guidance and standards is itself a recurring feature
of Institute documentation. The statements note that the appropriate basis for
much government accounting is vague since,

entities in the public sector, such as governments, would be considered
‘special circumstances’ as envisioned by the Reporting Standard because
uniform accounting principles applicable to them have not yet been formally
recognised by a standard-setting body and generally accepted. (PSAA. ,
1985b)

In the absence of established auditing standards, attest audit is far from
simple. Those standards that have been developed suggest that expanded audits
are conducted in a hermeneutical process (Boland, 1989) in which theory
provides little guide, and meaning must instead be worked out in the field. It is
in this sense that the objectives and scope of value-for-money auditing are
largely up to the auditors concerned. Significant ambiguities remain in audit
mandates to establish the compliance of government departments with their
statutory and administrative authorities, since

Under such mandates, the identification of specific authorities to be complic?
with and the selection of matters to be examined are usually ar the discretion
of the auditor. As a result, in fulfilling their mandates, auditors take different
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approaches to the selection of matters for examination. (s.19, Public Sector
Auditing Statement 3, PSAAC, 1986)

The discursive effect of such statements is significant: in presenting the
auditing process as complex and specific, with auditing mandates that defy
generalisation, the standard sciters reduce their own role (there is lictle
standardisation) and place the auditor at the centre. This material suggests both
that audit mandates are varied and complex. As a consequence auditors are
given significant latitude in the work which they carry out.

The standard setters again encounter problems in defining those terms which
appear in governing legislation. Initial definitions of economy, efficiency and
effectiveness are attempted:

‘economy’ refers to the acquisition of the zppropriate quality and quantity of
financial, human and physical resources at the appropriate times and at the
lowest cost.

‘efficiency’ refers to the use of financial, human and physical resources such
that output is maximised for any given set of resource inputs, or input is
minimised for any given quantity and quality of outpur provided.
‘eftectiveness’ refers to the achievement of the objectives or other intended

effects of programs, operations or activities. (PSAAC, 1988)

But the elaboration of these concepts draws on a collection of knowledge from
various fields. Though the auditor remains at the centre of this process, guiding
inquiry and ultimately exercising judgment, auditing may involve more than

auditors can themselves provide:

Knowledge in many fields may be required to carry our specific value-for-
money auditing engagements. The audit may focus on any of the entiry’s
management systems, controls and practices and/or its ope:ating performance
or program effectiveness. Depending on the matters subject to audit,
knowledge of and competence in fields such as engineering, statistical
analysis, human resource management and economics, among others, may be
required to make appropriate analyses and competent assignments. The
auditor is not expected to possess the expertise of specialists on the audit team
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but must have a level of knowledge sufficient to define the objectives and
terms of reference governing the work assigned to them. (PSAAC, 1988)

Of course, power effects circulate in these .nd other statements. It may not
be clear that an audit revolving around engineering issues should be conceived
of and managed by engincers or others instead of accountants. Indeed,
legislative debates in Alberta specifically questioned the expertise of auditors in
such areas (Alberta Hansard, 26 October 1977, p-1694). These standards do
more than establish a general approach to auditing. They picture these audits as
a natural part of the auditor’'s domain—as work which is clearly theirs. It is
these kinds of discreet, seemingly unremarkable statements that collectively
build a discursive field (Miller, 1994, pp. 123-164)

Value-for-money auditing, then, involves ar assembly of diverse expertise, to
be brought together, directed and codified by the auditor who is presented as
being at the centre of this procedure. It is in this sense a prime example of a
governmentality dependent on expertise, particularly professional expertise, in
which evaluation is central, with systematised consideration of various forms of
policy, courses of action, behaviour, etc. (Gordon, 1991).

In the case of audit there is a clear presumption in legislative debates, public
comment and the like that these analyses will be systematic. Indeed the very
idea of professionalism in accounting has increasingly been interpreted in terms
of growing standardisation and regulation of professional conduct (Preston et
al., 1994). There are numerous references in the standards that fit with these
more general ideals. According to PSAAC, auditors should be competens tc the
task in hand (PSAAC, 1988, 5.10); they must act with due care and objectivity
(.14, op. cit.), audits must be properly planned, executed and supervised (x.17,
op. cit.), and their reports must be based on sufficient appropriate evidznce
(s.31, op. cit.). But all this is recommended in a context of uncertain and
varying objectives, in which criteria for evaluation are themselves ambiguous:

There is no body of generally accepted criter’a for all aspects of value-for-
money auditing. Criteria may be developed from various sources, including:
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* legislation or policy statements;

* standards of good practice developed by professions or associations;

* staristics or pracrices developed within the entity or among similar
entities;

and

* criteria identified in similar value for money audits.

Criteria developed from these sources may require interpretation and
modification to ensure their relevance to the entity under audit. (PSAAC,
1988)

[t seems that there is considerable ambiguity in links between the
programmatic and the technological. Professional statements which seck to
standardise and codify practice in the area suggest that these ambiguities are
resolved in the field, with the use of professional judgment. But how does an
auditor set about forming an opinion on the adequacy of motor vehicle
licensing, fisheries management or other specific governmental concerns? Audit
manuals offer a more specific guide.

b. Manuals

[ now examine the audit manual used in the Office of the Auditor General of
Alberta (1991). Like auditing standards, the manual presents significant gaps in
written expression of auditing technologies. It also presents expanded auditing
mandates as a practice which involves significant interpretation, although it also
suggests that this may be thought of as standardised in other ways related to
accountants’ more familiar attest audit work. I attend both to gaps in the
manual’s presentation of auditing and to the kinds of discursive articulations
that the manual itself represents. This latter analysis remains preliminary,
largely because of the specialisation of the manual, and the apparent immersion
of the manual’s author in a specific discursive field of practitioner knowledge
that is only partially articulated in the manual itself.

It is clear that the manual and the ideas which it represents draw upon a more
detailed and specialised practitioner knowledge regarding these issues.



Practitioner immersion in this specialised knowledge presents problems of
hermeneutical complexity~—how does one appreciate the ideas and knowledge
of unknown authors in unfamiliar and local cultural contexts (Boland, 1989)?
My own response is to obrain exposure to these contexts through ficldwork.
Nevertheless, one can attempt basic analysis at this stage.

2. Cystems Auditing Explained

TABLE 1: SYSTEMS AUDIT PROCESS OVERVIEW
(Office of = Auditor General of Alberca, 1991)

Knowledge of Business Phase Audit Team:

(Abbreviated as KNOB) * Gathers knowledge of business.

¢ Identifies issues, focuses on audit issues,
and develops criteria statements for these
Issues,

By the end of the knowledge of business
phase, the audit team should have:

* an up to date knowledge of business
summary;

* an audit issue memorandum for each
identified audit issue.

Audit Issue Memorandum Approval | The audit issue memorandum is approved
by appropriate level of management and
forwarded for inclusion in the office’s
inventory of approved systems issues.

Issue Selection and Execution Issues selected for audit.

Resources Allocated.

Confirm existence of audit issue, if necessary
Arrang and hold an entrance meeting with
client management.

Audit execution.

Report (Exit Conference, Management

Letter, A.G. Reporr)

Table 1 shows a somewhat linear view of the development of what the office
terms a ‘systems audit’. Though the manual itself departs significantly from this
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simpler view, the table does give an initial overview of the administration of
such work.

The manual itself starts with an overview of the purpose of systems auditing,
and goes straight to the issue of the Office’s interpretation of its mandate.
Ministers had expressly understood the governing legislation to limit expanded
audiring mandates, and had been somewhat wary of “the question of
management auditing or value accounting or value for money spent—all those
phrases having a similar connotation,” (Alberta Hansard, 1977, p. 1694). By
contrast, the audit manual states that its mission is to improve the financial
administration of the province.

Improving financial administration does not mean limiting the scope of
systems audits to financial systems. Most management control and
information systems impact financial administration, including
accountability, and are therefore subject to audit. (Office of the Auditor
General of Alberta, 1991, 5.10.1)

The programmatic does not normally produce detailed interpretations.
[nstead, it is the technological which fills the gaps left by the more general
statements of the programmatic. But this initial expression of the scope of audit
itself operates at a level of significant abstraction. The manual makes it plain

3 Legislation is subject to re-interpretation over time. Often, these re-interpretations will
simply be the concern of experts, such as auditors, departmental officials and others, who are
effectively free to establish acceptable practice. There is no ongoing review of statutory
authority, other than that provided through occasional court cases.

One effect of this is that the meaning of legislation is largely left for expert interpretation,
an effective delegation of responsibility that enhances the significance of expertise in
government. It is not clear that many of these cases of interpretation are subject to direct
sanction by poliricians or others. Legal and moral issues arise in the development of complex
interpretations such as those in the Auditor General’s manual. While ministers framing
legislation had aimed to limit auditors’ gaze, audit manuals indicate that this was
unsuccessful in that “most management control and information systems [...] are subject to
audit” (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991, s. 10.1). Politicians aimed to
constrain audit activities; expert interpretation seems to have circumvented this aim.
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that the operation of this technology involves detailed prior specification of the
subject of the auditor’s inquiry. The audit is first defined in terms of issues:
significant aspects of an entity’s operations which if not managed well could
jeopardise the success of the entity or program (Office of the Auditor General
of Alberta, 1991, 5.20.1). Audit issues are understood to follow from these, and
are those issues likely to produce reportable audit findings and associated
recommendations for improvement (Op. Cit., s. 20.2).

Systems audit technology is framed to act strategically rather than
comprehensively: only those issues which seem likely to result in reportable
audir findings and suggestion for improvement are pursued. Note that under
the Act the Auditor General chooses the areas of his investigation, both for
regular annual reports, and for any special reports that the Auditor General may
deem necessary. (The only element of direction allowed is a request from
government that the Auditor General investigate specific issues; the Auditor
General may choose not to pursue such requests.) To qualify as an audit issue it
must relate to matters important to management success, must be likely to
produce reportable findings and recommendations, and must also be matchable
to specific audit criteria against which auditors may compare management’s
handling of the issue. Audirtor interpretations such as these effectively blur
distinctions between ‘systems’ and ‘operations,” even though politicians (and
others) framing the legislation had earlier hoped that these were clear. The
limited gaze that auditors were to be allowed under the legislative programme
for audit reform seems to have been expanded in subsequent operationalisation,
with the working through of auditing technologies.

Note that the above definition of an audit issue does not mention systems. As
a rule, systems do not come into the picture until we define audit criteria. A
system is rarely an audit issue. More often, the audit issue is the management
concern that the system is designed to address. (Office of the Auditor General

of Alberta, 1991, 5.20.4)

4 A this point I italicise certain key terms from the Audit Manual to stress their special
meaning,.
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In this sense, auditors establish broader management concerns as ‘audit
issues,” an approach which directs auditing away from a concern with
mechanics, and towards wider social objectives. In operarionalising the
programmatic, auditors are working out much of the meaning of the
programmatic. Significance is a central concept in this; rather different to the
more common concept of materialicy in financial statements, significance is a
term embodied in legislation and government practice (PSAAC, 1988). The
concept involves both quantitative and qualitative considerations, including
financial magnitude,5 but encompasses far more than would typically be
understood to influence audit. The manual lists such influences on significance

as:

Importance: certain Government policies are essential to achieving objectives.
Similarly, «ntities have programs, operations or activities that are essential to
achieving their objectives.

Economic, social and environmental impact: although a project or program
may have a relatively small budget, it may affect a large segment of the
population or the environment.

Management action with respect to important issues previously raised: The
auditor may attach greater significance to those areas where management has
not made adequate improvements to address similar issues raised in prior
systems audits or other studies.

Interest expressed in the matters: interest may be shown by the Legislature
or other governing body, by management of the entity, or the public.

Impact of a centralized function: central budgeting payroll, payments,
personnel, and administration are examples of ceniralized functions. The
effect those functions can have on other entities or on other portions of an
entity may be more significant than their size or nature may otherwise

S Financial magnitude is the usual interpretation of materiality in an attest audic. This is
formally stated as an item of information, or aggregate of items, which if they were omitted
or misstated would influence or change a decision (CICA, 1991, s. 1000 para. 17). Amounts
over a cut-off point, often 0.5-2% of total revenues, might be termed material and worth
further investigation; amounts under this point would be termed ‘immaterial’.
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indicate. (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991, 5.20.4, emphasis in
original)

The significance of an audit issue is influenced by a far greater range of
concerns than the monies immediately involved. In defining significance
auditors explicitly admic that political concerns can be incorporated in
determining the relative importance of an is ‘e, and can help in the direction of
this strategic approach. In chapters six and seven I demonstrate the significance
of the political in audit activity.

Views as to the individual significance of issues could, of course, vary both
between groups and over time, giving rise to different auditing directions.
Systems audit involves clear elements of prescription in sorting these various
views. The manual recognises that various parties such as the providers and
recipients of services may have views of what is critical to a program and, by
implication, what should be an audit issue. It asks whose view should prevail,
and concludes,

The answer has to be—management’s view, or rather, the auditor's
perception of the way in which the audit issue should be managed in order
for management to be successful .6

But be careful, this answer assumes that management has considered the
concerns and needs of all the program’s constituents and has correctly
idenrified its own priorities. In practice, of course, this may not be the case.

So, when deciding whether the activity is significant enough to be an audit
issue the auditor is searching for activities that should be crirical to

management. (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991, 5.20.4)

This exposition of the operationalisation of government auditing as
technology suggests that both prescription and the auditor’s own views of what

6 This reference to management’s view may suggest a homogenous, unified view of what
management is, and what it involves, in the face of potentially heterogeneous views this
representation is problematic, as has been noted by McSweeney and Sherer’s (1990) critique
of value for money auditing, discussed in chapter one.
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is critical to management success, are internal to the development and structure
of such audits.”

These normative concerns themselves drive the formation of audit issues and
their subsequent comparison against audit criteria. Audit criteria are standards
of performance and control which are reasonable and attainable, and against
which the adequacy of management’s “control and information systems and
practices” can be assessed (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991,
5.20.5). These criteria are themselves the product of a variety of discourses. The
manual envisages criteria to be produced as a result of the auditor’s training and
consequent outlook on best management practice, as a result of professional
standards, similar prior audits, management’s own criteria and more general
management articulations (“the Office library and commercial bookstores
contain many books on contemporary management theory and style”, 5.20.5).

The process of planning and executing audits seems to involve more than can
be grasped by the analysis of documents. Though careful records are kept to
describe and justify issues, audit issues and related criteria, (s. 70) these are the
result of significant deliberation; they do not capture much prior analysis. For
example, in the development of initial knowledge of the client’s business the
manual suggests audit team meetings to ‘brainstorm’, interviews with client
management, the investigation and substantiation of ‘hunches’ and the analysis
of a series of areas such as recent changes in the client’s operations or
environment, and the objectives of the organisation. The resulting audit issues
are codified and internally approved in Audit Issue Memoranda, and the audit
commences.

Though this knowledge eventually finds formal expression as audit issues,
memoranda, etc., the manual does not map out how prior informal
investigation might work; it does not indicate the kinds of knowledge or norms
that inform ‘brainstorming’, ‘hunches’ and other preliminary investigation. So

7 In effect, one professional group (auditors) engage in a form of managem~nt and review of
another professional group (managers), a development that parallels increa:ing institutional
shareholder activism in the private sector, with pension and mutual fund managers actively
scrutinising the management of companies in which they invest.
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while such statements provide the importan 1nsight that such activity is
encouraged, it draws on an assumed common kiowledge in leaving guides to
such activity unstated.

The manual details entry and exit conferences, the preparation and discussion
of management letters and other aspects of reporting findings, but leaves much
of the actual execution and evidence gathering to be worked through in the
field. Resulting recommendations, however dispassionately derived, are
themselves to be ‘sold’ to management: management has to be convinced that
the recommendations wii! result in beneficial change; the manual notes that it is
“vital that the audit recommendations be presented persuasively” (5.60.2).
Elements of strategy underlying audit recommendations become visible at this
point. Recommendations and report material are, it seems, written with specific
ends in mind. It seems acceprable for auditors to speak among themselves of
purposive reports, designed to encourage action. Nevertheless, such instances of
apparently candid reflection on the auditing process are mixed with formal
presentation. Consider the auditing process that is presented in Figure 1:



Audit
Criteria

KNOB Facts |——§p»| Compare  |—-d7Pp Findings _’Ven'fy/Develop Recommendat

ions

Screen Out

Inappropriate Screen Out
Facts Inappropriate
Findings
FACTS FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS
Beyond Reasonable Persuasive
Reasonable Probability

Doubht

FIGURE 1: THE AUDIT PROCESS
(Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991, 5.50.4)

What we see here seems quite different to earlier suggestions of audits initiated
through brainstorming, hunches and other informal approaches. In this more
aggregated account of auditing, these technologies are pushed into the
background. Rather than originating with hunches, audits are presented as
starting from knowledge of business ‘facts’. The auditing process is envisaged as
a linear, codifiable process, involving an orderly procession from facts to
recommendations.

The presentation of ‘systems’ auditing is suggestive of undetlying tension. On
the one hand it seems that auditors recognise important elements of subjectivity
in the formulation of their audits. Yet when the time comes to present a formal,
diagrammatic statement of what this auditing is, these subjective elements are
omitted. What is emphasised in their place is a rather simple, linear system,
reminiscent of the formality and standardisation which the earlier PSAAB
statements tend to associate with attest auditing. The manual does not provide
sufficient scope to further investigate these and other gaps in our understanding
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of how this form of audiring is operationalised. But it does alert us to certain
tensions in this operationalisation. We should be aware of the politics of such
statements and of the power that inheres in them. This diagram, like the
manual itself, serves important social functions. In particular, it presents a
potentially problematic social endeavour as being susceptible to administrative
standardisation and procedure. In this way, the diagram scrves to efface the
underlying complexity in the auditors’ work.

C. CONCLUSION
1. Beyond Documents

Auditing standards and manuals provide significant ir .crpretation of the audit
mandate. They mark out the application of auditors’ expertise to issues, as they
categorise and plan formal procedures for going about their work. In particular,
the manual reveals internal interpretations of legislation, reviews the triggers
that might initiate an audit, and reveals such important concerns as the
precedence that an auditor’s opinion might take in assessing which issues
should be critical to management activity. Others have noted the superior
position often ascribed to management and management knowledge; managers
are rout'nely presented as having the expertise, vision and power to control the
social world (Macintyre, 1935). The interpretation of ‘systems’ auditing seen in
the manual seems to place auditors in a super-ordinate position, above
management and other knowledge, as auditors arz called on to form opinions
regarding management behaviour. The manua! at least provides us with a start
in investigating how auditors operationalise tieir rasndate; it presents us with
certain of the auditors’ interpretive schemes (Boland, 1993). The manual
provides initial exposure to internal discourses among auditors as they work,
and helps to frame their practices, drawing on their wider professional
knowledge as accountants, and their specific exposure in the public sector.

In this reading of the audit manual I have begun to trace certain practitioner
discourses, sifting through auditor’s representations of their k. In
elaborating the discursive formation surrounding this form of au ' g, the
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manual is itself dependent on detailed and specialised practitioner knowledge,
and as a consequence draws on highly specific meanings. In addition, auditors
are exposed to (and participate in) a variety of more general discourses
regarding their work and wider activities in the social world. It is difficult to
track the interaction among these—and the consequences of this interaction for
auditing—with this limited exposure.

On their own, documentary sources seem to draw on a highly specialised
knowledge that is particular to a rather limited number of auditors. How can
one break into this practitioner knowledge and so map out the discursively
articulated rules guiding this auditing work? Field observation of auditing
provides an answer.8

a. Next Step: Fieldwork.

A further level of understanding has been facilitated by access to an audit
manual, with its detailed elaboration of approved procedures for the conduct of
‘svstems’ audits. But the manual is itself highly suggestive of a working through
of audit issues in practice, and of an elaboration of audit technologies in the
field. I propose a movement to the field, and an analysis of the conduct of
audit, as a means of capturing the operation of technologies and breaking into
practitioner knowledge.

The view of accounting as more than simply a technical practice, as a
discipline with influences beyond a simple provision of administrative
technologies (Miller et al., 1991), has been a central aspect of the development
of what is variously described as ‘critical’ accounting research. I have earlier
argued that Foucauldian accounting research, in common with much critical
work, has been concerned to establish accounting as considerably more than a

8 Some more conventional research has involved field surveys in studying auditing (e.g.
Cushing & Loebbecke, 1986). Recent work has begun the process of using field study to
critically examine auditing. Pentland (1993) studies attest auditors as they work on two
audits. Although his work involved minimal field exposure (ten days’ observations are
reported) it nevertheless is a significant example of developing academic understandings of

auditing through field work.
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technological issue. This concern was initially developed by addressing the
influence of the discursive, more usually political rationalities and programrmes,
in the development of accounting and auditing. In addressing the technologies
employed in systems auditing and other forms of expanded auditing, I have
sought to draw out some of the ambiguities of the technological which suggest a
working through of these issues in the field. Working papers provide a basis for
analysis, however they are often designed to provide the reasoning and evidence
which led to an eventual course of action. As a result they detail

the work carried out including the audit findings, the causes, the
consequences and the conclusions reached, and the decisions made (i.e. to
report, to do more work, to change the audit objectives or approach, or to
terminate the audit). (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991, 5.70.1)

Because of this, working papers tend to provide subsequent support for a
decision, rather than an attempt to catalogue the ambiguities or alternatives
which accompanied it. This is not a criticism of the working papers, but simply
a statement that they are produced for purposes other than research into the
operation of auditing technology. No doubt their support of eventual decisions,
recommendations, et cetera, is characteristic of working papers in attest audir.
But this objective means that in the absence of comprehensive written evidence
of the application of audit technology, the researcher must go beyond
documents. One always runs the risk of producing an incomplete research
account, and in many ways establishing a complete hold on discursive fields is
impossible. But while accepting that completeness is a rather elusive concept
one may still be concerned to examine the social elaboration of technologies by
other raeans. One need not limit research focus to these often limited
documents. In chapter five I turn to consideration of fieldwork, as a means of
exploring systems auditing in more detail.



V. Ethnography and Efficiency Auditing

A. METHOD AND THE ‘NEW ACCGUNTING HISTORY’

The essential problen: in developing a view of technologies is that the elements
of technologies, their operation, and the means by which they might be
uncovered, remain largely unspecified. This is evident in studies concerning
governmentality (Miller & O’Leary, 1993; Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose &
Miller, 1992), but it is also true of other work in what has been termed the
‘new accounting history’ (Burchell et al., 1985; Hopwood, 1987; Loft, 1986;
Miller et al., 1991; Robsen, 1991). Self-conscious elaboration of methods for
the identification of technologies has been lacking in this work.! Though
Neimark (1990) has charged that a method subsists in such work in a rather
crude form (in that authors follow a similar approach), there are few accounts
of method by such authors themselves, with the exception of Hoskin’s recent
elaboration (Hoskin, 1994). As the new accounting history has progressed to
the field, discussion of method has been noticeable by its absence, even in work
which makes extensive use of interview material and other fieldwork (e.g. Miller
& O’Leary, 1994),

In this chapter I flesh out my own views on how the technologies of
efficiency auditing might be explored, and position this approach in terms of
others, and in terms of its own strengths and weaknesses. I suggest that
fieldwork offers the most practical means of uncovering :he technologies of
expanded audit. But I believe that its benefits go beyond these practicalities.
Differing methods bring different lenses to bear on a problem, each having
differing properties which serve both to obscure and reveal. The case that i

I Some work has been developed in sociology regarding the operation of technologies, for
example, Latour argues that significant elements of science and engineering are themselves
socially constituted (Latour, 1987). Similar arguments are presented by Preston et al. (1992).



14

make in the rest of this chapter is that fieldwork, often termed ethnography,’
provides a lens that is particularly suited to an exploration of the practices and
knowledge which have developed from expanded auditing mandates. One of
the lessons of the field is that circumstances and participants in an activity
matter; a person’s position within an organisation, or their rapport with
colleagues r.ay influence behaviour and ideas.3

The remainder of this chapter considers general claims for fieldwork, and
develops a view of the social situation of such research. I argue that fieldwork
offers distinctive benefits, and I velop a view of these as an alternative to a

2 There are varying terms for s. alitative research. Kaplan's well known call for
management accountants to explore the mud of the field used the term fieldwork (Kaplan,
1984; see also Kaplan, 1986), which is the more common expression. 1 use fieldwork and
ethnography interchangeably, although most work in accounting would be understond by
Werner and others as the specific type of cross-sectional ethnography (Werner & Schoepfle,
1987). This seems to be in keeping with the usage of other authors (e.g. Van Maanen, 1988)
Both ‘ethnography’ and ‘fieldwork’ may be broadly referred to as qualitative research,
although this term is itself imprecise since quantitative research involves a significant
qualitative element in the selection of theories, methods, data, research questions and other
issues criticai to its operationalisation.

3 Of course, the influence of social context extends to academics as they select research
activities, as members of staff who are often responsible to others, subject tc routine
evaluations and other controls. This may explain the relative dearth of ethnography in the
new accounting research; as Morgan and Willmott comment,

empirically based studies are rather the exception that the rule. Considering
the demands they make, their scarcity is not difficult to understand. Getting
to grips with very challenging forms of social theory and conducting
empirical research and mobilizing the theory to direct and interpret the
empirics is, to say the least, an extremely taxing process—and one that is not
readily reconciled with increasing pressures to publish or perish (Morgan &
Willmott, 1993, p. 6, emphasis in original).

The kinds of broadly theoretically informed ethnographies that Jénsson and Macintosh
(1994) envisage may well not have been conducted because of the difficulties and pressures
that Morgan and Willmortt cite.
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more traditional positioning of qualitative research with deference to, or
validation in the terms of, quantitative research. After this general review of
cthnographic methods, I consider the process of auditing, and the application
of cihnography to reformed auditing,

B. CONSIDERING FIELD'WORK
1. Placing Ethnography

Qualitative research places the researcher in a fundamentally different position
with regard to the object of research (the research ‘data’) than does quantirative
research, which is more abstract and de-personalised. Of course, a strength and
attraction of quantification, particularly for nascent disciplines such as
accounting, is its apparent scientific rigour, thereby enabling an appeal to
prevalent views of the legitimacy of such techniques. Since the late 1960s,
accounting has been dominated by such methods, a situation made possible by
the confluence of econometrics, computers and readily available databases. This
confluence broughr a very real revolution in accounting research (Beaver,
1981); one whose effects persist today. The prevalence of quantitative
techniques presents certain problems to the qualitative researcher: many
potential readers may, in an age of increasing academic specialisation, simply
decline to read anything that does not use their chosen methods.
Methodological justification for authors working within quantitative traditions
may never have to go beyond a general gesturing towards influential literature
pertaining to their work—an argument such as the one mounted here would
seem quite extraneous given fellow researchers’ familiarity with the methods
used.4

4 Of course, there are cultural and institutional variances in the prevalence of qualitative
research, and a related variance in the need for justifications. In developing this material a
leading European academic, heavily involved in qualitative research, advised me in personal
correspondence that he/she had found little useful in the literature on research methods—
and had therefore never really pursued such work. The qualitative work that has appeared in
such accounting journals as Accounting, Organizations and Society has rarely been
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The same cannot be said of qualitative work, as the presence of this chapter
indicates. Yet this work has its own strengths and capacities—often in arcas for
which quantitative inquiry would be quite unsuited. Qualitative work can
provide a sense of the meaning that actors themselves invest in their own
activities, it can map previously unknown behaviours, and provide an
exploration that is significantly more culturally and organisationally sensitive
than quantitative research. A researcher may discover aspects of organisational
life that he or she could not have anticipated at the outset of research. This is
especially important for my own interest in the relation: between such
meanings and beliefs, that is, knowledge, and the specific practices that they
support. Ethnographers also depart from a more conventional centrality of the
researcher’s owr: unders:andings. In ethnography, actors’ ideas are treated
seriously.

Cross-sectional ethnography takes a key group or activity as the focus. For
example, Reichard’s study of Navajo culture centred on the perspective of
ceremonial chanters, who were themselves just one element in Navajo society
(Reichard, 1939). Such focused studies were in contrast to a former attention
to societies as a whole, in holistic ethnographic study (e.g. Caudill, 1958;
Radcliffe-Brown, 1922; Spradley & Mann, 1975). In recent times cross-
sectional or local understandings have become the focus of much ethnographic
inquiry. Yet some ethnographers increasingly argued that those of one gender,
class or race could not appreciate the lived experiences of those in other
situations (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Geertz, 1988; Marcus & Fisher, 1986;
Turner & Bruner, 1986). The representativeness of certain styles of
ethnography was increasingly questioned as ideas that qualitative researchers
could directly capture others’ lived experiences came under attack. Instead,
these experiences came to be seen as themselves creas=d in the social texts
written by the researcher. It was argued that rather than providing an account
of other experiences, researchers substituted their own (materially different)

accompanied by the detailed methodological preambles which appear, for example, in North
American management journals such as The Academy of Management Journal and others.
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appreciaticns of actors’ lives (Cenzin & Lincoln, 1994). This representational
crisis problematised the link pc:.veen experience and rext.

In the face of post-structuralisu analysis (Sarup, 1989) the legitimacy of
qualitative research and the efficacy of such concepts as ‘validity’, ‘reliability’,
etc. came to be questioned. One response to these concerns has been made by a
number of authors who present an interpretivist re-theorisation of these issues
i place of previous positivist over:ones (Hammersley, 1992; Hammersley &
Atkinson, 1983; Kohler Ricssmar., 1993; Lather, 1993; Mishler, 1990). 1 draw
on the interpretivist perspective in later argument.

Fieldwork has increasingly been read in narrative terms; Van Maanen (1988)
later coined the term ‘tales of the field’ and reflected on variations in

cthnographic research:

Ethnographies are portraits of diversity in an increasingly homogenous world.
They display the intricate ways individuals and groups understand,
accommodare and resist a presumably shared order. These portraits may
emerge from global contrasts among nations, societies, native histories,
subsistence patterns, religions, language groups and the like. Or they may
develop from the more intimate contrasts of gender, age, community,
occupation or organisation within a society. (Van Maanen, 1988, pp. xiii—

Xiv)

It seems that these latter, more local understandings have taken the place of
more ambitious, holistic work. Indeed, as a consequence of the crises of
representation and legitimation that ethnography has faced, more expansive
approaches have been displaced. In their stead are ethnographies concerned
with specific problems, that take seriously local concerns and specificities
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Lather, 1993). I believe that my own localised study
of efficiency auditing fits with Van Maanen’s characterisation of this more
recent approach. My aim is to go beyond the kind of written guides that can be
found in manuals, standards and the like, and to analyse and describe the ideas
and practices which guide auditors in the field as they attempt to fulfill their
mandate to report on the efficiency of government. In essence, I attempt to
understand these practices as they are locally understood and operationalised.
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2. Technologies and Cross Sectional Ethnography

Cross-sectional work has a number of distinct advantages to the accounting
researcher. It allows for finer and more detailed questions to be asked amid a
complex social and institutional environment. A cross-sectional approach which
takes the knowledge and practices used in efficiency auditing as its centre has a
directness which more general inquiries would lack. Knowledge has been at the
centre of encyclopedic ethnographies which attempt to map entire language
communities (Werner & Schoepfle, 1987, pp. 50-1), but it can also offer a
more refined unit of analysis (Werner & Schoepfle, 1987 pp. 56-7). [ intend to
use a unit of analysis which goes further and combi s the knowledge and
practices (the deployment) which constituie a particular form of auditing, The
deployment encompasses both the discursive and non-discursive field.s
Explication of the mutual relations between practices and knowledge is at the
core of this approach (Bernauer, 1990).6 This perspective suggests a need to
attend both to auditing practices (such as developing working papers, holding
certain types of meetings, engaging the ‘client’ in a certain manner), and to the
accepted practitioner knowledge that under girds these practices (and visa

5 That is, both the discursive articulation of ideas and knowledge, and the non-discursive
articulation of these ideas and knowledge in the world. The non-discursive includes practices,
such as certain modes of audit testing, but it could go beyond that to physical articulations,
such as computer systems, building designs and other material expressions. An immediate
example of the non-discursive would be Foucault’s analysis of the panopticon design, used in
prisons and other institutions. In the prison setting the panopticon design provided the
potential for guards to constantly monitor prisoners. Because of the buildings’ design, the
prisoners themsel' 23 cocld not ascertain whether they were in fact being watched. The new
ideas of disciplin: thrg:: surveillance were manifested in discourse, in the debates of the
day. But they werc ~%.o ruanifested in the non-discursive, through their incorporation in the
fabric of the prison itself (Foucault, 1977a). I discuss these issues in considering the
<« ployment in chapter 2.

© As Foucault (1984b) argued, such a study can develop from an analysis of practices,
provided they s-e imbued with the kinds of systems of thought which lay at the heart of his
inquiry. Her.cx the combinatic a of auditing practices and knowledges here.
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versa). At once practices are informed by practitioner knowledge, and
practitioner knowledge is itself changing, as new practices are met (and
influenced by) changing practitioner rationales.

Ethnography has sometimes suffered from a tendency to encyclopedic detail
at the expense of theoretical analysis. Sometimes cthnographers ' ..e presented
a kind of naturalism in which individual researchers’ ¢bservations are held or *
as unbiased accounts of social life as it really is (Hammersley & Atkinsca,
1983). I offer a more reflexive view, and will return to these poirt: below, in
considering common-place approaches to qualitative research. Arser this I
address the mechanics of conducting a cross-sectional ethnography of efficiency
auditing. [ address this material because I found myself confronted with issues
of the value of fieldwork as I began my field studies. Although it is tempting for
any researcher to believe that his/her chosen research method is optimal, I feel
uncomfortable with such an expansive view; I am still open to persuasion.
When I conducted this research, I went to the field because of a reticence
about crher approaches, because of the rel-tively undocumented nature of the
audit activity that I studied, and because of an underlying belief in the value of
the lived experience and observation that fieldwork involves. Fieldwork is
difficult to undertake, and difficult to communicate, in a North American
academic accountancy environment which has largely drawn from disciplines
(economics, statistics, psychology) which obscure their normative bases, and act
in seeming unawareness of their narrative structures.” In this context a concern
with activity in the field, and with the practices and discourses that allow
practitioners to conduct their work might seem to attend to minor sociological
patterns, rather than the rea/ underpinnings of human interaction (ruthless self
interest, bell curves, individual mental states). Perhaps because of this bias
(deliberately stylised here!), ethnographers have wrapped themselves in others’
clothes, and have appealed to particular conceptions of ‘science.’

7 See McCloskey’s (1990; 1994) analysis of the roles of narrative in allowing economic
argument to take place.

8 T use the term science advisedly; as McCloskey (1990, p. 7) notes, it is only in English, (and
only in the English of the past century), that natural science has become  the dominant
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C. PRESENTING FIELDWORK

One of the most striking features of many attempts at ficldwork. or indeed of
examinations of such study, is justification of qualitative research in the terms
of quantitative research. Fieldwork has often been justified in a manner
designed to appeal to, or fit within the confines of, positivism.? Leading
qualitarive researchers have written of their desire to discover “the underlying
causes of variation” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 68), while others have
attempted to re-categorise case studies as being entirely different from
etanography—or even qualitative methods in general (Yin, 1989, p. 11).

My point is not that concerns with the reliability of research are specious, nor
that qualitative research should be conducted without the kind of care and
attention to "vhich others would allude. Instead, I point to the influence of the
language of positivist studies, and the tendency to gloss over significant
differences which inhere in the nature and act of fieldwork. I will now argue
that these differences are the source of many of the strengths and weaknesses of
such research. No amount of systematisation, consideration or carc will fully

sense in ordinary use” (Oxford, 1982). Many other languages simply use science to refer to
systematic inquiry.

9 As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) note, the term positivism has reached the status of a
term of abuce. I do not mean it in that way here, but instead seck to map ourt both certain
interpretations of fieldwork, and the commonalities with, and distinctiveness berween, such
work and the more widespread positivist domain, which sees sense data as less reliable than
quantified material.

Those familiar with the accounting literature will no doubt be aware of the contention
surrounding Watts and Zimmerman'’s labeling of areas of accounting research as ‘positive
accounting theory’ (Watts & Zimmerman, 1986), a stream of work which they strongly
identify with the increasingly quantitative research which developed in the 1960s and has
continued to date (Beaver, 1981; sece commentary provided by Tinker et al., 1982). I do not
propose to re-hash these arguments here. Instead, I want to locate my current work in a
broader context, and indicate why qualitative research methods are appealing in this case,
and how [ intend to apply them.
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detach the researcher from his or her own social location. Quantitative
researchers in the social sciences may neglect or (unsuccessfully) attempt to
contain the influences of their own fundamental location in society, but
qualitative research gains much of its value from its being socially embedded.

1. A Reflexive View of Social Research

The majority of research involves attempts to minimise, control for or
ultimately exclude the influence of the researcher on the object of inquiry. This
is as true of exercises in econometrics as it is for case studies. Ethnography
differs from such approaches since it can be conducted in a reflexive manner,
that is, with explicit 1 :cognition that the social researcher, and the acts being
studied, are all a part of the social world. Adopting a view of their common
location is an important step in the development of reflexivity. It does not
preclude our thinking of the researcher and the researched as being separate,
but should indicate a need for more conservative estimation of the distance that
can truly be placed between the two. Mead’s (1934) insight that we can
conceive of ourselves and our practices as objects in the world, and that we are
capable of reflection on them, provides a basis for reflexive inquiry to take
place. Such reflexivity brings a different lens to bear in the examination of
participants and their actions in the social world, and it applies that same lens
to social scientific argument, ‘common sense’ views of the world, and other
expressions. None of these arenas have sole or evidential truth, all must be
critically examined.

As Hammerdov & Atkinson (1983) argue, social science, general inquiry,
indeed all sl iateraction, is grounded in participant observation. In essence,
everythivg is potentially up for grabs

for the reflexive model of inquiry, all knowledge, even that about the nature
of knowledge itself, is a constructic  on the basis of available evidence and is
thus by its very nature fallible. T!is holds even though in practice we may
treat such knowledge as valid unti"turther notice, using it as a resource in our
inquiries about other things. Ncedless to say, this applies to the reflexive
model itself. (Hammersley & *inson, 1983, p. 235)
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For any ument to function we need some starting points, some marks of
reference. A . cflexive view allows us these, but cautions against the valorisation
of such grounding terms. Qur accounts must always be subject to revision.
There is nothing in reflexivity that, in and of itself, precludes either quantitative
or qualitative anaiysis, although as Hammersley & Atkinson (1983) note,
reflexivity does suggest 2 more measured approach which would view both
quantitative and qua’ understandings as presenting practical lines of
inquiry.

It is rare wo find researcuers with a sustained interest in both qualitative and
quantitative work. Of course, much of this separation of approaches derives
from the increasingly detailed and specialised knowledge needed to develop
cither approach. But researchers often believe one approach to be better than
another. My own perspective is more that certain approaches are better suited
to certain questions, and that the methods used should bear close relation to the
researchers’ line of inquiry. Bur this does not get away from the more prevalent
view of the methodological superiority of one approach over another, not just
for certain questions or areas, burt, seemingly, for all empirical avenues. In
ethnography such appeals have often been grounded in the realism mentioned
earlier. For realists the appeal of the field is that one may get closer to social
reality than is possible with the abstractions and proxies of quantification. Their
hope is to map out social phenomena, and to better address the construction of
social structures, belief systems and other features of the area of inquiry.

The problem with this realist perspective emerges in significant relief with an
initial application of reflexivity. If ethnographers are :heinselves immersed in
society, and are in this sense a part of the object of their inquiries, shouldn’t
their own activities be scrutinised? And if ti.ey are subject to similar scrutiny,
does this leave us with the ethnographer’s account being just as true (cr untruc)
as any others? Competing and opposite answers emerge. For relativists,
researchers, as actors in the social »orld, produce equally valid interpretations of
the world, and we have little means to choose among them. In contrast, realists
suggest that researchers, especially ethnographers with their direct access to the
field, have special appreciati-.n of the real workings of the social world. I hope
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to show that considering these two prevalent approaches can lead to a more
tenable grounding for reflexivity.

a. Mediating Relativism and Realism

The choice betwer 1 relativism and realism seems unsatisfying. Both present
significant theoretical problems for research. I will flesh out some of these
difficulties, and develop a view of a middle course, what Hammersley (1992,
pp. 43-56) calls ‘subtle realism’.10

I have frequently referred to realism as a problem that has inhered in much
cthnographic research. It lies at the core of questions of representation and
legitimation which have troubled this area (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Realist
argument tends to suggest that ethnography’s strength lies in the study of events
which, though they could be addressed by other research methods, can only be
captured in their true nature by ethnographic means. In this sense, the
ethnographic account offers a kind of unmediated access to the social world.
Realism invites us to pass judgment on people’s beliefs, and to judge whether
they are true or false. Aside from concerns that social settings are mediated, and
that we inevitably view and comprehend a sample of the social world (and
hence remain subject to bias and error), realism often does not attempt
understanding of others’ perspectives as sensitively as other ethnographies. Yet
the ability to understand others’ perspectives, and to map them in their own
terms, has been one of the central attractic-s of ethnography (Hammersley,
1992; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Spradlsy, 1970). Certainly, if one is to
establish the constitution of a deployment, with its reliance on diverse
knowledge (bot formally and informallv siatad) then this interest in
understanding becomes central. In my own work I reject realism as it has been
conventionally applied.

Relativism has been a widespread reaction to such theoretical problems.
Rather than attempr to judge the veracity of participants’ beliefs, relativism

10 1 offer a limited view of these issues here. There are, of course, more comprehensivs
accounts (e.g., Bernstein, 1983; Kear & Urry, 1975).
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invites the development of a variety of different approaches, since in the absence
of criteria for choice, all views seem equally valid. In tracing the influence of
relativism Hammersley (1992) points to the Winchian view that different
cultures could only be vnderstood in the context of the cultural rules that
applied to the particular society being investigated. For Winch a different
culture could equally be found in an aboriginal tribe, religion, or social scicnce
(and perhaps even academic accountancy) (Winch, 1958; Winch, 1964). The
1970s were also marked by changing views of the philosophy of science, as
evidenced by Kuhn's influential view of paradigm shifc (Kuhn, 1959; Kuhn,
1970) and Feyerabend’s (1975) apparent suggestion that arid methodological
debates and constraints could give way to seemingly unfettered inquiry
(‘anything goes’). These movements were often associated with relativism in
ethnography (Hammersley, 1992, pp. 45-49).

Relativism is beset by problems, not least its reflexive destruction of its own
tenets. If all knowledge is culturally relative, then this relativity applies to itself,
and is only verifiable within certain cultural locations. Without the ability to
distinguish between truth and falsehood, we cannot convincingly demonstrate
that relativism is itself true. The boundaries thar we might draw between one
culture and another would prevent discussion of one cultural perspective from
the perspectives of another, which would present serious obstacles to much
analysis, and to human communication in general. The result may be a
circularity which undermines relativism itself (Chalmers, 1982).11

Hammersley’s argument regarding a subtle realism provides a course around
the pitfalls of crude realism and relativism in ethnography. It also offers
significant links with the exploration of technologies by means of the
knowledges which surround and constitute technological practices. A rejection
of crude realism is in line with attempts to elaborate the operation of
technologies, and the links between these local practices and the knowledges
which inform them. But Foucauldians, along with other post-structuralist

' Rorty (1979; 1982) and other liberal philosophers suggest that faith provides the basis for
knowledge. Rorty’s work has been introduced to the accounting literature as part of an
increasing concern to analyse accounting as text (Boland, 1989).
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writers, have sometimes been categorised as relativists (Bernauer, 1990;
Netmark, 1990; Sarup, 1989). This is, perhaps, because of their reluctance to
accept the taken for granted, and because of their probing links between whar at
first mighit seem to be disparate practices and knowledges (Miller, 1994).
Foucauldians rarely accept conventional demarcations of what features nf
social life occupy separate or related domains; for example, the present study’s
focus on government audit draws links between ‘politics’ (the realm of the
programmatic) and what might conventionally be seen as the apolitical domain
of technologies. But this seeming abrogation of conventional institutional
boundaries is not a slide into relativism, as Foucault makes clear in his concern
to establish th: more general discursive rules and logics which guide particular
thoughts, ideas and statements. There is a clear role for the researcher here in
attempting to establish the nature of these rules. Foucault maintained that
individuals working within such discursive formations need not be aware of the

formation’s nature or form

I understand the unease of all such people. They have probably found it
difficult enough to recognise that their history, their economics, their social
practices, the language that they speak, the mythology of their ancestors, even
the stories that they were told in childhood, are governed by rules that are not
all given to their consciousness; they can hardly agree to being dispossessed in
addition of that discourse in which they wish to be able to say immediately
and directly what they think, believe or imagine; they prefer to deny that
discourse is a complex, differentiated practice, governed by analysable rules
and transformations, rather than be deprived of that tender, consoling
certainty of being able to change, if not the world, if not life, at least their
‘meaning’, simply with a fresh word that can come only from themselves, and
remain for ever closer to the source. (Foucault, 1972, pp. 210-211, emphasis

added)

The conception of rules which guide individuals’ statements, which they
themselves may be unaware of, but which, for the researcher, remain analysable
as rules, is at odds with a relativist view of the social world in wnich actors must
be taken on their own cultural terms and theirs alone. Foucault is suggesting an
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attention to actors’ statements, but is marrying this with the researcher's own
analysis of the underlying rules governing these statements—the rules - hich
allow these statements to fit with others’ views through their location witin 4
wider discursive formation. The researcher is adding something here in a
concern for generality which, though it is not relativism, is not the kind of
crude realism which Hammersley argues that ethnographers should avoid.

b. A Subtle Realism

Rather than playing out the familiar analysis of dichotomous approaches to
social science, it may be possible to work in a dialectical manner, believing both
in the existence of social phenomena, and in the possibility for their existence to
be independent of our own claims and knowledge of them (Bhaskar, 1979;
Foucault, 1972; Hammersley, 1992).12 The suggestion of a subtle realism as a
workable alternative to the problems of coi.ventionally applied realism and
relarivism is itself in line with the theories that are brought to bear on this
study. The question is, how can it be guided so as to avoid the problems that
are apparent in a naively realist approach? Hammersley (1992, pp. 43-56)
offers one such guide, which he calls a ‘subtle realism.’

Subtle realisr first involves a recognition of the contingency of knowledg,
and of our lingering uncertainty as to its absolute truth. We can never be
completely certain of the veracity of our knowledge, but we can deal in relative
probabilities of the veracity of different claims. Our judgments as to these
probabilities will inevitably be made in the light of the theories and ideas which
we hold to be true: as earlier noted, these commitments help us identify what
we hold to be facts. Our reliance on these pre-conditions means thar there is
always a chance for error; but if we hold to these ideas, we must then ¢ngage in
turther analysis of the veracity of claims, statements or theoretical constructs.

12 The carlier discussion of discursive formations and the analysis of structures of which

participants may themselves not be consciously aware is a prime example of this (Foucaulr,

1972).
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Incvitably this invoives a series of local judgments regarding the credibility of
individual claims, and the evidence that is available both for and against them.

Realism may  nvolve a series of judgments as to what is true, and a
recognition of the role that these judgments play in our apprehension of the
world, but it is founded on 4 view that there 2re phenomena which remain
independent of any claims regarding them. In this sense, knowledge is true if it
matches th: phencmena which it is supposed to represent. But, as Hammersley
argues (1992, pp. 50-52), the question of the independence of phenomena needs
some further consideration. Do social theories influence the phenomena which
they conacern? Do actors behave in ways which are consistent with a researcher’s
theories? Social theories may not determine action, especially when their nature
is unknown by the actors concerned. In the present case it is most unlikely that
certain academic work regarding the operation of governments and the
importance of local technologies will have been assimilated by those
practitioners working in the area of inquiry. Rather, the more pressing concern
may be the danger of the researcher’s own theoretically informed inquiry
forcing field observations to fit the theory.

This leads to the question of the researcher in the field, and of the aims of
such social research. Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) provides an
accov  in which his own theoretical framework structures participants’ written
accounts—even though Foucault’s terms did not appear in these accounts. The
result is that Foucault offers a theoretical representation of these ideas, rather
than an attemprt at reproducing them solely within their authors’ own terms.
- Social researchers have long value« the role of theory in providing analytical
tractability, and in generating ¢ herwise lost insights. In this sense their
theoretically guided accounts involve significant representation of the social,
rather than an attempr at pure reproduction. This is a significant moderation of
what has been termed crude realism, which would place significant emphasis on
unmediated reproduction of the social world.

D. ETHNOGRAPHY AND EFFICIENCY AUDIT

1. Practicing Subtle Realism
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Having addressed some of the theorctical issues which might present more
generally applicable research difficulties, I now turn to the specifics of audit and
the practical issues of how auditing activity might be captured in the feld. As
was argued earlier, the primary focus of this project is to better understand
discourses and practices regarding professional technologies themselves. Of
course, technologies are meshed with the social—they are not inanimate black
boxes, rather, they are gi:on life in social acts. These acts may have much in
common with tho:e of other domains, in that they are potentially influenced by
a range of factors. Indeed, it seems that auditing for efficiency is a process that
may encompass resistance and uncertainty, with the potential for internal
disagreements amongst auditors, and for audit procedures and opinions to
themselves be disputed. There are links to be addressed between audic
outcomes, each actor’s fragile calculations of ‘interest’ and a variety of
contingent proces .s (Hindess, 1988). In this sense the task remains one of
combining analysis of systematic patterns of effects and intentions with the
daily calculations, confusions, actions and inactions which are a part of
organisational life (Radcliffe et al., 1994).

[ have yet to address how ethnography can be matched to the specific
concerns of efficiency auditing. Auditing is in some ways a systematised process,
Audits produce a variety of documents, including detailed working papers and
the like. Working papers have their restrictions, most notably in that they
provide the ex post reasoning and evidence which led to an eventual course of
action.!3 They may fail to capture the tangencies, uncertainties, the paths tried,
changed, or even abandoned in the course of forming the final audit opinion.
The auditing manuai of the Office of the Auditor General of Alberta (1991)
makes it clear that working papers are but one source of information regarding
an audit . Auditors meet both amongst themselves and with the management of
the department which they are auditing. These meetings include initial
attempts to develop audit issues and criteria, and furthcr meetings to develop
lines of inquiry. Meetings with management of client departments may result in

13 See chapter 4 for further discussion of the limitations of working papers.
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further meetings as information is pursued and verified by reference both to
other managers, and to available documentation.14 As this process develops,
auditors themselves continue to meet, talk about and collectively influence the
direction of their inquiries. The result is that when this ongoing social context
is properly understood, there is a wealth of potential material to examine
besides working papers and other documentary evidence. These sources can be
combined to offer a more comprehensive view than could be achieved by
reference to any one alone. Fieldwork may be susceptible to . creain pitfalls.
Some may be considered and avoided, others may be minimised, some may
simply have to be recognised and accommodated. No research method is
without its difficulties, and while these are not insurmountable, they should be
considered in the development of research designs.

2. ‘Information Overload’ and Aualysis

I have already pointed to the variety of sources of research dara which may be
drawn from in studying efficiency audit. Attendance, note-taking and
transcription of 2/ possible meetings would generate an enormous volume of
material. Similarly, working papers may be studied in considerable depth. One
of the most common problems in ethnography has been a tendency to produce
large amounts of research data, and then to engage in too little analysis of this
material (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Oswald et al., 1987; Spradiey,
1979). In part this may be understood as a desire to emulate the scale of
quantitative studies with their large sample sizes. Ethnographic data is costly to
collect, often involving extended periods in the field, whereas in accounting and
many other areas of the social sciences there are centrally compilec Jarabases of
statistics, which may be sampled from a researcher’s office. It is perhaps easy to
understand why ethnographers have sometimes been swamped by the data
given the volumes that may develop from such experiences. This tendency has
been combined with the naturalism and realism which imbues much

14 See carlier discussion of auditing technologies as evidenced in standards and manuals.
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ethnography, with the result that the data is often presented in a descriptive
manner in the hope that it will ‘speak for itself .

I avoided such problems by pursuing meetings and analysis in a more
strategic manner, learning from initial ficldwork, and attending meetings which
concerned areas specific to my study of the three audits outlined below. This
cross-sectional approach avoids much of the overload.

Analysis is a more difficult matter, but is still one which may be considered
and built into research activity. Yin suggests the use of a ‘case study protocol’,
essentially a list which reminds the researcher of research questions and which
seeks to systematise aspects of day-to-day research. This is part of his flight from
the case study as qualitative research (Yin, 1989). Such schedules may be useful,
since they allow for the development of space for regular analysis of material as
an audit proceeds. Many ethnographers have made use of ‘analytical notes’,
essentially memoranda to themselves regarding the progress of their research,
and their consideration of fieldwork as it unfolds (Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Oswald et al., 1987). [ wrote and reviewed
such notes in the course of fieldwork. Other analysis involved reading and
reflecting on research notes and transcripss developed in meetings and
interviews. These reviews helped in guiding me to different sources of data, in
focusing and guiding my inquiries, and in developing a view of the auditing
process.!>

Analytical notes depart from scientised views of research in which theories are
oftcred, data is gathered, theories are re-interpreted and conclusions are made.
My own view is that these are rather more parallel processes than most formally
written research papers would suggest, as most researchers recognise.

3. Access, Negotiation and Legitimacy
One of the most frequent problems encountered by the ethnographer is in

establishing research access to engage in fieldwork (Oswald et al., 1987).
Fortunately in this case research access has been generously provided, partly due

151 will return to the issue of field notes, analytical notes, etc., below.
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to initial, chance exposure of previous, related research work to members of the
Office of the Auditor General of Alberta (hereafter also referred to as ‘the
Office’). As discussed earlier, I had presented a paper at the 1992 Annual
Conference of the Canadian Academic Accounting Association. One of the
copies distributed there was taken by a member of the Canadian Institute of
Chartered Accountant’s Toronto office, and was passed to another office
member, who happened to be on secondment from the Auditor General of
Alberta. The paper was subsequently sent to seniior members of the Office, both
current and retired.

After subsequent meetings between myself and members of the Office, a
lunch with a senior auditor which was arranged by mv supervisor, and a lazer
formal request for research access, the Office’s management coinmituee
provided significant co-operation, even to the extent of providing an office,
telephone and other equipment on their premises, and access to internal and
external audit meetings. Assurances on confidentiality were made in the course
of securing research access. Most of the Office’s concerns surrounded the
secrecy of information relating to the operation of client departments, and
sensitive financial detaiis of government operatior Since the study is focused
on the operation of eficiency audit such detailed .1.i#:rmation as, for example,
the size of doctors’ salaries, or the billings of certain hospitals, was not a
research priority.

In presenting my wori: to the Office I described my work honestly and
frankly, although without much of the theoretical trappings that accompany
the more formal expression of academic work. I told the Office’s representatives
that I was incerested in how efficiency auditing worked in the field, and that
academic accountants know very little about this practice. I indicated that
though I had studied all the material on efficiency auditing that could be found
in Uinversirv libraries, there would still be much that I might not understand,
appreciate, or anticipate. I had a background of significant accounting training
in the course of my academic career, and this seemed to provide credibility. I
knew about more general accounting and auditing issues and this knowledge
allowed auditors to explain their work to me in more general accounting and
auditing terminology. I stressed my comparative lack of knowledge of their
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work, and in interviews, and sometimes at audit planning meetings, they would
explain the operation of efficiency audiring (or as it is referred to in the Office,
‘'systems auditing’). I fitted the common profile of the ethnographic researcher
as a layman (Van Maanen, 1983; Werner & Schoeptle, 1987), albeir one who
shared (and was expected to share) significant aspects of specialised, professional
knowledge.

In describing me to Departmental officials, the auditors would refer to me as
being from the University, and my interest being a study of the Office’s work,
rather than that of the Department. That seemed o satisfy all those art the
meetings which [ was present. Though I attended almost all audic planning
meetings and fieldwork, in the case of one audit the auditors felt that my
presence at highly confidential discussions might inhibit departmental staff.
Similarly, I was unable to attend final exit conferences because of the perceived
influence of my presence.!é I addressed this problem by interviewing
participants from the Audit Office as soon as possible after such meetings.
attended the vast majority of audit meetings, and for those few that were
missed, I gathered accounts as soon as was possible after the event.

The legitimacy of the researcher is a significant concern in the development
of field research. Fieldwork is centrally a social process, subject to many of the
normative judgments encountered in other areas of life. If the researcher is seen
as unable to understand the events around him or her, then actors may discount
the research, minimise their invalvement and otherwise act to restrict effective
insight. Sommer and Sommer (1991) suggest that these and other problems
relating to the social setting may be minimised through ensuring that the
researcher is qualified for the role being occupied, that the observer does not
drain resources intended for others, and that the observer informs colleagues,
co-workers and others of his/her research role as far as is possible. Besides these
concerns it is also possible that illicit, unethical or other questionable acts or

16 At the time, auditors commented that they had become use to my presence in their own
internal meetings, and in fieldwork. Final exit conferences would involve senior civil service
officials, whom I had not met. It was felt that the flow of these meetings might be
interrupted by their unfamilia -ity with a researcher’s presence.
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behaviours may be witnessed in the field, leading to decisions regarding
disclosure which may present significant stress. In the extreme the researcher
may at once be obliged by statute to reveal illegal acts, but may be obligated by
university regulations to fully protect the welfare and dignity of participants
(University of Alberta, 1992). In the present case such an eventuality would
seem remote, but as Sommer and Sommer (1971) suggest, ethical dilemmas
inhere in much ethnographic work. In practice I did not encounter behaviour
that I considered unethical.

4. Invention, Discovery and Interpretation!”

At this point I turn to a fuller view of research as I conducted it in the field.
Kirk and Miller (1986) have identified four related phases of fieldwork:
invention, discovery, interpretation and explanation. [nvention concerns the
development of research designs and other preparation for study. Discovery
centres on data collection in the field. /nterpretation is both ongoing as the
researcher develops analytical notes, discusses the work with colleagues, etc.,
and may also be a discrete phase after darta collection. Explanation is the formal
presentation of research as a paper, thesis or other document designed for an
outside audience. There may be some overlap and interrelation between these
activities, but they are all an important part of the generation of ethnographic
research.

a. Invention
I conducted a cross-sectional ethnographic study of three efficiency audits. I

had originally planned on studying two audits, with one intended to be a fairly
straightforward audit, that is, one which falls well within the boundaries of

'7 At this point I omit explanation, the last of Kirk and Miller’s stages of ethnographic
research (Kirk & Miller, 1986). Concerns of the need for care in the presentation of
ethnographic research are quite real (Van Maanen, 1988), but I address these issues later in
presenting my analysis of field-work.
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system:s auditing as understood by practitioners. This first audit had been
intended ro be representative of normal, routine audit work. The choice of the
audit may itself be instructive in understanding the type of work which is
undertas.n. For this reason it was chosen by a process of negotiation. After
explaining it objective of identifying an audit which fits within the boundarics
of systems - “«ir, uses routine knowledge and well understood procedures, the
actual choice ~{ .«udit was made through negotiation between practitioners and
myself. Signiiicxnt emphasis was placed on practitioners’ understandings as to
which audits were ‘routine’ as they understood it. The intention in studying
such an audit was to learn about the conduct of systems auditing, and about the
technologies and practices that are regarded as routine in producing an
efficiency audit report. The second audit was intended to be one which
practitioners regarded as more difficult and complex. My aim was to use this as
a counterpoint to the first audit, and so test the boundaries of systems audit as
understood by practitioners.

In pursuing these initial plans it became clear that my original model of two
audits, one routine, the other less so, was overtaken by events, and by the
complex nature of the apparently ‘simple’. The first audit concerned a project
to enhance the management information that was available to the Department
of Health.!8 A large scale initiative, it had become known as the ‘MIS Project’.
It involved electronic data gathering of accounting and statistical information,
with this information collected by all the hospitals in the province, and
centralised at the Department of Health’s Offices.

Though chosen as a ‘routine’ or ‘simple’ audit,!? it became clear that the
audit was considerably more logistically demanding than the other audits
examined. The audit involved more than twenty field visits, interviews and
planning meetings, over the course of some five months. The MIS system had

18 At this stage I describe certain aspects of these audits as they are germane to my discussion
of how the research progressed. In chapter six, I provide considerably more detail regarding
the nature and scope of these audits.

19 Of course, such terms need to be treated with care; actors’ development and use of such
categories may provide insight into knowledge and practice.
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been intended to influence funding so that more efficient hospitals would be
rewarded. It had, however, been overtaken by governments’ deficit reduction
plans, ro the extent that the MIS funding adjustments were overshadowed by
across the board cuts to hospital funding. The situation grew more complex as
the audit continued, and as auditors added more references to the environment,
including ongoing developments in the policy arena. What was ostensibly
simple was in fact embedded in a com~lex web of social relations. As others
have argued, it is one thing to assert that accounting is embedded in the social,
it is quite anothcr to demonstrate this, and to understand the specificities of the
relation (Burchell et al., 1985; Buichell et al., 1980; Radcliffe et al., 1994). One
of the strengths of this study will be its detailed depiction of this embeddedness
in auditing. What practitioners may consider ‘routine’ in terms of their day to
day work may appear quite differently to others.

The other audits concerned subsidies of health care premiums which would
otherwise have been charged to people to finance the provincial health plan
(hereafter, the ‘subsides audit’) and an analysis of certain matters arising from
an agreement between the pr-vince and physicians regarding physician
payment (hereafter, the ‘phys’.ians’ audit’).20 Both involved office based
analysis and review, with infc: nation being gathered through telephone
conversations, and with docume s gathered by courier and fax. A couple of
field visits did occur, bug, in conu: st to the MIS audit, the fieldwork in the
other audits was minimal.

This meant that the logistics of research were quite different for these audits.
Rather than two audits which would take up broadly the same amount of
research time, I found that the MIS audit took more research activity than the
other two audits. My choice of the ‘difficult’ audit had been between the
subsidies and physicians’ audits, and after an initial period of following both, it

20 These terms (‘MIS audit’, ‘subsidies audit’ and ‘physicians’ audit’) are the abbreviations
used within the Office when talking of these projects. I use them here as a useful shorthand
in describing my work, though I would emphasise that the names assigned to each audit
should themselves be reflexively examined. Such abbreviations can provide important signs of
how these audits were understood. Interestingly, the names of these audits remained fixed,
even as the subject of the audits varied, sometimes greatly.
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became clear that it would be both practical and insightful to follow both. The
subsidies and physicians’ audits concerned material which bore little relation to
the more traditional confines of attest audir work. They often dealt with
politically sensitive issues, but then so too did the MIS audit. although there
were clearer tangencies between such issues as management control systems and
internal control in this latter more ‘routine’ case. As the physicians’ and
subsidies audits continued, it became apparent that there were potential
problems with both, indeed at one point the auditors seriously considered
halting their work on the physicians’ agreement. The physician’s audit was
seem in a rather hermeneutical way as an audit which definitely presenied ‘an
audit issue,” but which auditors found themselves struggling to articuiate.
Eventually they weie able to frame the problem as what was seen as a more
basic, ‘accounting’ c:iented problem. Conversely, the subsidies audit was first
seen as a more basic accounting issue, centering on issues of financial
management. Over time, as it became clear that the subsidies issue was being
addressed, both by departmental practice and political initiatives, auditors re-
oriented the issue to what were seen as higher level dimensions of more general
applicability, calling for government attention to, and measurement of, the full
cost of its programs.

As these auditing problems developed, and were addressed, | was able to
more closely analyse the practices of efficiency audit, and the rationales that
underlay them. I felt that these problems were, for my research purposes, rather
fortuitous; they provided another point for triangulation. Rather than analyse
two audits with agreed potential for reporting recommendations, [ could
consider what was involved in three audits whose outcomes were by no means
certain. Of course, when in the field I could only gauge and estimate the
amount of work which remained until completion.

Ultimately all of the audits were complex, in ways that I did not immediatcly
anticipate. Though there would be some constancy in the audits, there was also
significant variation and development, such that the original concerns of
efficiency as manifested in one area of activity would gradually (and sometimes
suddenly) become focused on a different, though broadly related area. Through
successive changes the audits were cast and recast. In accompanying the
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auditors in their meetings and fieldwork I was able to address these changes. I
realised that there were a number of common themes in the progression of the
audits, and that the auditors (some of whom were concerned with all three
audits) utilised common frames of reference in addressing each problem. The
audits were understood through reference to common discourse. The logistics
of rescarch suggested a review of several audits, but my theoretical interest in
how efficiency auditing was operationalised suggested analysis which though
built on thesc specifics, mapped out more general discursive articulation of the
auditors’ approach. Following Foucault, I was interested in the particular
rationalities and practices that underpinned auditing practice, and allowed
efficiency audits to be conducted. Because of this underlying concern I focus
primarily on the deployment concerning efficiency audit, and a number of
themes arising from it. To help the reader I provide elements of the ‘story’ of
cach of the audits prior to this fuller analysis in chapter six.

Since this study involved one researcher in the field there is a potential issue
of reliability of the research materials. An observer may pay attention to certain
activities and not to others, and may come to a particular conception of events
that might not be as representative as one that is generated by multiple
observers. Researchers have found that it is difficult to eliminate problems of
reliability completely. But they can be significantly reduced by the use of
triangulation (Blaikie, 1991; McClintock & Greene, 1985).2! I turn to these
and other methodological issues below.

b. The Mechanics of Discovery

*! Recent re-orientation of qualitative research suggests that such terms as ‘reliability’,
‘validity’, ctc., may have to be re-interpreted (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Lather, 1993).
Others have criticised such ideas as triangulation on the grounds that they incorporate too
much of a realist perspective (Jick, 1979). I have addressed these issues with an interpretivist
outlook, making use of Hammersley's (1992) suggestion of subtle realism. But, having done
this, there remain issues of how research may best be organised and conducted so as to
provide persuasive narrative. I address issues of triangulation with this in mind.
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In examining these audits | practiced a form of triangulation. the use of more
than one method, observer o site to provide further insights than are possible
from a single perspective (Sommer & Sommer, 1991, pp. 57-8). In this study
triangulation occurs through the choice of three audits, and through the use of
a variety of sources of information, including interviews, passive observation
and documentary analysis. I collected copies of relevarr working papers,
including, for example, successive drafts of recommendations, which developed
from day to day. In capturing audit planning meetings, information gathering,
meetings, etc., I engaged in passive observation, since my aim was to lcarn
about systems auditing, z2nd I did not have the prior dertailed knowledge that
would have allowed me to act as an informed participant observer (Sommer &
Sommer, 1991). My intention was to attend the meetings relevant to the three
audits, and to capture these audits from their initial inception to the final
framing of audit reco-1mendations.

To check my .+ 1"ons of the data obtained through documentary
review and field obser oo - . 5 attempted respondent validation (also referred ro
as participant ver:* .+ ; turough a series of interviews, held over the course of

the audit. Responc ..t validation may be useful in highlighting those matters
which actors regard as being of greater or lesser significance, and can flesh out
the understandings gained from passive observation, particularly in arcas where
the researcher effectively has to deduce understandings and ideas from
behaviour. But there is a danger of the researcher substituting actors’ views,
gained ia respondent validation, in the place of the researchers’ own
interpretation. There is a need to be wary of actors’ retrospective interpretation
of events. Nevertheless, in a study of technologies which remain relatively
undocumented in the literature, practitioners’ understandings can be a valuable
resource, if treated with care. In the event I found these interviews were most
useful in enabling me to bring out ideas and practices which often lay beneath
the day to day activities of auditing, but which were not formally stated. The
interviews provided a legitimate space for me to draw out some of these issues,
and to test my own constructions of what was happening in the course of the
audits.



166

I'believe thar this triangulation and use of multiple methods provided
broader and more reliable information than any one approach alone; qualitative
rescarch by its nature involves a variety of methods (Brewer & Hunter, 198S;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983).22 The rescarch had the significant advantage
of being conducted in real time, since my observations were made throughout
the course of the audit. This contemporaneous observation has the potential for
more accurate and thorough analysis than would be possible through
retrospective interviews or the analysis of working papers alone. I have earlier
mentioned analytic notes; these and other rotes are vital for the ethnographic
researcher in that they represent the researcher’s data. As with other research
there is a need to carefully collect and analyse the data. In interviews, meetings
and other social settings, Spradley (1979) suggests the use of two different kinds
of field notes, condensed accounts and expanded accounts.

t.  Condensed Accounts

Notes taken during interviews, meetings and other field observations are a
condensed account of what actually occurred. Sometimes meetings flow so fast
that the researcher can only make notes of key words or phrases, (although in
my experience it is usually possible to note more). Tape recordings offer one
way out of this, but often interviewees are reluctant to commit their words to
tape, and feel guarded in the knowledge that their words are permanently and
indispurtably recorded. Because of such reluctance I have normally relied on
condensed accounts, other than in formal one-on-one interviews between
myself and a research participant, where taping was more acceptable. Spradley
advises thar it is best to make condensed accounts even in the cix of taping.
Such notes can act as a safeguard against equipment failure, and in interviews,
can help direct questioning. Condensed accounts may be incompicte, but they

*2 The multiple methods of qualitative research may be regarded as bricolage, a “pieced-
together, close-knit set of practices that provide solutions to a problem in a concrete
situation” {Denzin & Lin~>ln, 1994, p. 2). An understanding of the qualitative researcher as
a bricoleur suggests that the researcher uses methods as touls, choosing whichever are
appropriate to (and available for) the task in hand (Becker, 1989).
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are of enormous value because of their contemporancity; they avoid much
retrospective interpretation of events (Spradley, 1979, p. 75). Their value is
greatly enhznced with their development into expanded accounts.

1. Expanded Accounts

Expanded accounts are an expansion of condensed notes. The usual advice is
to develop expanded accounts through filling in details and other recollections
that were not contemporaneously recorded. This should be done as scon as is
possible after the condensed account was made, so as to maximisc recall. In
expanding the notes different speakers are identified and verbatim statements
included. Expanded accounts include notes developed from condensed
accounts, and transcriptions of tape-recorded interviews. While tape-recording
may come at a cost of greater circumspection in interviewee comments, the tape
has the great advantage of completeness, at least in terms of what was said.2* In
the present case I transcribed taped interviews, although some rescarchers listen
to their tapes and only transcribe parts of them, perhaps compiling an index of

the tapes’ contents (Spradley, 1979).
c. Interpretation

Interpretation of ethnographic data should be an ongoing process. Though it
is always difficult, interpretation can be built into research through the regular
development of analytic notes and memoranda. I developed various
memoranda to myself, and prepared for research interviews after reflection on
events in the field, establishing questions and areas of interest to guide my
thinking, and to search for elaboration. Computers hold out the prospect of
aiding research through making data, such as transcripts, notes, ctc., more
accessible. In practice, T found that careful reading of material was more
productive than conducting computer searches, since meaning was ultimatcly
more than simple words or phrases, and involved a context and sense that

23 We should remember that someone’s tone, facial movements and other expressions are
lost.
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machine scarches lost (although for tracing certain points, such as various
references to single term, computer searching is invaluable). Ongoing use of
analytic notes, memoranda, and reflection on events at hand, was key to my
making scnse of auditing as it was practiced.

d. Analytic Notes and Memoranda

While reading documents, making field notes or engaging in other field-
based activity, theoretical ideas may often arise. A variety of researchers suggest
their compilation in analytic nores, field journals or similar documents
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Qswald et al., 1987; Sommer & Sommer,
1991; Spradley, 1979). Spradley advises researchers to keep a research journal
detailing the day-to-day progress of research, partly because of the importance
of the situational and specific nature of ethnographic research. He notes that
“Doing cthnography differs from many other kinds of research in that the
ethnographer becomes a major research instrument” (Spradley, 1979, p. 76).
Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) advise that analytic notes and memos be
developed both as ideas arise, and at regular, planned intervals, so that analysis
is built into the process of research. The danger of accumulating ethnographic
data without ongoing analysis is that much of the analysis may prove 10 be
aimless. Efficiencies can be achieved through ongoing review of the data so as to
develop theoretical concerns and inform subsequent empirical enquiries. I
found that my own analytical notes, even if they were just notes comprising
headings, lines and arrows, helped me in mapping out and assessing my
research material. I used these in developing my lines of inquiry, in writing up
lists of questions for interviews, and in developing further analytic notes. The
research process was an organic one, with new developments and findings
influencing my analysis, cspecially in the later stages of research. At first I
artended interviews and meetings, and tried to take in this information and
make sense of what was, inevitably, a learning experience.

e. Data Storage and Retrieval
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thnographic researchers have long struggled with storage and retrieval of
their dara The sheer volume of text that may be preduced presents one barrier
to analysis, and this is compounded by the relevance of individual notes to
disfer.nt lines of inquiry. Often researchers would duplicate their notes and file
a cor  under each relevant analytical category. Such storage has the advantage
of .oaifying data so that it is readily available under each analytic category, but
such multiple storage in a paper based system can involve significant expansion
in material. Card-based indexes offer a different approach, but are still time
consuming.

Modern computer technology offers an alternate course. All of the expanded
accounts and analytic notes developed in the course of this study have been
saved in word processing files. This allows the use of Vitale Software Group’s
(1992-3) Research Assistant software. Originally developed for a biographer, the
software is designed to electronically index notes on the basis of rescarcher
selected key words. The software can also guide the researcher through the
notes from one item to the next through ‘hyper-text’ links, as used in CD-
ROM products. For example, all references to audit planning can be located,
and the researcher can then be guided to the first specific text reference, then to
the next, and so on. The net effect is to allow indexing and codification thar is
updated with the addition of fresh material.

Research categories may often change in the = arse o1 analysis: previous
approaches would have required re-coding or re-filing. The software minimises
such work through its ability to instantly locate in-text references. New
categories can be explored through their association with certain key expressions
(for example, a concern with recommendations might generate a search for
references to ‘recommendations’, ‘reports’, ‘management letters’, ‘exit
conferences’ and so on). Sophisticated search procedures allow for more
thorough analysis and speedier re-crientation of research inquiries than would
be possible through the use of alternate storage methods.

E.  SUMMARY
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I have taken the approach that field research is one of a range of tools that are
available to the researcher, and that while these tools may have certain genera!
characteristics in rendering visible or obscuring data, they may each have
rcasonable application, depending on the research setting (Becker, 1989;
Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). In this case I aim to directly investigate a social
setting, and have chosen the tools that seem best suited to that enterprise.
iithnographic techniques have not often been applied to accounting and
auditing issues, but I would argue that if we are to study these in the social
settings envisaged by a variety of accounting authors (Burchell et al., 1985;
Hopwood, 1984; Hoskin, 1994; Kaplan, 1984; Merino & Necimark, 1982),
then such direct observation is called for. Like any other approach, ethnography
has its strengths and weakness, costs and benefits. But having exhausted the
publicly available documentation regarding the operationalisation of efficiency
auditing, and having found significant lacunae in these accounts, it seems that
one may develop a fuller understanding of how audits of efficiency, economy

and effectiveness by going out into the field.



VI. Mapping Out Three Audits

A. INTRODUCTION

At this point I turn to the three audits which I examined in the field, presenting
an analysis of how each developed in turn. Larer analysis provides important
aggregation and analysis of the more general features of discursive formations
(Bernauer, 1990; Foucault, 1972), but loses chronology, which may be a
significant, humanising element in more conventional narrarive (Richardson,
1990). T use a loosely chronological orientation as a means to explore these
audits at a different level of aggregation than I will later present. In subsequent
work I discuss this form of auditing in terms of a deployment, that is, in terms
of a field of practices and discourse, as discussed earlier. This perspective offers
powerful analytical insight, but can also be more abstract, and may lose certain
simpler in<ights gained frc m the fiel” . .~r & Strauss, 1967). Although I link
the material in t'.is chapter to my ea' i- 1 «ieoretical analysis, at this point I offer
a different level of aggregation to i roduce this material. I hope that this
introduction will make the ensuing analysis more accessible, and allow the
reader a more direct and less abstracted view of efficiency auditing than 1 will
later present in tying together the various themes of my analysis.

Each of the three audits were first drawn up in an internal Office
memorandum which outlined six possible audit projects, assigning a heading
and a brief paragraph of explenation to each. The memorandum was presented
to me in a meeting with a very senior auditor in July 1993. Ac that stage it
became clear that the genesis of these potential ~uait topics, 25 expressed in the
memorandum, was already di.ucult to irace. This meeting was not tape
recorded, but was instcad reviewed in analytical notes developed immediately
afterward.! Consider this excerpt:

I See carlier discussion of Spradley’s (1979) guidance on these issues.
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The discussion progressed with my com menting that it would be useful to get
into the development of audit issues at the beginning. Peter's2 comment was
that I had missed it, that these issues had been in development, in a sense, for
a long time, that in any event it would be practically impossible to come w0 a
certain view of when the process of developing an audit issue srarted. Peter
pointed out that Brian (a Senior Audit Manager) had been in the office for
twelve years, that as a result he knew the deputy minister and assistant depury
ministers, knew how they worked, knew how the department had developed,
what they were doing. All of these things could influence thinking about
audit recommendations. Peter addcd that he thought people would find this
an unusual conception of what auditing was—of the auditing process—and
that this was one of the things that ‘green-horns’ in the office often got
wrong, assuming that audirt issues arose out of nothing, in a scientific, tabla
rasa kind of way. But that is not how things work. They use tacit knowledge,
acquired in social settings, attest audit, from a whole network of informal
information sources. These insights can then be codified in the development

of an audit issiic.

Auditors themselves believed that the start of their audits was impossible to
trace. [ found that this belief had significant empirical support. Audits were
influenced by a wide range of tacit knowledge, as Peter suggested. This had
been gained through extended exposure to the Department of Health, detailed
knowledge of its working procedures, perscnalities and norms. T could not re-
create this experiznce in the course of my fieldwork. I did not engage in an
empirical quest for the origins of the audits which I studied. Nevertheless, in
terms of my concern with the operationalisation of such audits in general, this
material does help in understanding the more general processes by which such
audits would start. The ideas for these audits came from diverse sources;
auditors drew on organisational, institutional and environmental knowledge,
which they themselves grouped under the general heading of ‘knowledge of
business’.3 The initiation of audits was irfluenced by knowledge of policy, both

* Throughout this account, all names have been changed to protect participants’
2 1% p p

confidenrialiry.

! Toffer detailed analysis of knowledge of business and other concepts ir chapter six.
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governmental and administrative, but was also influenced by auditors’ detailed
knowledge of the people, departments and histories involved For example,
senior auditors would refer to their knowledge of the department, of what the
department had been interested in, and of whar departmental staff had spent
most of their time on; departmentai norras were also studied. It was in this way
that certain general concerns became audit issues.

Before proceeding, [ would notz that the names ‘MIS audit’, ‘subsidies audic’
and ‘physicians’ audit’ were the abbreviations used within the Office when
speaking of these projects. I use them here as a useful shorthand in describing
my work, although I would emphasise that the names assigned to cach audit
should themselves be reflexively examined. Such abbreviations can provide
important signs of how these audits were understood. Interestingly, the names
of these audits remained fixed, even as the subject of the audits varied,
sometimes greatly; I consider this below.

B. THE MIS AUDIT

The first audit started from concerns with the implementation of the ‘MIS
Guidelines,” a Federal Government of Canada initiative to codify information
on medical costs throughout the country.4 The guidelines called for the
collection and reporting of medical costs on an updated and standardised char:
of accounts, allowing for greater comparability and analysis. The MIS projecs
called for significantly more detailed accounting information than had
previously been gathered. This had implications for data capture, centralisation
and other management issues. These systems were computerised, with hospitals
using computer systems to collect, store and eventually submit their data to
Alberta Health’s Head Office in Edmonton; the Provincial Governmeit
codified this information and relayed it to the Federal Government of Canada.

4 Though implementation of these guidelines had begun in 1988, this implementation had
been an extended process (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1993; Office of the
Auditor zneral of Alberta, 1994).
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The MIS audit was first headed in the internal Office memorandum (dating
to June, 1993, and the formal start of systems auditing activity) as a concern
with ‘MIS Guidelines.” Its initial elaboration suggested important pre-
conditions by which MIS matters were problematised as specific audit issues.

Hospitals are required to capture detailed informarion on costs. Most of the
hospirtals have treated this in‘ormation as required for the Department, rather
than for use within hospitals. The Department also is not using this to the
extent possible in costing outputs.

Already, in this brief expression of potential audit issues, the auditors
themseives saw their audit of the ma.agement information system as going
beyond the ‘technical’; their interpretati a1 of hospital staffs” perceptions of the
worth of MIS information were noted ar the start. These perceptions would
later become key to auditors’ beliefs regarding the accuracy and usefulness of
MIS data: without organisational commitment it was believed that the accuracy
of MIS data was questionable. In this sense administrative technologies, such as
the MIS system, were understood and represented in social terms.

The initial memorandum had its own antecedents. The auditor’s
organisational knowledge of what the Department of Health had been working
on influenced the selection of MIS as a potential audit issue. The Department
had expended considerable time and resources in developing the MIS project.
This interest had been heightened by a chance conversation that «ne of the
auditors had had with a member of the Department of Health’s staff, in
connection with attest audit work. The staff member had indicated that the
department was having problems with the MIS data, and that the dara was, in
effect, questionable. As the auditoi expressed this to me in our first research
interview, “This should not happen if the MIS guidelines had been
implemented properly.”s

* At one level this might be read as a naive faith in the MIS guidelines. But it couid also be
seen as a belief that better implementation would have prevented these problems: I believe
that the lawter interpretation is more what the auditor meant.
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On their own these comments and concerns reflect cerrain issues at the outset
of the MIS audit. An important and costly management information system
was being established within Alberta’s Department of Health. The hospitals
budget was, at the time, some $2 billion, and this was to be tracked through use
of the new system. Yet the system seemed flawed: there were reports that the
data which it produced seemed unreliable. Over the course of the audit i vas
learned that data quality was quite variable, and that in many instances data was
captursd in older financial and administrative systems which did not follow the
MIS guidelines. This data was then converted to MIS format through
aggregation and revision in computer spreadsheets. This process itself raised
significant concerns regarding data reliability. In addition, the Department of
Health’s own definition of programs, which was crucial to the assignment and
calculation of program costs, seemed to be a matter of significant internal
dispute (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994, pp- 127-130).
Auditors were aware that the Department had reviewed and used a variety of
program definitions, coding systems, etc. It was unclear which definitions,
categorisations, etc., were best suited to hospital activity.

Since the MIS project had started the health care environment had changed
significantly. At the time of the systems audits there was an expectation that the
healthcare budget would be cut by some 20% over three years as part of the
government’s plans for deficit reduction through reduced spending. The MIS
project in Alberta had involved plans to use MIS data in what was known as the
Acute Care Funding Project (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1993).
Under this project the Department of Health had aimed to establish which
hospitals operated in a more financially efficient manner, and to reward this
efficiency with funding transferred to these hospitals and away from seemingly
less efficient units (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994, p- 129). As
officials became aware of the political commitment to significantly reduce
expenditures, these funding adjustments came to be seen as much less material.
‘Rewards’ for efficiency would effectively be overcome by system-wide cuts.

Audirors were well aware of the political and adminisrrative context in which
the MIS system operated. It was clear, for example, that funding re-allocation
was a contentious issue, and that it had been an important feature in the
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Department’s cfforts to promote ctficiency. Nevertheless, at the outset the MIS
audit issues were understood as being relatively straightforward, and therefore
amenable to more traditional accounting modes of analysis and reason, such as
cost control, measurement, etc. A management information system designed to
track very material expenditures was apparently failing to produce the
information for which it had been designed.

Given this approach, one might anticipate recommendations concerning
ways in which program definitions, cost categorisations, data collection and
cditing, etc., might be changed so as to improve duta quality and analysis.
Indeed, the audit began with these more narrowly ‘technical’ concerns. It was
for these reasons that the MIS audit was seen by the auditors themselves as the
most s:raightforward of their projects. But over time the focus of the audit
shifted to become more in line with what auditors believed to be ‘higher ievel,’
and ultimately more valuable, recommendations. These were understood as
recommendations which moved away from more basic accounting issues, and
towards an aggregate change in management approach.

Though chosen as a routine or simple audit,® it became clear that the MIS
audit was logistically more demanding than the other audits ¢xamined. It
invoived the auditors in some twenty field visits, interviews and planning
meetings, over the course of five months.7 The first audit interviews began in
August 1993, while the first draft recommendations were drawn up in October,
some two months later. Over this period the focus of the audit had shifted away
from detailed, specific concerns with the MIS project (such as whether the data
was edited and managed appropriately) to wider concerns of the administration
of healthcare ii: the province.

My stidy of a series of audits brought out an analytically important
dimension of auditors’ conceptions of their work. Though logistically

& See zuficr disenssion in chapter five regarding negotiations berween the auditors and
researcher in the cheice of audits.

" Fwas able to attend all internal meetings, and all fieldwork except for final exit meetings. I
was sometines unable to observe chance discussions in corridors, or similar more casual
meetings, <ud te my not being immediately there.



177

demanding and taxing in terms of staff time and other resources, the MIS audit
was not scen as complex. Its focus on what were understood as ‘accounting’
issues rucaat that it was seen as a lower level, and less consequential, audit. The
remaining audits that I studied consumed far fewer resources, involving far less
information gathering and audit planning, yet they were seen as much more
demanding and complex, involving a ‘higher level' focus. These audits were
thought of as more likely to yield audit recommendations of more general
scope, having significance for more general government operations. As this was
more commonly stated by the auditors, these other audits would ‘change the
way they [client departments] do business’.

This focus on ‘higher level’ recommendations im Iving general change was
linked to (but not synonymous with) concerns regz-ding political sensirivity.
These combined concerns seemed closely correlated with auditors’ perceptions
of the difficulty (and wvalue) of their work. Ultirrately, the MIS audit
recommendations would be revised to better fit with auditors’ aspirations to
promote more general change. But it is important to recognise that it was the
MIS audit’s more direct association witk recognisably ‘accounting’ oriznted
issues that led to its being judged as lower grade and less demanding work.

At the start, the MIS audit was placed in social and organisational conext.
The senior auditor assigned to the MIS audit himself perceived the Department
of Health as being receptive to audit opinions, but managerially over cager.
That is, the Department seemed to “get ahead of themselves—ideas are put in
place without the necessary support.” The auditor had an informal outline for
the audit, believing that the majority of the work required would be field based,
comprising mainly of interviews with Departmental officials, together with
some analysis of Departmental minutes, memoranda, ctc., to provide
documentary support.

The strategic character of systems audits began to emerge in the first MIS
meetings. Prior to an interview at the Department of Health the auditor made
it plain that while the development and planning of the audit would occur in
tandem with the gathering of audit information, he also had idecas of where the
audit would lead, “Sometimes its best to start with the recommendati »n and
confirm it. To recognise the problem at the start and confirm it.”
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Nevertheless, the MIS audit was changed significantly cver its course. The
carliest draft of report material, dated October 14th, presented two potential
audit reccommendations:

It is reccommended that the Department define programs to be provided ar

hospitals.

It is reccommended that the Department develop systems to determine all

costs of providing programs.

Surrounding text was marked at vi rious points with asterisks und notes that
examples to support these recommendations would be required.

The later published report of (dated December 31, 1993, but released in early
1994) included thiee major recommendations derived from the MIS audit,
involving these initial concerns, but also elaborating and modifying them:

Recommendation No. 36

It is reccommended that the Department of Hezlth establish useful
definitions of hospital programs and use this information to determine
programs that are to be offered by each faciliry.

Recommendation No. 37

It is recommended that the Department of Health take action to improve
the quality of systems used to determine the cost of hospiral programs so that
the systems can be used to compare performance berween hospitals and to
support hospital funding decisions.

Recommendation No. 38

It is recommended that the Departrent of Health determine whether the
hospital performance information used to allocate funds to hospitals is
reliable for that purpose.
{Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994, pp- 128-130)

Again, the auditors themselves understood the shift in the MIS audit as being
to a ‘higher level’. Early discussions of potential recommendations had focused
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on the mechanics of the MIS system, with the idea of making what were termed
simple ‘accounting’ type of recommendations. By contrast the revised MIS
recommendations were valued as ‘higher level’ work which might “change the
way that the Department did Fusiness.” The MIS recommendations, then, were
not simply aimed at producing a more technically cohesive accounting system
(this was seen as a lesser objective); instead they were concerned with the wider
aim of influencing the day to day operaticn of the Department. As a result, the
recommendations, and the concerns surrounding them, became progressively
more abstract, and of general application.

Significantly, although the audit continued to be termed the ‘MIS audit’, the
recommendations themselves do not mention the MIS system  directly
(although MIS is discussed as a major accounting system in the surrounding
text). There were, of course, certain effects which flowed from this
interpretation. Viewing the MIS system as an accounting system meant that it
was an apparatus that could best be examined by the auditors; an accounting

interpretation placed the ™% .tem squarely within their arca of
specialisztion. It followed. untants were well suited to judge the
system, an important p- wrofessionals party to the system (such
as statisticians, ecor »7s aind other medical practitioners)
also had claims to : with regard to this system. Frarring
it in expressly ‘acc 1 an iinportant translation from a
system in which a. Leen involved, to eone in which
auditors had special <y, To conceive of the MIS system in
terms of accounting . .ae system well within auditor’s professional

jurisdiction. as did parallel auditor conccins with such matters as the reliability
of informnation (Abbott, 1988).

In detailed meetings within the Office, in whick two senior auditors jointly
edited and wrote the recommendations and associated material, it was madec
plair. chat the MIS concerns had framed these ‘higher level’ and more general
recommendations. Though the recommendations were presented at a ‘higher
level’, they were, at their root, motivated by what the auditors had learned of
the MIS system. These concerns were amplified in discussion of the editing of

MIS data:
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We have 1o be careful because that [phrasing of recommendation] assumes it
[MIS dara] is used. But based on the data qualitv—based on what we know,
they are unlikely to be able to use this dara.

That these reports were purposively written, and designed to encourage
specific change was again suggested in another exchange during this writing
process:

We have to make this a loud message that this is costing you a bundle and
that you're not going to get what you want—that there is no pot of gold at
the end of the rainbow.

Auditors would often speak of their work in similarly direct and assured
terms—even as the scope of their audits, their findings and recommendations
changed materially. Audits involved significant co-ordination and strategising,
When more direct strategising failed, when matters proved to be too complex
or uncontrollable, elements of the language associated with these carlier
strategic approaches remained nevertheless. These ‘failures’ of the auditors’
more purposive approach were often relegated to the background of collective
memory, with the effect of maintaining an image of audits as rational, planned
and controlled. In the early stages of fieldwork, when auditors were a little
apprehensive of my presence, a very senior auditor commented in conversation
that his colleagues had been concerned that I would see changes in their
auditing approach over time—that certain avenues of inquiry might be pursued
and then discarded as others were developed. This was problematic since it
suggested a contingency or frailty to auditing recommendations that auditors
found discomforting.

This was a significant episode in suggesting a need for caution in interpreting
auditors ‘strategies’. Though there were important elements of purposiveness
and deliberation in their auditing, when these were lost in the face of change or
uncertainty, the language of purposiveness remained. Auar.-s derived a certain
comfort from understanding their work in these more proactive terms.
‘Systems’ audits were widely seen as riskier and more complex than attest
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audits; as one auditor put it, “you know, a guy can flounder around forever in
some of these things.” These private allusions were denied in a shared public
discourse of strategy, purposiveness and control. While this discourse
represented important elements of the auditing process, it is instructive to note
that it was maintained in cases of change or uncertainty, and even as certain
strategies were reformed, revisited or abandoned.

In drafting MIS recommendations concerning the adequacy of the system’s
information, auditors set out their interpretation of the project, establishing
meaning amongst themselves, and drawing on a quite definite problematisation
of the MIS system, as this excerpt from the same meeting demonstrates:

Senior Audit Manager (SAM) I don’t know, I don’t know where they relate.
Is that a direction... do you feel comfortable with this?
Audit Manager (AM) Yes, what is the recommendation though?
SAM That they review their information—lets be more specific on MIS.
They could review—Ilets say that the Department should decide if this will
provide the information that they need. [...]
AM  We could link it to the role statements {...].8
[...]
SAM  We could look at the role statements speech that Betkowski [previous
Health Minister] gave to see how she sees it going...

[...] If this {the MIS system] was important then it would have been ready
much sooner. That it isn’t, and that hospitals aren’t committed, suggests

fairly fundamental problems.

8 In an earlier exercise, hospitals had developed role statements to indicate to the Department
of Health v.hich medical programs they offered. This was meant to allow greater co-
ordination in the supply of medical services. However, it was found that hospitals did not
report their activities in a manner consistent with role statements; role statements were
themselves unstandardised. It seemed that hospitals’ actual activities did not match their
stated roles. The Department of Health came to rely instead on standardised diagnostic codes
and service area codes in patient records (Office of the Auditor General of Alberra, 1994, p.
127). Of course, such codes present their own analytical problems (Covaleski et al., 1993;
Preston, 1992).
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In the meeting it was made apparent that the Department’'s MIS project was
in some disarray, and that this fell into a pattern of ambitious management
information projects, often launched without a clear understanding of the
information needed or desired. Similar prior efforts were viewed as less than
successful. In this sense, the MIS audit was grounded in institutional and
environmental kniowledge. While the MIS recommendations themsclves scem
relatively innocuous, they involved important elements of intent, with auditors
holding certain ideas as to underlying problems which required change. This
purposiveness, mcderated by elements of discovery and uncertainty, was a
recurring feature of the efficiency audits which I followed. Internal discourse
presented systems audits as susceptible to a purposive and deliberated approach.

C. THE PHYSICIANS AUDIT

From the outset it was clear that auditors understood the physicians’ audit as
being verv politically sensitive. In the first audit meetings to discuss this
material they were at pains to stress to me that, pending publication of their
report, the material was strictly confidential (of course, this confidentiality
applied to all other audits, but remained unstated). At the time that the initial
audit memorandum had been drawn up, one senior auditor made it clear that if
the medical association suspected that there was extended audit scrutiny
regarding its member’s activities, it would engage in strenuous lobbying activity
within government. Previous investigations regarding fraudulent or excessive
billing had been vigorously contested by physicians, who suggested that a
questioning of billing practices was inappropriate since they were
‘professionals.’

The Physicians’ audit arose from the auditors’ attest work on the public
accounts for that year. The Department of Health’s financial statements
contained a liability of some $15m Cdn., which had arisen in connection with
an agreement between the province and its physicians, represented by the
Alberta Medical Association (AMA). Essentially, the agreement had been
intended to cap medical costs by altering the fee for physician service in
accordance with changes in patient volumes. The agreement was based on a
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view that physicians were more than just passive respondents to a ‘natural’
patient demand for medical services. In their choices in trzatment, testing, etc.,
physicians were be!.:ved to influcnce patients’ use of the system.

The overall fee - .- service budget was set accordingly. If patient volumes were
as cxpected, then fees would remain stable. If patient volumes increased, fecs
would be lowered so as to stay within :he global budget. Conversely, if volumes
decreased, fees would rise. These adjustments would be made over the course of
a financial year. A side effect of this agreement had been that actual payments
to physicians had falien some $15m Cdn. short of the budgeted total—this was
the liability thac had occurred in the Department’s accounts.

T. amount attracted the auditors’ attention since they were i::itially unsure
tiiat it really was a liability under Canadian GAAP. Eventually, they satistied
themselves that it could be treated as a liability, even though the liability was
not to a specific body or person, but was instead due to the physicians of
Alberta. The agreement had not specified any method of apportionment or
payment of such sums. In addition to this, the agreement involved rises in
physician fee income of some 3% and 5.8% in successive years, at a time when
the provincial government had made clear that it intended to reduce the salaries
of government employees by 5%. These cuts to government employees were a
part of the provincial government’s planned spending reductions, intended to
eliminate the provincial deficit. This context imbued the first formal statement
of the physician’s agreement as a potential audir issue, as it appeared in the
Office’s first memo:

An agreement was negotiared with the AMA [Alberta Medical Association] re
payments to physicians. The agreement was complicated, [...] as it results in
increases to physicians that cannot be justified under the present economic
Jimate. Issues arising from these, including utilization reviews, will need to

be audited.

Overall, the agreement was not seen as being in the Province’s best interests.
The auditor charged with the day-to-day conduct of the physicians’ audit
described its development as an audit issue as follows:



Well this one was a litde differenc. [t came about as a result of our attest
work, the Department, or the fund, was recording a liability of $15m dollars
that we were a little bit uncomfortable with, and it was based on this
agreement, and we took it to the exit conference. just to make sure thac it was
a real liability. [...]

There were several aspects to the agrcement. The agreement hadn't been
signed, some terms, some aspects of the agreement were open for re-
negotiation, and there was nothing in writing to say that, veah, by May, to
say that we are in agreement, and therefore there is an additional liability. So
we took it to the exit conference and they convinced us that although the
agreement wasn'r signed it was a legally binding agreement. So from an attest
point of view we were satisfied that it was a liability, but from a systems point
of view, we weren’t quite sure if it was a good agreement in terms of the fiscal
restraint policy, so that we said, you know, from an attest point we've done
what we can, from a systems point of view we should come back and take a

closer look at the agreement if it’s going to incur additional costs.

Although the agreement had been negotiated between an employer and a
group of what were, in effect, its employees,? the auditors came to the view that
the agreement was bad for the province, a perceprion that helped initiate their
intervention, and their concern with the cost effectiveness of the agreement.
This perception was influenceé h a changing political context as evidenced by
the auditor’s reference to ‘the f{iscal restraint policy’ above. Faced with
substantial yearly deficiis the newly re-elected provincial government had
committed itself to substar rial reductions in expenditure, with the aim of a
balanced budget by the i:9- .17 fiscal year. This plan involved overall
government expenditure cuts - .. .me 20% (Dinning, 1993b). Auditors were
very much aware of this policy ::i-:;ate. This appreciation was again evidenced
in the auditors’ final report matesiat. in which it was suggested that,

9 This is of course a term that the physicians’ professional body, the AMA, would resist as
part of its efforts to maintain an image of professional distance. Neuvertheless, for the vast
majority of doctors, the provincial government provided their only income.
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the Department needs to review whether the growth in paymesnts to
phy<icians of $45 million during 1992-3 and an additional cstimated
amount of $27 million during 1993-94 meets its objectives of economic

restraint. (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994, p. 140)

That auditors would feel able to commenst in this way on a freely negotiated
contract might seem strange, but it was very much in line both with the
auditors’ active consideration of alternate courses of action for government and
with their participation in (and partial constitution of) the normative
environment of the time. In the course of their audit planning meetings
concerning the physician’s audit, the auditors would consider such possibilities
as the replacement of fee for service payment with physician salaries, and the
creation of Health Management Organisations (HMOs) or similar approaches
to managed care in Alberta. While the audit report maintained elements of a
dispassionate approach to government service, it also seemed that certain
opinions had developed at an early stage and coniinued to the audits’
conclusion. Consider this exchange from the first formal audit planning

meeting concerning these issues:

Senior Audit Manager (SAM) We will look at the system used to gather
information to project the costs to the province from this agreement. It is a
complex agreement. It talks about dollars, but the department is also
concerned about doctors flying south after nine months work if they reach
their limit.!? So its a complex agreement, with a formula that focuses on a
service component.

It looks like an embarrassing contract to the department,... to the province

really.

10 Similar capping arrangements in the province of Ontario had capped Doctor’s incomes at
a global maximum. As a result, some Doctors had pursued their practice vigorously until
their dollar limit had been reached, and then taken extended vacations in the United States
(often during Canada’s trying winter months). This reduced people’s access to medical
services, and was regarded as an unintended consequence of cost control efforts. The Alberta

agreement had been designed to avoid such results.
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Audiror (A) The doctors did not bill as much as was expected. The utilisation
is down—people are seeing Doctors less. So how did they come up with these
projections?
SAM  Another thing, billings were less in the first quarter. Lowering the
allowable charges has reduced service.

What do we focus on—the utilisation aspect, the way they get paid? ...
The system is driven not to curing people, but to getting paid more.
A We need to focus on the system in place. How do we disprove that it is a
good agreement?

SAM  We need 1o look at the system for projecting costs. That's our issuc.

Opverall, the agreement was understood as being somewhat embarrassing,
both ro the Department, and to the Province; especially given the
understanding of a climate of fiscal restraint which had developed since the
argumem had been made. The initial audit memorandum had beer compiled
in the summer months, and had been circulated internally in July, 1993. This
first audit planning meeting was held in September, some two months later. It
was the first formal meeting to address these audit issues, with managers and
auditors thinking aloud about the project ahead. Yet already there was a quite
remarkable coalescence of opinion regarding issues of concern, pointing to the
role of tacit accounting and auditing knowledge. For auditors, the physicians’
agreement was indeed a ‘bad’ agrecment, in that it was not cost effective, as was
suggested in the initial memorandum. The task ahead was to demonstrate this
to other parties. Rather than a process of discovery or investigation, the audit
was envisaged in terms of explicit objectives, with the central issue being how to
best show the inadequacy of the agreement.

In practice the actual process of auditing was more complex. It did involve
discovery, uncertainty and amendment. There were day to day confusions,
pau  a-d inactions. Indeed, the physicians’ audit came very close to complete
cance .don just one month after the initial planning meeting. The same
auditor who initially understood the audit in terms of disproving that it was a
good agreement would preface the fourth planning meeting with a comment
that



187

We know there’s an issue here—it's just not stated right. We need to
establish seme prierities with all the work that’s going on now. So I called

this meeting before winding the audit down.

The audit that had once seemed <o sure and direct now seemed provisional.
While I believe that there were important elements of strategy in efficiency
audits, and that auditors developed a broadly strategic approach to simplify
problems which they otherwise believed to be insurmountably complex, there
were other benefits in this approach to audit issues. In particular such an
approach served important social functions, placing potentially difficule and
uncertain issues within the auditors’ frame of reference. Professional
jurisdiction, the range of activity in which professionals can claim special
knowledge and expertise, is central to professionals’ abilities to map out their
practice and protect it from the incursion of other, competing groups (Abbott,
1988; Miller & Rose, 1990). The physicians’ audit tested this professional
jurisdiction, less in terms of competing groups wanting to perform these audit
duties, and more in terms of auditors’ own conceptions of their abilities. The
physicians’ audit was a complex and politiczlly sensitive audit which strained
the boundaries of the auditors’ jurisdiction. It tested their knowledge and
expertise. Indeed, in the process of negotiation through which audits were
initially chosen, it was seen as the most complex audit of the three. As a
consequence, the audit was problematic, or as the auditor above noted rather
hermeneutically, as if in search of meaning, “we know there’s an issue here—it’s
just not stated right”.

For auditors aware of this complexity a language.and approach which
represented the audit amongst themselves as being well within their professional
jurisdiction was both purposive and practical. It allowed them to get their audit
work done, by providing a collective re-assurance that it was their work, that it
was fit and proper that they conduct it, that this work was not at all out of the
ora. *ary, difficult, or complex. This was an enabling discourse which, if
sufficie: tly participated in by the group, allowed the audit to continue.
Uiscourses of professional competence and sufficiency were eminently practical
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in these circumstances. We should note again the response to an auditor's

comments regarding the essential question underlying the physicians’ audic

Auditor (A)  We need to focus on the system in place. How do we disprove
that it is a good agreement?

Senior Audit Manager (SAM) We need to look at the system for
projecting costs. That's our issue.

There is no correction or disagreement here; the senior audit manager simply
suggests areas which might further these lines of inquiry. The auditc
comments fitted well within discursive fields with which his/her superior 1 d
other auditors were familiar. The auditor’s comments were defensible. credible
and true in these terms. What is analytically interesting here is not thart the
auditor presents the audit—in the first planning meeting—as a project that
would portray a labour agreement as being too costly. It is rather that his/her
superior and others treat such views as unremarkable, as normal, un-noteworthy
comments which provoke no reaction or disagreement. They fit within the
auditors’ collectively accepted discourse.

The physicians’ audit was viewed within the Office as being politically
contentious. This compounded the difficulties that auditors generally associated
with systems audits. While attest audits were seen as straightforward and
relatively safe; systems audits were seen as risky, presenting a real danger of
using valuable staff time (which was continually logged and analysed) for
ultimately unproductive work. Audit productivity was understood as
publishable audit recommendations, which, after the Office’s mission statement
(Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994, p. 180), were presented as
recommendations which improved the financial administration of the province.
This criteria of audit effectiveness provided a powerful guide to auditor’s
behaviour, as is witnessed by suggestions of the abandonment of the physicians’
audit at a time when it seemed that the criteria of effectiveness would not be
satisfied.

The perceived risks of systems audits presented significant problems, both for
auditors generally, and at the individual level. For individual auditor’s own
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carcers it was important to be seen as competent and effective. The recent
implementation of an internal accounting system!! centred on ‘income
statements’ had made prefessional staff potential profit centres, down to the
manager level, and had added to demands to be seen as effective. In particular,
since ‘income’ was derived from published audit recommendations, it was
important to develop these, or to suspend the audit as soon as such
recommendations appeared unlikely (thereby minimising unproductive time).
For auditors working within these systems, their commitment to audits as ..

part of their professional jurisdiction had + ' paired with an ongoing
considerarion of the likelihood of publy results. This inherently
provisional cc nmitment to an audit allon, .. auditor quoted above to

envisage the physicians’ audit as a direct task, an.u tren four weeks later propose
its abandonment.

While auditors would often speak in ways which suggested that audits were
direct and untroubled, and that their work could meaningfully be mapped out
and strategically planned, there were important elements of discovery as their
work progressed. Often, these discoveries were subsumed and normalised in an
ongoing discourse which emphasised confidence, competence and the normalcy
of their work. A less undulating pattern of progress anchored and normalised by
familiar attest auditing practices and procedures, named ‘working papers’, ‘exit
conferences’, ‘management letters’ and the like, in strict emulation of more
familiar attest auditing work, was important in enabling auditors to conduct
systems audit work. This discourse and its associs.ed practices provided
assurance to themselves and to others that efficiency auditing was an
unremarkable, normal part of their practice. Promoring this normalcy was an
important reaction to internal and external concerns regarding their work. In
interviews some auditors expressed concerns at the ambiguity of systems audit
work in comparison with what they understood as straightforward, direct attest
work. The importation of attest auditing terms attempted the important social
function oi 2ssuring both auditors and their clients that systems auditing drew
on (and benefited :rom) their specialised knowledge as auditors.

1MDetailed below.
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This normalisation, held together with a discourse normalising systems work
and emphasising its fit with accountants’ professional competence as auditors,
was important for them both in establishing systems audic work as a
recognisable part of their practice, and in maintining the legitimacy of their
work with client entities. In rhis way such internal conventions as the naming
of working procedures (such as ‘working papers’, ‘entry’ and ‘exit’ conferences,
etc.) served important social purposes both within and outside the Office.
These practices were linked with discursive fields which supported the pracrice
of systems audit work. I return to these issues in later analysis.

D. THE SUBSIDIES AUDIT

At first sight the subsidies audit might seem the most straightforward of the
three audits. The auditors’ initial memorandum described it as a problem
involving quite basic management control issues. Headed as ‘Health Care
Registration—Costs of Subsidies’ the program initially addressed various
exemptions from provincial healthcare premiums. The auditors were interested
in assessing the costs of these exernptions. Though subsequent published
recommendations would refer to medical services in general, without reference
to premium subsidies, the auditors’ concerns regarding the reporting of medical
costs had first coalesced around the issue of subsidies.

Canadian provinces provide necessary medical services under the Canada
Health Act. Though the Federal Government of Canada had prevented
provinces from charging user fees for medical services by withholding federal
funds in direct proportion to user fees levied, heaithcare premiums had been
allowed. While most provinces had elected to fund healthcare through general
revenues, Alberta and British Columbia continued to charge premiums. The
Government of Alberta had significantly increased these premiums in recent
years, treating healthcare premiums as something other than a politically
unpcpular tax. At the time of the audits the government had mounted a series
of reviews concerning the financirg of medical services, and in an initial report
had suggested de-insuring certain ‘non-essential’ services, and funding these
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instead through individual insurance premiums and deductibles (Crockate,
1993; Mirosh & Oberg, 1993,

The context of the time, then, was an increasing government rzliance on
healthcare premiums. As these premiums rose, so too did the costs of revenue
foregone through exemptions from premium payment thar had been granted to
various groups. [t was with this in mind thar auditors first stated the concerns
of the subsidies audit:

Benefits are provided to registrants for various programs without any means
tests. Costs of such programs are to be investigated and the amount of

subsidies provided needs to be determined.

The mention of means tests at this point is especially significant given later
government proposals to develop such tests for the largest exempted group,
senior citizens. Premiums were not charged to senior citizens (those over the age
of 65), nor were they charged to senior citizen’s dependents, regardless of age.
This exemption was granted regardless of income. Other exempted groups
gained their exemption through a variety of different provincial Acts and inter-
governmental agreements; they included welfare recipients, the severely
handicapped, certain native groups, prisoners, and others.

The first planning meeting concerning this audit occurred in September at a
relatively early stage in my fieldwork. It provided important insights both of
initial apprehensions regarding my presence, and of the ways in which auditors
wou' ! nrdinarily relate problems to each other, as indicated in the following
exchange which occurred within a minute of the meeting first addressing the
subsidies audit:

Senior Audit Manager (SAM) What drives the subsidy, legislation or
departmental practices?

Audit Manager (AM) The bulk of these appear to be public policy issues.
The Act exempts ceitain classes completely.

Auditor (A)  What do we want to imnprove [...]?

SAM There’s no hidden agenda here. We need to know costs, and what is
driven by the legislation.
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A OQur issue is what are the costs of subsidics.

EAM  Yes, and should there be income tests—nicans tests—tor these peonle
detined in the Act. Then you relate it to...

AM  There 2re no income tests for seniors.

SAM It relates mainly to seniors, the drug program, should that be income
tested. Would we be comfortable with a recommendation like char?

AM  That's a policy issue.

A We could focus on systems and then lead up to policy...

SAM OK

At the close of the meeting the more junior auditor quoted above approached
me and commented that the suggestion of a ‘*hidden agenda’ was inappropriate.
That a more senior audiror felt the need to correct his/her staff during the
meeting was, it seemed, more a function of my presence than of any breach of
normal etiquette at such occasions. Auditors understood that their reports and
the information in them were not ‘neutral’; they appreciated that the release of
certain types of information would be more likely to promote some courses of
action rather than others, depending on the normative climate associated with
the information’s release. It was also apparent that they could consciously
gather information and write their reports mindful of this normative context.

This was a particularly important exchange in alerting me ro these
dimensions of auditing. It became increasingly apparent that an awareness of
normative context—of wider discourses in society—was of central importance
to the auditing process. Auditors invested much time in studying such matters
over the course of their audits; their auditing technologies, working procedures,
standards, etc., were in large part geared to the acquisition and use of such
knowledge. It was in this wider context that the junior auditor quoted above
could talk of a ‘hidden agenda’, of an audit that might alter policy. It was this
wider context again that allowed this auditor’s colleagues to contemplate
various means of approaciiing potentially contentious policy issues, recognising
this controversy, but app. cach’ng them deliberately nonetheless.
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Like the physicians’ audit, the subsidies audit centred largely on documentary
rescarch, with audit evidence gathered from legislation and departmental files. 2
The first working papers involved an analysis of the various exempted groups,
and the legislation providing exemption. Departmental financial statements,
and analysis of premium revenues, revenues foregone through exemptions, and
of bad debts completed the analysis. An understanding of these audits as
examples of systems auditing would be very different if my study had focused
on working papers alone. For it was in meetings and other exchanges that audit
material was interpreted and given meaning; accounting analysis of health data
was given life in social exchanges. Consider this excerpt, again from discussion
in the first subsidi=s audit planning meeting:

Senior Audit Manager (SAM) Let's focus on ‘do we know the cost of
this’.
Auditor (A) 1 sure would like to say vou collect this from everybody.
Many rich people don’t pay tax. It should be a minimum rax.
SAM You have to go by means tests. You have to identify the costs, the
benefits, etc. You also have to identify the recommendations made in the Act.
We should see how that fits with our Act.!3 Can we raake these kinds of
recommendations?
A We did end up hitting hard on social services, that’s a precedent. You
always end up ralking about these kindz of things i1 the end.
SAM We'll have to talk to Don Salmon [Auditor General of Alberta] and
see if he feels comfortable with us pursuing this area. We can still do it ar a
micro level, and look at the costs for each group...

People who cannor afford coverage should get a reduced rate, subsidies.

A number of issues are addressed here, including the auditors’ approach to
policy issues, certain views of what should occur in the healthcare and taxation
arenas, their interpretation of their governing legislation, and interpretations of

12 As previously noted, the MIS audit involved significantly more audit planning meetings
and audir fieldwork than did the others.

13 *Our Act’ refers to the Auditor General Act, 1977, which established the Office of the
Auditor General of Alberta and set out its mandate (see earlier analysis for further details).
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their prior work. Auditors did not seem inhibited in mixing together their own
views regarding government policy with their auditing plans. Views regarding
the appropriateness of certain courses of government action often provided a
backdrop to audit work. While there was some reticence as to whether policies
such as means tests could be openly advocated in a recommendation (as
witnessed by the decision to approach the Auditor General regarding chis
material), there was also a belief that auditors had engaged in this kind of
behaviour before—that ‘hard hitting’ recommendations had been made in the
past, and that, regarding policy issues, “you always end up talking about these
kinds of things in the end.”

My own observations of the development of audit plans, the conduct of
audits and their eventual expression as written audit opinions certainly bore this
out. Auditors did address policy and other issues, cither expressly in the body of
their work, or in their purposive approach to such things as their choice of
audits, or their disclosure of information. By this stage the rcader will already
have gained a flavour of these wider concerns. Beyond this introduction, 1
further address this purposiveness later, in analysing the combination of
auditors’ knowledge and practices, and their incorporation of wider discoursc in
their work.

While the subsidies audit was initially cc..ceived with quite particular views
regarding government policy, the eventual recommendations concerned
medical costs in general.

Recommendation N 36
It is recommended that the Department of Health improve the reporting of
the full cost: of health care programs and services in order to facilitate

decision making. (Office of the Auditor General of Alberra, 1994, p. 125)

In the ‘exit conference’ held to conclude matters with senior managers in the
Department of Health it became clear that government action was in process
regarding the equity of healthcare subsidies. The government would later
propose that subsidies for senior citizens be means tested. Partly because of this
then nascent action, and partly tecate of the auditors’ recurrent concerns to
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move their work to a ‘higher level’, the audit was refocused on raore general
issues of medical costs.

As in the MIS audit, then, the subsidies audit became influenced by wider
Office conceptions regarding best practice in framing recommendations. Earlier
reccommendations based on the subsidies audit had suggested that the
Dcpartment of Health “provide full information on [the] full costs of health
programs and subsidies”. This applied stri. dy to premium subsidies; by contrast
the eventual recommendation springing from the subsidies audit made no
mention of healthcare premium subsidies. The issue of subsidies was instead
replaced with a more general concern regarding the reporting of medical costs,
as the Annual Report suggested in working toward the recommendation:

Incomplete and fragmented information increases the risk that policy makers
will not understand the level of health services provided, and the composition
of program costs. The risk of funding health services withcut considering
overall health care needs is also increased. (Office of the Auditor General of
Alberta, 1994, p. 125)

In later interviews a senior auditor with responsibility for healthcare work
expressed satisfaction with the results of the subsidies audit. The eventual
recommendation was seen as wide ranging and valuable, typifying the ‘higher
level” of recommendations to which auditors aspired in their work. Under the
Office’s new system of income statements the subsidies audit was expected to
generate high income, and be seen as one of the best recommendations
developed in the health area that year. Yet, as one auditor would comment, “It’s
not really the subsidies audit any more.”

I have earlier argued that while audits might change, sometimes dramatically,
over the course of an audir, the names of the audits would remain stable, as an
internal shorthand. The reference to the subsidies audit as being concerned
with subsidies continued to a degree even after this dimension had been lost.
While auditors’ assessments of the world were subject to revision and their
audits were sometimes subject to major re-orientation, the language regarding
these audits was relatively static. Difference, ambiguity or surprise was
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downplayed by this and other approaches. Nevertheless, even in the subsidies
audit with its substantively revised focus, there were significant elements of
continuity. In the first audit planning meetings a senior auditor had variously
stressed that the auditors should focus on “do we know the cost of this”. This.
essentially, was the concern expressed in the ultimate audit reccommendation,
although it was applied to medical services in general, rather than premium
subsidies in particular.

To this point I have mapped out the course of the three audits that [ studied,
noting their general concerns, orientations and recommendations. I have
chosen to address these elements first so as to give the reader a better feel for the
way that these audits were conducted in the field, and to offer a less theorised
and abstracted view of my fieldwork than I will presently develop. There are
costs and benefits to both approaches. In presenting fieldwork as 1 have done
above one runs the risk of developing ‘stories’, and being charged with an
insufficient regard for the value of theory. In developing a more theoretically
driven account one may omit vital elements of practice, and lose a sense of a
stream of events as they occurred (Richardson, 1990). I retain a respect for
knowledge gained from the field (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

While my main interest here is in theoretical insight I have tried to achieve a
balance between a presentation of ‘stories’ and a theoretically flavoured account.
My initial recounting of the progression of these three audits is inevitably
coloured by certain theoretical concerns, as the reader will no doubt have
gathered. Much of this is intentional, as I have tried to develop pointers to later
theoretical analysis, and indicate how these insights occurred to me in the field.
My hope is that this first section will help the reader in placing my own
research, and understanding where later theoretically organised material came
from. In this chapter my aim has been to provide a less mediated narrative
account of these audits, thereby allowing readers to draw their own conclusions
regarding the persuasiveness of subsequent theoretical analysis.



VII. Knowing Efficiency in the Field

A. INTRODUCTION

Others concerned with discourse and practice have expressed their woik in
cerms of arenas or other broad streams of discourse (Burchell et al., 1985;
Robson, 1991; Robson, 1993). Similarly, I concern myself here with an
exposition of discourses and practices that allowed efficiency auditing work to
be conducted. As discussed earlier, I undersrand discourse and practice in terms
of mutual influence, each setting the scene for the other. In this chapter, I map
out the audits that I followed in terms of three aspects of the deployment
surrounding this work, namely Strategic Auditing, Effectiveness, and
Accountability. All are drawn from my observations of auditing as it was
conducted, together with review of working papers, interviews with auditors as
their work progressed, etc. While I went to the field with much interest in
observing practitioners, and in learning from them, my observations inevitably
present a view that is framed by my prior theoretical interest in what it is that
makes efficiency auditing work—with the ideas and practices that allow it to be
conducted. With this in mind, I introduce each aspect briefly now, and
elaborate them in following discussion.

Strategic Auditing: Efficiency auditing is a relatively unstandardised practice.
Auditors face a wide variety of audit material, often with few of the standards
available to them in their attest audit work. In the absence of more
conventional auditing standards, auditors sought out a series of guides to the
organisational and social environment in which they operated. Chief among
these was their reference to ‘knowledge of business’, a broad appreciation of
norms, activities and concerns in client departments, government, and society
at large. This knowledge was used to tailor recommendations, mindful of their
normative context. The complexity of these audits was compounded by the
demands which auditors faced to produce what were seen as ‘effective’
recommendations (see discussion of effectiveness below). The prevailing way of
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dealing with these pressures was to audit purposively, with use of knowledge of
business, and with certain outcomes and recommendations in mind during the
auditing process. As a result, these audits were often less the product of a
process of discovery, and more the product of auditor’s strategems.

I term this general approach strategic auditing,! and explore auditors’ use of
their knowledge of business in support of this. I then outline the issues of
‘effectiveness’, and accountability as discursive guides to, and illustrations of,
this more general approach.

Effectiveness: Like other professionals, auditors drew on collectively held
norms regarding appropriate professional conduct, aims and objectives
(Burchell et al., 1985; Foucault, 1977a). In the Office of the Auditor General,
norms regarding the efficacy of audit work centered on particular conceptions
of effectiveness, and especially the encouragement of organisational change. A
variety of effects flowed from these conceptions, with ramifications for the
conduct of audits, audit recommendations, and the nature of the efficiency that
was reported. I explore these in elaborating the idea of effectiveness as a guide to
practice.

Accountability: Accountability was a prominent concern in the framing of the
Auditor General Act in 1977. It continued to be a concern in the ongoing
conduct of audits, with auditors viewing their audit reports as a key
accountability document for their clients. However, th.s accountability? was

I'T would distinguish this view of strategic auditing from that of other researchers who have
termed attest auditing strategic as part of their very different theoretical concerns to
understand auditing as a game motivated by discernible self interest (ct. Morton, 1993).
While such authors are interested in mathematical analysis of interests imputed to auditors,
clients and others, I am interested in the knowledges and practices that support this form of
auditing, and the influences that these dimensions jointly have in the operationalisation of
auditing practice.

2 Accountability has re-surfaced as a managerial concern, with much popular managerial
discourse surrounding it. As Munro (1993) has pointed out, a multiplicity of control
technologies have been associated with ‘accountability.” This multiplicity is itself complicated
by the varying outcomes of actors’ everyday strategic behaviour. The reflexivity in
accountability that I envisage above is itself similar to Munro’s observation that control
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reflexive, and operated at multiple levels. While auditing offered a means of
holding client entities accountable through reference to audit reports, it be me
clear that these audit reports were also viewed by the auditors as an
accountability tool for them. Viewed as a ‘showcase’ of their work, the annual
report was understood as providing accountability both of their office, and to
individual auditors, as work was broken down and assigned value at an
individual level through internal management systems. I examine the reflexivity
of this accountability, and its effects on auditing behaviour in later discussion.
Various ideas of accountability were an ongoing concern for government, with
renewed political interest in managerial reform and improvement. I link the
discursive frameworks guiding audi- rs’ work to auditors’ concerns in
negotiations with government regarding their potential involvement in new
regimes of performance measurement.

Contingent Efficiency: My overall conclust: a regarding the deployment which
I analyse here is that the efficiency that these auditors reported on was socially
constructed, and relied in important respects on the ideas and practices that
auditors used in conducting their work. The result of this auditing activity is
less a conception of efficiency that finds universal application, and more a
specific, tailored conception; a malleab’: efficiency significantly influenced by
auditors’ understanding and negotiation of a series of social and normative
environments.

I now elaborate each of these dimensions in explaining my fieldwork
examination of auditing,

B. THE DEPLOYMENT: STRATEGIC AUDITING

In most significant respects, systems audits were quire different to attest work.
In contemporary attest auditing, relatively standard procedures and tests would
guide much of the audit work (Buttery et al., 1993; Francis, 1994; Lemon et

technologies and other accountability devices provide an internal logic that can be used to
legitimate and support resistance (Munro, 1993, p. 267).
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al., 1993; Turley & Cooper, 1991). Auditors would use standard audit
packages, check lists and rhe like to pursue their inquiries. At the close of this
process the auditor would be expected to issue a standard opinion on the
financial statements as a whole; significant variation from this standard would
be a cause of concern.

But compare this comparative routinisation to the first question that the
efficiency auditor has to face, namely, ‘what shall T audit?’ The Alberta
mandate, in common with those of othe: jurisdictions, calls for audits of
economy, efficiency and effectiveness, but does not require the kind of
comprehensive audit opinion associated with an attest audit. Auditors do not
offer blanket audit opinions on the efficiency of all of government's activities.
Rather, they choose to examine a limited set of government activity, and then
construct audit activities around these choices.

In this section I argue that this strategic dimension has important influences
on efficiency audit, and that it grounds much of the audit technologies that are
used in this work. In particular, auditors seek out a series of organisational and
cultural guides, which they term ‘knowledge of business’, one of their central
concerns being to establish which kind of recommendations would be found
credible by government administrators, managers and politicians.

It is important to note that although I describe the elements of the
deployment surrounding this auditing as though they are separate, delineable
lines of thought and action, they all act in conjunction in the field (Bernauer,
1990; Gordon, 1991). For analytical purposes it may be interesting to strip
these dimensions out from the field, and treat them as independent streams,
but in practice they are highly associated, and mutually supporting. I highlight
certain of these links in ensuing discussion.

The idea of auditing as the strategic process that I have briefly outlined above
stands in contrast to the more dispassionate, routinised activity suggested by
auditing manuals (cf. Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991). I would
note that auditors themselves did not expect others in their profession to
immediately understand these strategic dimensions, as one senior auditor
(quoted earlier) explained of their initial choice of audit topics:
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People will find this an unusual conception of what auditing is—of the
auditing process. This is one of the things that green-horns in the office often
get wrong. They think that audits arise out of nothing, in a scientific tabla
rasa kind of way. But that is not how things work.

Instead, audits arose out of information that the auditors gathered from a
variety of sources, both formal (attest audit work, government statements, etc.)
and informal (conversations, news stories, a sense of ‘what was going on’).

In the remainder of this section I flesh out the strategic nature of this
auditing, and the implications that it had for this audit work. Following my
theoretical perspective, I tie together bodies of knowledge underlying this
dimension with auditing technologies which they supported. Accordingly, 1
start by reviewing more conventional professional knowledge, and the way in
which auditors viewed this in relation to their own auditing work. I consider
the influences of auditors’ discussion of systems work in the language of more
conventional auditing, and argue that the discursive representation of systems
work as simply another, related branch of auditing practice, together with
others’ apparent acceptance of this representation, effectively extends the
domain of auditors’ professional expertise, and strengthens accountants’
professional claims in this area. Next, I look a: the more detailed,
organisationally specific knowledge that auditors used in their work—
knowledge usually referred to by practitioners as ‘%nowledge of business.” 1 link
this to such basic audit practices as information gathering, audit fieldwork, the
establishment of audit issues, etc. I review the use of this knowledge in the field,
and show how the knowledge and practices underpinning strategic audit
activity are themselves linked to particular conceptions of effectiveness in
auditing, the next analytical dimension to which I turn.

1. Professional Knowledge

One of the most interesting aspects of this auditing work was that it largely
used knowledge other than that now conventionally associated with accounting
and auditing. The majority of the Office’s staff were qualified chartered
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accountants, and had gained their professional membership through mastery of
the material required for conventional chartered accountancy (CA)
membership. One might expect that their claims to expertise in auditing would
rest on this training and subsequent professional development. But consider
this assessment of standard chartered accountancy training, offered by a senior
audit manager in an interview:

Standard CA rtraining, does it help? Yeah, a little bit it does. But {...] you
really need o have powerful analytical skills. You need to have the ability 10
come to te1 v~ with complex issues, rather than just simple things. A lot of
pec;.e, when we discuss some of these things, they tell me something that's
very nice, but its still at a superficial level. I think its really, in terms of the
skills chat you need, unless the person has the ability to relate different picces
of information, has the ability to know what is happening, and fit it in a
context, because things can easily be taken out of context, in terms of what
you might end up recommending.

[...] A lot of it is through experiences, through mistakes. A lot of it is
through my continuing involvement in the health sector. And that sort of
contributes to it.

" found this to be a particularly revealing commentary on systems auditing.
Note that the auditor distinguishes between the analytical skills he sees as being
required for systems auditing, as compared with those for attest work: the
systems auditor needs to be able to “come to terms with complex issues,” in
contrast to what he/she perceives as the simpler requirements of an attest
auditor. The manager argues that many auditors discuss systems auditing work
at a superficial level—their CA training does not prepare them for the more
complex analytical environment that he sees in systems auditing work. Overall,
chartered accountancy training is presented as helping “a little bit.”

So what is in its place? What do auditors believe they use instead of their
professional training, and the knowledge required for professional membership?
The auditor points to wider analytical skills, a rather diffuse ability to “relate
different pieces of information,” “know what is happening, and fit it in a
context.” In practice then, auditors are required to gather information from
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diverse sources, and fit that with a wider appreciation of activity and context. |
cxamine more specific aspects of the operationalisation of this auditing in
considering what practitioners referred to as knowledge of business—
generalised knowledge that fits with the audit manager’s view that auditors
needed to “know what is happening.” But for the moment I explore the
ramifications of the audit manager’s view of systems auditing—a view that my
fieldwork suggests is accurate.

In the light of the history of the development of this auditing work the
manager’s views are most significant. For at the time that these mandates were
considered, the justification for auditors being charged with expanded auditing
mandates was what was believed to be their special knowledge, their unusual
professional dexterity in gathering evidence, and in forming audit opinions.
The appeal, then, was to their formal qualifications, to the special expertise that
came along with their regular att st auditing practice. And yet here an audit
manager disclaims this: chartered accountancy training helps “a lictle bit,” while
for him the real professional resources required are quite distinct.

in my fieldwork I found that auditors had developed a distinction between
attest and systems auditing work. While attest auditing work was viewed as
relatively straightforward (and usually easier), systems auditing work was viewed
as diverse, potentially risky, and challenging. Some auditors expressed a
preference for systems auditing work, while others found attest auditing more
to their liking. All agreed that systems work was a more diffuse, complex
process.

This had ramifications in the conduct of these audits, with noticeable
influences in staffing. While the Office was the only pubiic sector registered
training office for the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Alberta, and
employed substantial numbers of chartered accountancy students, these
employees were largely uninvolved in systems audit work (their rare
involvements were limited to more basic tasks such as data entry, etc.). All of
the staff involved in the audits which I studied were at the senior auditor level
or above; this was normal for such work. In addition, audit assignments would
be carefully matched to individual auditors’ abilities. For example, the MIS
audit involved understanding a large scale management information system; a
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management accountant with special knowledge of government computer
systems was assigned to the audit. Similarly, the physicians’ audit was widely
seen as involving heightened sensitivity within the Department of Health and
elsewhere, and so an auditor viewed as having unusually adept diplomacy in
client relations conducted most of the fieldwork.

Beyond such obvious differences, it became apparent over my time in the
field that these audits involved a wide range of audirt activities, approaches and
problems. As a consequence, auditors themselves thought of the technologics of
systems auditin, s being quite different, and as a whole more complex, than
those of their attest work. These technologies were seen by auditors themselves
as framing their eventual auditing recommendations, as explained in this
exchange between myself and a senior audit manager:

VR Systems audit as I understand it involves choices each year, and you
can draw up a list of interesting potential topics, and within that, once you
get to a particu .r audit, there aren’t standardised tests. There may be arcas of
concern that may be more frequent than others, but the tests aren’r the same.
You can’t just go to last year’s file, and you can’t just follow a pro-forma
statement. Could you elaborate on that?

Senior Audit Manager Ch absolutely, I mean, that's really where the
thinking power comes in. A good systems auditor would, we come up with
those criteria which are driven on the issue. Now what, how do you come up
with the issue... those are in essence your programmes, and you need to be
pretty stirs “har they are the ones that will give you the information to build
up to the Issue, and therefore they relate to the recommendarion. In
traditional auditing obviously there are the standard menus that you can pull
down on, but we don’t * we the traditional stuff, so that is why, unless you
have the skill set, unles. you take on other people with skills, you are not
going to come up with those things, which in attest would just be an off the
shelf package. If  was auditing receivables, I would know what [ had t do. If
[ was auditing inventory, I would know what I had to do, but on this one I'll
have to decide.

3 For elaboration of individual audirs, see earlier discussion in chapter six.
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Now on some of the work we've gone through a lot of detail in terms of
analysing the data. Simulating the information, coming up with, like, when
we did the drugs systems audit* we analysed all the drug payments and said
what is the average cost, and how does thar fit in. In some you don’t go to
that detailed level because it’s, you know, you can say that the issue and the
criteria would drive the extent of the work that you do. And they have to be,
if they are going to be meaningful, they have o be related to individual
entities to that particular issue that you are looking at. Whilst on attest there
is a general menu thar you can go to.

VR  Right

Senior Audit Manager There might be some variations based on the
particular systems that they have in place. But you have the CICA handbook
which gives you all the standards which are already articulated. And here
there are none of those things, so that’s why its more challenging, and maybe

more fun, because you are really using your intellect more so.

The differences suggested by this exchange centre on an apparent non-
standardisation of auditing procedure, associated with the auditor’s view of
systems audit work occupying a ‘higher’ and more intellectually demanding
level compared to the routines of zctest work. While for attest auditing work
there were general procedures, rackages and check lists, these were unavailable
for systems auditing work. In previous analysis of CICA guidelines for such
audits, and of the Office’s own manuals, it became clear that there were
important gaps in these accounts. The senior audit manager quoted above
alludes to these gaps, in noting that there is no general menu on which a
systems auditor can draw, that important elements of these audits are instead
drawn together on a case by case basis, without the standardisation seen in
other branches of auditing practice.

Most significantly, auditors tended to suggest that their knowledge of attest
auditing was largely peripheral to their abilities to conduct systems auditing
work. The knowledge that they found in their professional Institute’s handbook
and other sources of conventional professional knowledge was mostly unhelpful

A prior audit regarding the Departnicnt of Health's drug costs (Office of the Auditor
General of Alberta, 1993).
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i systerns auditing work. Their own manuals provided some conceprual
structure and common language regarding audit issues, criteria,
recommendations, etc.,’ although this tended to be somewhat vaguely
articulated in the field. There was, therefore, a gap berween auditor’s more
general claim to expertise in their field, and the conventional professional
knowledge available to them.

Yet elements of a more conventional auditing remained; while auditing
practices did directly follow those used in attest work, there was a common
language used to describe auditing procedures and artifacts. This common
language had a number of effects. As a naming scheme, allowing auditors to
think about and address their work,% it was constitutive, in that it framed
efficiency auditing in certain terms. Just as an attest auditor might seck to
aocument persuasive evidence “r audit findings, so efficiency auditors tried to
generate evidence of particula iegitimate kinds. Chance conversations with
departmental officiais might I -ufficient to start an audit inquiry, but in
reporting findings, supportive ‘evidence’ was drawn from official, established
sources. Beyond these more apparent effects, the gap between attest auditing
knowledge and systems auditing practice, and auditors’ widespread
acknowledgment of this gap both in interviews and in their daily work, was
effectively denied through use of the language associated with attest work.
Auditors organised ‘entry’ and ‘exit’ conferences, established files of ‘working
papers’, wrote ‘audit memoranda’ to each other, held ‘audit planning mectings’,
and conducted ‘audit fieldwork’ and ‘evidence gathering’. They imported the
language of attest auditing work to an arena which they themselves though. of
as being quite different in character to attest auditing. They used a terminology
that suggested levels of standardisation, routine and order that, when
questioned by a researcher, they would admit were not apparent.

> This material is reviewed in chapter 4.
6 McCloskey (1994, see esp. pp. 289-292) points to the role of such naming schemes,
wordcraft or rhetoric in facilitating both action and argument. Just as carpenters make use of
a vocabulary of mitres, jigs and tenons, so auditors use their own vocabulary to make their
work tractable and enable it to be done.
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Their use of this language was not a part of some conspiracy to force systems
auditing within the confines of more conventional attest auaiting work; it was
not a collective, conscious decision to present their work as something that they
believed it was not. Rather, wlat we see here is a particular discursive
articulation which, while it may appear unremarkable to those practitioners
conducting systems auditing work, actually has effects both internally and
externally to their Office. This language is powerful because it is used
unconsciously, unreflectively, without deliberation; furthermore, it is accepted
as apparently fair representation by others (Foucault, 1977a; Foucault, 1978a;
Foucault, 1980). This discourse serves to colonise systems auditing, to gloss
over auditors’ beliefs of differences between it and attest work, and to normalise
this practice as an integral element in their work. Thus, rather than being a
radically different practice, drawing on knowledge other than that of atrest
work, rhis language normalises systems work as simply another form of auditing.

This language of systems work as being simply another form of auditing is an
enabling discourse. It allows auditors to perform their work, both by enabling
them to conceive of their work as being related to attest auditing, a traditional
area of auditing in whict: their professional cl>ims are well accepted, and by
presenting their work in this way to others. Power effects circu’ te within this
ciscourse, as it normalises a novel form of auditing, and suggests shared
knowledge and practices between systems and attest work. My argument is that
although auditors did not rely on their conventional knowledge base of attest
auditing (which allowed them to hold themselves out as ‘professional’
accountants, appropriately qualified) there was an imputed relation between
this socially accepted work and the newer systems auditing work due to the
discursive representation of these practices as if they were largely similar. This
extension of the discourse of auditing practices effectively extended auditors’
competence. It represented systems work as an unremarkable part of auditing
practice, making it clear rhat it was auditing, and that it was therefore a part of
auditors’ practice.

In speaking of systems work as just another form of auditing, accountants
present this work as well within their scope of competence. To themselves and
their clients they are auditors, possessing special expertise in their field;
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representing systems work as systems auditing is a way of placing this work
within their professional jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988), a way of extending the
domain of their professional expertise (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller,
1992). This extension is accomplished irrespective of systems auditors general
reliance on knowledge and practices other than those associated with more
conventional attest auditing. For systems auditors, one of the most significant
residues of conventional attest auditing practices is their legitimacy; in
conducting systems work auditors draw on the legitimacy of attest work and
extend it to their own field.

Having noted the discursive alliance of systems auditing work with the more
specific knowledge and practices of conventional auditing, from which it had
largely diverged, I now explore the knowledges and technologies that I observed
auditors employing as they conducted systems work. If attest auditing
knowledge largely did not ground systems auditing work, what was in its place?

2. Knowledge of Business
a. Informing Strategic Auditing

One of the most pervasive features of systems auditing work was auditors’
construction of, and reliance on, a highly developed environmental knowledge
of departments, government and society at large. Following the terminology of
their audit manual, auditors used this ‘4nowledge of business’ to track the
normative context in which they worked. This knowledge was fur.damental to
their work; it enabled auditors to conduct their systems work in a number of
important respects. In particular, auditors would decide whether to pursue an
audit mindful of their normative context. The conduct of audits and the
presentation of recommendations was further influenced by this environment.
Auditors recognised the importance of these influences in their work, and
carefully maintained their knowledge of business through studying
departments, government operations and concerns as a whole, and issues in
society at large.
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Knowledge of business was closely linked with auditors’ particular
conceptions of the effectiveness of their work. I explore conceptions of
cffectiveness in the next section, but for now I note that auditors conceived of
the effectiveness of their work in terms of whether their audit
recommendations, intended to improve the financial administration of the
province (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991, p. 180), were
accepted and implemented. Knowledge of business facilitated auditors’ quest
for effectiveness. Their audit approach was very much problem oriented, with
the idea that there were problems in government administration, and the
objective of highlighting these to ensure that corrective action was taken. On
one level knowledge of business facilitated this search for problems by providing
a heightened organisational awareness, a facility with client affairs. But once
these issues were identified, the influence of knowledge of business continued.

In elaborating auditors’ use of knowledge of business I contrast this approach
with more formal statements of auditing procedures; T also refer back to certain
of the links between this knowledge and auditing manuals and guic i es. |
review the influence of auditors’ reliance on knowledge of business in terms of
their day to day auditing activity, with attention to the kinds of meetings,
fieldwork, audit tests and working papers that they used. I examine auditors’
own descriptions of the role of knowledge of business, and consider examples of
their use of this knowledge in the field. A summary concludes this analysis and
links it to my next topic, a review of auditors’ conceptions of effectiveness, a key
guide to their conduct of audits and effective construction of efficiency.

b. Knowledge for Auditors

It was clear that for auditors the apparent complexity of their systems
auditing work led them to seek out a series of guides to behaviour. Their use of
knowledge of business to guide auditing activity was, in this light, a response to
the perceived complexity of their environment. Knowledge was in this sense
technological, enabling auditing activity to take place through making auditing
problems tractable. Consider this comment from an auditor working on the
subsidies audit, considering systems auditing practice as a whole:



Auditor  [...] we have office policy with regards to our suggested approach
for systems, you know obviously you have to have the work approved and
what not. I think though that in a lot of cases we have to come up with the
recommendation, know what the bloody recom:.:endation is going to be to a
certain extent. Because you know a guy can flounder around forever in some
of these things. What's the main issues, the subordinate issues? There's
criteria, this stuff... But the bottom line is, “what's the recommendation for
improvemnent?” Is there a recommendation for improvement or isn't there?
And everything I think leads up to getting to that point, whether you happen
to follow through those particular steps [in the manual] or not..

[...] there is of course, as [ mentioned, the issue memorandum that goes
through, gets signed, approved, da da, da da, da da. Fieldwork commences,
you know, you have the knowledge of business phase, do we have an issue, is
it an audit issue or just an issue? Etc. But yeah, you know, quite rightly, we
have time constraints, so that's what we're looking at now. What is the
recommendation that we're going to have, are we going to have one? Bearing
that in mind... You see that does help to a certain extent—like with me
whipping this, I shouldn’t say whipping it up, but jogging my brain and
trying to assimilate this stuff, it gives me an idea of what information I am
lacking.

VR  Right.

Auditor  Where I, where I don’t have sufficient information. When I'm
looking at the end, I'm recommending this. This is the background, here are
some of the details for the recommendation, that caused the recommendation
to arise. Ehm, so obviously I'm going to have information in there, now if |
don’t have adequate details on that information I'm going to go back, and
that's one of the things I'm going to get. So then that’s what I'm doing now.
It’s not going to work as you see it in the manual, you know, that you should
have this, this and this.

The auditor summarises a number of my themes in analysing knowledge of
business, the role that it plays in facilitating audit activity, and the contrast
between the use of this knowledge and certain of the formal procedures
outlined in the audit manual. In particular, knowledge of business supports a
strategic auditing, in which auditors conceive of audit outcomes, i.c., potential
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audit recommendations, and then work purposively towards making those
recommendations. Rather than an ongoing process of discovery, this auditing
often relies on pre-existing knowledge, as the auditor suggests in noting the
facilitative nature of knowledge of business (this knowledge forms the
background for auditing activity, and “caused the recommendation to arise”).
Knowledge of business and the strategic approach which it supports is useful to
auditors because it makes otherwise complex problems empirically tractable: in
the face of time constraints the alternative is to “flounder around” forever. The
more directed approach of strategic auditing allows auditors to proceed more
dircctly, asking “what is the recommendation for improvement,” and then
working towards that recommendation. Manuals, guides and other more formal
statements are viewed as heading in this same direction, “whether you happen
to follow through those particular steps or not.” In any event, “It’s not going to
work as you see it in the manual.”

¢. Formal Audit Practice and Knowledge of Business

I now pursue certain of these differences between formal audit practice, as
espoused in manuals, guidelines and other technical documents, and the
practices that I observed in the field. It is significant to note that although
standard procedures have to some extent been developed,” auditors would tend
more to use the language of these procedures as a common reference point,
rather than maintaining a detailed adherence to their substance. In audit
planning mectings, for example, auditors would speak somewhat heuristically of
the nature of the audit, and a search for audit issues. Auditors candidly
admitted that there were very significant differences between many of their
audits, and that this meant that standardised approaches did not provide a
reliable means of conducting their work.

This came through in the conduct of their audits, and the work that they
recorded in their working papers. The MIS audit, already seen as a logistically

7 See earlier discussion in chapter four regarding these publications, their extent and their
limitations.
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complex audit, involved large numbers of meetings. As a consequence the
working papers contained an accumulation of meeting notes, and auditors’
compilation of questions for departmental officials. There were also successive
drafts of report material in which potential recommendations were outlined
together with supporting text, appearing in much the same way that they might
in the Office’s annual report. By contrast the physicians’ audit izivolved only a
few meetings with the depart, and was initiated more through knowledge of
accumulated liabilities to physicians gained in attest audit work. As a
consequence the working papers included formal notes from only one meeting,
together with notes of a telephone conversation: a first draft of the
recommendation was rapidly prepared.

In the course of my research it became clear that the existence of papers in a
file was no sure guide to their significance in the conduct of an audit. The
subsidies audit working papers included copies of numerous Alberta statures
providing for healthcare premium subsidies; however, this knowledge was only
a formal background to the audit. As the auditor conducting this work
suggested above, prior knowledge regarding premium subsidies had “caused the
recommendation to arise”; the copies of Alberta statutes, financial analyses and
similar provided support to this initial conception.

In the audits as a whole hardly any of the audit working papers resembled the
“T” accounts, financial accounting analyses, checklists and schedules associated
with attest auditing work (Buttery et al., 1993; Turley & Cooper, 1991);
discussions of such detail, and even of more abstract policies such as revenue
recognition, or the determination of liabilities, was largely relegated to attest
work. Instead, systems auditors gathered organisational knowledge regarding
departmental policy and intent. The formal aspects of this could be written
down and analysed in working papers. But many of the more significant
influences in this auditing did not appear in working papers. Knowledge of
business was significant in the establishment and pursuit of auditing tasks, but
was largely unrecorded in conventional terms. Rather than being a part of
written records, knowledge of business often gained its significance from its
incorporation into auditors’ collective memory. As has previously been
suggested, what is incorporated into collective memory as it appears in
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discursive formations is particularly significant in attempting to track a
deployment of knowledge and practice (Foucault, 1991, pp. 59-60).

For auditors, knowledge of business mapped out the organisational reality
within which their work had to occur. This had consequences for the kinds of
recommendations that it was possible for them to make. As a senior audit
raanager remarked, an audit might suggest:

that, yeah, you have people signing things three times because that’s what a
good control system asks you to do. [...] Like I learned a lot of it through
bitter experiences, a lot of this is because you go to a client and they say, [...]
it doesn’t make any sense. Here is the real world, you’re not in the real world.

And so that’s the kind of thing.

The auditing environment influenced more than an auditor’s unwillingness
to suggest a stylised, ‘textbook’ system of accounting control (signing things
three times). It called for a different mode of auditing, and a shared sensitivity
as to what it was possible to recommend. Knowledge of business was the key to
auditors’ understanding of their wider social and normative environment. To
auditors the power of this environment was self-evident. They invested
significant amounts of time studying it. Of course, a great deal of information
was gathered through conversations, contacts with departmental officials, and a
general knowledge of ‘what was going on.” But besides this there were a variety
of formal and informal procedures: Hansard, the record of Legislative
proceedings, was mandatory reading for all senior auditors, and local news
outlets were carefully studied (indeed, newspaper stories had significant effects
on two of the three audits studied). Though this knowledge was said to aid
attest work as well, all ‘knowledge of business’ work was charged against systems
work in the Office’s internal control statements; scanning the environment was
a cost of doing efficiency audit work.

The influence of knowledge of business, and the strategic auditing that it
supported, was experienced at a number of levels. Auditors attended to social
contexts at the levels of individual departments, government as a whole and
society at large. In terms of individual departments, auditors had developed
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general knowledge and beliefs regarding such entities as the Department of
Health, and their modes of operation. One senior auditor would speak of a
client department’s ‘maturity’ in terms of the kinds of recommendations which
could be made, and which the client would understand and follow through on.
More complex recommendations demanding greater maturity could be made,
but if they were ignored they would ultimately be ineffective. The result was a
tailoring of recommendations to individual clients’ perceived ‘maturity’ in
financial administration. The Department of Health was seen as an advanced
department, eager to develop new ideas and management approaches, but with
a related tendency to “get ahead of themselves,” as one senior auditor pur it.
One consequence of this was more detailed scrutiny of the implementation and
results of the department’s new management projects, such as the MIS project.
More detailed knowledge of departmental personnel and practices further
informed audit conduct, approach and eventual recommendations. I address
this shortly in considering the effects of knowledge of business and strategic
auditing on the establishment and conduct of audits.

Audirors’ knowledge of business also operated at the more general level of
overall government policy. The audits which I followed were conducted in a
time of significant public debate regarding government deficits, with an
ambitious government plan to balance the budget through major spending
reductions.8 This background brought out interesting dimensions of audit
strategies. Auditors universally referred to the environment as a ‘climate of
restraint’, and would sometimes refer to ‘what had to be done,’ and other
imperatives. Yet at others they would voice their concerns that decisions might
be made with inadequate consideration, that appropriate management
information was not available to guide government action, and that inadequate
consideration of the consequences of action could produce unforeseen failures.
Such issues would, for example, ground recommendations addressing whether
management had appropriate information to measure the impact of proposed
health cuts (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994, pp. 123~131). The

audits were not a capitulation to the ideals of the present. Instead, auditors were

8 See earlier discussion in chapter six.
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tailoring their recommendations to the environment in which they found
themselves, believing, as one auditor expressed it, that an attainable ‘Chevrolet’
recommendation was better than overly ambitious attempts for ‘Cadillac’
improvement.

Like any other professionals, auditors operated in the social world. As such,
they drew on their wider social knowledge, as did client departments and others
in dealing with the auditors. This interaction of practitioners’ knowledge of
‘everyday life’ was a significant influence (Hopwood, 1994).? Just through
going about their daily business as citizens, they developed wider knowledge of
society, and of the norms and ideals of the present. Auditors’ immersion in
society, exposure to news media, etc., and their sense of what others might say
in social or professional gatherings all incorporated them into wider discourse
surrounding more general social aspirations, expectations and ideals. At one
level this exposure is unremarkable, commonplace or obvious: of course
professionals of all types experience this exposure. But for public auditors,
charged with reporting on matters of wider political significance and social
concern, this exposure became an auditing resource. Auditors used their
knowledge of wider discourse in thinking of potential audit topics, in
conducting their audits, and in developing recommendations. Consider, for
example, an auditor’s comments regarding the subsidies audit,

Of course these things depend on the environment. I mean a few years ago,
with $20m here or $40m there, the gravy train was still rolling, and no-one

¥ Hopwood alludes to such interactions in arguing that just as accounting has come to be
seen as a pervasive and highly generalised technology, capable of contributing to a wide range
of organisations and socio-economic processes, accounting is itself intimately linked with
society at large, “Implicit in this social transformation of accounting is a complex and
reciprocal relationship with the practices and processes of that everyday life. Just as the
techniques and terminologies of accounting have permeated into the wider social
functioning, so too the operation of accounting and the claims that are made on its behalf are
infused and shaped by a multitude of everyday features of the world in which we live, many
of which are seemingly distant from the techniques of the accounting craft” (Hopwood,

1994).
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would give a damn abour this stuff. So our audic objectives have altered from

that—we’re aware of whart will play, of what people are concerned about.

The auditor him/herself placed great stress on careful surveying of
newspapers, watching television coverage of Legislature debates to monitor
political topics, and more generally developing and using this wider knowledge
+ - contemporary discursive fields—of the markers which delineated whether an
24 it touched wider issues of concern. Knowledge of business informed a
strate ic appioach to auditing work throughout its conduct. Notably, this
knowledge could establish the condition: of possibility that allowed an audit to
t>xe place, it could foreclose or change the course of an audit, and could have
quite profourd influence on audit recommendations.

The MIS audit, for example, was grounded in detailed knowledge of business
at the departmental level. Auditors spoke of the size of the system, its
complexity and its importance to the department. As one senior auditor
remarked:

we had been talking about it [MIS] for a long time, ever since we have started
some systems auditing in the Department. Because they have these national
guidelines which they have implemented, and this has taken a fair bit of time
to implement.19 And there are still discussions going on as to what is—we're
not getting quality data, we are getting inconsistent information and so on, so
really what, it’s not something that we suddenly woke up and decided, “hey
let’s look at MIS.” We did an initial review many years ago, and we got some
information from the Department at that time. This is a massive information
system within the hospital sector, and its got reams and reams of
documentation, but we’re not sure whether that information, whether that
data is going to translate into information, and if it translates into
information, for what will it be used.

18 The Department of Health’s MIS system had been developed in response to the Federal
Government of Canada’s MIS guidelines, intended to facilitate the codification and
comparison of medical costs (see earlier discussion in chapter six).
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Initial knowledge of the department’s operation, its administrative
commitments, and the scale of the MIS system, set the scene for an audit of the
MIS project. It established the conditions for the audit to take place. But
compare this relatively straightforward and expected application of knowledge
of business to the strategies that are alluded to in the following exchange, which
took place in ai: audit planning meeting regarding the physicians’ audit:

Senior Auditor 1: What we’re getting at is a need to fundamentally review
the way that physicians are compensated. There are things in process that
may go that way-—not the capping, but moving away from fee for service.
We have some important things to say [...]

Auditor: There's a very confidential three year plan to re-design health—it
is being presented to the premier soon. Leonard [senior lLiealch official] says
we should replace fee for service [...]. He says we are working on this and
maybe you guys should have been on the boat then.

Senior Auditor 2: We couldn’t have talked about fee for sezvice then.

Senior Auditor 1: No, it would not have been strategically wise—it would
have been impossible to say that then.

It is important to understand what is happening here. In considering their
work on an audit, auditors make it clear that they would not have pursued the
audit previously because of the normative environment of the time. This
normative climate would have been so hostile to an examination of physician
payments that an examination of these issues “would not have been strategically
wise”. In their planning meeting, then, the auditors indicate that knowledge of
business, and of the allowable discourses of the day, effectively mapped out the
range of what it was possible for auditors to recommend.

This had important effects in the operationalisation of efficiency auditing,
and in the eventual outcores of this work. Besides j*roviding the conditions of
possibility for the establishment or foreclosure of an audit (as seen above),
knowledge of business informed auditors’ strategic approach such that audits
might be significantly altered over their course. Similarly, the construction of
audit recommendations was heavily influenced by auditors perception. of the
normative environment in which they acted. Auditors appreciated the power of
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the discursive ficlds surrounding their work. As a consequence, they invested
significantly in gathering knowledge of this environment, and used such
knowledge throughout their purposive approach to systems auditing,

This activity has important influences on the work that these auditors
conducted, and on their recommendations, the product of their work. In
paiticular, it becomes apparent that auditor’s judgments regarding the
efficiency, economy, effectiveness or otherwise of government activity are not a
direct product of abstract calculation, nor are they dependent on a broader
knowledge of economic theory, more conventional accountancy training, ctc.
These were not dispassionate judgments, made by people held above wider
social norms. Rather, audits were influenced from start to finish by wider
discursive articulations of the normative concerns of the day. Audit
recommendations were socially embedded.

The strategic auditing that I have mapped out has consequences for our views
of the ‘efficiency’ that this work represented; I consider these in later analysis. [t
also presents us with analytical questions of the ways in which auditors
construed the social world which they attended to so diligently. Were there
guides, benchmarks or other regularities which governed audicor’s
interpretation and analysis of the social world around them? I believe that there
were; in the next sections I elaborate auditors’ recurrent concerns with
effectiveness and accountability. I consider the influence of these concerns in
constructing a view of the criteria of the auditor’s mandate: economy, efficiency
and effectiveness.

3. Effectiveness

The idea of effectiveness underlay much of the auditor’s work. Just as there are
multiple conceptions of efficiency, however, effectiveness may similarly be
conceived of over a range of meaning. In the field, however, I found a
remarkable coalescence of opinion among auditors as to what effectivencss
meant to taem. This climate of opinion had important influences in their work.

Effectiveness was tied closely to the Office’s mission statement, a statement
which was well integrated into the normative structure of the Office. Auditors
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would frequently cite the mission statement as a justification for their action, or
as a guide in discussion in audit planning meetings. The statement itself was

succinct:

The mission of the Office of the Auditor General of Alberta is to add
credibility to the government’s financial reporting and to improve the
financial administration of the Province. (Office of the Auditor General of
Alberta, 1994, p. 180)

Attest auditing was understood to satisfy the first half of the mission, a
recognisable commitment to adding credibility to financial reports. Systems
auditing was aimed at satisfying the second part of this statement, to “improve
the financial administration of the Province,” a consensus that was reflected
both in the field, and in the Auditor General’s annual report material, which
elaborated and explained this mission. Significantly, this material points to
certain particularities of the conception of effectiveness in the field:

The recommendations that arise from this systems auditing, and from
financial statement audits, are designed to promote economy and efficiency,
and improve reporting. I believe my job is to make recommendations to
improve systems so that decision makers are provided with reliable and
relevant information.

The change brought about by the successful implementation of these
recommendations improves the financial administration of the Province. (Office

of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1994. p. 181, emphasis added)

For a r~commendation to be effective, then, in the sense that the Auditor
Geners < port suggests, it must be accepted and implemented. This statement
matches ideas which I found auditors relying on in the field. Recommendations
and audits were seen as ineffective if they did not lead to action. Knowledge of
the normative environment, and in particular knowledge of what others might
accept, conditioned what auditors believed to be worthwhile, with worth
usually equated to acceptance and action. This is demonstrated by this
interchange with a senior auditor:
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Senior Auditor:  If you [the auditors] were talking about restructuring the
health system a few years ago, you would not have had any success. Now you
will have success. If you are talking about the salary restraint program,
whatever, it depends on the context, and so therefore you have to be aware of
the reality.

VR:  Success is a recommendation that helps further the sdministration of
the province.

Senior Auditor:  Absolutely.

VR:  That is in fact accepted, put into practice.

Senior Auditor:  Right, [ mean to us unless something is, you know, we
have to draw a line in terms of long term things that you realise you really
have to keep on measuring, like the pensions issue,!! until it happens. So it's
kind of a hard rock, and you're trying to make it fertile. It's real hard work to
do that, so it’s a long terra view.!2 But there are other views as well., [...] |
suppose the analogy is a clock which is not working, but it's right two times a
day. Would you have that or a clock which is running five minutes late? You
know, [...] it might not be the Cadillac, but, whatever, Chevy, whatever, it is
effective in rerms of what it does. So what we want is something that is going
to be effective. And the type of recommendations that were made in the
Auditor General’s report this year,!3 if they had been made before, they
would just have had no impact...

11 The Office of the Auditor General had made a series of recommendations that the
government address unfunded liabilities in the pension plans of public sector employees,
estimated in 1992 to be some $6,000m (Office of the Auditor General of Albera, 1992, p.
7). The government subsequently began to re-negotiate with employees in order to revise
contributions to these plans and address this liability.

12 It seems that some audits would result in a series of discussions, and yearly
recommendations for change, until change was forthcoming,. This study focuses on one set of
audits in one year; it does not include the longitudinal analysis that would be required to
follow auditors’ apparent attempts to “make it fertile.”

I3 A series of demanding recommendations, including calls for consolidated budgets and
further effectiveness reporting, had been made in that year’s Auditor General Report (Office
of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1993) which had been released in an election year. The
government’s financial competence had been seriously questioned in the light of rising

deficits and the failures of government attempts to diversify the provincial cconomy. The
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VR:  Right.

Senior Auditor:  So you need to be cognisant of what the context is. You
need to be cognisant of the... realities that drive,.. [ mean people drive the,
you know, I mean, it doesn’t matter how good you are. So, yeah, so the

pointer [ use is whether they are going to be effective or not.

This conception of effectiveness was a central guide in the auditcr’s work. It
operated both in terms of the wider environment, and in terms of specific, local
knowledge of departmental personnel and practices. It is important to consider
the influences of this particular conception of effectiveness. It was clear to
auditors themselves that they were not making a ‘Cadillac’ recommendation;
theirs was a ‘Chevrolet’ solution. They recognised that the efficiency that they
reported was not of an absolute, publish and be damned variety. Rather, the
cfficiency that they attended to was tied to the social climate of the time.
Certain recommendations might simply not be made in a certain climate, for
fear that they would not be adopted, and might sour client relations (as is
witnessed by earlier quotes regarding physician payment systems, and auditors
belief that to question these some years earlier “would not have been
strategically wise”). Still other recommendations would be carefully phrased and
prepared so as to appeal to popular or local discourse, regarding, for example,
contemporary government policy, popular management literature or ideas
known to be in play locally, within client departments.

This tailor.ng of recommendations was clearly understood by auditors
themselves. It was significantly influenced by their conceptions of effectiveness.
These were fundamental concerns in auditors daily work. Furthermore, they

most prominent failure had been the collapse of NovAtel, a cellular phone company, which
resulted in a conservatively estimarted loss of some $544 million. The government had
requested a report into the issue from the Auditor General. The eventual report (Office of
the Auditor General of Alberta, 1992b) found governance irregularities in NovAtel were
symptomatic of those in a variety of government agencies and called, amongst other things,
for board appointments to be made on merit rather than patronage, a recommendation
which the government seemed to accept, under significant political pressure.
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influenced the way in which auc.c findings were communicated. At an carly
stage in the MIS audit, for example, an auditor spoke of the remainder of the
audit as being a process of “gathering evidence to support the
recommendation.” The auditor further argued that,

To be successful, and to have the recommendation adopted, you have to
come up with numbers, these are far more convincing than generic opinion. 1
will get contacts for magnetic media,!4 and test the data for anomalies and
errors.

In this way the gathering and audit testing of data was predicated on a need for
persuasive numbers. Later, the same auditor spoke in an audit planning meeting
of the pruspect of using computer audit software, an area in which the Office
had developed significant expertise. The auditor introduced the idea of using
computer audit software, first speaking of it in purely technical terms, and then
explaining that the data would not particularly be used in a process of discovery
or inventior, rather it would be used to illustrate recommendations to the
Department using the Department’s own data. The ‘data’ and the testing was
useful because of its rhetorical powers, and a belief that information could be
found to support a recommendation, as the auditor remarked:

once we get the issue confirmed and what we want to do, we'll say that, given
that, what information do we need to convince management that in fact they
need to change?

Thus such seemingly abstract technologies as computer auditing were
themselves envisaged as part of a wider approach to the production of a
persuasive and ultimately ‘effective’ recommendation. !5

14 The Office had significant computer resources, and auditors were able to download data
files from client departments to their own machines for later analysis. In this case, magnetic
media (computer tapes) were available.

15 As the MIS audit developed, it became apparent that computer auditing would not be

used. The auditor noted in a research interview that examination of committee minutes and
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The communication of audit findings was attended to with great care, since
the phrasing of a recommendation was scen by auditors as another potential
area in which to enhance the prospect of acceptance, enactment and hence
effectiveness. This produced great attentiveness in the development of
recommendations; meaning and rhetoric were both attended to in detail in a
series of meetings in which draft recommendations were edited word by word.
As one auditor expressed it to a colleague, “We need to communicate a
message.” To illustrate the detail of this consideration, and the specific
inflections in meaning that were purposively introduced by the auditors as they
worked, I now reproduce my notes from one of these editing meetings. These
notes are drawn from a meeting to edit the m.terial surrounding the MIS audit
recommendaticns. In the following notes quotations of auditors’ comments are
interspersed with my observations of their activities in editing

recommendations.

Audit Manager (AM): [ don’t think there are any specific guidelines.
Senior Audit Manager (SAM):  {Explaining to me} We want to put MIS

in context to say that really you are receiving all this information.
[Substitutes ‘monitor’ for ‘evaluate’ hospital performance, p. 4]

AM: When you see the numbers even the nursing cost doesn’t make sense.
SAM: We need to have something here to say why.

[Types: ‘due to the long period of implementation’]
We're really saying that you missed the boat because the hospirtals have
changed or the infrastructure has changed.
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[Adds, ‘for example ****Hospital X,'1¢ p. 4]

We're covering a fair bit of stutf on MIS which leads me to say why don't
you bullet it, and show it under headings?

[Types: ‘Problems:

* Period

*  Data Quality

* Lack of program definition

* Dynamic Nature’]

It’s changing all the time.

AM:  Actually that’s another point, the fact that with the reduction in the
budget the availability of resources to do this is changing.

SAM: This is a different point.

AM: Noitisn'r...

[Moves recommendation up to the top.]

[Text Reads: “The Department will not use data until .... 1994/95'.]

SAM: We have to be careful because that assumes it is used. But based on
the data quality [...] based on what we know they are unlikely to be able to
use this data.

[...]

SAM: [Text Reads: ‘Hospitals are not using information for decision-
making.’]

We have no evidence. We have to say they are unlikely to use rh=
information. They might be using it, but its unlikely to influence decision
making.

We just want to make sure we communicate that message, and that its the
right message that’s communicated.

[Edits text.]

investigation of matters through interviews with departmental officials accounted for the
bulk of his work, and speculated that this was due to the more ‘macro’ level that the audit
had taken, focusing more on the overall goals of the system and its capacity to meet them. As
an increasingly ‘higher level’ audit, it had moved further away from what were seen as more
mundane, ‘book-keeping’ issues.

16 A major hospital in the City of Edmonton.
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We're trying to break it down, and the message is look at it, how long have
they been doing this? We're talking about six or seven years, and you're still
not at a level... Shall we talk about global and specific levels here?
AM:  We already have. Does the quality of data relate to...
SAM: Cross-mapping, I think that’s the problem.

[Text Reads ‘Department staff have experienced problems in collating
hospital data.’]
We need to say that they are having problems in collecting the data.
I think what we need to do is communicate the message that the whole
reason for MIS was that it’s consistent.
AM: And timely.
SAM: ([Types: ‘Moreover even 1he data that does pass through the edit
checks has significant inconsistencies. The rationale for receiving information
under MIS was to get consistency.’]

Timeliness can be another issue. Let’s focus on consistency.
[ {deletes: ‘consistency’} Types: ‘consistent information from different
hospitals to assist in comparisons and facilitate decision making.’]
We want to get the message across.
AM:  We've still got these other wwo.
SAM: No, I think the data quality is suffering because of the gap in
expectations, and we need to get that through.
AM: OK
SAM: [Typing, paragraph starts: “This gap in expectation of the main users
of information is impacting the quality of the data provided.’]
So that covers data quality, right>—or tries to!
SAM: I don’t know if we want to make a big issue of the timely stuff. We
can use it to reinforce things.
[types, ‘Further, the timeliness of the data also...’]
We have to be careful drawing a conclusion based on that.
AM:  If us important to the hospital, then it’'ll be on time.
[types, ‘indicating that the data is not used by the hospitals.’]
SAM: We have to be careful, because they can say its something else.
Perhaps suggesting—we can polish it up later
What about the ambulatory care part of the MIS guidelines. Are there
programs to...
AM:  The fact that they are submitting dara indicates that there’s guidelines
for it.
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SAM: [Types, ‘Lack of Program Definition’, and following paragraph.|

I think you read my mind.

AM:  Maybe not.

SAM: We were doing some major stuff [...]

[Both auditors looking at heading ‘Hospital Restructuring']

Restructuring, re-engineering, re-inventing, these are the words involved, ch?
AM: Right-sizing.

[..]

AM:  What about the team re-organisation at the University of Alberta
Hospitals, and how that would affect ic?

SAM: [Types heading, ‘Costing Methods.’]

What is the premise under which MIS guidelines were developed? Is it all
centralised?

AM: MIS is based on functional centres. The fellow at the University of
Alberta would take all of the costs and labs and divide one by the other, and
that’s what they would charge.

SAM: Even in our Office when the costing proposal is around teams,
there’ll be different costs.

AM: How do I confirm this?

SAM: Call somebody at Hospital Y.17

The University Hospitals are using information for different purposes, they’re
saying we'll use this and you use this other information for your different
purposes.

The MIS thing [...] is not making a difference in terms of costs.

We have to make this a loud message that this is costing you a bundle and
that you're not going to get what you want-—that there is no pot of gold at
the end of the rainbow.

AM: We're really focusing in now on MIS.

Their programs are anything from youth shelters to drugs for aids.

[...]

SAM: They're really in the dark.

I¢’s like a manufacturer making a product without thinking of the consumer.
It won’t work.

AM: T'll polish part three up myself.

17 A major hospital in the City of Calgary.
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The only thing I'm struggling with now is the two follow up points, and
what we’re going to do with them.

SAM: I don’t know, I don’t know where they relate.

Is that a direction... do you feel comfortable with this?

AM:  Yes, what is the recommendation though?

SAM: That they review their information—Ilet’s be more specific on MIS,
they could review—let's say that the Department should decide if this will
provide the information that they need. [...]

AM:  We could link it to the role statements |...]

SAM: We could look at the role statements speech that Betkowski!® gave to
see how she sees it going.

[...]

SAM: [..] If this was important then it would have been ready much
sooner. That it isn’t, and that hospitals aren’t committed, suggests fairly
fundamental problems.

AM: [..] They [i.e., the Department] collect information without a clear

understanding of what they want.

A number of streams of discourse influenced the interpretations that are seen
in this meeting. Effectiveness is a major theme, attended to as auditors focus in
detail on the communication of their report material. In some ways this focus
was much like that of other authors, trying to express themselves as clearly as is
possible. But this communication is significant because of its purposiveness,
understood at the time of its development by its authors. The auditors
approach their work with the aim of increasing the effectiveness of their
recommendations. The particularities of their conception of effectiveness lead
them to consider how the recommendations might be made as persuasive as
possible, so as to enhance acceptance and enactment. It is for this reason that

the auditors speak of the importance of communication:

SAM We just want to make sure that we communicate a message, and that
its the right message that is communicated.

18 A reference to Ms. Nancy Betkowski, a former Alberta Minister of Health.
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Of course, the meeting indicates some uncertainty in the development of
audit recommendations. The discussion shows the recommendations at a
somewhat nascent stage; although they had been pursued fairly purposively over
the investigative stage of the audit, the meaning of recommendations could be
significantly altered in the detail of their expression (as the auditors scemed to
be aware). In the presentation of their recommendations to management,
however, it was important that any suggestion of uncertainty be erased: the
auditors’ activity is oriented to acceptance and enactment of recommendations,
and hence confirming their work as effective. We can see elements of the
tailoring process that this involves, as auditors work with the language of
contemporary popular management literature. Osborne and Gaebler’s (1992)
work on ‘reinventing’ government was much cited in Alberta, and clsewhere, at
the time. A series of similar terms focused on popular management concerns for
reform in practice: auditors were aware of these appeals, and deployed these in
the text of their recommendations. The appeal may have been self-consciously
made, with some elements of irony, but it was clearly purposive: the language of
this literature was used to promote the auditors’ recommendations as a modern
and attractive approach to management:

SAM Restructuring, re-engineering, re-inventing, these are the words
involved, e¢h?

AM  Right-sizing.

I would point to the simultaneous operation of the various aspects of the
deployment that I outline here. As noted earlier, it is analytically interesting to
strip out dimensions of the deployment, and to analyse each in turn. But in the
field these discursive representations and the practices that they supported acted
in conjunction with each other. Thus in the editing session above, we witness
audit behaviour that draws on these guides. Significantly, the strategies of this
auditing are shown directly as auditors speak overall of what they are trying to
achieve in their recommendation. Their reports are not a dispassionate,
uninterested account of activity in the world; nor do auditors understand them
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as such. Rather, the report material is itself a key element in the auditors’
strategic pursuit of change, as they themselves make clear:

SAM  The MIS thing [...] is not making a difference in terms of ccsts.

We have to make this a loud message that this is costing you a bundle and
that you're not going to get what you want—that there is no pot of gold at
the end of the rainbow.

AM  We're really focusing in now on MIS.
Their programs are anything from youth shelters to drugs for aids.

[...]
SAM They're really in the dark.

It’s like a manufacturer making a product without thinking of the
consumer. It won’t work.

This purposive approach to auditing is again seen to rely on auditors’ detailed
knowledge of their client departments’ affairs, the interests of senior
Departmental officials, and the more general normative environment. The
recommendations considered in relation to MIS were themselves built upon a
more general impression of the history and character of the Department, as
auditors themselves interpreted it. This more general knowledge set the scene
for the recommendations that auditors would eventually make, as one auditor
commented, “They collect information without a clear understanding of what
they want.”

The t=chnological aspects of knowledge of business and other dimensions of
the deployment may be seen at this point. These elements provide the
normative base on which audit recommendations are grounded. They facilitate
the kind of internal office consensus that audit recommendations represent.
They guide audivors as they audit purposively, tailoring their recommendations
for acceptance, and they inform auditors as to those recommendations most
likely to be ‘effective’. Knowledge of business, strategic auditing, effectiveness
and other dimensions of the deployment are not discrete elements in a linear
process. Rather, they infused the auditing process as a whole; providing
important means by which auditors comprehended the world, and understood
and conducted the practice of auditing.
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Conceptions of accountability acted as a significant guide to practice; these
conceptions offer a window for more detailed analysis and illustration of the
relations surrounding auditirig work. We should remem’ :r that accountability
was a key concern in the development of political rationalities regarding
auditing in the 1970s, and that accountability remained as a significant political
concern in framing specific programmes of action. When the Auditor General
Act was introduced it was spoken of by the then Provincial Treasurer as being
“of great importance and very significant benefit to all people of Alberta”
(Alberta Hansard, 26 October 1977. p. 1693). The Treasurer explained this

imporiance in the following terms:

Essentially, [...] it provides the means for improving the accountability of the
government, not only to this Assembly, but to the people of Alberta, with
respect to the collection, management and use of the people’s funds. (Alberta

Hansard, 26 October 1977, p. 1693)1?

At an early stage, then, Alberta’s reform of public sector auditing mandates
was understood as a means of enhanced accountability, well before present
concerns with accountability issues reached their current prominence (Power,
1994a). The problems of governmentality, and the obstacles that administrative
solutions face in their operationalisation, lead us away from an expectation of a
directly successful mapping from a desire for accountability to actual
accountability. Plans, proposal and other elements of the programmatic may
eventually fail, or prove to be flawed. The frequency with which such failings
occur, points to one of the curiosities of governmentality. The
problematisations that propel fresh attempts at reform or betterment of

19 This argument, though inteiided to support efficiency auditing, could be applied to all
prior provincial Acts concerning financial management. The ambiguity of such goals as
improvement in ‘accountability,’ ‘management,’ and ‘use’ allows for a coalescence of support,
withour a clear indication of eventual outcomes (Hopwood, 1988c)
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governmenral systems continue in the face of their predecessors’ apparently
congenital failure (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992).

At this point, I track ideas and practices regarding accountability, as I
understood them to operate in the field. Accountability enjoyed continued
prominence in the minds of auditors, as one senior auditor put it, “everything
we do here is about accountability.” But the specific operation of ideas and
practices regarding accountability was significantly divergent from the
conceptions presented by politicians in the 1970s. Accountability in the 1990s
operated at multiple levels; it was a reflexive concern, with actors at one level
feeling pressures of accountability to others, with auditing reports, actions and
plans fostering a variety of interacting views of accountability. There was no
one site for accountability, no one standard by which accountability might be
understood. Instead a variety of conceptions came together and influenced
action. Accountability was an idea subject to ongoing revision and
development.

What I address here, then, is a more specific dimension of the deployment
surrounding auditing activity. I use this specificity to further attend to a
concern both with potentially systematic patterns of effects and intentions, and
with the day to day calculations, confusions, actions and inactions which are
part of organizational life (Cohen et al., 1972). I use accountability to further
explore ways in which this combination is compounded by interactions at
various levels both within and between constituencies.

In the remainder of this section I address auditors’ conceptions of their
reports in terms of accountability, and present parricular examples of
accountability as auditors understood it operating for their clients. I then
examine the reciprocity of accountability relations, including the double
accountability that auditors believed was held within their reports. Auditors
understood these documents to be reports both on their clients’ activities and
on their own. In section c., ‘Shifting Accountability,’ I explore developments in
government’s conceptions of accountability, and link these to the Office of the
Auditor General’s previous discussions of the subject and so explore the mutual
constitution of that organisation and its environment. Re-adjustments and
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shifts in approaches to accountability are understood as p.it of the shifting
nature of the deployment surrounding efficiency auditing.

a. Accountability in the Field

The centrality that auditors accorded accountability was manifested in a
number of ways. Ideas of accountability would guide auditors as they composed
strategies towards audit recommendations. For example, in a planning meeting
held at an early stage in the MIS audit the senior auditor conducting the audir
would speak of the purpose of the audit in terms of accountability for quality
and cost of medical care. Earlier, the auditor had read an article regarding
healthcare that had been circulated by a colleague, prompting the following
interpretation:

[the article] talked about who is accountable for quality and cost of care, and
you get the feeling in this article that physicians should be ultimately
accountable, and I think what we are trying to say here, [...] is that the
Department is ultimate accountable for the quality and cost of care, and if ic
is accountable it must know about the programs and their cost...

Concerns with accountability informed the direction of auditing inquiry. On
one level auditors understood their reports as producing accountability through
example; one auditor would talk of particuiar report material as a “story which
had to be told” for accountability’s sake, the idea being that auditors could use
their access to government operations to bring aspects ot these operations into
full public view. Auditors understood their power to make things visible, and
were careful to manage this. The subsidies audit, for example, highlighted the
costs of providing premium free health insurance to welfare recipients, senior
citizens, and others. Ultimately the auditors believed that there should be full
disclosure of the costs of these programmes, hitherto buried in notes to the
Department of Health'’s financial statements (published separately to the Public
Accounts), and other documents. One auditor addressed accountability in
terms of these programmes:



233

There may be some inequities here. This is legislation, so we want to steer
away from that, but our intent is to provide information to decision makers
so that prudent decisions can be made.

The auditor, then, was well aware of the power of auditing and accounting
activity to make things visible (Burchell et al., 1985), and so bring attention to
issues without directly prescribing action. Of course, in the context of an
attempt to reduce government expenditures by 20%, revelation of the full
financial costs of such programmes would be more likely to promote their
reduction, a probability of which the auditors were aware. In this and other
attempts to avoid prescription while effecting change, auditors engaged in a
difficult and sometimes contradictory process of mediation (Cooper et al.,
1981; March & Olsen, 1976).

I consider some of these difficulties in examining ongoing discussions
regarding accountability in government. The Office of the Auditor General had
contributed signific: 0 heightened government interest in accountability
issues, and the ro  ha' auditing might play in this context. There had,
however, been unintci.ucd consequences of this interest, which auditors were
beginning to address during the course of my fieldwork. Changing conceptions
of accountability illustrate the continuing relevance of auditing to rationalities
and programmes influencing the course of governmentality in Alberta. They
also suggest an ongoing re-adjustment between rationalities, programmes and
technologies. These movements had significant implications for the
technologies of efficiency auditing, and for auditor’s own conceptions of their
role. I return to them later, in closing this section. For the moment, I examine
the reciprocal accountability that auditors understood to be a consequence of
their own reports. '

b. Reflexive Accountability

Accountability was not just a concern about client departments. While the
audit report was a basic accountability document for management, it was
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understood as a report not just on management’s performance, but also on the
auditors.” It seemed that this was a conception that had developed over time.
Formerly the Office had been concerned not to report on matters on which
corrective action was already being taken, an omission that was expressly
allowed under the Auditor General Act, in a provision supported by the then
Auditor General of the time.20 While this provision remained, it was used
significantly less often. As one auditor put it, “there is now an atmosphere that
focuses far more on accountability, both for Departments and for the Ottice.”

One manifestation of this was an increasing view of the anrnal report of the
Auditor General as being what a senior auditor termed a “showcase of our
work.” Auditors were no longer content to shelve their work in the face of
nianagement representations that change had occurred. Instead, they felt a need
to demonstrate the results of their work to others, both internal and exiernal to
the Office. Auditors would themselves establish informal views as 1o the efficacy
of various audit activities. Often, they would draw lines between ‘good’
recommendations, oriented to ‘change the way they [client departments) do
business,” from other recommendations concerning basic financial control,
generally seen as simpler, ‘book-keeping’ recommendations. These internal
categorisations themselves had significant consequences for the kinds of audit
work that auditors wanted to pursue. They were formalised in the Office’s own
internal accountability and control documents, not least in a recently designed
‘income statement.

Like private accountancy firms, the Office tracked employee time, charging
this out against various audits. In the income statcment these costs were then
matched with ‘income.” Of course, this income was not derived from individual
jobs, or from separate clients; the Office’s funding car.iv insre «d from a vote of
the Legislature. Because of this, the Office matched indi id::a} 1udit costs with
a simulated income. In the case of attest audits, estimates were made of private
sector prices for each audit job. But for systems work income was decided upon
by a committee of the most senior auditors. They would analyse those major

20 The then Auditor General, Mr. D.W. Rogets has confirmed this support to me in research
interviews.
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rccommendations set out in the report as major numbered recommendations
(‘type 1’ reccommendations) together with those secondary recommendations in
surrounding text (‘type 2’ reccommendations). Each type was divided into three
classes of quality, with the most simulated income for the best type one
recommendations, and the least for the lowest category type 2
recommendations. The most aggregated income statement showed the major
audit groups, with their costs and incomes, and an office total. These
statements were then broken down into local levels, with individual employees
down to the manager level being treated as quasi profit centres.

It seemed that these statements had had significant influence. The audits that
[ studied occurred in the first full year of the statement’s operation. A senior
auditor confirmed that proposals for systems audits (and potential ‘income’)
had doubled over the previous year. Other effects could be seen in the way that
auditors approached their work. Significantly, auditors’ perceptions of their
own accountability, as provided for in the income statements, influenced the
initiation of audits and their subsequent conduct.

Auditors were concerned to avoid the use of their time and the Office’s
resources in audit projects that might not generate published recommendations.
At one stage, for example, the physicians audit was nearly cancelled, largely
because the auditor charged with the audit felt that a recommendation might
not follow from the work at hand. Similarly, work that was expected to produce
recommendations might be stepped up and expanded, as seen in the increase in
auditors proposals for audit projects. Auditors’ strategies in conducting audit
work were influenced by the auditors’ own accountability. In this setting,
accountability operated at multiple levels: individual auditors might feel
accountable to their colleagues or superiors, while auditors as a whole might feel
pressures flowing from the perceived accountability of the Office, and the
judgments that outside parties might make on the quality of their work.
Throughout this, their work would continue to be seen as a central element in
the accountability frameworks of government, even as it was constructed by
auditors as an accountability mechanism for themselves. This reflexive
accountability, in which audits were understood as a test both of auditor and
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auditee, and the varying arenas for accountability that it presented, would
produce a variety of interactions and influences for action.

It is analytically interesting to examine the conceptions of accountability that
the Office’s internal income statements represented. My fieldwork occurred
during the first full year of the statements’ operation; at the time a discussion
paper regarding the income statements had been circulated within the Office. It
presented income statemnents and similar accountability measures as a logical
extension of the work that the auditors had themselves conducted. In calling for
enhanced accountability for departments, and an attentiveness to such issues as
economy, effectiveness and efficiency, the auditors were aware of the internal
logic of their recommendations. Moreover, they felt compelled to apply this
logic to their own environment, in a context of deficit reduction:?!

The world does not owe us a living; our statutory appointment must be
supported by the merits of the work done. The challenge is to demonstrate
that we deserve to continue to have the scope of work given to us.

We believe that when considering the actions necessary to correct Alberta’s
operating deficit, members of the general public should first expect the
government to assess the scope for delivering existing programs at less cost. If
programs have to be cat, they should expect that the least effective be cut
first. And if the general public is asked to contribute significantly more by
way of taxes and fees, then they need to be convinced that their funds are
being used effectively. We cannot exclude ourselves from the rigour of the
analysis that we have recommended. Therefore, we are, in all practical

respects, in competition with anyone who feels that they can do better.

A number of themes intersect in the discussion paper, as auditors consider
their own accountability. The auditors understood the accountability that they
had promoted for others as a reflexive accountability. Having promoted
enhanced scrutiny for others they felt that they could not hold off similar
scrutiny of their own affairs. Auditors’ strategies in the conduct of their audits

21 See earlier discussion regarding the government’s programmes of expenditure reduction to

achieve this end (Dinning, 1993a; Dinning, 1993b; Government of Alberta, 1994).
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were altered as a result, as they balanced consideration of various audits with the
likelihood of publishable findings. Once started, an audit conducted in an
environment of income statements seemed more likely to produce
recommendations; in the past not reporting might have been valued (as
suggested by the 1977 Act’s permission to omit material on which managerial
action had been taken). Once an auditors’ ‘income,” and hence credibility to
his/her peers and superiors became dependent on publication, these
considerations materially altered. We can understand how proposals for report
material might have doubled in the first full year of the system’s operation, with
auditors behaving in the kind of everyday strategic behaviouss that they hoped
to alter in others (cf. Munro, 1993)

Though audit activities were materially altered as a result of a changing
climate of accountability, it was by no means clear that these changes involved
departures from the ideas and practices earlier outlined. In the way that auditors
spoke of and approached their work it seemed that concerns to pursue their
audits strategically, mindful of generally specified environmental knowledge,
had long been present. Similarly, their particular conception of effectiveness
had been a recurrent concern. The kind of accountability that the income
statements represented did not detract from these dimensions of audit practice.
Indeed, this accountability was, in significant ways, predicated on the Office’s
discursive understanding of its role.

Income statements gave quantitative expression to the ideas which informed
auditing practice. In this way, it seemed that they reinforced and reproduced
these ideas in the field. In the face of systems designed to control and scrutinise
audit activities, and to concentrate audit resources in those areas generating
publishable findings and therefore income, auditors seemed likely to become
more strategic. Conceptions of effectiveness being represented by
recommendations which encouraged change were similarly bolstered by a
system that gave quantitative backing to these normative frameworks. Income
was, in essence, driven by auditors’ ideas cf effectiveness. The administrative
technology of the income statement was informed by wider office discourse
regarding ‘effective’ recommendations and the productive use of time. This
tnternal control structure had implications for the way in which audits would
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be approached. It was a detailed technological response to the question of how
efficiency audits might be conducted, operating at the level of data gathering,
codification and calculation that Miller and Rose (1990) envisage.

Auditors themselves mderstood th consequences of income statements and
the accountability that they represented. In a memo to staff, a very senior
auditor noted that the statements were themselves outgrowths of the Office’s
wider concern to emphasise a relation of ¢ to inputs. The auditor was,
“confident that applying [this] conc our Office will encourage
improvements in our work and will i. .y, and therefore discourage,
unproductive work.”

An awareness of ideas and practices regarding accountability offers illustration
of the compiex considerations feeding into ‘strategic’ auditirg. [n filling out the
ambiguities left by rationalities and programmes, in developing their own
answers to how efficiency auditing could be conducied, auditors developed and
usced normative frameworks regarding appropriate practice (Bernauer, 1990;
Foucault, 1972; Foucault, 1977a). These discourses were technological
resources, enabling their work to take place. They informed practice, providing
the intcllectual machinery with which auditors worked. These ideas became
embedded into such highly specific practices as the Office’s internal control
systems, as is seen here in consideration of the Office’s income statements.

Of course, these practices were themselves subject to quiet reform over time.
The Office’s internal procedures developed over an extended period, with the
introduction of such controls as income statements. The detail of these
operations, while material to practitioners, and indicative of the ideas guiding
their work, would rarely concern outside parties. The specific practices of
efficiency audit, like much else in governmentality, had been left in the hands
of experts (Foucault, 1978a; Rose & Miller, 1992). As a consequence, these
experts could, on their own initiative, materially alter what efficiency auditing
was, and what it involved, in their working through of ‘technological’ details.

These potential shifts in auditing practice could occasionally be joined with
wider administrative concern for change. At the time of my fieldwork, such
shifts began to be seen in then nascent government proposals, which again
centered on certain conceptions of accountability, as government returned to
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auditing expertise as a resource for chinge.22 But in doing this they would still
speak of their wuriness of usurping management control, a concern that was
framed by their ideas of attest auditing, and of what auditing should involve. I
now consider the shifting nature of the deployment concerning efficiency
auditing, as evidenced by ongoing discussions regarding accountability in
government. Changing conceptions of accountability suggest continuing re-
adjustment between rationalities, programmes and technologies. These re-
adjustments also bring out tensions in particular ideas and practices that
auditors used to conduct their work.

c. Shifting Accountability

In the construction of their role as auditors concerned to effect change, and
hence make ‘effective’ recommendations, auditors faced a significant dilemma.
Auditors problematised issues with the aim of encouraging change and what
they hoped would be improvement. This was highlighted in the government’s
efforts to involve the auditors in reporting on proposed performance indicators
for public sector entities. The government had begun to solicit the Auditor
General’s co-operation in these efforts, which ministers understood as a way of
addressing their concern with expenditure reduction, while attempting to gauge
the quality and performance of public sector entities.2? Examination of the

22 At the time that this research was conducted, the provincial government was again
concerned to improve public sector management in a plan that involved further auditing.
Performance measures were to be established for public sector entities, with targets for yearly
improvement in these measures, and reports on entitics’ performance in relation to these
targets. The excent of auditors’ involvement in this was inicially unclear; for example,
government at first seemed eager for auditors to establish performance measures throughout
the public sector, a proposal which auditors themselves resisted. Later, it seemed that auditors
would provide independent verification of managerially supplied performance dara, 2 more
arm’s length relationship modeled on their attest auditing responsibilities.

23 In this light, the government’s concern was similar to that of others that, in vecent years,
have increasingly come to deploy auditing as a means for detailed comparison of
expenditures and services received across institutions (Power, 1994a).
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auditors’ role reveals a series of shifts and re-adjustments between clements of
the deployment, of the type that Foucault envisaged (Bernauer, 1990). These
developments, in other words, are an example of the coming together of a
strategy’s positive and negative outcomes, intended, desireable or otherwise.
Auditors and others had to deal with developing relations betwe. a ideas and the
administrative technologies that they informed.

The government’s interest in performance measurement was part of a revived
political concern with modernisation and management improvement, whia in
many ways paralleled the concerns of the 1970s. Unlike then, the same
governing party (the Progr. sive Conservatives) remained in power, but the
party had gone through an apparenc sea-change, with new leadership, and the
election of many new Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs), as older
members had retired in advance of a provincial election in 1993 which many
Conservatives had thought they would lose.

In the event the Progressive Conservatives were returned to power. The
election had been fought on a platform of deficit reduction, with the
Progressive Conservatives and the opposition Liberals both committing
themselves to deficit elimination through cuts in expenditure. The Conscrvative
government had been charged with mismanagement of public funds, in a series
of losses centering on government investments in private companies, the most
notorious of which had been NovAtel Communications Ltd., a cellular
telephone equipment manufacturer that the government had sponsored as a
means to diversify the provincial economy.24

The Auditor General had produced a special report into Novatel at the
request of the provincial government. One of the central findings of the report
had concerned issues of accountability: the Auditor General tound that
NovAtel’s losses illustrated “what can happen when deficiencies exist in an
accountability process,” and noted that NovAtel’s accountability structures were
similar to those of many other Provincial agencies (Office of the Auditor
General of Alberta, 1992b, p. 20). The summary of findings suggested that if

24 See earlier note regarding NovAtel and the Auditor General’s special reporst into its affairs

(Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1992b).
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the auditors’ recommendations were iiplemented, the result would be
significant improvements in control and accountability:

To have competent people publicly defining what they propose to do, and
accounting for their use of public furds, is the essence of an effective
accour *bility mechanism. (Office of thz /iuditor General of Alberta, 1992b,

p. 21)

The Auditor General’s Office, then, had made significant statements
regarding accountability in the public sector. These statements were particularly
powerful in the context of the time; they influenced the discursive articulation
of accountability issues in the province.2> We should recall that organisations
and their environments may be mutually constitutive (Neimark & Tinker,
1986). The Auditor General’s attentiveness to accountability issues, and in
particular the Office’s call for definition of proposed actions and accounting for
the use of funds, found particular resonance with the government. One result
was an ongoing negotiation between the government and the Office of the
Auditor General regarding specific means of developing accountability in
provincially sponsored organisations.

Ministers were concerned both to avoid future financial scandal, and to be
seen as better managers of public money. Before the provincial election the
Premier had endorsed a future in which “Albertans will see a new style of
government, one that works less like a traditional government and more like a
successful business” (Alberta Treasury, 1993, p. 5). As part of this, the
Provincial Treasurer had announced that all departments and agencies receiving
significant government funding would be required each year to prepare three
year ‘business plans’ outlining long term goals and objectives, spending
requirements ir: line with government’s planned reductions, and specific means
to measure results and performance (Dinning, 1993a, p. 7).

25 For example, in a research interview with a senior Provincial Treasury official, it became
clear that government had recently avoided the creation of further crown corporations (i.e.,
publicly held corporations, such as NovAtel) due to ministerial concerns regarding the
limited accountability of crown corporations that had been revealed in the NovAtel affair.
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Accounting and auditing was placed at the centre of these developments. The
government's express intention for the published ‘business plans’ was to
“provide a new definition for accountability in government” (Government of
Alberta, 1994, p. ii). In developing these plans it proposed to “work with the
Auditor General, professional groups such as the Institute of Chartered
Accountants, our partners and stakeholders, MLA’s2¢ and the Public Accounts
Committee to improve our plans for future years” (Government of Alberta,
1994). Note that the primary professional resources relied upon here are
accountants; this was itself consistent with an ongoing representation of
government as a ‘business’, and a valorisation of private sector management
techniques as a superior means of organisation and control. Just as it .¢ 1970s,
programmes to improve public administration were to .nclude accounting and
auditing expertise.

The developments at the time involved government’s promotion of systems
for performance measurement, comparison and reporting that were remarkably
similar in effect to the kind of accountability environment that tre Auditor
General had previously called for (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta,
1992b). It seemed that the discursive field had shifted such that government’s
conceptions of accountability had come to mirror the Auditor General’s carlier
calls for statements of planned actions to be matched with an accounting of
results (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1992b, p. 21). It was in this
apparent ‘success,” with government acceptance of accountability regimes
similar to those earlier proposed by the Office of the Auditor General, that
dilemmas regarding the pursuit of effectiveness and the particular accountability
that it encouraged were to re-emerge.

The specificities of auditets’ concerns with accountability, and the means by
which these were addressed. inv-olved auditors in recurrent mediation of the line
between auditing and managurae «, as they tried to manage their own position
and that uf others. The dilemma that an auditor was concerned with
‘effectivere-<" as understood within the Office, while not usurping management
control, was brought to the fore in government’s interest in accountability.

26 Members of the Legislative Assembly.
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The proposal that the Office conduct ‘performance audits’ was generally
specified; it was as yet unclear what the auditois’ eventual role would be,
whether they would develop performance measures, or simply report on
management’s presentation of them. Auditors approached this new task with
wariness. One indicated that the Office was unsure what performance auditir.y,
real'v meant, that there was some contention regarding the idea, as the Office
backed away from government’s suggestion that auditors derive, calculate and
monitor performance indicators for government agencies. Once again che ideas
and language of attest auditing provided an approach to the uncertain
expansion of auditing practice. The auditor drew on this background, using the
example of management’s responsibilities for financial statements, envisaging
that management would establish measures, standards and performance goals,
while auditors would report on whether management met those goals. His
reasoning was simple, “we are not management—we don’t want to be
management. That's what you’re in danger of getting into with this. We are
auditors.” 1ln developing performance measures it was feared that auditors
would be cast in a managerial role, first in deciding which elements of
‘performance’ really mattered, and next in deriving specific means to measure
and control these dimensions.

In practice the divide between auditing and management was more malleable
and complex. Consider the following comments, made by a senior Provincial
Treasury official during a research interview concerning the development of the
Auditor General Act. Discussion moved to the government’s current interest in
performance auditing, which the ofticial was heavily involved with. In his own
mind this contrasted with efficiency work,

[t [1970s reform] was not, I don’t think that it was seen to the degree that we
now see, | mean we are now talking in this department, in this government,
about attest auditing of results, the New Zealand approach to life.27 If you
say that kids are educated, we’re going to ask an auditor to attest that that
statement is true. I don’t believe that at the time in the mid 1970s that we

27 As part of its interest in deficit reduction, the Government of Alberta had increasingly
studied events in New Zealand during the 1980s, as that country addressed its own deficit.
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went nearly that far in our thinking about the power of the auditing
profession to make the world better. It was more tentative, 1 think we were

feeling our way along...

Over time it seemed that the provincial government’s perceptions of
auditing’s potential for improvement had increased, to the extent that efficiency
auditing, which in the 1970s had been viewed as a major expansion of auditors’
mandates, could be retrospectively interpreted as a tentative, and lesser
development than contemporary reforms. There was a rising trajectory of
government expectations regarding auditing, accompanied by the invocation of
auditing in fresh projects for accountability.

Auditors had themselves publicised their views regarding accountability and
the need for its enhancement in government agencies.28 Now that an expanded
role was effectively offered to them, they shied away from more detailed
involvements. At the time of my fieldwork, and afterwards, negotiations were
taking place as to whether auditors should decide on performance measures,
and compile and calculate them, or whether client departments (including, as
suggested above, schools, uiiversities, hospitals or other public sector bodies)
should develop such indices, with auditors verifying these calculations.
Institutions were then expected to set out projections for improving their
scores; auditors would further report as to whether these performance standards
had been attained (Government of Alberta, 1994).

We should consider these events, and the lines of thought that they bring to
view. It is clzar that government had a continuing interest in auditing as a
resource for scrutiny, improvement and control. Auditors had to some degree
maintained this climate of interest through their own reports, calling for
enhanced accountability. Yet when government began negotiations regarding

28 Previous reports had questioned accountability in government in the light of financial
failures (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1992b), and had proposed more detailed
budgeting, changes in the Public Accounts Committee and its review of public finances
(Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1993). The Auditor General had also called for
greater financial disclosure as a means of achieving accountability (Office of the Auditor

General of Alberta, 1992a, p. 12).
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further technological approaches to accountability, efficiency and other matters,
auditors stood back, fearing that their role as auditors was incompatible with
the government’s proposals, evidenced in the earlier comment that “we are not
management—we don’t want to be management. That’s what you’re in danger
of getting into with this. We are auditors.”

These developments provide an interesting example of auditors’ reliance on
particular conceptions of attest auditing in the face of potential change in their
function. But they also highlight the dilemma that auditors faced in their work
as it then was. The whole idea and purpose of the audits that I followed was to
effect change, to improve the financial administration of the province. This was
the criterion of effectiveness. It inevitably involved recommending courses of
action, however general, and con idering alternatives to present practice. The
considerations that this brought to bear already directly implicated auditors in a
managerial role, as is witnessed by one auditor’s account of his own practice in
considering strategies for an effective audit:

Some of the things that you're looking for are more in the line of strategic
measures that must be in place for an organisation to exist within the next
decade, given technological change, etc., etc., That type of an aspect will, you
know, that really isn’t accounting per se, it’s more of a strategic management
kind of thought process, that you actually... What I find I do a lot, is I say,
“OK, if 1 was running this place, what do I need? What dor’t I need? What is
relevant?” So there’s kind of that getting inside the management of an
organisation and trying to find out what it’s objectives are.

Such substitution of =ditors’ vizws for those of management was already
foreshadowed in the awi:. manual's consideration of whose views should prevail
in an audit, “the arvwer has to be—managem~nt’s view, or rather, the auditor’s
perception of the way in which the audit issue ~hould be managed in order for
management t be successful” (Office of the Auditor General of Alberta, 1991,
s. 20.4)

The auditors’ concern with the encourager ent of specific changes was a
fundamenta! part of the strategies that I hav: outlined. Auditors frequently
indicated to e that they felt that their repor:; would be inadequate if they did
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not communicate to management potential solutions to deficiencies highlighted
by audit reports. The - native of reporting failures and leaving remedial plans
for management alonc . s understood as leaving auditors in a nihilistic role. In
their recommendations, then. the aim was always to set the scene for change; in
speaking of client departmer:s one of the most recurrent phrases used was that
the auditors should “get them to change the way that they do business.” It was
because of this concern that auditors would consider the potential of different
methods of hospital administratic  hysician payment, and the provision of
healthcar: for welfare recipients ir ongoing consideration of potential
courses of managerial .tion guia  their work and their reports. Auditors
understood accountability in terms of this purposive approach: they compared
practice with their ideals, and found it wanting (Miller & Rose, 1990).

Though auditors might present their own work as discrete to that of
management, and might at times conceive of their position in terms of the
independence and aloofness that they associated with attest audit activity, in
practice this divide had been eroded. The barriers between management's
ongoing concern with an entity’s operation, and the auditors’ own scrutinies
often came together in parallel concerns for change. Mental borders remained,
as auditors relied on ideas drawn from their attest position and drew back from
the more pervasive involvements suggested by certain forms of performance
measurement and reporting. But in the daily practice of efficiency audit work
these considerations were overcome by the intersection of auditors’ strategies for
improvement, and their internal conceptions of effectiveness.

This coming together of managerial and audiring roles was not pre-
meditated, or orchestrated by any one body or group. Rather it suggested
ongoing re-adjustment as the details and mechanics of this audiung technology
were worked out in the field. Earlier rationalities and programmes laid out
general frameworks in discussions in the 1970s; their meaning continued to be
worked through and negotiated by auditors as they applied auditing
technologies nearly twenty years later.

29 See earlier discussion in chapter six.
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In analysing these shifts, it is possible to see certain of the consequences
(intentional or otherwise) of interactions between flows of ideas and pracrices.
Technologies, and their intellectual foundations, continued to matter; concerns
of effectiveness and direction in auditing remained material to participants.
These developments were relevant both for the practices of auditing, and for the
intellectual machinery that gave life to individual audit technologies. While the
nascent construction of auditor:’ roles in performance auditing may be seen as a
postscript to efficiency auditing, these developments also illustrate linkages
between the ideas that informed these practices. It seems that in the adjustment
of deployments ideas and practices matter: they both inform and allow such
later developments as an increased accountability through performance
measurement and auditing.

Having considered certain specific expositions of the ideas and practices
underlying efficiency auditing, I now stand back from this detailed analysis to
consider the influences that these processes had on the kind of efficiency that
auditors reported.

C. CONTINGENT EFFICIENCY

Auditor General reports are persuasive documents, indeed, they are treated with
rare reverence by the press. Perhaps this is unsurprising given that they read
with a powerful combination of sober analysis and informed authoriry. But the
detachment of these reports, along with their symbolic investment of
authorship in a single auditor, is simply a useful fictior:. ." ditors are very much
aware of their social and organisational context, and rheir ippreciation of these
factors is a central part of the technology that allows them to operationalise
efficiency auditing.

I have reviewed the kind of systems auditing that operates in the field, and
have explored ideas and practices that auditors used in addressing their mandate
to audit for economy, efficiency and effectiveness. The general approach to
auditing, and discursive conditions that allowed this approach, have been
considered as part of a strategic approach to audit inquiry. Auditors relied on a
series of normative guides as they conducted their work. They were immersed
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in ‘knowledge of business’ which informed their inquiries. Central to this was a
particular view of audit effectiveness as being satisfied by the acceprance and
implementation of audit recommendations. Efficiency reports were strategic
reports, written to promote action. Yet auditors could not themselves compel
change, but rather advise, persuade and monitor, even as the borders between
their own roles and those of management became increasingly malleable. This
work was not without its contradictions and uncertainties; in tracing this
activity I have located certain patterns and effects in auditors reliance on
mutually sustained views of best and appropriate audit practice.

[t is appropriate to consider auditors’ working procedures, and the ideas
which underlay them, in terms of the efficiency that auditors addressed in their
reports. The efficiency which auditors present in their reports is cffectively
governed and delineated by the work that auditors conduct. The work that |
found auditors relied on was not an entirely dispassionate or rechnocratic
wnquiry, although it involved important appeals to such an approach. The
cfficiency that auditors came to know through their work was not one which
found universal application, nor one which appealed tc the kinds of codified,
technical bodies of knowledge that we might associate with traditional actest
auditing practice. In what they understand as their efforts to impgrove
government's financial administration, auditors pay very significant attention to
the social world in which they work. They map out the dynamics of political
and administrative policy, they track the norms of government and of
departments, and they tailor their work for persuasiveness mindful of these
norms.

For these auditors, the social and normative environments were facts which
they had to negotiate: concerns of the social were a reality with which they had
to work. Their attention to context resulted in recommendations which took
account of numerous specificities: the financial and operational circumstances
of a client provided one base, but this was joined with an attention to the
language, norms and ideas which circulated both in the client department and
in the wider audit environment. Their ability to track shifting normative
contexts was a crucial technology that enabled them to work effectively, since
failure to appreciate the ramifications of such shifts would result in their being
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viewed as irrelevant, as one auditor made clear in anticipating client comments
(“Here is the real world, you’re not in the real world™).

Auditors both reacted to and acted upon the world; this dialectical
relationship illustrates the mutual constitution of organisations and their
environments (Neimark & Tinker, 1986). We can see this in auditors’ attempts
to effect change through repeated recommendations (in some cases highlighting
issues for a decade or more), even though they recognised the difficulty of such
a course. But as I quoted one auditor earlier, “it’s kind of a hard rock, and
you're trying to make it fertile. It’s real hard work to do that, so it’s a long term
view. But there are other views as well...”

These other views again involved auditors in the constitution of their
environment, although in a more selective and strategic sense. They attempted
to estimate the kind of change which was attainable at a given time, and to
encourage that, even though the auditors might themselves prefer a higher ideal
or standard. The result was a very practical sort of efficiency audit, one which
relied on a sophisticated reading of the environment so as to gauge attainable
change. In these cases, one year’s audit had to be understood in the context of
other audits, with knowledge that the auditors were, in many cases, aiming to
progressively change their client institutions. In appreciating these stratagems I
have pointed to some of the particular and local considerations that the auditors
themselves faced, both as individual accountants with their own career aims and
expectations, and collectively as an Office which wanted to maintain
constructive relations with its overall government client. The accountability of
these audits was reflexive.

Auditors are themselves socially sitnated, and their own normative context is
subject to ongoing shifts. Though auditors might themselves envisage their
strategies as leading ultimately to stable goals as clients reached greater
‘maturity’ or willingness to change, it would be a mistake to see auditors’ cwn
aims as a static or immutable model of government administration. Instead,
their own ideas, practices and values are modified over time, and as a
consequence their strategies underge multiple amendment. Efficiency auditors
face many of the same problems of other professionals seeking to conduct their
work and maintain their status in an uncertain and variable environment.
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My fieldwork addressed the technologies of government, especially those
relating to auditing. Talking about ‘technologies’ does not merely mean a
concern with strictly mechanical processes, or an assessment of the effects of
such procedures as calculation, notation, presentational devices, ete. (Miller &
Rose, 1990). At first sight Miller and Rose’s work might lead to a pre-
occupation with such mechanics of government operation. But in analysing
efficiency audits, I have found that technologies, when understood in the fuller
sense of those technologies that make it possible to govern and intervene in the
world (Foucault, 1978a; Gordon, 1991; Miller & Rose, 1990), involve
significantly more than such more immediately apparent mechanics (although
they remain significant).

In studying audits it became increasingly apparent thor efficiency auditing
was a diffuse and poorly specified activity that relied less on the ‘harder’,
mechanical technologies suggested in earlier studies of governmentality, and
much more on generally specified knowledges, norms and procedures. A
narrow interpretation of the technological, as strictly mechanical procedures
uninformed by wider so<ial understandings, would misrepresent these
processes. What was happening in the field in fact involved very significant
social interpretation; it was this interpretation that was at the centre of the
technological—it allowed these audits to be conducted.

This argument has a number of implications; it suggests a broadening of our
understandings of the ‘technological’; it suggests that the technologies of this
form of auditing involved significant social interpretation; and it suggests that
when charged to audit for economy, efficiency and effectiveness, auditors
produce socially constructed reports, in which concepts such as efficiency are
aligned with a series of social activities and guides. This has implications for the
way in which ‘efficiency’ is itself derived.

Technologies matter, but they are inevitably given life through social action.
In the particular case of efficiency auditing, I have found that these social guides
become especially important, since auditors face a wide range of auditing
scenarios, and rely on quite loosely specified bodies of knowledge in going
about their work. On one level one might question the efficacy of their work,
and suggest that this auditing as described above is in some way wanting. But
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thar would be a contradi .on of the apparent acceptance of such work in
general discussion and debate. While the work of efficiency auditing might not
match contemporary public perceptions of auditing as a clinical, detached
process (Francis, 1994), that does not mean that this auditing does not work, or
is not accepted. Publi. discussion of this practice, and the reverence with which
it is treated, sugests that auditing presents an authoritative view of efficiency
«.nd other matters.

This gap between public discourse and apparent auditing practice presents a
conandrum. On the one hand, public perceptions of this work might be viewed
as erroneous, and the discourses surrounding efficiency auditing as mistaken;
alternatively, views of efficiency might be reconstructed in a way which learns
from the apparent acceptance of this activity, and suggests that efficiency is
effectively determined by the work that auditors conduct. This is an important
choice: on the one hand a broadly objectivist view of auditing which applies its
own criterion and finds practice wanting; on the other a more constructivist
view which draws from wider social acceptance of this work and comes to view
the efficiency that it reports as socially contingent. Following my interest in the
influence of di Hurse in our understandings of the world, I believe that 2
constructivist view, elaborated through interpretation of discourse and practice,
offers a better understanding of efficiency auditing.

I have argued that the process of elaborating programmes through manuals,
statements and similar inevitably leaves gaps. Ultimately these are resolved by
auditors in the field as they work through th.ir auditing technologies (Hoskin,
1994; Miller & Rose, 1990). My fieldwork suggests that auditing technologies
are themselves socially constructed and interpreted, and that, in efficiency
auditing, significant elements of the technological are geared towards tracking
‘knowledge of business’, the normative context in which auditors work. It is
with the aid of this tracking thar they address such fundamental auditing issues
as which audits to pursue. when 2nd how to pursue them, and how their
recommendations are ultimately expressed. Efficiency audits are pursued
strategically using this information, with the ultimate goal of effecting change.
The net effect is that efficiency in these audits is often not an absolute, but is
instead a socially contingent efficiency, geared to a time and place, with audit
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reports written for persuasiveness and action. Thus reports written at one time
might be viewed as inappropriate for another, since they “wouldn't be
strategically wise,” as one auditor commented in discussing why certain issues
presently considered couid not have been addressed earlier. The efficiency that
these auditors examined was materially altered by social contexts. As a
consequence, kncwledge of these ¢.ntexts became an important auditing
resource. It was through appreciation of the social world and its discursive
representation that auditors came to know efficiency.



VIII. Conclusions

This dissertation has been framed around two questions, concerning the
development and operationalisation of efficiency auditing. In concluding my
analysis of these issues, I address each question in turn, providing a summary of
my response, and consideration of both empirical and theoretical contributions.
I follow this with discussion of the limitations of this study, and suggestions for
further research. This concluding chapter allows for a final codification of my
work, and consideration of the project as a whole.

A. HOW DID AUDITING COME TO INCLUDE
EFFICIENCY?

1. Overview of Response

My analysis of the development of efficiency auditing centred on events in
the province of Alberta, and the circumstances that allowed the formation of a
revised auditing mandate involving efficiency auditing. In reviewing aspects of
the social and political history of the province in the 1960s and 1970s, the
period immediately preceding and surrounding auditing reform, I have pointed
to the role of more general political concerns, and the specific climate that they
fostered, as a means to understand the attractions of efficiency auditing at the
time. I interpret this material in terms of Miller and Rose’s (1990; Rose &
Miller, 1992) analysis of political rationalities, and their roles in providing the
conditions that allow the production of more detailed political programmes,
(including such plans of action as are provided by committees, reports, and
proposed legislation).

Debates of the time suggest that Alberta politics was marked by suspicion of
the ‘political,’ and a prevailing conception that government was best thought of
as a business like, rather than a political enterprise. As a consequence,
government was framed as a managerial issue, in ways that made a revised
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government auditing seem politically appealing. In developing their political
challenge to the governing Social Credit party, the Progressive Conservatives
drew on managerial conceptions of government, and began to promote
themselves as a group which, though it was substantially in agreement with
government policy, was more managerially competent.

At the time, ideas of efficiency auditing had begun to emerge, as the Auditor
General of Canada pursued his duties more aggressively, highlighting alleged
‘non-productive payments.” The publicity that accrued to these reports drew
the attention of Alberta’s Progressive Conservatives, as they sought to bolster
their managerial claims. The Auditor General of Canada’s reporting had
fostered ideas of auditing as a pro-active search for waste or needless
expenditure, a conception that was embodied in Alberta’s first formal proposals
for efficiency auditing, the Taxpayers’ Protection Act. Although these proposals
fell, they signaled the Progressive Conservatives’ commitment to government
auditing reform.

In addition to concerns of managerial competence, auditing reform was also
influenced by an increasing conception of the 1970s as a time of unusual
change and progress. Such ideas made it politically attractive for political
policies and parties to be presented as fitting with the times. This appeal to
contemporaneity was made especially resonant by then powerful modernist
(Sarup, 1989; Sayer, 1991) beliefs in the improving power of science,
management and other forms of deliberated action.

My analysis suggests that to understand the development of government
auditing reform in Alberta, it is important to address the discursive conditions
that allowed reform to take place, and provided auditing with priority over
other potential issues of concern. I argue that the perception of auditing as a
‘technical’ issue provided auditing with significant appeal. A more aggressive
government auditing was understood by politicians, auditors and others as a
state of the art managerial tool. As a result, it appealed to then current discourse
regarding managerial competence and contemporaneity.

The movement between the more general concerns represented by political
rationalities, and the detailed exposition seen in the political programme
embodied in the Auditor General Act, 1977, involved development and
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refinement of auditing mandates. I have argued that to understand this proces.
it is important to address the role of expertise, and the issue of government
reliance on professional knowledge. This is brought into sharp relief in the
drafting of Alberta’s legislation, based as it is on initial material framed by the
then Provincial Auditor. But it operates in less visible ways, in the negotiations
and considerations of the civil servants, officials and politicians charged with
framing and implementing reform.

I would note that levels of analysis such as ‘rationalities” and ‘programmes’ are
themselves collapsible—they interact in the field. Thus although experts may be
thought of as operating in the more specific domain of the programinatic, they
were also influenced by the wider discursive context of the times, that had first
fostered political rationalities for auditing reform. Similarly, while it is
analytically useful to separate out the detail of auditing technologies from the
rationalities and programmes that support such practice, it can also be seen thai
exemplars of auditing practice, in this case at the federal government level, can
themseives influence events. In this sense the technological (although drawn
from other spherec) may itself provide the conditions for further technelogical
development.

2. Envirical and Theoretical Contributions
A

Perhaps the most immediate contribution of this stage of my research is in
terms of developing original empirical materials, and addressing an under-
researched area, government auditing. Broadbent and Guthrie’s review (1992)
indicated that there was a “relative paucity of research in the public sector,” (p.
23), especially of the more critical variety. Their inquiries, and my own, suggest
that an analysis of the development of efficiency auditing simply has not been
undertaken, and that this branch of auditing has developed with remarkably
lictle academic attention. One of the first contributions of my analysis, then, is
in addressing the development of efficiency auditing and, through close
examination of one case, mapping out the dynamics which influenced auditing
reform.
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One effect of this research is that my account of the development of
efficiency auditing in the province draws from a broad range of primary and
secondary sources, and is supported by a significant body of evidence. The
breadth of sources consulted, and the availability of participants to be
interviewed, adds depth to this analysis. Accounting issues hardly appear at all
in standard historical accounts (cf. Palmer & Palmer, 1990). Although such
secondary material can provide useful background, to understand the specifics
of accounting development and change, it becomes necessary to study primary
sources, as | have done in this dissertation.

I would contrast this approach to ‘alternative’ research that is often centred
on rather weaker empirical foundations. There is a danger that, after an initial
flirtation with history, ‘alternative’ accounting research wili become an exercise
in writing papers about papers (e.g. Miller & Napier, 1993), rather than about
activities beyond the academic world. Indeed, in a branch of research that has
made much of the excessive empiricism of other modes of inquiry, it is
tempting to become cavalier about data and such issues as care and objectivity.
Recognition of the flaws of such concepts does not allow their abandonment
without the elaboration of persuasive alternatives ({ammersley, 1992;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). I would not argue for a doctrinaire
designation of formal rules or standardised procedures, but instead sce such
issues of validation as a process through which a community of researchers
evaluate the trustworthiness of a study as a basis for their own work. In this
sense, claims of the validity of research are tested through ongoing discourse
amongst researchers (Kohler Riessman, 1993; Mishler, 1990).

One of the aims of this work was to understand the mechanics of change, in
this case, the development of a reformed and expanded auditing mandate. The
dissertation follows a longer standing concern to investigate the processes
involved in the interaction of accounting and the social (Radcliffe, 1989;
Radcliffe et al., 1994). As I have noted, Burchell et al. argued that while these
processes had tended to be stated, they had yet to be fully analysed and
described. To date most analyses attending to accounting change have tracked
events primarily through archival sources, including professional
announcements, government documents, news stories and the like, sometimes
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with the incorporation of interviews with civil servants, the officials of
professional institutes and others (cf. Burchell et al., 1985; Miller, 1991;
Preston et al., 1994; Radcliffe et al., 1994; Robson, 1993; Robson et al., 1994).
By contrast, in researching the dynamics of government auditing reform in
Alberta, I was able to locate and interview most of the senior participants in the
audit reform process, and I gained access to a wide variety of primary sources,
including unpublished government documents, discussion p.pers, draft bills
and other documentation. This fuller access allowed the development of a
particularly rich and detailed account of the development of reform.

One dimension of this research process was the inter-relatedness of the
interviewing process and documentary access. Having established contact with
participants in legislative debates, they would often suggest others who could be
interviewed, together with additional documentary sources. I took advantage of
this, mindful of the role of opportunity and luck in the research process
(Hammond, 1967; Medawar, 1964).

While the focus of this work has been the development of efficiency auditing,
and an analysis of the processes involved in changing auditing mandates, I
would point to the position of this inquiry in terms of a nascent critical
literature that has begun to address auditing practice (Pentland, 1993; Power,
1994a). Ciritical accounting research has been (as the term implies) largely
concerned with accounting, rather than auditing issues. Perhaps the concerns of
critical accounting to incorporate the social into academic inquiry, elaborated in
chapter 2, caused a certain reticence with regard to the seemingly more
technical branch of auditing. This dissertation can be seen as an attempt to
question the social basis of a branch of auditing, even to the most basic
clements of the framing of an auditor’'s mandate. While the present analysis of
auditing has not been focused on the more conventional attest auditing
practice, it seems doubtful that this latter activity can be isolated from the social
world, a suggestion that is reinforced by a reading of the development of
accounting standards (Robson, 1993) or of the history of the profession (Jones,
1981). In short, while this analysis involved the examination of a specific
instance of efficiency auditing reform, it speaks to more general processes
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regirding the de.-lopment of accounting change, and challenges more
conventional views ¢! auditing as a largely technical practice (Power, 1994b).

I believe that the hi:torical work in this dissertation may make a number of
distinctive theoretical contributions. One of the most recurrent is the linkages
between wider flows « 7 1deas within society, and the localised discourse of the
accounting profession and its techniques. Throughout my analysis of the
development of efficienc. auditing in Alberta I have tried to convey a sense of
the mutual relation and infiuence between the general and the particular,
mapping out the inter-relatic of accounting and the social in the manner that
Burchell et al (1985) envisage. These linkages are especially important in terms
of an analysis of the place of accounting in the social world, and of the
influence of the social on accounting. In the present case, Alberta’s efficiency
auditing can be seen as a development influenced by a diverse set of ideas and
circumstances, which coalesced to form a particular social field, or deployment,
that influenced events. In this light, the political climate of the province of
Alberta in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the construction of government in
terms of good management rather than policy divisions, and the confluence of a
revised federal auditing practice can all be understood in relation, as part of the
specific social conditions that allowed the revision of auditing mandates.

This view of the relation of diverse ideas and practices is developed in
Foucault’s work (1977a; 1978a; 1980), but has been differently addressed in
interpretations of his work in academic accountancy. Indeed, it has been
suggested that a new ‘theory of practices’ is required, and that accounting
inquiry has been operating at the outer reaches of Foucault’s analysis (Hoskin,
1994). My earlier argument in chapter 2 suggests that these claims may be more
ambitious than is warranted, and that rather than an extension to Foucault’s
work in general, what may be needed is a re-interpretation of Foucault’s work
as it has been applied in accounting research. I argue that Foucault himself
envisaged mutually supportive relations between ideas and practices, and that
these relations, in what may be described as a deployment, present a more
catholic series of linkages than has been explored in the accounting literature to
date. This position is useful in establishing relations between, for example, the
ideas circulating in Alberta’s political environment in the 1960s, and the
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auditing practices applied by the Auditor General of Canada. Such relations
become more pronounced in considering the operationalisation of efficiency
auditing, as auditing practices are seen to be supported by agreed practitioner
knowledge; I return to these issues later.

There arc questions both of how useful this technology is, and of how it can
be extended. Overall, I found that Miller and Rose’s work provided a useful
frame for addressing links between wider social issues, and the detail of
legislation concerning government auditing. The idea of general political
rationalities, and the problematisations that they enta:  was helpful in directing
attention to a questioning of the role of auditing, and to early expressions of
interest in auditing reform. Their analysis of the differing consequences of
programmes, such as legislation, and the technological means by which they are
operationalised, provided further points of departure for empirical investigation
and consideration. [ found that Miller and Rose’s thoughts ¢n these issues
helped in categorising events and highlighting movements from one domain to
the next. Their work provides a theoretical vocabulary for linking broader
sentiments, policy discussions, and eventual operationalisation. However,
Miller and Rose provide little guidance in ter. 1s of how technologies might be
identified, studied and understood, an ¢ aission that presented certain
problems, discussed below, in addressing tl - operationalisation of efficiency
auditing. Nevertheless, they do suggest a re rienting of study towards such
mechanics, and present a start in addressing tl. . <e issues. All frameworks come
with their own baggage of omissions, confusions ind other shortcomings, but
on the whole I found that Miller and Rose’s categorisations were useful in
framing my analysis, and elaborating links between various dimensions.

My own analysis of events in Alberta concerned one example of the
development of efficiency auditing. I present this with the intention of
establishing the grounds on which efficiency auditing developed in one
jurisdiction, and with the hope of illuminating wider and more recurrent social
processes involved in movements in accounting and auditing knowledge. In this
sense, [ follow a more generally established interest in studying apparently
general social processes through examining specific events (Burchell et al., 1985;
Preston et al., 1992; Robson, 1993). While I would argue that similar processes
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to those evidenced in s.iherta in the 1970s were involved in the gencration of
revised auditing mandates in other jurisdictions, I would point to the
specificities that seem to be involved in the development of accounting and
auditing change.

In analysing the development of efficiency auditing 1 have pointed to the
specificity of Albertan concerns, and the importance of local dimensions. Some
of these dimensions may at first seem to be recurrent, suggesting a broadly
similar path. But I would suggest that superficial similarities may be
undermined by the cumulative effect of social differences. For example, the
conception of politics as a ‘managerial’ matter can be understood as operating
in a variety of jurisdictions, (consider the Glassco Commission regarding the
Federal Government of Canada, or Harold Wilson’s broadly contemporancous
commitment to management as part of his rhetoric regarding a ‘white-hot
technological revolution’ in the UK). Yet these apparently similar concerns
arose in an array of social, instituvional and cultural contexts. The combination
of these varying circumstances may limit the extent to which similar social
processes may be extrapolated from one setting to another. While similar social
processes may well be involved in reform in other jurisdictions, but they
themselves should be addressed with specific understanding of the confluence of
both broader concerns and those that are highly local.

B. HOW ARE EFFICIENCY AUDITS OPERATIONALISED?
1. Overview of Response

In addressing the operationalisation of efficiency auditing, I turned first to
professional standards, auditing manuals and othex documentary expositions of
practice. Analysis of this material revealed that Canadian standard seteers
themselves understood efficiency auditing as a complex and diverse practice,
that was framed by a variety of mandates, heterogeneous assignments and
varying objectives, criteria and evidence. This professional material pointed to
empirical complexity, but it also seemed to be built on unstated frameworks of
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practitioner knowledge, that seemed highly specific to that limited set of
auditors already involved in conducting efficiency auditing work.

Logistical questions arose in the wake of this initial review. It was unclear
how the operationalisation of efficiency auditing might best be tracked and
understood. I turned to ethnography at first because of the limitations of
documentary evidence, but, as discussed in introducing this work, it became
clear that an ethnographic analysis offered more than empirical elaboration—
although this remained important. As Jénsson and Macintosh (1994) argue,
ethnography can offer a way of extending our knowledge of theory, and
managing theoretical change. While ethnography has often been presented as
being in opposition to more theorised approaches, I approached it with broad
theoretical foundations, drawn from Miller and Rose’s focus on technologies,
and with consideration of prior Foucauldian work in accounting, and
Foucault’s own work.

Although Miller and Rose emphasise the importance of technologies and
other aspects of the ‘micro-physics’ of power, they do not offer a detailed
specification as to what constitutes a technology, how technologies might be
examined, etc.; their analysis simply does not go this far. Their work highlights
technologies and offers a broad description of what they might involve, together
with some examples, but they do not offer more specific guides to applying this
analysis to other fields. The absence of such guides strengthened my interest in
ethnography as a means to understand the operationalisation of efficiency
auditing.

1 examined three efficiency audits in the field, attending audit planning
meetings, following auditors as they worked in client departments, and
accompanying them as they gathered data and interviewed departmental
officials. In addition to this contemporaneous observation, I interviewed
auditors, both to elaborate accounts of their work, and to check my own
understandings as they developed. I also attended meetings in which auditors
jointly edited report material.! This work suggests that in the absence of other

! Since individuals writing alone do not actively engage in the social interaction on which
ethnography relies, | was unable to study the writing process, other than in these meetings,
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more formally codified technologies, agreed upon practitioner knowledge
provided the means that enabled efficiency auditors to conduct their work. 1
elaborate this knowledge as it is manifested in practitioner discourse, exhibited
in meetings, interviews, audit working papers, manuals, etc.

My first analysis of this ethnographic material appears in chapter 6, as a less
abstracted account, designed to preserve more insights from the ficld, examine
aspects of the three audits that I followed, and address the claboration of
efficiency audits in practice. In the absence of other published accounts. this
chapter ofters initial analysis of the work that efficiency auditors do. Later, in
mapping out practitioner knowledge, I centred my description and analysis
around a series of terms used in the field, starting with analysis of the strategic
character of efficiency auditing, and following with review of the implications
of what was termed ‘knowledge of business.” This latter knowledge involves a
broad appreciation of the normative and administrative environment
concerning the organisations with which the auditors worked, the audit office,
and government at large, and it incorporated knowledge of wider social norms
and political debates. Various *--s- .. .“ what was understood by practitioners
themselves as a rather amorpho:.» .- -.' dge of business, proved to be very
significant in shaping audit inc ¢~

I elaborated these issues by re. . . ro ideas of accountability, understood by
practitioners themselves as reciprocal and shifting, and addressed the influence
of changing conceptions of accountability within the audit office, and the
consequences of these shifts for auditors’ working practices. It scemed, for
example, that attitudes towards the publication of findings had moved over
time, from an initial b:iief that publication would provoke a defensive response
amongst civil servants and politicians, and that change was best achicved
through quieter pressure, to a new belief that the audit report was an
accountability document that applied just as much to auditers as to auditees.

and in research interviews. As noted in chapters five and six, I was unable to attend exit
conferences, due to concern that a resr archer’s presence might inhibit officials present, since
they had not attended those meetings previously studied.
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This latter belief made the publications of audit findings the norm, rather than
the exception.2 [ analyse these and other elements in practitioner discourse, and
indicate how mutually agreed upon knowledge guided audit inquiries. In the
absence of the more ‘mechanical’ technologies associated with attest auditing,
such as checklists, pre-printed packages of working papers, computer programs
and the like, [ show how a more diffuse knowledge of business, together with
practitioner norms, were effectively technological, in that they provided the
intellectual basis that allowed practitioners to conduct their work.

Aside from the mechanics of efficiency auditing, and the elaboration of
specific technologies that enabled this work to take place, knowledge of attest
auditing had a continuing influence in efficiency auditing practice. The
language of attest auditing was used pervasively in addressing efficiency auditing
work, even though auditors made significant distinctions beiween the two
branches of their mandate, indicating that efficiency auditing required more
‘mature’ personnel, and that it did not involve the kind of practised regularity
of approach that they associated with attest work. Nevertheless, this language
was significant in that it represented efficiency work as auditing, and hence a
part of the practice that auditors conducted. It conveyed an aura of formalised
expertise and professional hnowledge in an area that auditors themselves
privately argued was quite different to their regular auditing inquiry. The
language of auditing was important in expanding audicors’ professicnal
jurisdiction (Abbort, 1988) from attest to efficiency, since this latter work
depended on a legitimacy that, beyond legislative authority, had to be played
out and accepted in the field, both by auditors, and by their client departments.

It is difficult to condense extended observations into shortened sumrmary
accounts, but in addressing this work overall I would point to my analysis of
the influence of auditors’ strategies in framing efficiency. Rather than being an
absolute metric or categorisation of what was or was not efficient, this form of

2 However, some audits would simply be curtailed, rather than be cuncluded with what were
considered unreportable findings. This prac:ice increased, partly due to the use of internal
‘income statements,” and their allocation of audit costs and simulated recommendation
‘income’ to individuals and reams, as discussed in chapters six and seven.
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auditing produced a socially contingent view of efficiency. Without formal
models of efficiency, or generalisable means of calculation, compuration or the
other mechanical technologies that Miller and Rose tend to describe, auditors
developed a socially sophisticated understanding of the organisations with
which they worked, and constructed their activity in terms of progressive
improvement and change, rather than precise categorisation of efficiency.

There were no precise benchmarks or models of what was or was not
efficient, and there was no apparent desire to produce such gnides. Instead,
auditors understood efficiency in relative terms, believing, as one put it, that
efficiency could be understood in terms of client maturity in financial
administration. More ‘mature’ clients would understand and appreciate more
demanding auditing recommendations, while less mature clients would simply
despair, and nor attempt change. The effect was a series of audit
recommendations which, though they were carcfully and deliberately framed,
said little about efficiency in a formal, economistic sense. Rather, auditors wrote
these recommendations purposively, as part of their strategic cfforts to
precipitate action. As a result the view of efficiency that these reports
represented was relativistic, with zudit findings predicated on the specific
conditions of individual client entities, married with a wider appreciation of the
broader discursive environment in which auditors worked. Auditors themselves
recognised the theoretical problems of efficiency auditing at an carly stage
(McSweeney & Sherer, 1990), and rather than attempt to generate a unifiably
applicable theory or model of efficiency, they instead applied themselves to
using their efficiency auditing mandate to promote change.

2. Empirical and Theoretical Contributions

In considering auditing as it was conducted in the field, I began to realise that
my initial views of technologies needed revision, and that Miller and Rose’s
work did not necessarily think of technologies as heing simple mecharical
procedures. Rather, the operation of professional expertise suggested an array of
technologies of varying specification (as Miller and Rose themselves suggested,
their list of technologies could be heterogeneous, and, in principle, unlimited
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(1990, p. 8)). It became clearer over time that if technologies were understood
as practices that enabled the fulfillment of more general programmes, such as a
mandate to audit for efficiency, then the ideas and practices that I had located
were themselves technological, in that they were the means by which auditors
made sense of, and fulfilled, their mandate. They allowed efficiency auditing
work to be conducted. The ideas and practices that I had observed were indeed
technologies, they were just not in the more mechanical form that I (or my
supervisor!) had expected. It seemed that, as in my earlier analysis of the history
of audit reform, local discourse was very impo.tart in forming and shaping
events. An attendance to local discourse, and its consequences, is one of the
major distinguishing features of this work.

I have come to see that my experiences showed me one of the principle
benefits of ethnography. Ethnography provides a remarkable capacity for
discovery and surprise.3 While researchers may come to the field with strong
prior conceptions as to what they expect to find, the experience of extended
immersion in the field can erode these pre-conceptions. I found that in
conducting fieldwork my observations combined to form a powerful
representation of how auditors went about their business—one that was
different to my own prior conceptions of how their work might be conducted.
As a result, my ideas changed, and I came to re-interpret my theoretical
framework—to my initial surprise, learning more about the theory as part of
this process.

My thoughts on this have been crystallised by exposure to a recent paper by
Jénsson and Macintosh (1994), which argues for the role of ethnographic
research in accounting as a means of iniriating theory, and managing
subsequent theoretical change. The paper is important because it challenges
some of the foundations of ‘critical’ accounting research, especially in terms of

3 1 had been coming to this view over time, in thinking of my research experiences.
Conversations with Sten Jonsson at the recent Fourth Interdisciplinary Perspectives on
Accounting Conference (Manchester, UK), and conference discussions of his recert paper
with Norman Macintesh (Jénsson & Macintosh, 1994) sirengrhened this view of the

benefits of ethnography in terms of surprise.
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reliance on prior thecry. Jonsson and Macintosh suggest that strongly theorised
work suffers tfrom a number of problems, not least rhat,

the resuirs ¢ given ex ante. It is almost as if there is no need to read (or even
undertake) 'CATS [critical accounting theory] studies—their conclusions are
always known in advance. The cart always comes before the horse. (Jonsson

& Macintosh, 1994, p. 4.6.24)

Jénsson and Macintosh moderate their criticism, suggesting substantial arcas
of agreement between critical theorists and ethnographers, particularly in their
suspicions of a presentation of accounting systems as providers of neutral data
for rational decision rnaking, and in their emphasis on the social construction of
meaning, and the roles of interpretation, language and culture (Jénsson &
Macintosh, 1994, pp. 4.6.26—4.6.27). They go on to suggest that the mucually
supportive role of critical and ethnographic research may be for critical work to
supply ethnographers with conscious theoretical priors, and for ethnographers
to produce accounts from the field that may help challenge, change, and
otherwise develop such theories.

[ believe that this is effectively the kind of work that 1 have ¢+, - 24 here in
addressing the operationalisation of efficiency auditing. I - ¢ .o iller
and Rosc’s theoretical framework regarding technologies, which it turn is
informed by specific dimensions of Foucault’s work, especially his proposed
relation between ideas and practices. I mapped out the operation of efficiency
auditing, and the specific practices and bodies of knowledge that allowed this
work to be conducted. My ethnography benefited from its theoretical
groundings, and ultimately, through ethnographic exposure, my understanding
of theory changed as my appreciation of the broader constitution of
techr.ologies increased. I developed my own reconfigured views of the
technological more fully in describing auditors’ discursive understandtugs of
their work. But in concluding I would note that in the absenc: of more
mechanical or routinised technologies, it became clear that generally framed
practitioner knowledge, and the normative benchmarks and agreement that this
involved, was itself technological in that it was this normative background that
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cnabled practitioners to conduct their work. I see this position as one of the
main theoretical elaborations resulting from my fieldwork.

In addition to offering re-consideration of the nature of the technological,
this work, like my carlier analysis of the development of efficiency auditing in
Alberta, can be understood as an effort to understand auditing in its social
context. It addresses the emergent nature of audit practices, the problematic
nature of auditors’ claims to knowledge and professional jurisdiction, and the
manaer in which practitioners represent their knowledge both amongst
themselves, and to various other constituencies (Power, 1994b).

While an analysis of the role of auditing is itself significant, I would also
point to the importance of questioning such over-arching concepts as
‘efficiency.’ Efficiency has increasingly been a concern in the performance of
governments, and has been accompanied by the export of private sector
techniques to the public sector (Broadbent & Guthrie, 1992; Cochrane, 1993;
Ezzamel & Willmott, 1993; Humphrey et al., 1993; Parker & Guthrie,
forthcoming). The pursuit of efficiency has implicated various forms of
accounting and auditing in an explicitly economic view of government
activities, rather than in terms of justice, nationalism or other approaches
(Hopwood, 1984). Yet there are underlying problems in thinking of efficiency,
which in the range of techniques that are invoked ir its name, seems to be a
rather malleable concept. As Hopwood asks,

Just what is efficiency? At best it is a concept that can be subject to a wide
variety of interpretations. Although it is possible to change the world in the
name of efficiency, there are very real probiems in relating the generality of
the concept to the specific operational procedures, let alone their specific
consequences in organizations, that can flow from its articulation and use. Of
course that is a very positive factor in political discourse. (Hopwood, 1988a,

p-6).

In addressing the operationalisation of efticiency auditing, I have traced the
ways in which a sroup of auditors, charged by law to form opinions on
efficiency ir government, came to address these 1esponsibilitiss. I have pninred
to the normative guides that auditors developed and used in formulating their
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response, and to the abs:nce of formal models of efficiency or generalisable
models of calculation. These niethods did not produce a precise categorisation
of efficiency, and were instead understood by auditors as a means to mobilise
change in administration. Yet they did come to represent efficiency, as the
result of a series of social processes. Views of efficiency were framed by
practitioner knowledge and discourse. Audit work involved a collective
agreement regarding how efficiency should be approached, and how it should
effectively be constructed. The net effect of the auditors’ work was a social
relativisation of efficiency, and a development of efficiency reports that were
responsive to discursive climates rather than more formal economic models. In
important senses, report material was conditioned on auditors’ rasks, beliefs,
=+ " mces and knowledge.

- :gh auditors’ work did not invoive the kinds of calculations or
de..orations that an economist might prefer, the widespread acceptance of the
autboiity of reports made by Auditors General suggests that this activity was
nevertheless legitimate. It framed public. ¢ ‘'itical and administrative
conceptions as to what was or was not . - .+ { in government, and so
influenced ideas both of government activitic . 'nd of efficiency itself. Earlier
work questioned the basis of efficiency auditing, casting doubt on its
objectivity, the universality of its rules, etc. (McSweeney & Sherer, 1990). Of
course, such arguments are predicated on a general appreciation of economic
rationalities, and an expectation that efficiency auditors should work within
them. What my research shows is that there are other ways of thinking of, and
approaching, efficiency, and that these underinine a sense of the univocality of
such concepts. As Hopwood argued, efficiency, “is a concept that can be subject
to a wide variety of interpretations” (Hopwood, 1988a, p.6). That, in many
ways, is the point that is underlined by » ; ethnographic inquiries. Efficiency
auditors may not analyse ‘efficiency’ through the more calculative, cconomic
approaches that we might expect, but their work is accepted. It presents a view
of efficiency that influences action and frames debate, and is as a resulr socially
significant. I . response to this, appreciations of efficiency may need to be
reconfigured, such that social constructions of efficiency are treated as seriously
as more formally rational conceptions of efficiency.
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Efficiency is not the only concept readdressed - hrough a realisation of its
multiple potentialities. In recent work, Corveilec (1994) analyses ‘performance’
from a literary standpoint, pointing to the difficulties of translating the
meaning of performance from one language to another. Just as ideas of
cfficiency may diverge from the kind of efficiency that is in action in auditing
practice, so ideas of performance seem to be specific to given languages, times
and other dimensions of semantic networks. The effect of a questioning and
reconsideration of terms such as efficiency or performance, is to undermine the
modernist attractions of much modern managerial, accounting and auditing
knowledge. I do not believe that this questioning is fatal to the usefulness of
such conceptions as a motivation for action—Hopwood’s (1984; 1988¢) early
questioning of efficiency should make it clear that changed academic
understandings alone are not enough to do this. But I do think that a more
socially sophisticated understanding of such ideas may lead to their being used
with more reticence, self-awarzness and care. The analysis of such ideas is an
ongoing project, that I intend to pursue in future examination of accounting
and auditing practice, and that I expect will increasingly develop as critical
accounting research expands to consider the mechanics of practice. For now,
one of the contributions of this work is in questioning the nature of efficiency,
and in describing how one set of auditors developed ‘efficiency’ reports.
Analysis of how ideas of efficiency are used in the world offers one way
developing a broader appreciation of the operation of such terms.

This work makes other empirical and theoretical contributions; as I earlier
argued, most previous examinations of accounting and auditing practices have
acted at the level of the programmatic, considering plans, proposals and other
statements accessible by largely documentary means (cf. Burchell et al., 1985;
Miller & O’Leary, 1987). Ethnographic research has rarely been conducted as
part of this examination (Jénsson & Macintosh, 1994; Tomkins & Groves,
1983), an omission that limits the extent to whic!. the mechanics of activity can
be discovered and analysed. However, there seems to be an increasing interest
in fieldwork of various kinds, as evidenced by Parker’s (1994) use of grounded
theory in examining planning processes, Parker & Roffey’s (1994) exposition cof
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grounded theoretical methods, and Pentland’s recent field study of atrest
auditors at work (1993).

Itis important to realise that the imagss of the practice of accountancy that
are conveyed in academic literature are in many ways misleading. Accountants
have historically been involved in much more than can be examined through
study of the structuring of agency relations, the economic significance of
accounting data or events for capital markets, or the exploration of
psychological influences on accountants’ decision making (Jones, 1981). One of
the most enduring features of the accountancy profession has been its apparent
eagerness to export its professional knowledge into new arenas, and to generarte
new business. Accountancy has long been an entreprencurial profession, keen to
be of use (Radcliffe et al., 1994). Though its earlier involvements in
auctioneering, debt collecting and the like may have withered, it is important to
attend to the profession’s diverse involvements. While they may be effaced in
conventional accounting studies, the fact of their existence remains. These
neglected areas are often significant, both commercially as a source of revenuc
for accountants, and socially, in terms of changed relations with, and
conceptions of, the accounting profession. This study addresses one such
under-represented area of modern accountancy practice, and attempts to
understand its history and operation.

Though many areas of accountancy practice have not been addressed in
accounting research, I would argue that government auditing issues are among
the most glaring and significant omissions. In modern, industrialised countries
governments typically control around half of all economic activity. As members
of Canadian and other societies, government operations are of vital importance
to us all; they are surely 