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Abstract 

Accountability had become a cultural icon of modern democracies 

where a more educated and less deferential public demand that 

mechanisms are in place to ensure that powerful institutions are 

responsive to the public. Select committees are one such 

mechanism. Westminster Committee of Public Accounts (PAC) is the 

oldest committee of the House of Commons. This is a prestigious 

high profile committee, described by Lord Hennessy (2001 p.332) as 

“the queen of select committees”, where senior civil servants and 

public officials are called to account for their stewardship of public 

funds. Devolution in 1999 resulted in the establishment of PACs in 

Scotland Wales and Northern Ireland. While devolution was 

promulgated as an opportunity to increase accountability, no 

comprehensive comparative study into the effectiveness of the 

devolved PACs has been undertaken. This thesis addresses that 

gap. 

The accountability mechanism of PAC is examined from both a 

quantitative and qualitative approach using survey and documentary 

data in addition to interviews with high ranking stakeholders. Firstly, 

in an approach not previously employed in this context, the three 

phases of the mechanism, information, discussion and 

consequences are measured using a quantitative instrument “The 

Accountability Cube” (Brandsma 2010). Secondly, the factors 

contributing to committee success identified in the literature are 

explored through interviews. Additionally, the perceptions of the 

devolved PAC process are investigated using Q methodology. 

The study shows that the devolved committees were effective 

accountability mechanisms. The identified overriding prerequisites for 

an effective PAC of auditor independence, policy neutrality, and 

cross party working were evident in all the devolved committees, with 

cross party working being strongest in Northern Ireland. However, 

the findings show that the outcomes and consequences are less 

effective than other aspects of the process. 
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Background 

Civil servants and other public officials are under increased scrutiny 

with issues like Renewal Heat Incentive Scheme (RHI) in Northern 

Ireland; the sale of timber by Natural Resources Wales without 

written contracts; and major projects, including new hospitals in 

Scotland, coming to the fore. Each new revelation results in more 

calls for greater accountability. Parliamentary committees have a role 

to play in the discharge of this public accountability. 

Westminster Committee of Public Accounts (PAC) is one of the most 

high profile and prestigious parliamentary committees. It frequently 

appears in the print media and televised news where exchanges 

between elected committee members, and senior civil servants and 

public body leaders are featured. These stories are played out as 

demonstrations of a system whereby the “faceless” civil servants or 

public service providers are called to account for failings in the 

delivery of public services, or waste of public funds, or both. 

Westminster PAC is the oldest permanent select parliamentary 

committee established by Gladstone in 1861. He was Chancellor of 

the Exchequer and concerned about overspending by the Navy. 

Gladstone’s model of financial scrutiny, which included the 

establishment of the office of Comptroller and Auditor General 

(C&AG) in addition to PAC, has been widely adopted throughout the 

world (McGee, 2002). 

Given that the witnesses called give evidence on their own account, 

which is not heard in another public forum, this committee is 

important, and it has been described by Lord Hennessy as “ the 

queen of committees” (UK Parliament, 2007). 

From a constitutional legitimacy point of view, financial procedures 

are at the heart of executive accountability to Parliament (Harden, 

1993), often referred to as the power of the purse, which “provides 



2 

 

 
the legal basis for the constitutional subordination of the executive to 

Parliament” (Dicey, 1959). Parliament authorises public expenditure, 

therefore those entrusted with responsibility for executing the wishes 

of Parliament are answerable to Parliament. 

Appropriate mechanisms need to be in place to ensure that money is 

spent for the purposes intended and thus that constitutional purposes 

are achieved (White and Hollingsworth, 1999 p.3). PAC is one such 

mechanism. The committee acts as an agent for the whole of 

parliament in examining accounts and reports on accounts (Bergman 

et al. 2000). It is through PAC and its connections with parliament 

that accountability is performed (Sharma, 2007). Moreover, money 

may be spent legally but the outcomes may be disappointing (Bourn 

2007, p.66). 

When spending public money officials must abide by three key 

principles: 

1 Regularity: resources must only be used for the purpose 

authorised by parliament; 

1 Propriety: the way in which public money is spent must be in 

accordance with agreed standards of conduct. This concerns 

the behaviour of individuals. In the UK the Nolan Principles of 

Standards in Public Life1 apply; and 

2 Value for Money (VFM): Resources should be employed to 

achieve the optimal intended outcomes (HM Treasury, 

2004). 

State auditors often play a lead role in accountability systems and 

have high credibility brought about by their expertise and legitimacy 

 
1 The Committee on Standards in Public life (1995) chaired by Lord Nolan, 

identified principles of: selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, 

openness, honesty, and leadership. 
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(Posner and Shahan, 2014 p.502). However, their primary purpose is 

to provide information which may be used to hold the auditee to 

account. The audit report is the starting point for a very visible 

process that discharges accountability in the public sector (Connolly 

et al, 2007). It represents the information phase of the accountability 

mechanism. 

Figure 1 Virtuous Cycle (adapted from Wehner 2003) 

 

 

 

PAC had been described as the most venerable select committee 

(Giddings, 1994), but it is the combination of PAC and the 

independent audit office that forms the “eyes and ears” of Parliament 

(Broadbent and Laughlin,1997 p.494). Wehner (2003), having 

examined Commonwealth PACs, argues that even though PAC is an 

ex post mechanism, if the process is effective, committee 

recommendations will inform future budgets “creating continuous and 
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virtuous cycles of improvements in public spending” (Wehner, 2003 

p.24). See Figure 1 above. 

Westminster PAC is highly regarded. Its status is such that the 

politician appointed as PAC chair is granted use of a “splendid Pugin-

style room on the upper committee corridor in the original Palace of 

Westminster …with a stunning view over the River Thames” (Hodge, 

2017 p.20), which symbolically was a “citadel of great importance in 

Westminster’s psychological battleground” (Pimlott, 1992 p.320). 

Additionally, on an annual basis PAC presents a report to the House 

of Commons, which is followed by a debate. This is a privilege not 

extended to any other committee and reflects the elevated status of 

PAC (Flegmann, 1979). 

Flegmann (1979), who examined PAC from 1966 to 1978, argues 

that the reputation of PAC as the most important and effective 

parliamentary committee has never been seriously challenged. This 

view is supported by Jacobs and Jones (2009) who, having studied 

Victoria Committee of Public Accounts and Joint Committee of Public 

Accounts in Australia, concluded that once a PAC had been 

institutionalised, it is rarely challenged to justify its existence; while 

Pelizzo et al (2006, p.785) claim that having a PAC is “a necessary 

but possibly insufficient condition for effective financial scrutiny”. 

Moreover, Harden (1993) argues that where VFM represented by the 

three Es (economy, efficiency and effectiveness) is concerned, 

ministerial responsibility encourages a focus on economy and 

efficiency rather than on effectiveness. When audit focuses on 

effectiveness, ministerial objectives are considered and this may 

become a politically sensitive matter for the committee. However, 

Hollingsworth et al (1998) argue that the nature of the objectives of 

PAC - regularity, legality and VFM - are such that ministers could not 

refuse to share them. All the devolved legislatures have introduced 
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standing committees to carry out the same functions as Westminster 

PAC2. 

Given the lack of  trust in the UK accountability mechanisms are 

required to reassure the public. PAC has a role to play in this regard. 

However, an effective PAC is one which not only builds on the 

information provided by SAI by holding evidence sessions but from 

which consequences result: it must provide more than the theatre of 

officials giving an account. 

There are examples of effectiveness demonstrated by all the 

devolved PACs  as follows: 

• In Northern Ireland updated guidance was issues on the use 

of confidentiality clauses when a PAC inquiry into NI Water 

(DFPNI (2011) when the committee discovered that such 

clauses had been used to keep embarrassing transactions 

secret. 

• In Scotland the committee’s inquiry into Managing Early 

Departures (Scottish Parliament 2016) resulted in new 

arrangements for settlements and non-disclosure 

agreements. 

• In Wales scrutiny of accounts resulted in undertakings  from 

the Arts Council of Wales and National Library of Wales to 

improve the overall accessibility and transparency of their 

accounts. 

However, PAC does not operate in a vacuum. Therefore, the political 

environment in which it operates must be considered as it may 

influence committee effectiveness. 

 

2 In Wales and Scotland the committees were initially named Audit 

Committees, but later renamed Public Audit Committee in Scotland and 

Public Accounts Committee in Wales. In NI the committee was the Public 

Accounts Committee when first established 
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1.2 Political Environment 

1.2.1 The need for Accountability. 

The institutional arrangements of an administration are influenced by 

the political culture and environment in which it operates. In the 

Westminster tradition, adversarial politics are the norm. This model 

from the Mother of Parliaments has been adopted throughout the 

world. A contrasting model is provided by Sweden, where the aim is 

“a consensual form of policy making” (Bergman, 2003). In this 

context Sweden chose not to have a PAC (Bringselius, 2015), and 

the focus is on improving systems rather than holding individuals or 

institutions accountable (Anton, 1969). It was considered that the 

introduction of a PAC would change the focus from pragmatic 

cooperation and informality to one focused on confrontation with the 

auditee (Bringselius, 2015). However, in contrast to the UK, the 

public sector in Sweden benefits from high levels of public trust and 

confidence which facilitates informal discussion (Inglehart, 1999).  

1.2.2 Political Atmosphere 

One of the criteria set out by ODI (2008) for the effective working of 

PAC is a close working relationship between the political parties. The 

committee must be seen as having one voice if it is to deliver 

accountability. It is thought that as the committee only addresses the 

implementation of policy, the administration, rather than questioning 

the merits of policy itself, this might contribute to the breakdown of 

party division on PAC (Gay and Winetrobe, 2003). However, 

parliamentary committees do not operate in isolation. Therefore, we 

need to investigate the wider political environment in which PAC 

operates to get a deeper understanding of the reasons why the 

committee acts as it does. 

The devolution project instigated by the Blair government in 1997 

brought about the biggest constitutional change in the UK in living 

memory. The resulting devolution in Scotland, Wales and Northern 
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Ireland developed in different ways. In Northern Ireland devolution 

was seen as a means of delivering a normalised system of 

government to a situation fraught with difficulties, with the previous 

emphasis being devoted to security issues (Knox, 2010). In Scotland 

many nationalists saw devolution as a step on the way to full 

independence from London. In Wales, the attitude towards the 

reforms proposed by Westminster was more ambivalent, where the 

“stated purpose of devolution was to produce better governance 

rather than, say, give proper constitutional recognition to Welsh 

nationhood” (Wyn Jones, 2001 p.37). 

In Northern Ireland this new environment saw individuals who had 

previously been on opposing sides of the “armed struggle” sitting 

down at the same table to deal with the day to day issues of delivering 

services to the local population. In these circumstances, one would 

have expected that difficulties might arise in working together. One 

interviewee who was in post at the introduction of devolution there 

commented: “We didn’t know how it was going to work.” (NI5) 

The convention at Westminster was that PAC was always chaired by 

a member of the opposition, although this was only enshrined in 

Standing Orders recently. Further changes made to committees at 

Westminster in 2010 resulted in committee chairs being elected by 

the House. This gives added legitimacy to their position resulting in 

stronger chairs who ask, “more difficult and challenging questions 

than was typical in the past” (Kelso, 2018 p.166). In the devolved 

administrations however, this change was not implemented until 

later. In Wales, the new Assembly following the 2016 election 

introduced elected chairmen, but in NI and Scotland it has not been 

implemented. Indeed, participants in this research thought that the 

election of committee chairs in smaller legislatures would be 

problematic. 

In Scotland and Wales, the chair or convener of PAC must be a 

member of the opposition. In Northern Ireland the system of 
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government implemented was one of enforced coalition, and 

appointments to the executive and committees were made using the 

d’Hondt method. However, Standing Orders state that the chair of 

PAC must not be a member of the party holding the position of 

Minister of Finance (NIA, 1999). 

In all the legislatures, members are appointed on a proportional basis 

after the appointment of the chair. In a majority government, that 

results in the governing party also having the majority of members on 

PAC. 

The motivation of members in the different administrations differed. 

In Northern Ireland, despite their political differences, members of 

PAC were all interested in drawing attention to mismanagement and 

waste of resources by a senior civil service and other public bodies 

under Direct Rule. This group of officials was widely seen as 

previously having little accountability, as their appearance before a 

Westminster committee was a rare event. All political parties were 

agreed that they were appointed to demand accountability from these 

officials. To a large extent this worked very well. There had been a 

concern that committee members would not be as probing of officials 

from a department where their party colleague was the minister. 

These fears appear to be unfounded (Rice, 2019). The members of 

NI PAC from different political parties largely put party differences 

aside to speak as one voice to call officials to account; the strength of 

their shared objective led to a cohesive committee (Curini and 

Zucchini, 2014). 

In Scotland, however, the agenda appears to have been very 

different. Having not previously suffered from 30 years of unrest, it 

might be expected that the changes in accountability brought about 

by devolution might work more smoothly. This has not been borne 

out. We must once again address the political environment. There 

have been different governments at Holyrood since 1999, some have 

been coalition, and some have been majority. This appears to have 

had an influence on the dynamic of the committee. As stated 
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previously the governing party has the majority of seats on PAC. The 

SNP members of the Scottish Parliament were elected with an 

agenda to achieve full independence for Scotland. That still remains 

their objective. Devolution as instituted in 1999 and further powers 

transferred to Holyrood since then are considered by the SNP to be 

but steps along the road to the achievement of their final goal of full 

independence (Bort, 2011) . 

David Cameron granted the Scots a referendum on independence 

which took place in September 2014. In the run up to this 

referendum, the SNP, who had a large majority at Holyrood and had 

five of the nine members of PAC, were considered by some 

interviewees as wanting to downplay any mismanagement of public 

finance as this would reflect badly on the administration and 

discourage a vote for independence. Interviewees in Scotland 

commented that: 

“If I were watching the Westminster PAC, I would find it 
hard to decide which party they were from. That is not the 
case here.” (SC1) 

“One (SNP) member of the committee, who no matter how 
damning the report would scour it for anything he could 
present as positive… but I read on page 125 it says, and 
there would be one sentence of positivity, so would you 
agree that the report is not entirely negative?” (SC3) 

“So the SNP one might be, do you not think that the SNP 
are doing a great job and the amount of money they are 
putting into the health service…it wasn’t quite as bland as 
that but not far off it, whereas on the Labour and 
Conservative side they were much more challenging”. 
(SC5) 

This is an illustration of the inability of some Scottish politicians to set 

their political party ambitions aside when holding officials to account. 

In Scotland and Northern Ireland devolution was introduced with the 

strong backing of the public with a significant majority voting for it. In 

Wales, the scene was different. Devolution there was introduced with 

the slimmest of majorities. In 1999 the National Assembly for Wales 
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(NAfW) had fewer powers than devolution delivered in NI and 

Scotland and it did not have law making powers until the enactment of 

The Government of Wales Act 2006 (Osmond, 2011). However, 

despite this uncertain start, the NAfW has grown in stature, and its 

PAC is high profile and innovative in its approach. 

In summary therefore, committees modelled on Westminster PAC 

were established in 1999 in NI, Scotland and Wales. These 

committees have developed in different ways but have not benefited 

from any comprehensive comparative research. This work seeks to 

address that gap. 

1.3 Overall Aim 

To investigate the comparative effectiveness of the devolved PACs 

of the UK. 

1.4 Research Question 

Are the devolved PACs effective accountability mechanisms and 

what makes them so? 

1.5 Objectives 

• To explore the meanings of accountability 

• To determine the workings of the devolved PACs using  

published outputs 

• To determine the effectiveness of the devolved PACs using 

a framework developed from the literature using quantitative 

and qualitative methods. 

• To identify perceptions of the devolved PAC process using 

primary data 

• To compare the perceived effectiveness of the devolved 

PACs using primary and secondary data. 

1.6 Theoretical Framework 
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Academic writing is built on a theoretical framework. Theory is 

required if we are to move beyond simply telling what happens to 

explaining why it happens ( Pollitt 2016, p.28). Theories are “one of 

the principal vehicles for explanation” (Pollitt 2016, p.30). In exploring 

the conceptual frameworks to be employed in this thesis the following 

theories were identified: 

• Institutionalism 

• Public Value 

• Governmentality and  

• Accountability 

1.6.1 Institutionalism 

Institutionalism is one of the oldest theories employed in public 

administration research. When using the theory of institutionalism the 

main focus is on the institution or organisation rather than on the 

individuals involved. It is argued that the culture of the institution 

shapes the individuals within it (Pollitt, 2016; Scott, 2008). There are 

a number of subcategories of institutionalism. Traditional institution 

theory focused on the legal status and formal powers of the 

institution was employed to make comparisons between constitutions 

and parliaments. Neo-institutionalism first came to the fore in 1980s. 

Here the emphasis was less on the legal status than that previously 

employed in traditional institutional theory and more on the basis of 

“a collection of institutional rules and value that define appropriate 

action in terms of relations between roles and situations” (March and 

Olsen 1989 p.21). Neo- institutionalism or sociological institutionalism 

is described by Di Maggio and Powell (1983) as a concept whereby 

change in institutions results from processes that make organisations 

more alike while Lande (2006) identified coercive isomorphism as 

political and institutional pressures to comply with norms or fashions.  
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Institutionalism, because of its longevity, has been described as a 

durable concept (Lynn 2006) and it is often used in comparable 

studies. 

However, Peters et al (2005) argue that  the approach fails to give 

adequate attention to political conflict and the dynamic relationships 

between institutions. 

1.6.2 Public Value 

Unlike institutionalism, which is a theory which has been used in 

various forms in public administration research since the 

establishment of the discipline, public value is a relatively new 

concept. It has proved popular in recent years but was initially 

articulated by Moore (1995). Public value has been defined as the 

contribution to the public sphere (Benington 2011), as added value 

through the activities of public agencies and managers (Moore 1995) 

and as a heuristic framework of the strategic triangle of public value 

propositions, environment and operational resources (Hartley et al 

2017). These authors proceed to argue that the strategic triangle 

approach “is not a proper academic theory” but a “pragmatic tool” 

(Hartley et al 2017, p.673 adding support to  De Jong et al 2016). 

1.6.3 Governmentality 

Governance theories do not have the individual or an individual 

organisation at their core but here public administration  is conceived 

as a network  of relationships involving government, public agencies , 

the third sector and representative groups. The theory promotes the 

view that the government must engage with these diverse groups to 

be effective in policy delivery (Alford and O’ Flynn 2012).“Co-

Production” where these diverse interested parties work together is a 

feature. However, the concept itself has been described as unstable 

(Pollitt 2016 p.47). 

Governmentality (Foucault 1982) , a type of governance theory, was 

developed as a theory in a series of lectures at College de France 
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1978-1979. This theory does not focus on the state as the level of 

analysis but on the network of policies and technologies of 

government (Curtis 1995). While governance theory concerns actors 

and mechanisms “governmentality seeks to uncover and examine 

the often invisible rationality which sits further behind these models of 

governance” (Gouldson and Bebbington 2007 p.12).  

While Frazer (2018) argues that Foucault’s governmentality theory 

provides rich insights into contemporary issues it has been criticised 

on the grounds that it denies the existence of human agency 

(Amselle 2016, p.160). 

1.6.4 Principal- Agency Theory 

Rational choice theory focuses on the individual rather than on 

institutions (Pollitt 2016). Rational choice theory and principal agency 

theory developed in the economics discipline. In this theory the view 

is that  individuals make choices that maximise their utility-they act in 

a rational way. Issues arise then the individual makes choices which 

maximise his utility but which are not aligned with the utility of the 

organisation, and with asymmetric information. The principal 

delegates responsibility to the agent to carry out tasks on his/her 

behalf. However, the agent may act in his/her own best interest to the 

detriment of the principal. Additionally it is likely that the principal will 

have less information than the agent or he/she is dependent on the 

agent providing information. This gives rise to the concept of  

accountability.  

Accountability is a contested concept with multiple definitions 

espoused but they all centre on the principle that where decision 

making power is transferred from a principal to an agent,  there must 

be a mechanism  in place whereby the agent is held to account and 

face sanctions for his actions, if necessary. In representative 

democracies   citizens, as principals,  transfer power  to the 

government as its agent. The government in turn delegates decision 

making power to officials. Lindberg (2013) argues that Locke’s (1980; 
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1690) theory of the superiority of representative democracy is built on 

the principle of accountability. Therefore this theoretical framework 

lends itself to the study of relationships and structures put in place to 

address agency problems.  

1.7 Conceptual Underpinning 

After careful consideration of a range of theoretical frameworks  

accountability, with its roots in principal-agent theory where authority 

is delegated to an agent, was chosen for this study. In this context, 

accountability is the price paid for delegated authority. Parliament 

grants finance to departments and public bodies to implement the 

policies it has approved. Officials charged with using these resources 

act as agents for their principals. There is an extensive literature on 

accountability and accountability mechanisms, and it is a natural fit 

for this study. The PAC process is an accountability mechanism 

where officials are required to account for their stewardship of public 

funds. Each accountability mechanism has three phases: 

information, discussion and judgement/consequences (Bovens, 

2010). The committee receives information from the auditor and other 

sources. A PAC evidence session is a forum where officials explain 

their actions. PACs make judgments on the basis of information and 

evidence provided and produce a report with recommendations to 

which the auditee is required to respond, which should result in 

changes in behaviour. 

Mulgan (2000) claims that if accountability is account giving then 

accountability is satisfied when the agent gives the account. 

However, accountability in its broader sense is more than providing 

an account: consequences must result from it (Bovens 2007), as 

discussed more fully in chapter 3. Furthermore Mulgan (2003) 

proceeds to argue that external scrutiny and the availability of 

sanctions is fundamentally important. He also supports the use of the 

accountability concept as a framework for analysing these 

arrangements.  
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Therefore an effective PAC is an accountability mechanism which 

results in consequences, such as improved public service 

performance, improved finance systems or sanctions for poor 

performance. 

1.8 Contribution 

The contribution to knowledge to be addressed by this thesis is as 

follows: 

• No comprehensive study of the devolved PACs of the UK 
from an accountability perspective has been undertaken to 

date. This thesis addresses this gap by undertaking a series 

of quantitative and qualitative studies. 

• Comparative studies of accountability which present the 
analysis using quantitative methods are rare. This thesis 
addresses this gap in knowledge by using a quantitative 
comparative tool. 

• This thesis presents a quantitative tool developed to 
measure PAC effectiveness which could be replicated in 
other PAC studies. 

• This thesis employs Q Methodology, which has not 
previously been used in a PAC context, to identify the 
perceptions of PAC stakeholders. 

Devolution was first introduced 20 years ago. This is an ideal 

opportunity to look back at what has been achieved over that period 

by PAC and to investigate why the committees have developed as 

they have. This study may then inform future developments. 

1.9 Structure 

This thesis proceeds as follows. The thesis is divided into five 

sections: 

• Section One: Literature and Methodology 
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Chapter 2 introduces the key stakeholders in the public financial 

accountability model in the Westminster tradition. Chapters 3 and 4 

discuss the existing literature on accountability and parliamentary 

committees. Chapter 5 presents the methodology employed in this 

study 

• Section Two: Study One 

Chapter 6 presents a comparative quantitative study of PAC 

measuring the three phases of PAC as an accountability mechanism, 

information, discussion and consequences. 

• Section Three: Study Two 

Study Two presents a qualitative study of devolved PAC 

effectiveness based on interview data and documentary sources. 

Chapter 7 addresses underlying principles required for an effective 

PAC. Chapter 8 addresses inputs factors. Chapter 9 addresses 

processes and Chapter 10 outputs and outcomes. Chapter 11 

presents a discussion of Study Two. 

• Section Four: Study Three 

Chapter 12 presents a study of the perceptions of PAC stakeholders 

using Q Analysis. 

• Section Five: Discussion and Conclusion 

Chapter 13 presents a discussion of the findings and Chapter 14 

presents the conclusions. 
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2 The Players: Act One 

2.1 Introduction 

PAC has been described as political theatre (Sharma, 2007; Grube, 

2014), while Lord O’Donnell, former Head of the Civil Service, claims 

that appearances before PAC are now “theatrical exercises in public 

humiliation” (The Guardian, 2012). This drama involves a large cast 

including the auditor, the politicians, witnesses, media and general 

public. This chapter will examine the role played by each of these 

players or stakeholders, as an understanding of these roles is 

required before we engage further in this study. 

2.2 Stakeholders 

Different groups of individuals have an interest in and influence or 

power over the accountability mechanism of PAC. These groups are 

stakeholders in the process. “Stakeholders are those individuals or 

groups who depend on the organisation to fulfil their own goals and 

on whom, in turn, the organisation depends”, (Johnson Scholes and 

Whittington, 2008 p.179). Lynch (2006 p.419) describes stakeholders 

as “individuals and groups who have an interest in the organisation 

and, therefore, may wish to influence its mission, objectives and 

strategies”. He also argues that success in the public sector depends 

on satisfying key stakeholders. We are not examining an 

organisation, but a process in this study, but the same principles 

apply. 

Principal players/stakeholders in the PAC process are identified as 

follows: 

• Auditors 

• Committee members 

• The legislature 

• Ministers 

• The media 
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• Witnesses/Senior public officials 

• Junior and middle ranking public officials 

• Committee clerks and administrative staff 

• General public 

2.3 The Auditor 

As special rights of access to information are afforded to the 

Supreme Audit Institution (SAI)3, and as these rights are enshrined in 

legislation, the auditor is in a unique position. He/she may “follow the 

public pound wherever it may flow” (Hodge, 2017). SAI is 

independent of government and an officer of the legislature. He/she 

is free to choose any public body in receipt of significant public funds 

as the subject of his/her inquiries. Therefore he/she is in a powerful 

position to draw attention to failings in the management of public 

money. Additionally, the SAI is interested in the work of PAC as this 

committee uses the reports prepared by the auditor as the basis of 

many of its inquiries. The public forum provided by PAC, where 

senior officials are called to give an account on foot of a SAI report, 

adds further weight to the auditor’s findings. 

SAI has an important role to play in the public accountability system 

in any democracy. The SAI is headed by the Auditor General (AG) or 

Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG) and is independent of 

government. 

  

 
3 Supreme Audit Institution is an independent and professional auditor 

responsible for auditing government revenue and spending. It is a 

government entity, but independent of government, whose external audit 

role is established by the constitution or law (OECD 2018) 
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2.3.1 History of the Office 

The office of C&AG for the UK was established by the Exchequer 

and Audit Departments Act 1866 in a series of reforms carried out by 

Gladstone. The office was part of Treasury reforms at that time to 

improve a weak system of parliamentary control and scrutiny of 

expenditure. The National Audit Act (1983) established the National 

Audit Office (NAO) with the C&AG as its head. The C&AG is an officer 

of Parliament. The devolved administrations followed this 

Westminster model, with the head of each devolved audit office 

being an officer of the Parliament or Assembly (Gay and Winetrobe, 

2003). 

2.3.2 History of Devolved Audit Offices 

2.3.2.1 Northern Ireland 

The position of C&AG for Northern Ireland was created by the 

Exchequer and Audit Act (Northern Ireland) 1921. At that time, the 

C&AG had powers to carry out financial audits of departments and 

public bodies. He and his staff were located as a division within the 

Department of Finance. The Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) in 

its current form was established as a body independent of 

government by The Audit (Northern Ireland) Order 1987. Therefore, 

when devolution took place in 1999 the office was already well 

established in Belfast. The C&AG for NI attended hearings on his 

reports at Westminster PAC during Direct Rule 1972-1999. He 

therefore had a wide experience of the processes and procedures 

employed there. The C&AG in post at the time of devolution, John 

Dowdall, had been in post since 1994. The C&AG for Northern 

Ireland holds the unique position of being both an officer of the UK 

Parliament and of the Northern Ireland Assembly, with reporting 

responsibilities to Westminster during Direct Rule or to Stormont 

during devolution (Barry and Robinson, 2008 p.60). 
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In Scotland and in Wales there was no independent Auditor General 

prior to devolution. Responsibility for auditing public bodies in 

Scotland and Wales fell to the NAO, which had offices in Cardiff and 

in Edinburgh. However, these offices were seen as part of the 

London machinery of government (from interview). 

2.3.2.2 Scotland 

In Scotland the first Auditor General, appointed in 2000, was Bob 

Black. His appointment followed a career in local government, as he 

had previously been chief executive of Tayside Regional Council and 

Stirling District Council, before taking up a position as controller of 

audit and chief executive of the Accounts Commission for Scotland, 

the local government auditor. He became head of newly established 

Audit Scotland. He brought with him years of local government 

experience, but no experience of PAC at Westminster (Fiscal Affairs 

Scotland 2015). 

2.3.2.3 Wales 

In Wales, the devolution model was somewhat different from that in 

Scotland and NI. The National Assembly of Wales was a body 

corporate incorporating both the executive and legislature. The first 

Auditor General was Sir John Bourn. He was the Auditor General for 

the UK prior to this appointment, a position to which he was 

appointed in 1988. He served in Wales on a part time basis while 

simultaneously serving as the UK C&AG. He was supported in this 

role by the NAO, which had an office in Cardiff. The decision not to 

appoint an individual with sole responsibility for public audit in Wales 

at the establishment of the devolved administration may have had an 

influence on public perceptions of accountability there. Sir John 

brought with him years of experience of the Westminster PAC. An 

independent audit office in Wales was not established until five years 

after the advent of devolution when the Public Audit (Wales) Act 2004 

created the Wales Audit Office (WAO) with the post of Auditor 
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General Wales (AGW) filled by Jeremy Colman, who was appointed in 

2005 for a period of five years, which was extended in 2009 for a 

further three years. Mr Colman spent most of his career in Whitehall 

before joining NAO for a short time before his appointment in Wales. 

He was viewed by many as a figure of the English Establishment 

(from interview). He resigned in 2010 in scandalous circumstances 

and was later jailed for child pornography. Prior to his resignation, a 

number of staff left WAO amid complaints of bullying. These events 

resulted in a review of WAO. After Mr Colman’s departure, it was 

discovered that the financial statements of WAO had not been 

prepared in accordance with recognised accounting standards and 

liabilities in excess of £1 million had not been recognised, resulting in 

NAO being asked to undertake a review of WAO accounts dating 

back to 2005. This led to a wider review of public audit arrangements 

in Wales, which resulted in the Public Audit (Wales) Act 2013. Mr 

Colman was replaced by Huw Vaughan Thomas as AGW, who set 

the WAO on a firmer footing and rebuilt its reputation: 

“He has been a very good auditor. I would say that his 
predecessor ruined and trashed the reputation of the 
WAO, absolutely trashed it. It was at rock bottom. Staff 
morale was appalling.” (W4) 

Unlike staff of the original Exchequer and Audit departments, staff 

members of the independent audit office (NAO, Audit Scotland, WAO 

and NIAO) are not civil servants. 

2.3.3 Importance of Relationships 

ISSAI 12 (ISSAI, 2013) places a responsibility on the SAI to develop 

a relationship with the parliamentary oversight committee; “SAIs 

should develop professional relationships with relevant legislative 

oversight committees and audited bodies”. Moreover, ISSAI 20 

(ISSAI, 2010) states that the “SAI must maintain a strong relationship 

with the relevant parliamentary committee to help them better 

understand the audit reports and conclusions and to take the 

appropriate action”. Therefore, it is not sufficient for the SAI to 
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prepare the audit report and then hand it over to the committee to 

deal with as it sees fit. The SAI is required to provide support to the 

committee as it reviews the audit report. However, this relationship 

must be managed. The committee needs to act independently of the 

auditor, while at the same time using the expertise that is available. 

The relationship between the auditor and PAC is identified as a key 

ingredient in the accountability process. 

“The central relationship in parliamentary audit is that 
between the PAC on the one hand and the Auditor and 
audit service on the other. Far from them being 
independent of each other, it is the degree of their 
interdependence that characterises a particular 
parliamentary audit system. It is that interdependence 
which, if operating positively and effectively, which is a 
necessary pre-condition for the independence and 
effectiveness of the public audit process itself. If not so 
positive, it can restrict a PAC’s autonomy, development 
and effectiveness” 

(Gay and Winetrobe, 2003 p.10) 

The work of the audit office is usually the starting point for the work of 

PAC. They  are  both  interested   in   achieving   the   same  goal  -  

accountability. Furthermore, one of the necessary ingredients for the 

success of the committee is adequate technical support (Pelizzo et 

al, 2006), which is provided by the audit office. 

Brazier and Fox (2011) cite the close working of the NAO and the 

PAC as “a long established, well known example of how technical 

expertise can be combined with political input in the scrutiny process” 

(p.364). 

The SAI prepares accounts and reports on accounts to be laid before 

the Parliament/Assembly. However, in practice the examination of 

these reports is delegated by the legislature to PAC. Both the auditor 

and PAC want to achieve regularity and propriety in public 

expenditure in addition to VFM. 

“PAC and NAO are - for much of the time and on many 
issues - pushing in the same direction as the Treasury in 
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the latter’s role as internal regulator of the public 
expenditure process. By focusing these different and 
overlapping elements the PAC provides a considerable 
amount of ‘political clout’ for the audit work of NAO and a 
mutually supportive link between managerial and 
democratic accountability” (Hollingsworth et al, 1998 p.98) 

Therefore, it follows that a good working relationship between the two 

is required, with the auditor being described as “Guide, philosopher 

and friend” of PAC (Peake, Osbert, HC189-1, 1945-46 Evidence 

Q3927 cited by Chubb 1952). 

However, while a good working relationship is required there is a 

danger that the committee can be over reliant on the audit office. A 

balance needs to be struck. 

“Too close a relationship with parliament can threaten the 
SAI’s independence – a vital foundation for its creditability. 
If the relationship is too distant, parliament may ignore 
important audit findings.” (OECD, 2002 p.35) 

While the auditor conducts the audit, it is argued that it is through its 

connections with parliament, through the PAC, that accountability is 

achieved (Sharma, 2007). The importance of the relationship was 

identified by participants from all the administrations in this research 

as paramount: 

“The forum is where accountability is seen to be taking 
effect. It is not really seen to be taking effect just with the 
publication of an audit office report” (NI5) 

“It’s the synergy between PAC and the audit office that 
creates the impact. One cannot work without the other. 
PAC would be ineffective without the evidence base 
provided by the audit office and the audit office would be 
much less effective without the clout of the committee…. If 
we didn’t go to PAC in the first place, there would be less 
energy devoted in the system… to actually get things 
done. The clout of PAC is needed. It is just human nature; 
it is a driver.” (NI2) 

“A big part of the effectiveness that audit work has is the 
committee holding an inquiry and doing something with it” 
(SC1) 
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“I used to say in briefing new PAC members, you are vital 
elements in the process. Without your scrutiny and the 
authorisation given to the process, then our reports are 
ineffective.” (SC7) 

“The fact that PAC is able to set hares running about 
doing a piece of follow up work to an audit report - that adds 
value. It peels back perhaps some of the layers that the 
auditor would like to have exposed but hasn’t been able to 
because of constraints on him.” (W4) 

“But we really need PAC to really come through and add 
value. It really does crystallise the accounting officer’s 
mind when they appear before PAC”. (W9) 

These quotations, principally from auditors, demonstrate the 
importance placed on the additional layer of scrutiny added to SAI 
reports by PAC and how they value the relationship with the 
committee. 

However, there are also dangers to having too close a relationship as 
demonstrated by the following quotations: 

“The relationship was sometimes too cosy. There was a 
temptation by the audit office to spoon-feed the committee 
to the point they were practically doing everything for 
them”. (NI1) 

“I know in Wales there have been times when our 
committee has been concerned that they might be 
perceived as the political wing of the audit office” (W9) 

Moreover, relationships do not exist in a vacuum. Much depends on 

the reputation and the esteem with which each party is regarded. 

2.3.4 Reputation 

In 2007 Private Eye magazine submitted a request under Freedom of 

Information for details of expenses of the UK C&AG, Sir John Bourn. 

This resulted in NAO releasing details of expenses of over £365,000 

claimed by Sir John (Winnett, 2007). In October 2007, just two weeks 

after expenses details were published, Sir John Bourn announced he 

would retire in January 2008. However, this negative publicity did not 

appear to tarnish the auditors in the devolved administrations. 

Leaving aside the unfortunate events in Wales, which led to the 
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imprisonment of the AGW (see 2.3.2), all the holders of the post of 

AG were, as individuals, held in high regard by participants in this 

research. 

“She (Caroline Gardner AG Scotland) and her 
organisation is, I think, trusted as an objective assessor of 
a particular issue” (SC2) 

“I think Huw (AGW) is very well respected. He has a long 
and respected career in public service” (W7) 

“There is no one in this world that I admire more (than NI 
C&AG).” (NI1) 
 

These quotations from both politicians and auditees are examples of 

the many favourable comments made about the heads of the 

devolved SAIs. But, while the AG post holders are held in high 

regard, the same could not be said of some of their staff. Witnesses 

commented on their approach as follows: 

“After the battle is lost, the audit office come along and 
bayonet the wounded. They have a bit of a reputation in NI 
for coming along after the event and making sure there 
are no survivors”. (NI9) 

“In one of the examples we had the media statement was 
issued a week before we saw it. Therefore, the press was 
given seven days to write an article and we were given a 
couple of days. We weren’t very happy about that” (NI9) 

“It’s not the AG. It is some of his staff who are quite 
arrogant. They don’t listen. They don’t. Sometimes it’s not 
that they; how can I put it? They do offer us these reports 
to comment on fact and sometimes it is how they have 
come to some of their conclusions on flimsy data, to be 
honest (that is the problem).” (W7) 

However, similar comments may be made about auditors in the 

private sector, as auditors are not universally loved. 
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2.3.5 Optics 

No matter what the nature of the relationship is between the SAI and 

PAC behind closed doors, it is often the optics which are more 

important. In NI, the former C&AG was given a present of a cartoon 

of himself with his feet on the Senate table (where the PAC met). The 

PAC members were depicted as sheep - this followed a big 

agriculture inquiry about sheep in areas around the border with the 

Republic of Ireland, which portrayed to this clerk the influence the 

C&AG had on the committee, who commented: 

“It’s just too much emphasis on the audit office role and 
the members (of PAC) not really putting their footprint on 
things”. (NI8). 

Indeed, situations have arisen in Wales and NI where a personal 

relationship has developed between the AG and individual members 

of PAC. A Welsh PAC chair sharing train journeys with AG on a 

regular basis was identified by a PAC witness in Wales as a 

demonstration of a close personal relationship. In NI, the C&AG 

requested documents from the clerking team, but when refused 

spoke to a PAC member who requested that the document be made 

available to him (from interview). These are examples which may be 

perceived as displaying a lack of independence, whatever the 

substance of the relationship. These examples portray to the public 

and to PAC witnesses, who have their own agendas, the appearance 

of a closeness which might be exploited. This is in stark contrast to 

the relationship between the auditor and the committee elsewhere; 

for example, the States of Jersey C&AG, Karen McConnell, flies in 

and out of Jersey on the same day to avoid any contact which might 

be misconstrued. 

  



28 

 

 
2.3.6 Profile and Publicity 

In the past auditors were largely unknown, except to those in the 

public accountability arena, but we live in a media age where public 

profiles are centre stage. 

The AG for Scotland, Caroline Gardner has a very high public profile 

and media presence and is active on social media. This follows on 

from the foundations laid by her predecessor, Bob Black, who also 

engaged with the media, but his tenure predates social media. By 

contrast, in NI, the AG has a very low public profile. When he 

published a report, he issued a press statement, but made no further 

public comment and rarely did media interviews in the period covered 

by this study. The attitude adopted was that: 

“I feel the reports get enough publicity without me having 
to do more on them, so I don’t need to do an interview for 
a report to top the news…they have enough legs without 
me. Maybe you are at risk of antagonising government or 
whatever. I would be fairly firm on that. I am not changing 
anything on that” (NI2) 

In Wales, the amount of media engagement by the AGW falls 

somewhere between that in Scotland and NI, with interviews taking 

placed as needed, but by no means as a regular occurrence. 

2.3.7 Personalities 

Whatever the conventions and working practices adopted, the 

evidence would suggest that much depends on the individual 

personalities involved in the process. 

“I think a lot of that is down to the personalities involved”. 
(NI6) 

“AG just knew how he wanted things to be and he didn’t 
brook any disagreement”. (NI8) 

Institutional dependency theory (Greener, 2005) would also indicate 

that those individuals in post at the establishment of devolution are 

likely to have an influence on the development of arrangements into 
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the future. The two aspects are connected. The approach of the first 

AG and the first chair of PAC may set the tone of the relationship. 

In 1999 in NI, the C&AG felt the responsibility to support the 

committee very strongly. He saw his role as being the helping hand. 

He also had the advantage over his counterparts in Scotland and 

Wales of being in post prior to the establishment of devolution and of 

having first-hand experience of Westminster PAC (from interview). 

2.3.8 Other Considerations 

Another vital cog in this delicate relationship is the committee clerk, 

as this is the link between the AG and the committee on a day-to-day 

basis. 

While the auditor has a special relationship with PAC “The NAO is 

the PAC’s own detective force” Landers (1999 p.198); he/she can 

also provide services to other committees, resources permitting. As 

relationships develop with other committees, it is important that the 

relationship with PAC not be jeopardised, as illustrated by the 

following quotation. 

“PAC does not own Audit Scotland but patently there is a 
particular relationship there which affects us all and it’s in 
no one’s interest to have anything that causes friction with 
other committees.” (SC8). 

A contributory factor in the development of the relationship between 

the committee and the auditor may be the committee member’s 

previous experience. At Westminster PAC members are normally 

very experienced backbenchers (although after the 2017 general 

election several newly elected MPs were appointed to the committee) 

and some will have previously held cabinet posts, for example 

Margaret Hodge, David Davis and Harold Wilson, who uniquely 

chaired PAC while shadow Chancellor (Pimlott, 1992). 

In the devolved legislatures, the members do not have the same 

background. Many have been appointed to the legislature having 
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served in local government while others may have had no experience 

of public service. When considering previous experience, the 

differences between local government in the devolved administrations 

needs to be taken into account. 

In Northern Ireland, local government has few responsibilities. Even 

after taking account of the increased responsibilities transferred in 

2015, local government there only accounts for less than 5% of 

public expenditure, amounting to £878 million in 2016/17 (NIAO, 

2018) with many services which are the responsibility of local 

government elsewhere in the UK, such as education, administered 

by quangos. 

In Wales and Scotland local government plays a much larger role in 

public service, with the larger councils having budgets exceeding £8 

billion in Wales (Welsh Government 2019) and £17 billion in Scotland 

(Scottish Government 2020). In Wales, at least one member of PAC 

has been leader of a large council and had previously had 

responsibility for this wide range of public services. The same can be 

said of the committee in Scotland. 

At the start of devolution, it is likely that committee members in NI, 

who having little experience of scrutiny except in the narrow confines 

of NI local government, were more reliant on the audit office than 

was the case elsewhere. The auditor had been in post a number of 

years. He was highly respected and authoritative, and the committee 

was happy to take his lead, as illustrated by this comment: 

“John was very polished, very professional…John just said 
something and people agreed with him most of the time” 
(NI4) 

In Wales, there was not an independent audit office until five years 

after devolution. While support was available from the NAO office in 

Wales during this period, it is likely that the systems employed by the 

NAO mirrored those provided to the PAC at Westminster, and were 

not designed to work with a newly established legislature. 
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In Scotland, there was an independent audit office from the start of 

devolution, but it was headed by an AG with previous local 

government experience rather than experience of parliamentary 

scrutiny. The committee members were also politicians with more 

experience of a bigger forum, and were less likely to be overly 

dependent on the audit office. 

2.3.9 The Auditor - Conclusions 

The relationship between the SAI and PAC is an important factor in 

achieving accountability. Both the auditor and the committee must be 

independent, while at the same time maintaining a good working 

relationship. The nomination of a named individual by the auditor as 

the link for the committee can help foster that relationship. All the 

auditors participating in this research indicated that they facilitated 

such an approach. The skills of the committee clerk can also 

contribute to the smooth running of this relationship. Relationships 

have matured since 1999, when all players were in a new arena, and 

will continue to develop as changes in personnel take place. 

“It’s the evolution of cultures and relationships. It’s time for 
change now and I hope the new auditor will have a 
different mind-set”. (W6) 

The SAI has a key role to play in modern democracies in ensuring 

that public money is spent with due regard to probity and regularity, 

and is expended with economy, efficiency and effectiveness (VFM). 

PAC could not operate without the information provided by the SAI, 

and an independent audit office is essential. 

The key points arising from this examination of the role played by the 

auditor are: 

• The auditor must be and be seen to be independent of 
government and of PAC. 

• The head of the SAI must have integrity and be held in high 

esteem. 
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• The relationship between PAC and the auditor is vitally 

important to the discharge of public accountability. 

2.4 Witnesses. 

“Like students summoned to the principal’s office, public 
servants know that they are coming to be scolded by their 
parliamentary masters” (Grube, 2014 p.223) 

The principal witness at PAC hearings is the accounting officer 

(accountable officer in Scotland). This is the individual named by the 

organisation who has signed the accounting officer memorandum 

and has responsibility for authorising the organisation’s financial 

statements. In the case of a government department, the accounting 

officer is the permanent secretary for the department, or director 

general in Scotland and Wales. In all other cases the accounting 

officer is usually the CEO of the organisation. At all other committees 

the accounting officer speaks on behalf of his/her minister (Cabinet 

Office, 2005) but at PAC the accounting officer provides evidence on 

his/her own behalf. This sets PAC apart from other committees and 

arguably provides an opportunity for administrative deficiencies to be 

explored. 

The witness is always, in the first instance, the current accounting 

officer regardless of whether or not he/she was in post at the time of 

the occurrence of the event being investigated. In an inquiry into an 

ALB, the accounting officer for the sponsoring department/directorate 

may be called with the accounting officer for the body (HM Treasury, 

2013). 

2.4.1  Additional Witnesses 

The accounting officer is the one who, in the first instance, is invited to 

appear before the committee to give evidence. However, it is very 

unusual for an accounting officer to appear on his/her own. He/she 

may also, with the consent of the committee, bring supporting 

witnesses to the evidence session. Usually one or two additional 



33 

 

 

 

witnesses appear to support the accounting officer. Those chosen to 

support the principal witness are usually the director of finance and 

one other at director level. The choice of the additional witness will 

depend on the area under review, and may include the director of 

people and director of user services, but additional witnesses should 

be used sparingly as the session may lose focus. On occasion the 

principal witness has brought a large team of support, but this is not 

welcomed by the committee, or by this auditor who commented: 

“They had a session on one of the college reports, S22 
report, where I think they had the funding council, the 
college representatives, the external auditors and the 
internal auditors at the table, and I felt it made it difficult for 
them to know who they should be asking about a particular 
issue” (SC1) 

There should be no doubt who the witness is, and the principal 

witness should answer most of the questions. This point is 

reinforced in training provided to accounting officers. If the witness is 

over reliant on his support staff the impression made may be that 

he/she is not on top of his/her brief. 

There have been instances where the accounting officer has not 

appeared at the appointed committee hearing but has sent another 

member of staff in his/her place. This was most notable in the case of 

a controversial inquiry in NI into PSNI reemployment of retired former 

members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), and set the tone 

before the evidence session commenced (from interview). 

2.4.2 Responsibility of Accounting Officers 

Departmental/directorate accounting officers are responsible for the 

day-to- day running of their departments/directorates. They may also 

advise their ministers on policy. 

Upon appointment each accounting officer is required to sign a 

memorandum which sets out the responsibilities of the role. The core 

standards which the accounting officer should abide by are: 
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• Regularity: money must only be spent for the purposes 

authorised by the legislature. The spending must also be 
within the legal powers of the department or organisation. 

• Propriety: any proposal brought forward must comply with the 
intentions of the legislature. Behaviour must align with the 
Seven Principles of Public Life (Nolan Principles) These are 

o Selflessness 

o Integrity 

o Objectivity 

o Accountability 

o Openness 

o Honesty and leadership. 

(Committee on Standards in Public Life, 1995) 

Additionally, accounting officers should obtain VFM: efficiency, 

economy and effectiveness in the administration of public resources 

and ensure that any proposal is feasible (can be implemented 

accurately, sustainably or to the intended timetable) (HM Treasury, 

2013). 
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Figure 2 Senior Official’s Accountability 

 

 

On the one hand accounting officers carry personal responsibility for 

the running of their departments and must ensure that these standards 

are upheld, while also advising their ministers on policy options (see 

Figure 2). The minister may take the official’s advice, but this advice 

does not have to be followed. The principle of ministerial 

responsibility for policy decisions applies. 

“Ministers have a duty to Parliament to account and be 
held to account for the policy decisions and actions of their 
departments and agencies” (Cabinet Office, 2016 p.1) 

The minister is accountable and responsible for policy failures, but 

while the minister may have to provide an explanation for 

implementation failure he/she is not responsible for them. When an 

accounting officer does wrong he/she does so in a personal capacity 

as “the crown can do no wrong” (Dicey, 1959). It is in this personal 

capacity that he/she appears as a witness at PAC evidence 

sessions. This lies at the heart of accountability through the PAC 
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process (Franks, 1997). Accounting officers are responsible and 

accountable for the implementation of policy. Therefore, there may 

be an incentive for the minister to portray a policy failure as an 

implementation issue. “This highlights the extent to which 

accountability is an inherently political process” (Bennister and Larkin, 

2018 p.145). 

2.4.3 Former Accounting Officers 

The convention is that the accounting officer in post at the time of the 

inquiry is answerable for his/her department regardless of whether 

he/she was in post when the events under investigation took place. 

As accounting officer, he/she has access to all the papers in his/her 

department. However, when appearing before the committee he/she 

may not be able to provide the answers to questions raised. The 

power to compel former post holders to appear to give evidence has 

been available to all the devolved committees for a number of years. 

In the early years of devolution there was a reluctance to use that 

power, but more recently it has been used. 

The results of calling former officials as witnesses have been mixed. 

In some cases, the officials have merely said that they do not have 

access to the papers and little additional useful information has been 

uncovered. In other cases, very useful information has been 

forthcoming (see for example reports NIFRS (NIA PAC, 2013); NHS 

24 (Scottish Parliament, 2016). 

2.4.4 Ministerial Directions 

Accounting officers have responsibility for upholding the Accounting 

Officer Code and are personally answerable to PAC. If the 

accounting officer considers that the proposed course of action being 

adopted by the minister, which the accounting officer is being asked 

to pursue, does not comply with the accounting officer’s 

responsibility, he/she may ask for a ministerial direction. 
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Ministerial directions were first introduced following the establishment 

of the accounting officer role by the Exchequer and Audit Department 

Act 1866, but do not have a statutory basis (Armstrong, 2018). A 

ministerial direction is a direction in writing to the accounting officer to 

pursue a course of action. A direction results in the minister, rather 

than the accounting officer, being held accountable. Responsibility 

for implementation passes to the minister. 

The perceived wisdom is that directions should be used sparingly. In 

Whitehall the most notable recent ministerial direction concerned The 

Kids Company, when the permanent secretary in the Cabinet Office 

sought and received a direction to award £3m to the charity as it was 

not judged to be VFM. The charity collapsed six days later (House of 

Commons, 2015). 

Slightly different processes exist for ministerial directions in Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland as set out in each administration’s 

finance manual. However, in all cases the ministerial direction is in 

writing and the C&AG is notified. If the auditor has concerns about 

the direction the audit office may conduct an inquiry into the matter. 

In the period 2010-2018 17 ministerial directions had been issued in 

Whitehall (Institute for Government, 2018). No directions were found 

in Scotland or in Wales since devolution. This would indicate that 

departmental accounting officers were content to implement and take 

responsibility for implementing the policies chosen by their ministers. 

In stark contrast the position in Northern Ireland was very different. In 

the period 2012/2017 over 20 ministerial directions were made. 

The differences in place in the civil servant structure in NI, which 

follows the Whitehall model of individual departments, compared to 

that adopted in Scotland and Wales, where departments are not 

aligned to ministers but sit within directorates aligned to the strategic 

vision of the administration, may partly but not fully explain this 

disparity. The disparity may also be explained by tension between 

the ministers and senior officials (Harris, 2013). 
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There may be tension between the twin responsibilities of senior 

officials. On the one hand they advise the minister and on the other 

they have personal responsibility for regularity, propriety and VFM in 

their departments. When a conflict arises the ministerial direction 

acts, in the words of Francis Maude, as “a safety valve”. However, he 

then described the ministerial direction as “a kind of nuclear option” 

(Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee 2017). 

2.4.5 Power to Compel Witnesses to Attend 

As noted earlier it is vitally important that the committee has the 

power to call witnesses to public PAC sessions to provide evidence 

on reports. The procedure is that the committee will write to the 

proposed witness inviting him/her to attend. Several invitations may 

be required before the witness agrees. However, the committee has 

the power to compel the witness to attend in certain circumstances, 

provided the witness is resident in the UK. There have been 

examples of instances where potential witnesses have moved 

abroad and have thereby avoided being compelled to appear before 

PAC (for example Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment: 

The Bioscience and Technology Institute, where a witness had 

relocated to Spain (NIA PAC, 2012). 

In Northern Ireland the committee cannot compel the witness to 

appear on its own; that power lies with the Speaker. The committee 

must satisfy the Speaker that it has exhausted all avenues in its 

power to persuade the witness to appear before he will take action 

(S.44 Northern Ireland Act 1998). 

In Wales, a decision to compel the witness to appear requires a vote 

by the Assembly. This has not been necessary to date, but on 

occasion a number of invitations have had to be issued before the 

official attended. Various methods have been used by PAC to 

encourage the official to attend, including publishing 

correspondence with the reluctant witness on the committee’s 
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website and alerting the media to this content. This auditor described 

the experience in Wales as follows: 

“So far it has been reminding and also the inferences that 
could be drawn by refusal, but generally speaking people 
do attend. I wouldn’t say they are always comfortable, but 
they do attend.” (W2) 

The powers of all Scottish committees to compel witnesses are more 

robust than elsewhere. In Scotland, all committees have the authority 

to call witnesses by issuing a notice. If a witness refuses or fails to 

attend as required by the notice, they are deemed to have committed 

an offence under Section 24 Scotland Act 1998 and liable to 

summary conviction and a fine or a period of imprisonment not 

exceeding three months. However, where a witness has moved 

abroad any sanction may be unenforceable. 

Notwithstanding the varying means the committees have of 

compelling the witness to appear, the committee does not have the 

power to make him/her speak. Indeed, there have been examples of 

officials who refuse to speak, as this former PAC chair recounted: 

“we had some who were silent; silent witnesses. They 
were the worst…. He just came in and said very little. He 
gave his name and I think that was it” (NI7) 

However, individuals may draw their own inference from this 

behaviour. 

2.4.6 Respect for the Committee 

20 years after the devolved institutions have been established 

working relationships have evolved and there is general acceptance 

on the part of all actors of the role each has to play in the process. 

However, this was not always the case. 

In Northern Ireland in particular there was evidence in the beginning 

of a lack of respect by witnesses for the politicians and their role. 

This is in part due to the previous lack of accountability of senior civil 

servants who, during direct rule from 1972 until 1999, had been 



40 

 

 
responsible for public services in Northern Ireland with little 

interference from Westminster, whose focus on Northern Ireland was 

directed on the difficult security situation. One interviewee from 

Scotland remarked on his shock, when visiting Stormont, at the lack of 

respect shown by officials to the politicians there. 

“I was quite struck by the lack of respect shown (by 
officials). In a sense it was disgraceful.” (SC5) 

But this auditor who was involved during the early days of 

devolution thought that the officials were more willing than the 

politicians to engage: 

“I think there was more goodwill from the civil servants 
towards the devolved administration than there was from 
the local politicians towards working with the civil servants, 
because the civil service was used to working with 
anybody. That is part of the professionalism. I think the 
politicians of the pre-devolution era had a lot of frustration 
and angst stored up against being shut out of the decision-
making process for so long, even though many would 
argue that they shut themselves out.” (NI5) 

The newly elected members of NI Assembly were also inexperienced 

having served in many cases in local government. 

The same enmity between politicians and officials does not appear to 

have existed in Scotland or in Wales. However, there have been 

individual cases from all the administrations, where the witness has 

appeared to be arrogant, as these quotations illustrate: 

“They had, if I may say so, this very strident official who 
had only been in the job and had clearly been put in to sort 
out the mess and she just asserted the whole way 
through. So, she got the committee’s back up…. 
occasionally they think we are stupid. Big mistake.” (SC2). 

“(X) had an excellent relationship with the committee. He 
would come in (and say) to be honest with you, we got 
that wrong. This is what we are doing about it... You are 
absolutely right to question me on this. It was sensible and 
it boded well for building the relationship. But when they 
come in... We have done nothing wrong... Then the 
members start to get really cross and they feel they are 
being disrespected.” (W1) 
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“If the committee feels the witness is a bit arrogant then 
they get a hard time and they probably get it worse.” (W5). 

“He let people (PAC) know that you might be at the wheel, 
but you are not actually driving.” (NI7) 

These quotations illustrate a lack of respect by witnesses for the 

important role played by PAC, while in Wales an example was cited 

of a witness having the temerity to question the authority of the 

committee. 

“I recall (x) coming in and (being) very much on the 
offensive with the committee, which was certainly an 
unusual tack of challenging statements that members of 
the committee had made and seeking to challenge its 
authority to investigate particular issues.” (W8) 

However, these cases are rare, which is why interviewees singled 

them out. Over time, the frequency of appearances before PAC may 

also lead to a rapport being developed between the players and the 

emergence of a level of respect for the roles they each play. 

2.4.7 Ministers as Witnesses 

Most inquiries by PAC are on foot of auditors’ reports. Therefore, the 

witness is the official with responsibility for implementation, with the 

minister being responsible for policy, which is outside the remit of the 

auditor. However, there have been occasions where the actions of the 

minister have been the focus of committee attention, as this quotation 

illustrates: 

“...very clearly the previous minister’s position is something 
which there should be some questions about in terms of the 
level of influence of that minister’s, not just policy decisions 
had, but she was clearly taking lots of operational 
decisions in the department in a way that other ministers 
don’t in their departments. I think it perfectly appropriate 
then if they are doing the job of an accounting officer to get 
them in.” (W4) 

There are varying views on whether ministers should be called as 

witnesses to PAC. Some contend that as the committee strives to act 
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in a non-political way the introduction of the minister to deliberations 

may cause the committee to become more politicalised and it may 

split on political party lines. 

In Scotland and in Wales a minister has been called on a few 

occasions, but in NI, while there had been calls for a minister to be 

called just before the Assembly was suspended in 2017, a minister 

never appeared before it. In order to call a minister a committee 

decision is required. As the governing party, under majority rule, has 

a majority on PAC, it is a rare event for it to vote to call a minister, 

discussed in 7.4.7. 

On the rare occasions when a minister appeared before the 

committee it has been seen as very successful, as members 

prepared well as this auditor observed: 

“When it has happened, I think it proved quite useful. I 
think the members of the committee upped their game in 
terms of preparation.” (SC1) 

The additional preparation referred to in this quotation may arise 

because the politicians are very aware that a minister appearing 

before PAC will result in extensive media coverage. The reason why 

the minister has been called may also be a factor. In Wales, the 

minister appeared before the committee, not to give evidence directly 

on his own behalf, but to provide evidence to triangulate previous 

evidence from an accounting officer. 

2.4.8 Panels of Experts. 

Traditionally appearances at PAC were confined to accounting 

officers. However, experts may also appear as witnesses before the 

committee. This is a practice that is most evident in Wales. After the 

auditor has presented the report the committee may call a panel of 

expert witnesses to give general evidence on the topic being 

investigated and specifically on the audit report. These sessions 

occur before the evidence is taken from the accounting officer, but 

after the accounting officer has appeared an additional expert panel 
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may also be called. In Wales, in the case of committee led inquiries, 

several panels of experts have been called on the same topic. 

The expert witnesses are in a very different position to other 

witnesses who appear before PAC. They are merely offering their 

expert opinion; they are not being held to account. Therefore, their 

attitude to the committee is likely to be less skewed, but there are 

additional considerations concerning the experts requested to 

provide evidence, as they may be chosen for holding a particular 

view. 

2.4.9 Consequences for Witnesses. 

Interviewee perception of the consequences of a poor performance 

by a witness at PAC evidence sessions depends on the stakeholder 

group to which he/she belonged. Officials say that there are 

consequences, but politicians would not agree and there is little 

objective evidence to support the view that a poor performance is 

detrimental to an official’s career. There have been few dismissals on 

foot of a poor witness performance. However, there have been 

instances where officials have moved after a poor performance. In 

these cases, whilst the decision to move may have been made for a 

combination of reasons, the PAC evidence sessions have been a 

contributory factor. Interviewees thought that it was the information 

that came to light during the PAC inquiry that contributed to the 

official’s decision to move, rather than the witness’s performance 

before committee. This is discussed more fully in 10.3.3. 

2.4.10 The Witnesses - Conclusion 

The principal witness at PAC evidence sessions is the 

accounting/accountable officer for the entity subject to inquiry. The 

evidence session is where they are held to account for the 

stewardship of resources. However, this is also the forum where they 

can put forward the defence of their decisions, as they are prohibited 

from public comment by their code of conduct. The witnesses are at 
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the evidence session to provide information and explanations. They 

are not on trial, although they can be made to feel uncomfortable. 

The key points arising from this examination of the role played by the 

witnesses are as follows: 

• When appearing at PAC to give evidence witnesses speak on 
their own behalf, not on behalf of the minister 

• PAC provides a public forum for officials to rebut criticism 
and explain their actions. 

• Witnesses must respect the authority of the committee 

• There is little evidence to indicate that poorly performing 
witnesses suffer a detriment to their careers. 

2.5 PAC Members - The Politicians 

Positions on PAC are allocated to political parties either under 

d’Hondt (NI) or having regard to the political party balance in the 

legislature (Wales and Scotland). Standing Orders or the legislation 

do not allow serving ministers to sit on PAC. These positions are 

then filled by politicians who have been nominated by their parties, 

except the chair in Wales who is elected by members of the 

legislature; this change was introduced after the 2016 elections. The 

position of chair/convener of PAC must be held by a member of the 

opposition party. Therefore, all other PAC members are, by 

definition, political party appointments. While the devolved PACs do 

not have the prestige of their Westminster counterpart, some 

politicians are eager to take a place at the committee table, as this 

interviewee explained: 

“I have never heard any members say to me, damn I’m on 
PAC, whereas I have heard them say that about others 
(committees). I think it’s a note of confidence by your party 
in putting you forward.” (SC8) 

Regardless of the level of enthusiasm shown by individual politicians, 

the committee is made up of a group of individuals with a range of 
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skills and experiences which informs how they approach their duties, 

as this quotation illustrates: 

“You are always going to have these fluctuations in the 
competence of the committee. You just have to hope that 
they fluctuate around a reasonably stable trend.” (NI5) 

The devolved committees do not have the status of Westminster 

PAC, that is a chair which brings with it a palatial office, but the 

position of chair in the devolved PAC is still considered a prestigious 

appointment. The contribution made by committee members is 

influenced by their previous experience, knowledge and skills. All the 

devolved PACs have benefited from the input of a small group of 

politicians, not always the chair, who saw PAC as a forum where they 

could make their mark and who devoted great energy to their roles. 

2.5.1 Experience 

The tradition in Westminster is that PAC is populated by seasoned 

politicians, many of whom have served as cabinet ministers and the 

chair is often a high profile opposition member (e.g. Margaret 

Hodge). Members of the devolved legislatures are unlikely to have 

the vast experience of their Westminster counterparts. When 

devolution was established few committee members had experience 

of committee work outside the confines of local government. As the 

committee system has bedded in and the devolved legislatures have 

evolved, the PACs are now populated by members with a range of 

experience from recently elected members to those who have held a 

cabinet position, with some interviewees valuing experience as this 

quotation illustrates: 

“I think it is a committee that benefits from a lot of 
parliamentary experience, because it is difficult to be 
tough and to be holding to account, and the line between 
that and being downright hostile and grandstanding is 
frankly not easy for any side.” (SC8) 

For this reason, having some experienced committee members is 
beneficial, as a committee comprised entirely of newly elected 
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members with little experience of the legislature may be less 
effective. 

2.5.2 Knowledge 

The advantage that the devolved PACs have over the Westminster 

committee, when considering matters devoted solely to NI Scotland 

or Wales, is local knowledge. Locally elected politicians in the 

devolved committees hold local officials to account. This was 

championed as one of the benefits of devolution in the run up to the 

referendums of 1997/98. Indeed, on occasion they may inquire about 

a topic which has been a particular direct cause for concern for 

constituents. An inquiry in NI into the awarding of contracts for 

refurbishment of social housing was a notable example, as 

committee members had heard about the issues through their 

constituency surgeries. Similar issues arose concerning health trusts 

in Scotland (from interview). 

However, politicians may emphasise the local aspects of an issue to 

the detriment of the more strategic issues of an inquiry. Additionally, 

politicians are concerned largely by a timeframe bounded by 

elections on a five year basis. Many issues in the public sector 

require consideration of a longer period, requiring a long term 

approach at odds with the immediacy of election timetables. This is 

an issue emphasised by PAC witnesses in interview. 

2.5.3 Skills 

PAC members possess varying levels of skills. Some members are 

natural scrutineers, while others do not have a natural curiosity. This 

is where careful preparation is important. If lines of questioning are 

prepared for members by the auditor and the clerk, less effective 

members can have an impact while the more able members will pick 

up on the issues regardless of the support provided. The following 

quotations illustrate interviewee views on skills: 
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“The quality of the briefing we get is pretty good, but I think 
the best questions arise organically… I think you need to 
be able to synthesise information and I think you need to be 
able to spot the weak point.” (W6) 

“It (public audit) is an area that few will be skilled in terms 
of understanding. Of course, that’s not to say that to fill the 
committee with accountants would be a good thing, but 
they would have to have a level of understanding to know 
the questions to ask.” (SC6) 

As the devolved committees have matured the local politicians have 

grown into their roles, as this auditor explained: 

“As time goes on, one of the changes is that members 
become more self- confident about this process.” (NI5) 

Additionally, the training provided recently is more extensive than 

that provided in earlier mandates. Some members interviewed 

emphasised the fact that PAC required special skills, as it has a 

cross cutting remit and the committee makes inquiries into a full 

range of subjects. However, this was dismissed by others. 

2.5.4 The Members - Conclusion 

Politicians appointed to PAC have a range of skills and experiences. 

The evidence supports the view that most politicians are content to 

be on this committee and the chair is  a sought after position. While 

there are individuals on each of the devolved committees who were 

identified by a range of interviewees as particularly effective, the 

committee can be effective despite the absence of an innate curiosity 

due to the level of support provided by the auditor and the clerk. 

Key points arising from this examination of the role played by 

witnesses are as follows: 

• All appointments to PAC, except the chair in Wales, are 
political appointments. 

• The experience, skill and dedication to their committee role 
varies, but nevertheless members may be effective if 
support is provided. 
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• Members from different political parties must speak as one 

voice on committee if PAC is to be fully effective. 

In addition to this main cast, smaller parts are played by other 

players. 

2.6 The Legislature 

Constitutionally all accounts and reports on accounts must be laid 

before the legislature, but responsibility for examining these 

documents is delegated to PAC which acts on behalf of the 

legislature. Topics under consideration by PAC may be the subject of 

questions on the floor of the house and there are occasionally 

debates in the chamber on PAC inquiries. Additionally, in each 

legislature an annual report is presented and debate on the work of 

the committee takes place. This is a privilege not generally granted to 

other committees. While the legislature has power, in practice there is 

little evidence of interest in the work of the committee, unless it 

receives media coverage. Moreover, attendance at the annual PAC 

debate is very poor with few members, other than committee 

members, attending (Foster, 2015). 

2.7 The Media 

The media often casts itself as the true champions of accountability. 

They are alert to scandals and the wasting of public money. Freedom 

of information legislation has provided additional opportunities to the 

media to carry out their own investigations, should they so wish. They 

highlight aspects of audit reports and PAC evidence sessions, but 

media attention is not necessarily in proportion to the importance of 

the issue or the amount of money involved. Furthermore, they have a 

tendency to emphasise the sensational aspects of inquiries rather 

than depth of analysis. They have a role in directing the general public 

to information, which is available elsewhere, but which may be 

difficult to access without some insight into the processes involved. 
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2.8 Committee Clerks and Administrative Staff 

Each PAC is supported by a small clerking team. They act as a link 

between the auditor on the one hand and the committee on the other. 

Some interviewees identified the clerk as more important to the 

smooth and efficient operation of the PAC process than the 

committee chair. The level of support provided by the clerk varies 

with some clerks preparing questions for the committee and others 

acting more as facilitators. Changes in the clerking team take place, 

but generally there are some longstanding staff members who 

provide stability, while the committee members are more likely to 

change, particularly following elections. 

In NI, as in Westminster, an employee of the Department of Finance 

(DoF) called the Treasury Officer of Accounts (TOA) attends all PAC 

evidence sessions where he/she may be called upon to provide advice 

on behalf of DoF. In addition to advising on the technical aspects of 

accounts, this official is responsible for ensuring that PAC 

recommendations are carried out. The TOA acts as a link between 

the PAC, audit office and accounting officers and advises accounting 

officers on the responses to PAC recommendations. In Scotland and 

Wales there are officials within finance who advise accounting 

officers but do not attend PAC evidence sessions in an official 

capacity. Indeed, no evidence was found to suggest that one 

individual provided the link provided by the TOA. 

2.9 Junior and Middle Ranking Public Officials 

While the principal witness at PAC is the accounting officer, the 

individual in that position heads up a larger organisation, usually 

organised in a hierarchical structure. There are vertical accountability 

mechanisms within each department/public body and any 

undertakings given by the accounting officer are likely to be reflected 

in the internal structure to lower ranks. Therefore, junior and middle 

ranking public officials have an indirect interest in PAC. 
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2.10 The General Public 

As taxpayers fund public services, the general public is a player in 

the PAC process. It is in the taxpayers’ interest that public money is 

well spent. The public now have easier access to information than 

was previously the case, but while that information is available it is 

not easy to find in all cases. Therefore, the majority of the general 

public probably rely on media outlets to interpret that information for 

them. As a consequence, their view is likely to be influenced by the 

headlines and they are likely to apportion blame to individual 

scapegoats. However, this is not always appropriate, as failures in 

the public sector are often systems failures. 

2.11 Stakeholder Mapping 

Stakeholder mapping is a process which “identifies stakeholder 

expectations and power and helps in understanding political priorities” 

(Johnston et al, 2008 p.181). The model developed by Mendelow 

(1991) categorises stakeholders between those with high and low 

interest and those with high and low power, and presents the results 

diagrammatically. A brief evaluation of the interest and power of each 

player follows before the stakeholder map is presented. 

2.11.1 Auditors 

The SAI is interested in PAC as this committee’s inquiries build on 

the work undertaken by the audit office. The public evidence session 

provides an opportunity to put on public record information which was 

not included in the agreed audit report. A formal response to PAC 

reports and recommendations is required which further strengthens 

the recommendations made by the auditor. The unique rights 

conferred on the SAI to investigate as he/she sees fit means he/she 

is powerful. 

2.11.2 PAC Members 
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Those politicians who sit on PAC are generally very interested in the 

work that it carries out. While all committee members are political 

appointees, many have expressed a desire to serve on the committee. 

Others may not have been very enthusiastic upon appointment, but 

as they become immersed in the committee’s work, they become 

more interested. As committee members they question senior officials 

and issue reports and recommendations which require a formal 

response from the accounting officer within a given timeframe. They 

are therefore powerful. 

2.11.3 Ministers 

Ministers are responsible for the development of policy and officials 

are responsible for implementing that policy, although the lines are 

sometimes blurred. Ministers are not permitted to sit as committee 

members, by standing orders, which in Northern Ireland and Wales 

also limits the remit of PAC to the implementation of policy. 

Therefore, it is generally the senior official who appears as a witness 

in PAC inquiries, although there have been occasional appearances 

by ministers and former ministers in particular circumstances. The 

minister is interested in the PAC process if his/her department is the 

subject of an inquiry as it may bring the department into disrepute. 

However, he/she has little power. 

2.11.4 Media 

The media are interested in crisis and events, because that is what 

attracts public attention. As many of the topics of PAC inquiries arise 

because of failure in the implementation of policy or because of fraud, 

the media are interested but they have little power. The media draw 

attention to proceedings and reports but they cannot directly bring 

about change. 

2.11.5 Senior Public officials 
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The witness who appears before PAC to answer for failings in his/her 

department or public body is the accounting officer. He/she is 

accountable even if he/she had no part in the matter under inquiry or 

he/she was not in post at that time. He/she is therefore very 

interested in the process. He/she also has power in the approach 

he/she takes in answering committee questions. Moreover, while 

he/she is expected to co-operate fully with all inquiries, there are 

examples of non-cooperation by witnesses appearing before 

committee in the period under consideration. The committee have the 

means available to compel the witness to attend, but not to compel 

him/her to speak. They have high interest and high power. 

2.11.6 Junior and Middle Ranking Officials 

Junior and middle ranking officials are not generally called as 

witnesses at PAC. They may have little interest in that which does 

not involve them. They also have little power to affect change in a 

hierarchical bureaucracy. 

2.11.7 Committee Clerks and Administrative Staff 

Committee clerks and staff providing services to the committee have 

a high level of interest in the process, as their day to day work is 

spent on committee matters. They have a high interest in the PAC 

process but little power. 

2.11.8 The Public 

The general public has an interest in how public funds are expended 

to deliver public services. However, they are likely to be more 

interested in the headlines and reports of waste in the public sector 

than in the day-to-day process of accountability at work or the 

complex issues of public administration. Moreover, in a 

representative democracy they have little power over the 

bureaucracy. 
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Figure 3 Stakeholder Map – The PAC Process 

(Adopted from Mendelow, 1991) 
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2.11.9 Key Features of Stakeholder Map 

The key players identified by the stakeholder map (Figure 3) who 

have both high interest and high power are: the auditor, committee 

members and senior public officials. The auditor generally leads the 

process by providing an independent audit report. The other key 

players - the committee members and the senior officials - then 

engage in the forum where the public official is questioned by the 

committee. The committee, having carried out its inquiry, issues a 

report and recommendations which requires a formal response. 

At the opposite end of the scale, with low interest and low power, 

junior and middle ranking officials and the public are positioned. 

However, some of the failings for which the senior official is held to 

account may have been failings by more junior staff. 

The members of the legislature have power, in that they can approve 

legislation or vote against the awarding of monies to public bodies, 

but they generally have little interest in the process other than the 
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opportunity to condemn any wrongdoing in the media. Finally, the 

media and ministers have a high interest in PAC process, but they 

have little power. 

2.12 The Players - Conclusion 

In this chapter the players involved in the PAC process have been 

described. A stakeholder analysis has been conducted to identify the 

key players who have both high power and high interest in the PAC 

process. These key players have been identified as the auditors, the 

committee members and the senior public officials who are witnesses 

at PAC. Identification of these key players is important, as the 

research methodology will be developed to ensure that relevant data 

is gathered from these groups. 

The following chapters present a review of the literature informing 

this research. This is followed by the methodology and findings. 
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3 Literature Review - Accountability 

This section reviews the existing literature leading to the identification 

of gaps in existing knowledge which this study fills. The literature is 

examined in two parts. Firstly, the literature on accountability is 

addressed, as committees are seen as accountability mechanisms. 

This study is conducted within the framework of accountability with its 

roots in principal-agent theory. It is therefore necessary to identify the 

definition of accountability underpinning this study. Secondly the 

literature on parliamentary committees in general and public 

accounts committees, in particular, is presented in Chapter 4. 

3.1 Accountability: An Introduction 

Accountability has become a cultural icon for our time (Dubnick 2014, 

p.25). It has been described as a “magic concept” (Pollitt and Hupe, 

2011), which is a large scope concept covering huge domains that 

have overwhelmingly positive connotations - no one can be against 

them. Finders (2011, p.601), supported by Pollitt (2003) and Bovens 

et al (2008), argues that accountability has become such an icon that 

anyone arguing against the concept risks being immediately labelled 

as “managerially irrational, democratically suspicious or personally 

corrupt”. Any media report about failings in public services or inquiry 

into disasters is accompanied by a call for more accountability, often 

without any debate about what is meant by the term. These calls for 

more accountability are fuelled by a better educated and less 

deferential public, more organised and vocal interest groups and the 

growth of mass media including social media (Aucoin and 

Heintzman, 2000). Moreover, accountability is associated with strong 

promises of fairness and equitable governance (Bovens, 2010) and 

“has come to stand as a general term for any mechanism that makes 

powerful institutions responsive to their particular publics” (Mulgan, 

2003 p.1). Therefore, in the modern context accountability may be 
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both formal, through official channels, and informal, as exercised by 

the media who demand answers for conduct. 

Accountability is often used interchangeably with transparency and 

responsibility, but these terms are not synonymous, and this use is 

very often not appropriate. Transparency refers to the availability of 

information. It is a prerequisite for accountability, but the existence of 

transparency does not, in itself, result in accountability - if 

accountability means being held to account. Freedom of information 

legislation has increased the availability of data, but despite some 

comments to the contrary, it has not increased accountability. 

Transparency is a highly prized value which is a means to achieving 

democratic accountability - not an end in itself (Thomas, 2003 p.550). 

It is merely the start of the process. Responsibility is concerned with 

the powers and resources of an agency, while accountability is 

concerned with how the agency uses that responsibility (Jones and 

Stewart, 2009). Moreover, Peters (2014, p.214), supported by Bovens 

(1998), argues that responsibility involves the internalised individual 

means of control, while accountability means some external controls. 

3.2 Definitions 

“Magic concepts” have multiple, overlapping, sometimes conflicting 

definitions (Pollitt and Hupe, 2011). This is true of accountability. 

Definitions of accountability abound, with each writer in the area 

appearing to think it appropriate to develop his/her own definition. 

Sinclair (1995) discusses the “chameleon-like” nature of 

accountability as subjectively construed while Chan and Rosenbloom 

(2010) claim it is dependent on context. It has also been defined as: 

“A social relationship in which an actor feels an obligation 
to explain and to justify his or her conduct to some 
significant other” (Day and Klein, 1987 p.5) 

“The obligation of those entrusted with particular 
responsibilities to present an account of, and answer for, 
their execution” (OECD 2005, p.2) 
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“Accountability denotes a relationship between a bearer of 
a right …and the agents responsible for fulfilling or 
respecting that right” (Lawson and Rakner, 2005 p.9) 

“Accountability is the means to ensure governments are 
responsive to their citizens” (Jones and Stewart, 2009 
p.59) 

“Accountability is a morally significant practice, since to 
demand an account from someone is to ask this person to 
enact discursively the responsibility for his behaviour” 
(Messner, 2009 p.920) 

“A relationship between an actor and a forum in which the 
actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or her 
conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass 
judgment, and the actor may face consequences” 
(Bovens, 2007 p.450) 

At its most basic level it concerns an actor being required to give an 

account of his or her actions to another. The questions then raised 

are: 

1. Who is the actor? The actor may be an individual or an 

organisation. 

2. To whom is he/she giving an account? It may be his/her 

immediate superior in a hierarchical organisation, or it may 

be to some outside party, such as a regulator. 

3. How? What forum is used? The account giving may be a 

one-to-one exchange conducted behind closed doors, or the 

forum may be open to the public, either directly or through 

web services. 

4. For what? The actor is accountable for the authority 

delegated to him/her. 

5. And by what standards are his/her actions measured? This 

may be normative or prescribed by professional or legal 

standards, but is dependent on the role, context and nature 

of the forum (Romzek and Dubnick, 1987 p.228). 

As a minimal concept, accountability is a relationship and is about 

providing answers and an exchange of reasons for conduct 
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(Messner, 2009), and in a liberal democracy accountability is part of 

a broader system of checks and balances against the tyranny of the 

state (Barberis, 1998 p.463). 

The purposes of accountability in public administration have been 

identified as: 

• To control the abuse and misuse of public authority; 

• To provide assurance about the use of public resources; and 

• To encourage and promote learning in the pursuit of 
continuous improvement. 

(Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000) 

Bovens et al (2008) posit broadly similar goals for accountability in 

the public administration arena of: 

• As a tool for democratic control; 

• As a safeguard for the rule of law; and 

• As a tool for learning and improved policies 

Accountability is “meant to ensure that the exercise of discretion is 

checked” (Brandsma and Schillemans 2013). PAC can be viewed as 

a bridge in this context. 

Therefore, accountability is a retrospective, ex-post activity. Ex-post 

accountability may be viewed as “closing the door after the horse has 

bolted”. However, many actors will anticipate the evaluation of 

accountability mechanisms and may adjust their behaviour 

accordingly; accountability mechanisms have a “preventative 

influence” (Blondel,1970). Thus in practice, ex-post facto 

accountability may be an important factor for ex-ante decision 

making (Bovens, 2007 p.453). 

The history of accountability is often disputed depending on what 

area of knowledge is explored. Dubnick (2002 p.7) claims that 

accountability is first encountered as a contemporary concept in the 
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11th century when the king required an account of all the possessions 

of property holders that were then listed in the Doomsday Book, 

which established the foundations of Royal governance. Uhr (1993) 

on the other hand, argues that the roots of accountability lie in the 

requirement that expenditure of public money be verifiable and 

controllable. This is an example of the stewardship concept, based 

on principal-agent theory, involving one principal and one agent. 

Authority is delegated by the principal to the agent and, in return, the 

agent is accountable to the principal. Accountability is therefore the 

price paid for delegated authority. 

Historically, accountability involved one agent providing an account 

to one principal, which was a system that required few formal 

mechanisms. Limits of delegated authority were understood by all 

parties and the consequences of poor performance were clear. 

Over time the apparatus of accountability has evolved as systems of 

public administration become more complex, with multiple 

accountability relationships developing involving not only the public 

sector but private sector entities and contractors. In other words, 

there are multiple principal–agent relationships. The classic principal-

agent model has limitations, especially with changes in public 

services such as contracting out and privatisation (Romzek and 

Johnston, 2005). Therefore, it has been argued that the basic 

principal-agent theory is no longer sufficient to explain accountability 

relationships (Mansbridge, 2014; Lerner and Tetlock, 1999; deLeon, 

2003). 

In practice principal-agent theory only partially explains the behaviour 

of principals and agents, with principals less interested in particular 

results and agents less opportunistic than the theory suggests. The 

social contingency theory of accountability adds value to the 

principal-agent theory. The basis of this theory is that the expectation 

that one may be asked to justify one’s actions has an influence on 

behaviour (Bovens at al., 2014 p.15). 
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Furthermore, accountability in the context of modern democratic 

government is not only vertical in nature, based on hierarchical 

structures, but horizontal accountability may also exist. 

3.3 Dimensions of Accountability 

The two traditional dimensions of accountability are vertical 

accountability and horizontal accountability. The distinction between 

the two types of accountability is firstly based on a formalised 

relationship (Schillemans, 2008). The principal-agent model is based 

on a series of vertical accountability relationships. In the public sector 

there is a vertical relationship between the voters and the politicians 

in government and between the senior official and the minister in 

his/her department, followed by a hierarchical structure down the 

department. However, accountability also arises where no vertical 

relationships exist, such as with ombudsmen, auditors and 

independent inspectors giving rise to horizontal accountability. 

Horizontal accountability occurs where the accountee is not 

hierarchically superior to the accounter or the accountee is a third 

party. The accounter lacks the control implicit in a vertical 

hierarchical chain of command (Mulgan, 2000 p.27). However, there 

is always some element of vertical accountability. Horizontal 

accountability is a relatively modern addition to vertical accountability 

with Michels and Meijer (2008) arguing that horizontal forms of 

accountability are not intended to replace vertical accountability, but 

to act as an extension of it. 

Like the definition of accountability itself, many different descriptions 

have been used for the dimensions of accountability. Broadbent and 

Laughlin (2003) identified two aspects of public accountability as: 

1. Political accountability between the electorate and the 

government. Politicians act as agents for their principals, the 

voters; and 

2. Managerial accountability between government and civil 

servants. Public servants are accountable for the degree of 
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technical competence they employ in the efficient, economic 

and effective implementation of public policy determined by 

the elected political authorities they serve - they are 

answerable as agents to their political principals (Gregory, 

2003 p.562). 

Day and Klein (1987, p.26) distinguished accountability between the 

types of issue for which accountees are answerable: 

1. Actions where the criteria for judgment are contestable 

(political accountability); and 

2. Agreed tasks conducted according to agreed criteria of 

performance (managerial accountability). 

Managerial accountability was further subdivided into (i) fiscal 

accountability - regularity, that money is spent for the purposes 

authorised by parliament (ii) process accountability – efficiency and 

(iii) programme accountability – effectiveness, according to the type 

of activity undertaken. 

Figure 4 Dimensions of Accountability (Lawson and Rakner, 

2005) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Lawson and Rakner’s (2005) perspective of accountability is 

presented in Figure 4. Vertical accountability refers to the relationship 
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between the state and the citizens, while horizontal accountability 

refers to the relationship between state institutions. Elections, by 

which the electorate hold politicians to account, are an example of 

the classical form of vertical accountability (Lawson and Rakner, 

2005). Societal accountability which includes the media and public 

protest are informal accountability mechanisms (Stanley, 2005). 

Managerial accountability is a form of horizontal accountability and 

includes concepts of regularity, that public money can only be used 

for the purposes authorised, and propriety, which is concerned with 

the conduct of business in accordance with recognised standards 

(Nolan Principles). The role of the PAC is important in the discharge 

of horizontal accountability in securing public financial accountability 

(ODI, 2008), while Keen (1999) argues that it is also an integral part 

of vertical accountability to Parliament, as the focus is on the way in 

which public resources are expended. Wehner (2003, p.3) describes 

PAC as: “the legislative apex of financial oversight and scrutiny”. 

Romzek and Dubnick (1987), who linked accountability with the 

management of expectations, classified accountability on two criteria, 

depending on whether the ability to define and control expectations is 

held inside or outside the organisation and the degree of control that 

the entity enjoys. 
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Figure 5 Degrees of Accountability  

(Romzek, B. and Dubnick, M. 1987) 
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Figure 5 presents Romzek and Dubnick’s (1987) classification of 

accountability: 

1. Political accountability occurs where bureaucrats are 

expected to fulfil the objectives of policies set out by political 

representatives; 

2. Professional accountability occurs where expert employees 

are given control over activities, and expectations are 

governed by professional norms where close control from 

outside the organisation is inappropriate. The key is 

“deference to expertise within the agency” (p.229); 

3. Legal accountability occurs where expectations lie outside 

the organisation by those in a position to impose legal 

sanctions; and 

4. Hierarchical or bureaucratic accountability occurs where 

expectations are managed by focusing on the priorities of 

those at the top of the organisation. 

The two ingredients required for this system are an organised 

relationship between the parties and close supervision. Schillemans 

(2010) argues that this framework has a relational core, as the 
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different classifications connect officials with different accountability 

forums (p.304). 

Public accountability may be viewed as a particular type of 

accountability, to which all other forms of accountability are 

subservient (Jones and Stewart, 2009). Bovens at al. (2014 p.7) claim 

that accountability is public if it fulfils any of the following criteria: 

1. The account giving is in principle open to the general public; 

2. The object of the account giving is public, such as the 

spending of public funds, exercise of public powers or the 

conduct of public institutions; or 

3. The account giving refers to matters of public interest with 

regard to accounting and standards. 

PAC, by this framework is a public accountability forum as it fulfils all 

three criteria. 

Public accountability has been seen as an essential precondition for 

democratic processes to work, and it has been argued that the 

quality of accountability arrangements hinges on the demonstrated 

ability to consolidate and reaffirm the democratic chain of delegation 

(Bovens et al, 2008 p.231). It has been described as a “bridge 

between the governors and the governed” (Flinders and Moon, 2011 

p.652). 

The traditional view of the public sector is that officials are 

anonymous and simply implement the policies devised by their 

ministers to whom they are responsible. The minister is, in turn, then 

responsible to parliament. However ministerial responsibility alone is 

no longer satisfactory as “the sole constitutional touchstone of 

accountability” (Barberis, 1998 p.452), given the changes that have 

taken place in the way in which public services are delivered. This 

view is supported by Woodhouse (1994). Moreover, the demands of 

the general public have changed (Keane, 2009); nothing is taken on 

trust as there is “continuous public chastening of those who exercise 
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power” (p.9), and many public officials are seen by the public as 

having considerable power. 

Changes in the public sector, including the contracting out of services 

and the establishment of ALBs, have resulted in a broader definition 

of expected performance. Furthermore, the broader the definition of 

expected performance, the more latitude the agent (the civil servant) 

typically has in how to meet those expectations (Whitaker et al, 2004 

p.120).Day and Klein (1987 p.249) conclude that no one approach to 

accountability is appropriate “because the concept itself has many 

meanings and dimensions and must be seen as a system woven into 

the political and social life as a whole”. Undoubtably, multiple 

dimensions of accountability now exist in the public sector in 

democratic societies. Moreover, public accountability can be viewed 

as a virtue or as a mechanism. 

3.4 A Virtue or a Mechanism 

Bovens (2010) identifies two aspects of accountability: 

3. Accountability as a virtue; and 

4. Accountability as a mechanism. 

This classification can be traced back to the Friedrich Finer debate of 

the 1940s. Finer (1941) held that public servants required external 

sanctions or mechanisms to ensure accountability. Friedrich (1940), 

on the other hand, thought that public servants were capable of self-

control and did not need external oversight. Each aspect addresses 

different kinds of issue, different standards and evokes different 

analytical dimensions. 

3.5 Accountability as a Virtue 

Accountability may be seen as a desirable quality of public officials, 

when it is viewed as adherence to a set of standards. However, there 

is often no agreement on what these standards should be, but it is 

generally associated with acting in a transparent, fair and equitable 
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way. Accountability used in the active sense of virtue “refers to 

substantive norms for the behaviour of actors” (Bovens, 2010 p.949). 

Accountability is not only about others; each person is also 

accountable to himself (Whitaker et al, 2004 p.118). Bovens (2010) 

noted a geographical divide in the literature, with American 

academics focusing on accountability as a virtue or a set of 

normative standards for behaviour and others focusing on 

accountability as a social mechanism. Accountability now extends 

beyond core external scrutiny, as identified by Finer, to include 

Friedrich’s inner responsibility of the individual to his/her moral 

values (Mulgan, 2000). 

While the personal values of public officials are important, the public 

is often not interested in codes of ethics for public officials; they want 

mechanisms to ensure accountability. However, Mulgan (2003 p.14) 

argues that no society can operate successfully without some degree 

of interpersonal trust, and that external scrutiny should be seen as 

supplementary to the willingness of organisations and individuals to 

act properly. 

3.6 Accountability as a Mechanism 

Here the focus is not so much on the behaviour of the agents but on 

institutional arrangements that govern the behaviour of these agents 

(Bovens et al, 2014 p 8). Bovens (2010) argues that accountability 

mechanisms assure the public that public officials remain on the 

virtuous path, but Barberis (1998 p.464) argues that any 

accountability mechanism is no substitute for the ingrained morality 

of public virtue. Indeed, Schillemans (2016 p.1401) claims that “ 

public accountability mechanisms are of crucial importance in 

democracies as they aim to ascertain appropriate behaviour and 

organisation performance”. We have seen an increase in 

accountability mechanisms as every failing is followed by calls for 

more accountability, which are met with additional layers of 

accountability mechanisms (Bovens and Schillemans, 2014) leading 
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to accountability overload, which has resulted in a whole industry of 

accountability and the “Audit Explosion” (Power, 1994). Dubnick 

(2014 p.38) argues that today the act of holding to account is 

regarded as an end in itself within the context of governing. Mulgan 

(2000) claims that if accountability means giving an account, 

accountability is satisfied when the account is given. However, he 

proceeds to argue that being called to account is incomplete without 

some means of rectification. This thesis proceeds on the basis that 

accountability means being called to account, therefore there are 

consequences as a result of the accountability mechanism (Day and 

Klein (1987) ; Bovens (2007). 

Others claim that if the accountability mechanisms are too rigorous 

and threaten to punish every fault, the result may be the 

development of organisations which are defensive, formalistic and 

rule obsessed (Bovens and Schillemans, 2014 p.676). Accountability 

as a mechanism paradigm has evolved from the one principal one 

agent theory. However, Willems and Van Doren (2012) argue that 

the general thread of the literature is that the “democratic pyramid 

chain of delegation is broken” (p.1012). Therefore horizontal 

accountability mechanisms are more important than was previously 

the case. While accountability may be a virtue, this thesis is 

concerned with PAC as an accountability mechanism. Accountability 

mechanisms will now be examined in more detail. 

3.7 Phases of Accountability Mechanisms 

There are three phases to the operation of an accountability 

mechanism (Bovens, 2007; Day and Klein, 1987 p.5; Mulgan, 2003 

p.9). 

a) The information phase 

b) The discussion/forum phase and 

c) The judgment or consequences phase 
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The information phase is akin to transparency and involves the 

provision of information which forms the basis of the discussion 

phase. Information may be garnered from a range of sources such as 

annual reports, inspection reports and websites. 

The discussion phase may be formal or informal. It may be on a one-

to-one basis behind closed doors or it may be in a public forum. This 

is the phase where additional information may come to light; where 

the principal or accounter has the opportunity to ask questions and 

where the actor has the opportunity to provide answers or 

explanations for his/her actions. In the public sector this phase of 

accountability should involve open discussion and debate about 

matters of public interest and as such becomes equated with the 

principles of deliberative democracy (Mulgan, 2000 p.569). 

The judgement phase can only take place after the discussion phase 

has been completed. The ability of the forum to impose sanctions on 

the agent is seen as a vital constituent of accountability. However, 

some other consequences of an open forum should not be 

overlooked. Bad publicity may be considered a weak sanction, but 

research shows that individuals are very alert to negative publicity 

(Meijer and Schillemans, 2009), while Steffek (2010 p56) states that 

changes in behaviour may be brought about by the desire to 

preserve reputation without the threat of firmer sanctions. Moreover, 

the public nature of accountability processes teaches others in 

similar positions what acceptable behaviour is (Bourn, 2007 p.464). 

PAC is a very public accountability mechanism, where the 

bureaucracy is held to account. 

3.8 Public Official Accountability 

In democratic societies citizens have the opportunity to change their 

politicians on a regular basis. However, no such mechanism exists to 

change the bureaucratic machine supporting government. Therefore, 

changes in government occur on a more regular basis than changes 

in the bureaucracy. While politicians develop policy, the 
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implementation of that policy falls to civil servants. However, there is 

not always a clear distinction between policy and implementation. 

Furthermore, there is always the problem of implementation of policy 

due to the amount of delegation involved in the administration 

processes of modern government (Peters, 2014 p.211). 

The accountability mechanism for political representatives is clear to 

the electorate who understand the value of their vote. However, the 

accountability of senior civil servants is less well understood. Many 

see this group as unaccountable; a view reinforced by media reports 

which focus on every transgression but rarely highlight good practice 

(Bringselius, 2014). They are often viewed as unelected bureaucrats 

who stand in the way of the public receiving the levels of service 

promised to them by elected representatives. 

Civil servants are largely anonymous, hence the frequent reference 

to “faceless and anonymous ” bureaucrats (Mulgan, 2003 p.52). 

Their role is to implement the policy decided by politicians, not to 

question its merits. While the officials may advise on policy, the 

policy decision is that of the minister alone. Civil servants are 

accountable in the hierarchical structure of their departments to their 

immediate superior and ultimately to the Minister. Officials outside the 

civil service employed in arm’s length bodies are indirectly 

accountable to the department from which they receive funding. The 

Minister is accountable to Parliament for the way in which his/her 

department implements policy. Civil servants are also bound by their 

own professional accountability, but Mulgan (2000 p.564) argues that 

the main body of the law as followed by public servants, which does 

not lay down enforcement procedures, is an instrument for controlling 

their behaviour but not for holding them accountable. However, 

Moore (2014 p.636) argues that laws merely create the potential for 

accountability, but demands for accountability can be made where no 

legal sanction exists. This social accountability, often fuelled by the 

media, is broader and less disciplined than legal accountability, and 

Moore (2014 p.638) argues that if external accountability is concerned 
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with the public good, then this aspect of accountability cannot be 

ignored. In interview one civil servant observed that select 

committees are “the only form of public accountability that officials 

have” (Benton and Russell, 2013). In a resolution passed on 12 

December 1996, the UN set out a useful code for public officials which 

states that: 

“Public office is a position of trust and public officers shall 
ensure that they perform their duties and functions 
efficiently, effectively and with integrity in accordance with 
laws and administrative policies” 
UN resolution 51/59 International Code for Public Officials 

(1996) 

Changes in the way public services are organised have reduced the 

anonymity of some public servants, but they are still less exposed to 

public scrutiny than elected politicians (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000 

p.50). Changes in the way government works have also exacerbated 

the perceived accountability deficit. Many services, once the preserve 

of government departments, are now delivered by arm’s length 

agencies or contractors run on a private sector model. This has 

added further distance between the elected politician and the end 

user. However, each agency has a sponsoring 

department/directorate, and while not directly involved in the 

management of the arm’s length body, the accounting officer of the 

department/directorate is answerable for all agencies sponsored by 

his/her department/directorate. 

When appearing before select committees the accounting officer for 

the department/directorate answers on behalf of and for his/her 

Minister. However, when appearing before the PAC he/she appears 

on his/her own behalf to answer questions about how his/her 

department/directorate implemented policy and discharged their 

stewardship of public funds. He/she is accountable for his/her 

department, but he/she may not be personally responsible, in the 
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same way that the Minister is accountable to Parliament but may not 

be personally responsible. 

Public officials are human and principal-agent theory holds that 

agents will act in their own best interests. When viewed from this 

perspective, public officials may replace public objectives with their 

own private objectives. This is occasionally by fraudulent means but 

more commonly the astute wording of plans and reports by specialist 

public servants enable them to continue doing what they are most 

interested in and always did, irrespective of their formal remits 

(Bourn, 2007 p.12). These are the issues which form the basis of 

many SAI VFM reports that are subsequently subject to PAC 

scrutiny. 

3.9 Ministers and Public Officials 

The accountability of officials overlaps with that of ministers. In theory 

the Minister is responsible for policy and the civil servant is 

responsible for implementation, but this is not as clearly defined in 

practice. As officials appear before PAC to give an account on their 

own behalf, this is where accountability is achieved. This view is 

supported by Mulgan (2003 p.52), who argues that parliamentary 

committees are most useful in their role of oversight and scrutiny of the 

bureaucracy and are a major avenue for direct accountability for 

bureaucrats who would otherwise remain faceless and anonymous. 

Kelso (2018 p.165) argues that “ committee based scrutiny has been 

heralded as integral to the effectiveness of parliamentary 

accountability processes”. Moreover, McGee (2002) states that 

accountability is not just about avoiding illegal acts but requires an 

ethos of compliance, efficiency and good governance, and argues 

that PAC and the audit office are joint elements of democratic 

accountability. 
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Where matters of financial accountability are concerned, the House 

of Commons PAC (2011) set out the fundamentals of accountability 

as follows: 

1. The Accounting Officer is personally and ultimately 

responsible to Parliament for the spending of taxpayer’s 

money and must be unfettered in the discharge of these 

responsibilities. 

2. Where a department provides funding to other bodies, the 

Accounting Officer is responsible for ensuring that there is an 

appropriate framework in place to provide him/her with the 

necessary assurances and controls. 

3. Responsibilities and authority for policy and operational 

decisions are clear throughout the delivery chain. 

4. There is a clear process for measuring outcomes, evaluating 

performance and demonstrating VFM, which allows 

organisations to be held to account and which enables proper 

comparisons to be made across organisations delivering the 

same or similar services 

5. All bodies which receive public funds are well governed and 

have robust financial management arrangements in place. 

This is described by Flinders and Moon (2011 p.658) as a “very pure, 

idealistic and unsullied model of accountability” which fails to address 

the “messy and generally imperfect mode of governing”. However, 

this is the mechanism currently available, the effectiveness of which 

is explored in this thesis. 

3.10 Officials’ Understanding of Accountability 

When we claim that parliamentary committees are forums where 

officials are held accountable it is necessary to examine what officials 

understand as accountability, because accountability means different 

things to different people. Lupson and Partington (2011) interviewed 

ten senior civil servants, who were designated Senior Responsible 
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Owners (SROs) with responsibility for the delivery of IT enabled 

business change proposals, to establish how they understood and 

experienced accountability at an individual level. They found that 

accountability was understood in three qualitatively different ways 

from bureaucratic accountability at level one, to professional 

accountability at level two, including accountability to PAC and at 

level three to an understanding that was not only concerned with their 

own performance targets but extended to whether the programmes 

they oversaw would benefit the public. These individuals saw 

themselves as accountable not only to PAC or other select 

committees but to the general public. While this study was based on 

only ten interviews, it is concerning that only three had experienced 

or understood accountability to extend to the general public, and that 

they therefore conformed more towards Finer’s understanding of 

public officials than to Friedrich’s, thereby supporting the need for 

accountability mechanisms. In another empirical study Acar et al. 

(2008) found that accountability played a greater role in Public-

Private Partnerships than mere answerability, and was perceived to 

be a tool for continuous learning and mutual adjustment, which 

corresponds to level two in Lupson and Partington’s 2011 study. 

3.11 Accountability and Devolution 

Devolution in the UK was promoted as a means by which 

accountability would be strengthened as accountability mechanisms 

would be localised. The general complaints of an accountability 

deficit prior to devolution were compounded by the remoteness of 

civil servants in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland from London. 

In each of the administrations there had been unease about the lack 

of accountability because of the London focused attention of 

Westminster, leading Jeffrey (2007) to claim that Westminster 

appeared to treat Scotland, Wales and NI “as faraway places of 

which we know little” (Jeffrey, 2007 p.100). Not only was there a gap 

in interest but there was also a physical gap as identified by Parry 
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(2009 p.133) when discussing the benefits of devolution: “the 400-

mile gap in accountability that became so contentious in the 1980s 

and 1990s was to be closed”. This argument is supported by 

Kirkpatrick (2001), who demonstrated that more Scottish officials had 

given evidence at PAC in Edinburgh during its first two years of 

operation than in the previous seven years at Westminster. 

Northern Ireland has its own unique history. The Northern Ireland Civil 

Service (NICS) was set up in 1921 following the partition of Ireland. In 

1921 some civil service staff members were located in Belfast, but 

principally in Dublin. Many of those serving in Dublin relocated to 

Belfast to serve the new Stormont government. Since then it has 

been a separate service and has never become part of the Home Civil 

Service. The imposition of Direct Rule in 1972, following the collapse 

of the Stormont government, resulted in departments being overseen 

by Ministers from Westminster who, in many cases, knew little of 

their brief, and combined Northern Ireland with other responsibilities. 

They typically flew to Belfast for only one or two days a week. The 

NICS continued as it had done previously but with little interference 

from politicians, whose main focus was the very difficult situation on 

the streets and the preservation of life. All other matters paled in 

comparison. This atmosphere was fertile ground for the growth of a 

bureaucracy, which was not only considered to be unaccountable by 

the public but was in fact unaccountable (Carmichael, 2002; Knox, 

1999). The traditional view was that NICS officials developed their 

careers with little experience of scrutiny by politicians (Carmichael 

and Osborne, 2003; Knox and Carmichael, 2007 p.203). 

The civil service in Scotland and in Wales was also considered by 

the local population to be unaccountable. While part of the Home 

Civil Service these two services where implementing policy from 

Westminster, where locally elected political representatives were a 

minority. This was seen particularly with the implementation of 

Thatcher policies in Scotland and Wales (Trench, 2009). 
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Prior to devolution the accountability deficit in Scotland and Wales, 

and particularly in Northern Ireland, was exacerbated by the 

dominant role played by quangos which were seen as unaccountable 

bodies overseen by an elite group of political appointees (Kay, 2003; 

Lloyd, 2000; Birrell, 2012). Devolution promised to increase 

accountability and decrease the number of such bodies. 

Devolution resulted in the establishment of the Scottish Parliament 

and Assemblies    in   Wales    and    Northern   Ireland,   where   

directly  elected representatives took on responsibility for functions 

previously undertaken by the Westminster Parliament. All the 

devolved administrations set up committee systems which included 

local Public Accounts/Audit Committees based on the Westminster 

model. Devolution also resulted in the establishment of new 

independent audit offices in Wales and Scotland. Northern Ireland 

had its own audit office since 1921 (Bew, 2007). 

Therefore, devolution resulted in an additional layer of accountability 

being introduced through the committee system where locally elected 

politicians held local officials to account. These committees are 

accountability mechanisms. Little research has been carried out into 

the devolved committees as accountability mechanisms, with 

literature on devolved committees concentrating on the policy arena 

(Arter, 2006a; Cairney, 2006; Cole, 2014; Cole, 2015; Cole, 2016; 

Osborne, 2002; Sandford and Maer, 2003; Stirbu and McAllister, 

2018). 

3.12 Assessing Accountability Mechanisms 

The literature on accountability mechanisms is largely framed by 

principal- agent theory. When assessing public accountability 

mechanisms, the central question is whether they provide the 

political principal with sufficient information about the behaviour of 

the agent and whether the mechanism offers enough incentives to 

the agent to ensure he/she conforms to the principal’s agenda 

(Bovens, 2007 p.465). Mulgan (2000 p.567) argues that the 
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effectiveness of accountability mechanisms is observed not only when 

officers are brought to account, but by the threat of being liable to be 

called to account. The fear of being held to account is a “pervasive 

motive” among public officials, while Ryle (1997 p.68) claims that the 

greatest influence of a committee comes from the “liability of inquiry”. 

The literature on accountability mechanisms is primarily qualitative in 

nature with an emphasis on accountability deficits (Bovens and 

Schillemans, 2014 p.674). Schillemans (2013) in a meta-analysis of 

public accountability research found that the majority of academic 

papers published in leading journals in 2010 employed techniques 

such as interviews and focused on accountability deficits. 

Researchers have shied away from quantified research due in part to 

the difficulty in devising suitable quantitative measures (Brandsma, 

2014 p.143). 

3.13 Measuring the Phases of Accountability Mechanisms 

Bovens (2007) claims that all accountability mechanisms have three 

phases; information phase, discussion phase and consequences/ 

judgement phase. The information phase concerns the provision of 

reports and statistics. Data for this phase are often publicly available 

through the organisation’s website or other official channels. This is 

followed by the discussion phase, where an exchange takes place 

between the agent and the principal who delegated authority to the 

agent. This may be formal in a public forum or a private informal 

exchange. The consequences or judgement phase is the result of 

both the information phase and the discussion phase. Here the 

principal makes a judgment from which consequences will result. 

Few studies of accountability mechanisms from a quantitative 

perspective are evident, but the limited quantified research available 

focuses on the “information phase” of the accountability mechanisms 

examined (Welsh and Wong, 2001; Pina et al, 2007; Koop, 2011). 

Information it is argued, is a less important area than the “discussion 

phase” as this is where the exchange of views between principals and 
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agents takes place (Brandsma and Schillemans, 2013). However, the 

information phase of accountability mechanisms is easier to measure 

than the discussion phase. 

Other research concentrates on the consequence phase, either in 

the form of formal sanctions (Hanretty and Koop, 2011) or of actual 

outcomes (Brandsen et al, 2011; Laegreid and Verhoest, 2010). The 

consequence phase, in common with the information phase, is 

relatively easy to measure, with the most commonly used indicators 

being number of reports produced and number of recommendations 

accepted. However, only three quantified studies were identified 

which addressed the discussion phase (Ashworth, 2000; Wang, 

2002; and Carman, 2009). This is surprising given that Kubala (2011) 

found that media interest was largely focussed on committee 

evidence sessions (the discussion phase). Research by Russell and 

Benton (2011 p.69) supported the view that the discussion phase is 

the most important part of the process by quoting an interviewee who 

stated, “it is a rare report that has more impact than just conducting an 

inquiry”. However, Flinders (2011 p.606) cautions that information 

processed in accountability forums “becomes politicized and 

therefore amplified which, in turn, further erodes public confidence in 

politicians and fuels demands for the creation of even more elaborate 

accountability”. Moreover, media attention is drawn to the soundbite 

rather than in depth analysis (McNair, 2009; KPMG, 2006; Flinders, 

2011).However, it could be argued that the benefits of such forums 

outweigh this disadvantage. 

A rich insight into accountability is achieved by examining all three 

phases of the accountability mechanism. However, there is a limited 

literature examining all three phases of an accountability mechanism 

from a quantitative prospective. Two studies by Dutch academics 

have been identified. Horizontal accountability mechanisms were 

developed to address identified accountability deficits in hierarchal 

accountability in Dutch executive agencies. Schillemans (2011) 

conducted a study to assess the extent to which these additional 
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mechanisms remedied the accountability deficit. He measured the 

horizontal accountability of Dutch executive agencies from a 

democratic control and a learning perspective. He assigned values 

seen as proxies for each of the perspectives investigated, derived 

from documents and 67 interviews, to indicators which were then 

translated to an overall score using simple averages to grade each of 

the three phases of the accountability mechanism. These grades 

were then combined to give an overall score for the mechanism for 

democratic control and learning stimuli. His findings imply that the 

additional horizontal accountability mechanisms introduced were 

effective remedies for the deficits of vertical accountability for these 

agencies, but that the value of the mechanisms lay mainly in the 

information and discussion phases rather than in the consequence 

phase. This study was an important contribution to the methodology 

for assessing accountability mechanisms, as it provided a new model 

for expressing in a quantified manner the accountability mechanism. 

However, a weakness of this study is that it assumed that all 

indicators and criteria were of equal value, which is unlikely to be the 

case. Schillemans (2011) however, argues that the grading is not 

intended as the end of the evaluation of the accountability 

mechanism, but rather that it provides a focused starting point for 

further discussion. 

In this model Schillemans determined a priori the minimum score that 

demonstrated satisfactory accountability. Another model is provided 

by Brandsma (2010) and Brandsma and Schillemans (2013), who 

devised an accountability mapping tool called the “accountability 

cube” to measure the three phases of accountability in European 

Union (EU) committees. This tool aims to map the “intensity” of all 

three phases of the accountability mechanism. Intensity is described 

as the level of information provided, the intensity of discussion and 

the reach of sanctions (consequences). The aim of the instrument is 

to empirically establish the extent to which accountability is provided 

in a particular situation without determining a priori what level of 
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accountability would be sufficient (Brandsma and Schillemans, 2013 

p.960). Each phase (information, discussion and consequences) is 

measured and analysed separately but all three are also discussed 

together. Brandsma (2010) claims that the nature of accountability 

mechanisms requires a multidimensional representation of 

information, discussion and consequences. The accountability cube 

is a three-dimensional presentation in which the accountability 

relationship can be plotted. The authors see this model as a heuristic 

tool capable of showing in how many cases information, discussion 

and consequences are high or low, giving rise to eight possible 

outcomes and a general characteristic of the accountability 

relationship. The model can be seen in Figure 6. 

Figure 6 The Accountability Cube 

 

 

Brandsma (2010) 

Block F has the most information, the most intense discussion and 

the most consequences and therefore the most accountability. Block 

C has the least information, a non-intensive discussion and few 

consequences and therefore has the least accountability. The other 

blocks score between the two extremes of block F and block C. Cut 

off points for each dimension are determined by the specific research 

question, but the authors used the average. The cube is then 
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populated with empirical results using principal component analysis. 

By measuring the intensity of the accountability process, the cube 

helps to locate potential accountability deficits in each of the three 

phases of the mechanism. However, the authors caution that the 

cube simply shows the intensity of existing accountability processes, 

but that it is not a normative tool itself. 

This tool was then used to measure the accountability of national civil 

servants for their input on comitology committees of the EU. This is a 

group of committees staffed by European member civil servants 

chaired by the European Commission. These committees deal with 

the implementation of European policies and account for about 50% 

of all European decision making (Van Schendelen, 2004; Brandsma, 

2010). This multidimensional representation is a novel approach 

where accountability deficits can be easily identified, with the authors 

claiming that this tool adds value by providing “crisp and comparable 

empirical data into the working of actual accountability processes” 

(Brandsma and Schillemans, 2013 p.971). 

3.14 Conclusion 

Accountability is defined as a relationship where an actor is required to 

explain and justify his/her conduct to a significant other, which may 

result in consequences. It has its roots in principal agent theory. 

Accountability is a golden concept (Bovens 2007). It is the means by which 

authorities are held to accountable by citizens. In democracies accountability 

mechanisms provide citizens with tools “to force those vested with public power 

to speak the truth”  (Bovens et al., 2008). It plays a central role in 

democratic systems, with modern democratic societies placing 

increasing demands that accountability be demonstrated. Ease of 

access to information and a more questioning public have resulted in 

more and more layers of accountability mechanisms being 

introduced in the public sector. Parliamentary committees are 

accountability mechanisms where officials are held to account in a 

public forum and are “the safeguard against corruption and 
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inappropriate behaviour” (Rose-Acherman, 1999). This view is 

supported by Schillemans (2016, p.1401) who claims that public 

accountability mechanisms such as committees are vital in 

democratic societies to ascertain appropriate behaviour and 

organisational performance. 

Committees gather evidence (information phase), hold meetings 

where witnesses appear to answer questions (discussion phase) and 

make judgments and issue reports (consequences phase). 

Accountability may be vertical, where a hierarchical relationship 

exists, or it may be horizontal, where no hierarchical relationship 

exists but where there is an obligation to explain one’s actions; for 

example, to an auditor or regulator. Parliamentary committees, 

including PAC, are accountability mechanisms. Where matters of 

public financial accountability are concerned: 

“PACs are seen as the apex for financial scrutiny and 
have been promoted as a crucial mechanism to facilitate 
transparency in government financial operations” 
 

Pelizzo et al (2006 p779) 

PAC is a horizontal accountability mechanism as there is a 

formalised relationship between the official and the committee which 

requires the agent/official to explain his/her conduct; there is a 

prearranged opportunity for both parties to engage in a discussion 

and the committee has the authority to pass judgment (Schillemans, 

2011).  

 In Westminster the tripartite relationship between Treasury, PAC 

and NAO links democratic and managerial accountability, because all 

the parties involved are largely pushing in the same direction (White 

and Hollingsworth, 1999 p.165). Treasury has a role as an internal 

regulator of the public expenditure process and thus is involved in 

managerial accountability. 

The question posed is: are the devolved PACs effective 

accountability mechanisms? This question can only  be answered if 
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the purposes/goals of public accountability of control of the abuse of 

authority; assurance about the use of public resources and promotion 

of learning and improved policies (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000; 

Bovans et al., 2008) in this context are addressed. 

Previous research on accountability mechanisms is generally 

qualitative in nature with the emphasis being on accountability 

deficits. There is a limited literature on quantitative research to 

investigate accountability mechanisms. Furthermore, no 

comprehensive quantitative assessments of parliamentary 

committees as accountability mechanisms have been undertaken in 

a UK setting. This study helps to fill that gap by investigating the 

devolved PACs from both a qualitative and quantitative perspective. 

Furthermore, accountability provided a meaningful framework from 

which to examine parliamentary committees. 

“External scrutiny and imposition of appropriate sanctions 
are certainly not the only mechanism of democracy, but 
they remain fundamentally important and accountability 
provides a useful concept for analysing their input.” 
(Mulgan, 2003 p.240) 
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3.15 Summary of Key Literature on Accountability 

The key literature on accountability is summarised as follows: 

Table 1 Summary of Key Literature on Accountability 
 

Definitions of Accountability 
Sinclair (1995) 
Day and Klein (1987) 
Bovans (2007) 
Accountability as a Cultural Icon 
Dubnick (2004) 
Flinders (2011) 
Aucoin and Heintzman 
(2000) Mulgan (2003) 
Pollitt and Hupe (2011) 
Dimensions of Accountability 
Lawson and Rakner (2005) 
Day and Kleine (1987) 
Romzek and Dubnick (1987) 
Schillemans (2008) 
Bovens (2010) 
Understanding of Accountability 
Lupson and Partington (2011) 
Schillemans (2013) 
Accountability and Devolution 

Parry (2009) 
Carmichael and Osborne (2003) 
Measuring Accountability Mechanisms 

Brandsma (2010) 
Brandsma and Schillemans (2013) Schillemans (2011) 

 

This chapter presented literature on accountability. The conceptual  

framework for this thesis is accountability as a mechanism.. The 

following chapter introduces the extant literature on parliamentary 

committees with particular reference to public accounts committees. 

Chapter 5 then presents the methodology employed to fill the gaps 

identified in the extant literature. 
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4 Literature Review - Parliamentary Committees 

4.1 Parliamentary Committees: An Introduction 

The previous chapter discussed the literature on accountability, 

which was described as a fundamental principle of democratic 

systems of government. Parliamentary committees are organs of 

accountability. This chapter will present the general literature on 

parliamentary committees, followed by the literature on PACs. This 

will lead to the identification of gaps in the extant literature which this 

research explores. 

Parliaments, in the Westminster tradition, have parliamentary 

committees which are established either on an ad hoc basis or are 

permanent committees, often called standing committees. These 

committees carry out a number of duties including examination of 

administration, policy and budgets, but all parliamentary committees 

have a scrutiny role of some kind. Select committees are usually set 

up to mirror the departments they shadow, with some subject 

committees having wide remits including legislative review powers, 

while others have a more limited remit. In addition to the departmental 

select committees, there may be a number of cross departmental 

committees concerned with procedures and standards, such as 

Standards, Procedures or Petitions committees. The most notable of 

these committees is the PAC (Blackburn and Keenon, 2003). 

The legislative foundation on which the committee system is built and 

standing orders, which are more detailed procedural rules, bestow 

certain powers on individual committees, but most committees have 

the power to call for information and witnesses and to issue reports 

and recommendations. All the devolved legislatures of the UK 

established a suite of committees broadly based on the Westminster 

model. The literature on parliamentary committees is dominated by 

studies at Westminster. A discussion of this literature is presented, 

followed by the literature on the devolved committees 
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Giddings (1994 p.681), when considering Westminster Select 

Committees in general, describes them as “instruments of security 

rather than power.” He further opines that critical reports from 

scrutiny committees may be an embarrassment but of no more 

consequence. However, this may be contested, and he 

acknowledges that the addition of VFM investigations to the NAO 

remit has taken the PAC into the heart of controversial areas of 

government activity. 

The literature on parliamentary committees is dominated by case 

studies of individual committees. Examples include: Hindmoor et al 

(2009), who examined the House of Commons (HoC) Education 

Committee 1997-2005 using quantitative techniques, supplemented 

by interviews, to measure committee influence on education policy 

from the perspective of four stakeholders; Tolley (2009) who studied 

the Joint Committee on Human Rights, and used a similar 

methodology to Hindmoor et al (2009); and Horne (2006) who 

examined the Constitutional Affairs Committee at Westminster. 

Scrutiny by committee from a local government perspective is 

examined by Coulson and Whiteman (2012), who employed the six 

conditions for scrutiny identified by Snape et al (2002). These are: 

1. Membership leadership and engagement; 

2. A responsive executive; 

3. Genuine non-partisan working; 

4. Effective dedicated officer support and management of the 

scrutiny process; 

5. A supportive senior officer culture; and 

6. A high level of awareness and understanding of the role of 

the committee and scrutiny. 

These conditions are similar to those identified in the following 

literature for parliamentary committees. 
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The literature can be classified into studies which consider: 

a) Committee effectiveness; 

b) Behavioural studies concerning the workings of 

committees and the relationships between the actors; 

c) Committee structures and procedures; and 

d) Relationships outside the committees including the media. 

The literature on each of these areas will now be discussed. 

4.2 Effectiveness Studies 

A number of studies examine the effectiveness of parliamentary 

committees, but there is continuing debate on what constitutes 

effectiveness (Russell and Benton, 2011). Some interpretations deal 

with the number of reports and inquiries undertaken or the number of 

recommendations accepted and implemented as a measure of 

effectiveness (Benton and Russell, 2013; Monk, 2009a). However, 

even though the overall picture may be that a large percentage of 

recommendations are accepted, this is rather a crude measure as 

the most important recommendations may not be accepted. 

Additionally, many of these studies examine one select committee 

only, and where comparative studies have taken place, they do not 

address the PAC on the grounds that it is different from other 

parliamentary committees, given its close working relationship with 

the SAI and its unique statutory basis. 

Monk (2009) explores measuring committee effectiveness and 

concludes that the subjective views of the four political 

stakeholders,(government, legislature, voters and others including 

lobby groups), can be used as an objective measure of effectiveness. 

This framework is further developed by Monk (2010) when the initial 

stakeholder groups are expanded to include the bureaucracy and the 

judiciary. In a separate study, he investigated the effectiveness of 

committees in Australia 2001-2004 by researching government 

responses to committee reports as a proxy for government’s 

perception (Monk 2009a). He acknowledges that this is but one 
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measure of effectiveness, but an interesting outcome of his statistical 

analysis is that he found an association between the level of 

response and the number of recommendations made, bipartisanship, 

press coverage and inquiry topic. However, a statistical association 

does not prove causation, and there may have been other factors 

which heightened the interest of stakeholders. 

In the UK, Russell and Benton (2011) and Benton and Russell (2013), 

building on the work of Horne (2006), Rogers and Walters (2006), 

Hawes (1993) and Brazier and Fox (2011), conducted a cross 

departmental investigation into House of Commons select 

committees’ impact on government policy using both quantitative and 

qualitative research. Russell and Benton (2011), who describe this 

study as the most comprehensive study of Westminster select 

committees, based their study on seven case study committees, but 

excluded PAC. The authors, who used committee recommendations 

as a proxy for effectiveness, conclude that the committees’ 

recommendations were implemented, with a number resulting in a 

major policy change. However, they noted that an acceptance of 

recommendations is a poor proxy for committee influence, mirroring 

Monk’s assertion (Monk 2009a), and concluded that other matters, 

such as the contribution the committees made to drawing together 

evidence, exposing issues and generating fear, were better 

measures of influence, albeit these are more difficult to measure. 

Comparative studies such as these on parliamentary committees are 

relatively rare. Additionally, almost all comparative studies exclude 

the PAC, as it is a committee with distinct features which makes it 

more difficult to combine with other committees for comparison. 

However, some insights gained through research of other select 

committees may be applicable to PACs, such as committee size and 

bipartisanship. 

Much of the literature focuses on the behavioural aspects of 

parliamentary committees which is now discussed. 
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4.3   Behavioural Studies 

Parliamentary committees are made up of politicians drawn from a 

range of political parties. This group of individuals may not 

instinctively work as a team and, as a consequence, the behavioural 

aspects of parliamentary committees have been a rich subject of the 

literature (Grube, 2014). The interaction, not only between 

committee members from different political parties, but also 

between committee members and witnesses and regulators involved 

in public committee hearings, is a source of another stream of 

research. 

Sharma (2007) used Goffman’s dramaturgical sociology to analyse 

the performances of the parties involved in a PAC hearing: the 

auditor, the witnesses and the committee members. Her 

observations are that each party plays out a role; they are trying to 

portray different impressions. The witnesses are conducting a 

damage limitation exercise and trying to leave with as much of their 

reputation intact as possible, while the auditors strive to portray a 

picture of themselves as the “good guys” who provide the 

“ammunition” for the hearing (Sharma, 2007 p.306). Politicians, on 

the other hand, act to portray their authority as they question officials 

in a display of public accountability - they are acting out the roles 

assigned to them. Moreover, to extend the metaphor, the auditors 

are the backstage players, but the PAC hearing is the front stage 

performance, which creates an “impression of accountability to the 

general public” (Sharma, 2007). However, this impression of 

accountability is but the public forum or discussion phase of the 

accountability mechanism. If no consequences result from this 

“performance” it remains nothing more than a grandstanding 

opportunity for the politicians to promote their own careers. 

Building on Sharma’s (2007) study, Grube (2014) also used 

dramaturgy to examine two committee hearings, one Australian and 

one from the UK. He argues that committee hearings provide all the 

ingredients for a piece of theatre: script, stage, setting and 
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performance. He concludes that the adversarial nature of committee 

hearings encourages “blame games” or blame- avoidance strategies, 

as described by Hood (2011). Furthermore, Grube claims that the 

lines of questioning adopted by the PAC members provided a 

framework narrative for what had gone wrong, which was then 

embraced and enhanced by the media. In the UK example the 

hearing was at PAC, where the narrative and questioning was 

focused on administrative failures, while in the Australian example, 

the questioning was focused on gaining evidence that could be used 

politically against the executive. From a dramaturgy perspective he 

sees both these hearings as “set piece adversarial plays” (Grube, 

2014 p.233), where clearly defined heroes and villains act out their 

parts. The officials, who understand the setting, engage in blame- 

avoidance strategies. The author claims that in this setting elected 

representatives on committees facilitate accountability to the wider 

public through the amplifying effect of the media, and it is where 

officials engage in an act of penance. A weakness of this research is 

that the author is not comparing like with like. Westminster PAC does 

not have a remit to question the merits of government policy, 

whereas the Australian committee does. Therefore, the focus of PAC 

can only legitimately be on administrative failings. 

In addition to the influence committees had on policy development, 

which Russell and Benton (2011) measured by the number of 

recommendations accepted, they also identified, through interviews, 

the general factors which affect committee influence. These included 

the nature of the department that the committee was shadowing, the 

policy agenda and the character of the minister. The reputation and 

culture of the committee itself was identified by this research as 

important, as was the background and approach of the chair of the 

committee. One interviewee referred to the committee being “in the 

image of the chair” (Russell and Benton, 2011 p.40). Thus, the 

reputation and culture of the committee was determined to a large 

degree by the character of its chair. Therefore, it follows that a 
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change in chair may lead to a change in the culture and the level of 

influence of the committee. 

Committee members act within a set of structures and procedures 

which are now discussed. 

4.4 Structure and Procedures 

The impact of committee structure and procedures on effectiveness 

is the subject of a vein of research. A number of studies examine 

standing orders or official working practices, often in comparison to 

those adopted in other legislatures (Yamamoto, 2007; Mattson and 

Strom, 1995; Shaw, 1998). The structures in place may be viewed as 

rigid but Blackburn and Kennon (2003) describe the select 

committees as the House of Common’s most flexible instrument 

(p.569), as they are continually evolving, and note that committees 

with similar powers can act in different ways. This view was 

supported by Russell and Benton (2011). Blackburn and Kennon 

(2003) also posit that while the written procedures are important, as is 

the size of committees, it is what happens in practice which may be 

more important. 

A prerequisite for effectiveness identified by Arter (2003) was 

committee cohesion. He argued that the factors contributing to 

cohesion were membership turnover, committee member expertise 

and committee size. The optimum size of a committee is dependent 

on the committee’s role. A small committee is preferable if it has 

decision making powers, but a committee of more than 12 is unlikely 

to be effective if evidence is taken, as it would be difficult to allow 

every member to ask questions (Blackburn and Kennon, 2003). 

Furthermore, Francis (1982) proved that there was a theoretical and 

empirical basis for pursuing a notional optional committee size and 

held that the general optional size was nine. Arter (2003), supported 

by Karpowicz and Wesolowski (2002), claims that the relationship 

between committee members is likely to be more impersonal and 

perhaps more partisan in larger committees. 
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However, the official membership of the committee is less important 

than the actual attendance at meetings, and some large committees 

often result in a lower attendance than small committees where each 

member feels obliged to attend every session. However, studies 

have concentrated more on the architecture of committees than on 

empirical evidence of attendance (Gay and Winetrobe, 2003; 

Sandford and Maer, 2003). 

At Westminster, membership of committees is for the whole of the 

Parliament, but if a member is promoted to the Cabinet or opposition 

front bench he/she must step down. Every change of committee 

membership must be authorised by a Motion in the House. In the 

devolved legislatures, cabinet members cannot sit on committees but 

there is no prohibition on opposition front bench members taking 

committee positions. The limited number of members of the devolved 

legislatures make the exclusion of these opposition members 

unworkable, as members of devolved committees generally hold 

more than one committee commitment. Committee members need 

an understanding of the committee’s work to be effective (Arter, 

2003; Stapenhurst et al., 2014). Therefore, turnover of membership 

may be an issue. In the 1979-83 UK Parliament, after select 

committee reforms, committee turnover was 44% (Blackburn and 

Kennon, 2003). This had improved, which the authors suggest 

signifies a greater commitment in recent years to the work carried out 

by committees. However, no comprehensive comparative data has 

been collated on turnover in the devolved committees. 

All of the devolved administrations of the UK have committee 

systems. Many of their procedures draw heavily on Westminster 

protocols, but there is a limited literature on how these committee 

systems have evolved since devolution, or of the factors which may 

have contributed to committees in each of the administrations 

developing in different ways (Cole and McAllister, 2015). 
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4.5 Media Coverage 

Some literature on committees focuses on the media attention they 

attract. As parliamentary committees are accountability mechanisms, 

exchanges in a public session often feature in the media. Connolly et 

al (2007) argue that the growing number of media outlets and 24-

hour news have contributed to growing interest in the work of the SAI 

and the PAC. The role of the media was highlighted by Kubala (2011 

p.707), who investigated the relationship between select committees 

and the media and cites a committee clerk as follows: 

“a committee which is broadcasting into a vacuum...is 
going to be a lot less effective...in influencing the 
government than a committee which gets a lot of media 
coverage which triggers a lot of debate and feels it is in 
the thick of continuing national discussion on a particular 
topic” 

Monk (2009a) collected data on media coverage of Australian 

parliamentary committees and found a strong positive relationship 

between media coverage and committee reports, where at least one 

recommendation was received favourably by the government (his 

measure of an effective committee report). In other words, the 

government was more likely to accept recommendations made by a 

committee which had received media attention. However, the 

media coverage may not be the cause of the government acceptance 

of committee recommendations. The nature and topic of committee 

deliberations may be such that it attracts both media attention and 

the attention of government. In the UK, Hindmoor et al (2009) found 

that 62% of articles featuring the Education Committee reported, not 

just evidence sessions, but some findings or committee 

recommendations. 

There is little doubt that media reports heighten public awareness. 

Nevertheless, caution must be exercised when using media attention 

as an indicator of PAC effectiveness, as Justesen and Skaerbaek 

(2005) noted the differences between the objective style of the SAI 

report and the dramatised version played out in media reports. The 
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media have a role to play in the discharge of accountability, and 

media interest may be viewed as one of the indicators of 

effectiveness (Norris 2014). However, the objectives of the media may 

differ from those interested in achieving more than a soundbite of 

accountability, as the media is “driven by news values which stress 

the dramatic, the negative and the conflictual” (McNair, 2009 p.123). 

Moreover, Kubala (2011) found that media coverage was highest for 

those committees which were regularly critical, involved inquiries of a 

controversial nature or had high profile chairs. Another cautionary 

note is struck by Johnson (2018) concerning the actions of 

committee members in their attempts to attract media attention. 

“Publicity, though it has become the most potent weapon in 
committees’ armoury, may turn out to be double-edged, 
particularly if committees are seen to be abusing their 
powers by bullying helpless witnesses in the ‘national 
stocks’” (p 123). 

However, Hindmoor et al (2009), in a study into coverage of the 

Education Committee by the six major national newspapers, found a 

willingness to report on the substance of the committee’s work and a 

desire to look beyond the ‘political theatre’. 

Notwithstanding, no comprehensive comparative literature exists on 

media interest of the devolved PACs. The literature on parliamentary 

committees is largely confined to Westminster and the 

Commonwealth. The more limited literature on the devolved 

committees of the UK is now discussed. 

4.6 Devolved Committees 

The devolved administrations of the UK were established as part of a 

constitutional change programme of the 1997 Labour Government. 

However, devolution arose from a different background in Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. Sandford and Maer (2003) reviewed the 

committees in all the devolved UK legislatures, but this was after just 

one term and covered a period of instability in Northern Ireland, when 
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some political parties did not fully engage in the administration. 

Sandford and Maer (2003) found that: devolved committees used the 

evidence gathering methods used at Westminster; that questioning 

during oral evidence was variable in quality; that there was more 

direct contact with the public than was the case at Westminster; and, 

that the role of the committee chair was vital. 

Birrell (2012) argues that differences in political systems, variations in 

political ideologies, together with differences in societal values and 

geography have resulted in asymmetrical devolution. In Scotland, 

there was a large majority in favour of devolution, fuelled by 

nationalists who viewed devolution as a step towards full 

independence, while in Wales devolution was carried by the slimmest 

of margins. Devolution in Northern Ireland had different connotations 

given the region’s troubled history. Given that devolution was 

established in Scotland, Wales and NI from a different hinterland, 

institutional path dependency theory may be relevant. Institutional 

path dependency theory is built on the assumption that “choices 

formed when an institution is being formed…. have a constraining 

effect in the future” (Greener, 2005 p.62). A theme coming through 

from interviews conducted by Russell and Benton (2011) is that the 

background and approach of the chair was of great importance to the 

effectiveness of the committee. Using institutional path dependency 

theory Greener (2005) is supported by Mahoney (2000 p.511), who 

claims that early stage events are more important than later events. It 

is therefore posited by this researcher that the first chair of the 

committee may be influential in the way in which the committee 

develops. This has not been addressed for the devolved committees 

by the existing literature. 

Cole and McAllister (2015) conducted research on the devolved 

committees and compared them to local government scrutiny, 

focusing on the selection of topics, evaluation including assess to 

evidence and outputs, using primary and secondary data. 

Documentary evidence was supplemented by 59 semi- structured 
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interviews representing each administration and a range of 

committees. This study was framed within institutional path 

dependency theory and found differences in the political party 

machinery in the legislatures. However, the data relates to 2009 and 

the study specifically excluded the PACs because of distinctive 

issues concerning their remits and the support supplied to them by 

their respective audit offices. 

While there is a limited comparable literature on the devolved 

committees, research into the committees of the individual 

legislatures has been carried out and is now discussed. 

4.6.1 Scotland 

The Scottish Parliament committees have been the focus on much 

research (Cairney, 2006; Shephard and Cairney, 2005; Battle, 2011; 

Arter, 2004; Arter, 2006a; and Cole, 2014). Arter’s (2004) 

investigations found that “new politics” was reflected in committees by 

their independent action and investigations, state-society linkages 

through the work of the Public Petitions Committee and their 

increasing peripatetic public meetings. This assertion is challenged 

by Megaughin and Jeffrey (2009) and Carman and Sheppard (2009), 

who found limited evidence of ‘new politics’ in practice. Arter (2004) 

noted the domination of the party-political system in appointments to 

committees, with a high turnover among committee members, while 

the focus of Battle (2011) was the commitment of committee 

members. He examined the committee strategies of constituency 

MSPs and list MSPs and found that list MSPs were more active 

committee members. Cole’s (2014) analysis of departmental 

committees addressed choice of topic, evidence gathering, 

evaluation and outputs. He discussed the findings in terms of the bi-

constitutional perspective between the Westminster and Scottish 

parliaments. He noted weaknesses in the capacity of MSPs to 

question witnesses effectively. 
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The literature on PAC in Scotland, is dated, with Midwinter and 

McGarvey (2001) writing on the performance of the committee in its 

first year and Gay and Winetrobe (2003) reviewing its first four years. 

Both studies claimed that the committee was as effective as its 

peers. 

4.6.2 Northern Ireland 

There is a limited literature on Northern Ireland Assembly 

committees. Osborne (2002) investigated the work of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly’s Higher and Further Education, Training and 

Employment Committee concerning the issue of student finances. 

The focus was on the relationship between the Minister and the 

Committee and on the debate that followed, both in the Assembly and 

the public domain. This investigation which showed how the Minister, 

when presented with an all-party committee report endorsed by the 

Assembly, decided to go ahead with his own proposals which had 

previously been rejected by the committee, questions how 

authoritative the statutory committees can be. This lends credence to 

Giddings (1994 p.684), who described critical reports from select 

committees as “an irritant or an embarrassment, but no more”. 

Osborne also concludes that Northern Ireland politicians are taking 

the opportunity, through the Assembly PAC, to attribute examples of 

waste to the poor judgment of civil servants, who were not made fully 

accountable under Direct Rule. This lack of accountability among civil 

servants in Northern Ireland is a recurrent theme (Knox, 2010). 

The consociational context that operates in Northern Ireland was the 

lens through which Cole (2015) examined non-legislative committee 

scrutiny, by examining selection, evidence gathering and evaluation. 

He claims that power-sharing weakens committee power and 

effectiveness. In particular, politicians interviewed, from different 

sides of the political divide, agreed that committees shied away from 

issues that would cause inter-community controversy and sought 

agendas which they knew would be acceptable to party leaders and 
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whips (Cole, 2015 p.130). However, the data for this study was 

collected in 2009, following a period of suspension of the NIA, 

meaning that it was six years old at the time of publication. The first 

complete mandate of the Northern Ireland Assembly was 2007-2011, 

after a stop-start period of devolution from 1999. It is likely that 

committees have developed considerably since 2009 given the 

stability that had been maintained until 2017, and these findings may 

no longer be applicable. Furthermore, the agenda of PAC is largely 

set by the reports sent to it by NIAO, and the PAC was excluded from 

this study. Moreover, the desire to avoid highly contentious partisan 

issues is also found at Westminster (Halligan and Reid, 2016; 

Norton, 1993). 

4.6.3 Wales 

There is a limited literature on the committees of NAfW. Cole (2014) 

also examined devolved committees of the NAfW on the same issues 

addressed in research in Scotland and NI. This study also excluded 

the PAC. However, he did establish that the small size of NAfW 

resulted in members sitting on multiple committees, and he argued 

that this resulted in a weakening of the capacity of members to 

develop any significant expertise, supporting the comment by Strom 

(1998, p.30) that “the number of committees matters”. 

4.7 Literature on PAC 

PACs are specialist parliamentary committees with unique features, 

including a close working relationship with the SAI, which set them 

apart from other parliamentary committees. These unique features 

result in the PAC often being excluded from the general literature on 

parliamentary committees. However, there is a literature focused on 

PAC which is now discussed. 

Pelizzo et al (2006 p.778) describe PAC as the core institution of 

public financial accountability, which is replicated in virtually all 

Commonwealth countries and beyond. Committee evidence hearings 
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are often televised or available to view on websites, and clips from 

proceedings are frequently news items. In this forum, public officials 

(accounting officers) are held to account by a cross party committee 

to answer questions about the efficiency, effectiveness and economy 

with which they have implemented government policy. It is the only 

forum in which the official appears to speak on his/her own account, in 

his/her role as accounting officer charged with ensuring that probity, 

regularity and VFM is achieved. In every other committee he/she 

speaks on behalf of and on the direction of his/her minister. 

Therefore, the PAC is a very public manifestation of a public 

accountability forum. PAC public hearings act to reassure the public 

that government expenditure is being subjected to rigorous scrutiny 

(Santiso, 2008) while White and Hollingsworth (1999 p.101) argue 

that the status of PAC adds gravitas to the process. However, 

Pelizzo and Stapenhurst (2007, p.391) argue that “oversight potential 

does not always translate into effective oversight”. This is supported 

by Blackburn and Kennon (2003) who emphasise that what happens 

in practice is what is important. 

The objective must be to translate oversight potential into effective 

oversight. When considering the role of Westminster PAC, Brazier 

(2007) raises the question of whether the all-embracing nature of the 

committee’s remit affects the committee’s effectiveness. The author 

argues that this wide remit results in the inability to go into enough 

depth on each topic, and he questions whether the wide range of 

subjects covered means that individual PAC members are able to 

develop the required expertise. Cole (2014) supports Brazier’s view 

regarding committee expertise. 

Furthermore, when commenting on his own experience as a witness 

before PAC, Landers (1999) stated that he felt the committee had 

failed to address the issues due to the “sheer amateurism” of the 

process, with a number of committee members who were not fully 

briefed taking up as much time as more fully informed members. 

However, this could be considered a weakness of the committee 
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chair whose importance was emphasised by Russell and Benton 

(2011). However, committee member capacity was identified by 

Stapenhurst et al 2014 (p.78) as one of the factors influencing 

committee effectiveness. They consider member capacity to result 

from a combination of training, qualifications and experience, with 

longer term commitment to the committee linked with effectiveness. 

The importance of a non-partisan PAC, which is seen as a 

prerequisite for effectiveness (ODI 2008) is supported by Wehner 

(2003 p.26), who notes that party political divisions can undermine 

this co-operative spirit. He uses an example from South Africa, where 

a probe by PAC into alleged corruption in arms procurement 

implicated members of the governing party and resulted in the party 

tightening its grip. The outcome was that political divisions gave rise 

to resignations from the committee. He emphasises the importance 

of the chair’s leadership in these difficult situations, but comments 

that this may not always be enough in some difficult cases. Moreover, 

Norton and Murphy Smith (2008 p.926) raise the concern that with a 

majority government the governing party has an inbuilt majority on 

PAC, given the allocation of committee membership on a proportional 

basis, which risks the politicisation of the review process. 

PAC investigations were the focus of Flegmann (1979), whose 

research predated VFM reports. She examined the scrutiny various 

programmes received from the PAC as a percentage of their share of 

expenditure. At that time, 90% of the PAC’s inquiries arose from the 

financial audit reports of the Auditor General. She concluded that the 

factors which led to the committee’s success were: 

a) The clearly defined role of the committee in the “circle of control”, 

which starts with the government proposing expenditure, the 

legislature authorising it and NAO assuring that this has been 

expended appropriately; (see Figure 1) 

b) The expert assistance of the C&AG and the NAO; and 

c) The Committee’s non-political approach to its task. 

Flegmann (1979 p.170) 
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However, having conducted research into the development of state 

audit in Britain, Garrett (1986) concluded that few MPs are interested 

in objectives, measures of output and results (often the subject of 

VFM reports), and are more interested in events and crises, often the 

focus of media attention, than in longer term analysis. 

The focus of other research (for example, Dunleavy et al, 2009; 

Bowerman et al, 2003; Brazier and Fox, 2011; and Gendron et al, 

2001) has been the relationship between NAO and PAC, where 

technical expertise and political input can be combined in the scrutiny 

process, and the conflicting roles of the auditor as both watchdog 

and consultant. 

4.7.1 Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 

Few case studies concerning the working of PAC in Scotland Wales 

and Northern Ireland are found in the literature. However, these 

committees were the subjects of a study conducted by Staddon 

(2018), which also included Guernsey, Ireland, Isle of Man, Jersey 

and Westminster. This study, based on survey data, showed that 

significant differences were evident in the ways PAC operated across 

these legislatures. The most significant case study is the pre- 

devolution Roberts and Pollitt (1994) case study of a VFM report, 

Creating and Safeguarding Jobs in Wales (CSJW-NAO 1991). This 

case study involved a careful examination of the relevant official 

documents together with 13 interviews with officials from the NAO, 

The Welsh Office, The Welsh Development Agency and the 

Department of Trade and Industry, and four members of the PAC. 

They concluded that VFM work marked an important step beyond the 

traditional audit for regularity and economy and that it significantly 

enhanced democratic accountability. 

Midwinter and McGarvey (2001) examined accountability under the 

devolved government in Scotland. They describe the oversight in 

place pre-devolution as: “one in which the impact of democracy was 

rather distant and limited” (Midwinter and McGarvey 2001 p.51). The 
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authors expressed the opinion that future Scottish Audit Committee’s 

investigations would be greater in number and more strategic, with 

follow-up on previous investigations also occurring, in contrast with 

the “light touch” experienced pre-devolution. This research was 

carried out after one full year of operation of the devolved committee 

and the authors pointed out that it would be important for the 

committees to mature and develop independent evaluative capacity. 

In 2002, the Scottish Parliament commissioned The Constitution 

Unit, University College London to undertake a comparative study to 

assess how well the Scottish Audit Committee (PAC) had performed 

in its first four years. In this research, Gay and Winetrobe (2003) 

examined organisational and operational issues, and outputs and 

outcomes. They used comparable data from the PACs in UK, New 

Zealand, Canada, Australia, Denmark and Ireland. They concluded 

that the Scottish Parliament’s Audit Committee fits in to the generality 

of PACs and that it appears to be as effective as its comparable 

PACs in ensuring the proper conduct of the parliamentary audit 

functions. 

In Northern Ireland, Foster (2015) examined the formal structures, 

non- partisan composition and processes and procedures of NIA 

PAC, where the committee was described as effective. A particular 

strength identified was its independence and non-partisan approach 

to its work, which was commendable given the history of conflict and 

political division. Rice (2019), who researched the NI PAC between 

2011 and 2016, supported these findings. She found that the 

committee coalesced and functioned well as a unit despite 

expectations to the contrary. 
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4.7.2 International Studies 

Internationally a considerable body of work has been initiated by the 

World Bank Institute (WBI) and the Commonwealth Parliamentary 

Committee. 

McGee (2002) produced a monograph following work undertaken for 

the Commonwealth Parliamentary Committee (CPA), which 

examined how PACs function in the Commonwealth. Seventy 

responses resulted in a series of general recommendations as 

potential ingredients for a PAC to successfully hold the government 

to account. These were identified as structural arrangements, 

independence, availability of resources and follow-up procedures. 

More recently, Pelizzo and Kinyondo (2014) conducted a comparative 

analysis of PACs in Eastern and Southern Africa, examining 

organisational features and mandates. They concluded that: small 

legislatures are less likely to have effective PACs due to the small 

numbers available to sit on committees; the length of, and the 

manner of, the appointment to PAC has a significant impact on the 

independence of committee members; and perhaps unsurprisingly 

“those that are free from political party hegemony tend generally to 

perform better” (p.83). They also measured PAC activity by the 

number of meetings/hearings held, but concluded that high activity 

may be motivated by the allowances paid to members for attendance, 

and this was therefore a poor proxy for activity. 

Drawing on McGee (2002), Pelizzo et al (2006) used a WBI survey of 

33 PAC chairs worldwide to identify that the successful performance 

of PACs is related to three sets of factors, namely: 

1) The formal powers of the committee; 

2) The non-partisan composition of the committee; and 

3) Processes and procedures. 

They also observed that three basic conditions were necessary for 

success: 
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1) Proper information and staffing; 

2) Non-partisan working of the committee; and 

3) Media coverage. 

However, this study was criticised by Benton and Russell (2013), as 

it relied on the judgement of PAC chairs as to their committees’ 

effectiveness, which is potentially open to bias. When discussing the 

media, Pelizzo et al (2006) conclude that the visibility that media 

coverage can provide gives the committee an incentive to perform 

their oversight functions effectively. Additionally, it is argued by 

Benton and Russell (2013) and Norris (2014) that media coverage 

also has an effect on the behaviour of the officials who appear before 

the committee. 

The work of McGee (2002) was also developed by Stapenhurst et al 

(2005). In this study PAC chairs assessed the impact of their 

committees. From this data the authors identified six success factors 

for PACs: 

1) The power to investigate or review all past, current or 

committed expenditures of government; 

2) The power to choose subjects for examination without 

government direction; 

3) The power to make recommendations and publish 

conclusions; 

4) Solid technical support; 

5) A bipartisan climate; and 

6) Public involvement and media coverage. 

Research conducted by Pelizzo (2011) into Commonwealth PACs 

assessed whether good governance is a function of oversight 

activity, of effectiveness or of both. He concluded that: 

a) There is no evidence that PACs chaired by opposition 

members are more effective than those chaired by 

government or coalition party members; 
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b) Different structural conditions have a different impact on 

activity; and 

c) Even if PAC activity does not impact good governance 

directly, there is evidence to suggest that a PAC’s ability to 

achieve certain results were critical in the promotion of good 

governance. 

Stapenhurst et al (2007), using previous work by Stapenhurst et al 

(2005), McGee (2002) and WBI data, identified the characteristics of 

an “ideal” PAC. Many of these characteristics were also identified by 

the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) in a background paper for 

the 2008 Triennial Conference of Commonwealth Auditors General 

(ODI 2008). This paper drew on previous literature on PACs and, 

having supplemented this with a survey of PACs and interviews 

with senior professionals, developed a framework (Figure 7) for 

examining the effectiveness of a public financial accountability 

process centred on Parliamentary PACs. 
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Figure 7 The ODI Framework for Analysing PAC Effectiveness 
Values and principles driving PAC behaviour and performance: SAI independence, policy neutrality and inter- party cooperation 
 

Inputs 
• Constitution/legal 

framework 

• SAI role and 

inputs 

• Domestic stakeholder 

inputs (media, 

public)  

• Resources (staff, 

budget, 

infrastructure) 

• International 

cooperation 

• Conventions and 

principles  of conduct 

 Processes  
• Conventions of 

conduct 

• Conventions of 

organisation  

• Formalised working 

practices  

• Intra- governmental 

cooperation between 

PAC,SAI and 
executive 

 Outputs  
• PAC findings and 

conclusions PAC 

reports and 

recommended 

actions 

• Follow-up of 

recommendations 

(government 

response and 

implementation) 

• Status reports on 

government actions 

• Public engagement 

and media 

coverage 

 Intermediate outcomes  
• Sanctions and penalties 

applied to officials 

• Improved financial 

systems and financial 

control 

• Increased financial 

efficiency of 

government 

•  Improved public 

service delivery and 

public sector 

performance 

•  Effective legislative 

checks/constraint on 

executive power 

 Long Term outcomes  
• Conventions and 

principles established 

for PAC 

• Culture of effective 

public financial 

accountability 

•  Culture of democratic 

accountability 

• Systematic feedback of 

outputs outcomes and 

•  impacts into enhanced 

inputs and 

strengthened 

processes 

Feedback effects from outputs and outcomes/impacts to inputs and processes 

                                                                                                                               ODI (2008 p.27) 
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This framework identified the three fundamental principles driving 

PAC behaviour as: 

1. SAI Independence; 

2. Policy neutrality; and 

3. Interparty cooperation. 

These are prerequisites for an effective PAC process. The 

methodology employed in this thesis is designed to measure the 

strength of these principles in the devolved PACs. The other 

indicators of effective PAC processes identified in the framework, 

which are categorised into inputs, processes and outputs are also 

explored. 

In exploring these factors evidence will be provided to ascertain 

whether the key purposes of public accountability of (i) control of the 

abuse of public authority (ii) assurance about the use of public 

resources and (iii) promotion of learning and continuous 

improvement (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000) have been achieved by 

the devolved PACs. 

The principal input factors identified in the framework are: 

• Legal framework; 

• Resources; and 

• Member skills and experience. 

The principal process factors are: 

• Working practices including preparation for meetings and 
questioning; and 

• Time management. 
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The principal outputs are: 

• Committee reports and recommendations; 

• Media attention; 

• Sanctions against officials for poor performance; 

• Improved systems and public service delivery; and 

• The growth of a culture of democratic accountability. 

An additional important factor noted by Jones and Jacobs (2009) for 

an effective PAC was not only formal arrangements as identified by 

ODI (2008) but also political will. 

Stapenhurst et al (2014) updated this research with data from a WBI 

2009 survey of 58 PACs and found that a strong and active PAC was 

strongly linked to a high level of control of corruption and high 

economic prosperity (p.56). However, they concluded that one size 

did not fit all and to increase the effectiveness of PAC an 

understanding of country specific needs was required. They also 

found that when statistically tested there was no relationship between 

formal powers and levels of activity. This research also found that 

newly established PACs had different functions from more traditional 

PACs, particularly regarding their involvement in the budget setting 

process. Traditionally the remit of a PAC was the ex post 

examination of expenditure and effectiveness. They concluded that 

PACs had changed, but they found no indication of whether these 

changes would increase or decrease the effectiveness of PACs. 

4.8 Conclusion 

The principal themes emerging from the accountability literature are 

the central role of accountability in democratic states and the 

particular role of parliament in discharging accountability. A more 

highly educated and less deferential public together with the growth 

of 24-hour news and social media have resulted in ever increasing 

demands for accountability. Accountability, and in particular 

accountability deficits, are the subject of much research. However, 
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few attempts have been made to quantify accountability, with the 

notable exception of Bovens et al (2008), Schillemans 2011and 

Brandsma and Schillemans (2013), who used quantitative techniques 

to measure accountability in EU committees and in Dutch agencies. 

Schillemans (2013), in his meta-analysis of accountability research 

papers, argues that the literature needs to move beyond the current 

dominant qualitative designs. PAC is a crucial mechanism in the 

discharge of horizontal accountability, as defined by Schillemans 

(2011), by which civil servants and other public officials account for 

the economy, efficiency and effectiveness with which they have 

implemented government policy. Devolution was championed as a 

means of increasing accountability. It resulted in the establishment of 

new PACs in Scotland Wales and Northern Ireland. These 

committees were charged with obtaining public accountability 

through the exercise of control of abuse of public authority; provision 

of assurance about the use of public resources and the promotion of 

learning in the pursuit of continuous improvement (Aucoin and 

Heintzman, 2000). 

This thesis will measure these PACs as accountability mechanisms, 

to enable a comparable study, by quantifying the three phases of the 

mechanism: information phase, discussion phase and consequences 

phase. This is an area not previously addressed by the literature. 

Additionally, the literature on parliamentary committees, and PACs in 

particular, highlight a number of factors that influence the 

effectiveness of a PAC. These are now summarised. 

4.9 Summary of Factors Parliamentary Committees 

a) Path dependency and history 

Institutional path dependency theory claims that choices 

made when an institution or committee is being formed have 

an effect on the way the institution develops in the future. 

Everything is a product of the history that proceeds it. 

b) Structure and procedures 
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Formal structures and procedures and informal procedures 

determine how committees function on a day to day basis. 

c) Committee membership, turnover, political party affiliation 

and expertise 

d) Personal characteristics of the chair 

In addition to the general factors for committee effectiveness the 

specific factors identified in the literature influencing PAC 

performance were: 

a) Independence of the SAI - from the government and from 

PAC; 

b) Non-partisan committee - cross party cooperation, including 

policy neutrality is needed when holding the official to 

account; 

c) Formal procedures- including a legal framework; 

d) Sanctions and penalties applied to officials; and 

e) Public engagement and media coverage 

Table 2 summarises the key literature on committees. 
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Table 2 Summary of Key Literature on Committee Effectiveness 

Authors Topic Relevant finding 

ODI (2008) Commonwealth PAC 
committees 

Identification of 
effectiveness factors 

Russell and 
Benton 
(2011) 

Policy impact of HoC 
select committees 
including identification 
of effectiveness 
factors 

Factors contributing to 
influence of 
committees 
• Reputation and 

culture of 
committee 

• Background and 
approach of the 
chair 

Benton and 
Russell 
(2013) 

Identification of select 
committee forms of 
influence 

Identified eight forms 
of influence 

Blackburn 
and Kennon 
(2003) 

• Structures and 
procedures important 
but less important 
than what happens in 
practice 

• Committee size 

• Committees with 
similar powers can 
act differently 

• What happens in 
practice more 
important than 
stated procedure 

Arter (2003) Committee cohesion 
factors 
• Turnover of 

members 
• Member expertise 
• Committee size 

Smaller committees 
more cohesive 

Francis (1982) Committee size Committee size 
matters. Optimum size 
depends on purpose, 
but generally nine 
members is seen as 
sufficient. 

Cole (2014) UK Devolved 
committees 

Devolved committee 
member skills variable 
 
 

Authors 
 

Topic Relevant finding 
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Stapenhurst et 

al (2014) 

PAC effectiveness • Member capacity a 
combination of 
training, 
qualifications and 
expertise 

• Long term 
commitment to 
committee linked to 
effectiveness 

Flegmann (1979) HoC Select Committees Success off PAC due 
to: 
• Clearly defined role 
• Expect support from 

SAI 
• Non-political 

approach. 

 

 

No comprehensive assessment of these factors has been 

undertaken for UK PACs. This study, which will examine these factors 

for the devolved PACs, fills that gap. No extensive research has been 

undertaken to determine whether the enhancements to accountability 

promised by devolution have been achieved. This research hopes to 

fill part of this gap in knowledge. The following chapter presents the 

methodology adopted to fill the gap in the extant literature on devolved 

PACs. 

Sandford 
and Maer 
(2003) 

UK devolved 
committees 

• Number of 
committee 
appointments held a 
factor 

• Chair role 
influential 

• Questioning in 
evidence sessions 
variable 
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5 Methodology 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters examined the extensive literature on 

accountability and on the factors that are necessary for effective 

committees. This set the scene for this thesis and led to the 

identification of gaps in the existing literature. PAC is an accountability 

mechanism. No comprehensive study had been undertaken into the 

devolved UK PACs. Moreover, most of the existing literature on 

committee effectiveness addresses the issue almost exclusively from 

a qualitative perspective. This thesis addresses this deficiency. 

This chapter presents the methodological approach adopted in this 

thesis, which has a mixed methods design. Firstly, the philosophical 

world view is discussed, followed by details of the research design 

and specific methods employed including participant selection, data 

collection and data analysis. 

5.2 Philosophical World View 

How one views the world, one’s general outlook, informs one’s 

actions. This is also true of any research one undertakes. The 

different approaches to research have their roots in ancient classical 

philosophy. The two most widely quoted philosophies are positivism 

and interpretivism. These can be viewed as two ends of a spectrum 

with much research falling between these two extremes, depending 

on the researcher’s individual views on the pursuit of knowledge and 

its relationship to the natural world. 

Positivism derives from the philosophical position that only knowledge 

that can be confirmed by the senses can be warranted as knowledge 

(Bryman 2008 p.13). It advocates that the research methods applied 

to the natural sciences can be applied to the social sciences; that is, 

research must be conducted in a value free way. From this 

perspective, research involves the testing of theories for the 
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development of laws. This philosophy was first posited by Plato and 

Socrates who held that truth remained unchanged and stressed 

deductive logic (Johnson and Gray, 2010 p.73). Positivism 

emphasises that research data should be quantitative (Kvale and 

Brinkman, 2009 p.56). The data collection methods employed for 

quantitative research include experiments and surveys. 

Interpretivism at the other extreme assumes that social sciences are 

fundamentally different from the natural sciences (Bryman, 2008) - 

the researcher must understand human behaviour to conduct social 

science research and is concerned with “the empathic understanding 

of human action rather than with the forces that are deemed to act on 

it” (Bryman, 2008 p.15). This philosophical tradition is associated with 

qualitative research. Qualitative research often employs interviews 

and observation as data collection methods. 

An alternative world view is pragmatism. From this viewpoint the 

researcher focuses on the research question and uses all approaches 

available to answer that question (Rossman and Wilson, 1985). 

Cherryholmes (1992) argues that this philosophy derives from Peirce 

(1905), James (1907), and Dewey (1931). However, Aristotle 

accepted inter-subjectivity as an indication of truth. Accordingly, it 

could be argued that his approach is in the spirit of mixed methods 

(Johnson and Gray, 2010). 

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) developed a philosophy derived 

from classical pragmatism, which they believe partners mixed 

methods approaches. This includes the following elements: 

1. Rejects either-or thinking; 

2. Knowledge comes from person-environment interaction; 

3. Knowledge can be both constructed and result from 

empirical discovery; 

4. Takes an ontological position of pluralism (reality is complex 

and multiple); 
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5. Takes the epistemological position that there are multiple 

routes to knowledge; 

6. Views theories instrumentally; and 

7. Incorporates values directly into inquiry 

The research approach may be deductive or inductive. In the 

deductive approach theory guides research, usually in a quantitative 

way. However, the theory may not be readily available, therefore with 

this approach a review of the existing literature is undertaken at the 

start of the process with literature acting as a proxy for theory. This is 

also known as empiricism. The theory and hypothesis deduced from 

it come first and drive the process of gathering data to prove or 

disprove the hypothesis (Merton 1967 p.39). In the inductive 

approach, research does not start with a preconceived theory. 

Theory is generated, and concepts arise from the enquiry. Here, data 

gathering proceeds the formation of theory. 

This study employs both qualitative and quantitative methods using 

primary and secondary data. This mixed methods approach does not 

fit neatly into the positivist or interpretivist philosophy, but is a more 

pragmatic approach using the best approaches to address the 

research question (Morgan, 2007). However, given the researcher’s 

experience and training in a professional accounting environment, on 

balance the philosophy for this thesis leans towards a positivist 

philosophy and a deductive approach. 

5.3 Mixed Methods 

Mixed methods research is a research strategy that employs more 

than one research method (Brannen, 2005). All research methods 

have weaknesses and combining qualitative and quantitative data 

may be used in mitigation (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Moreover, 

all interactions can be regarded as multimodal. Norris (2004 p.4) cites 

the example of two friends sitting in a coffee shop. One looks out the 

window while the other speaks. This can be interpreted in a number 

of ways. It could be seen as an indicator of boredom, of deep 
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concentration or it may not be noticed at all. It is only by analysis of 

both friends that a full understanding of the interaction can be 

undertaken. Denscombe (2010 p.139) states that researchers can 

improve their confidence in the accuracy of findings through using a 

number of methods to investigate the same subject. “This approach 

seeks convergence, corroboration, correspondence of results from 

the different methods” (Greene et al, 1989 p.259). 

When discussing committee impact, Thompson (2013) argues that 

quantitative measures are useful but may be misleading if used in 

isolation, and that it is only by adding a qualitative dimension that one 

can understand “what really goes on in committees”. Therefore, a 

mixed methods approach is employed in this thesis. 

5.4 Research Design 

The methodology chosen is that considered most appropriate to 

answer the research question and achieve the objectives of the 

study. A pragmatic approach was taken given that this study was 

undertaken on a part-time basis while continuing to work fulltime, and 

the limited resources available to visit Cardiff and Edinburgh (where 

some of the interviews took place). 
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5.5 Research Strategy 

Table 3 presents the research strategy adopted: 

Table 3 Research Strategy 

Research 
Objective 

Method Data 
Collection 

Participants 

To explore the 
meanings of 
accountability 

Systematic 
literature 
review 

  

To determine 
the workings of 
the devolved 
PACs using 
published 
outputs 

Examination of 
documentary 
sources 
including 
legislation, 
standing orders 
and official 
records of 
proceedings 
including 
Hansard and 
minutes 

Document Review  

To determine 
the 
effectiveness
 of the
 devolved PACs
 using        

 

Two Studies 
Study 1 
Quantitative 
Study 
Accountability 
Cube 

 
 

(1) Survey of 
members 
(2) Document 
review 

PAC Members 

Study 2 
Qualitative 
Study 

(1) Interviews 
(2) Document 

review 

 All Stakeholders 

To identify 
perceptions of the 
devolved PAC 
process using 
primary data 

One Study 
Study 3 Q Sort 

 
Q Sort 

 
All Stakeholders 

To compare the 
perceived 
effectiveness of 
the devolved 
PACs using 
Primary and 
secondary data. 

Combination of Study 1, 2 and 3 

Each of the three studies undertaken, and the data collection 

techniques employed, will now be discussed in more detail. 
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5.6 Study One Quantitative Study: The Accountability Cube 

As previously stated, studies concerning accountability or committee 

effectiveness are almost exclusively qualitative in nature. This 

research adds an additional perspective to the discipline by 

employing a quantitative dimension. The model used, the 

Accountability Cube, is based on work by Brandsma and Schillemans 

(2013). Data from documentary sources and a survey of PAC 

members were collected to populate the Accountability Cube. 

This study examines the devolved PACs as accountability 

mechanisms. Each accountability mechanism has three phases 

(Bovens, 2007; Day and Klein, 1987 p.5; Mulgan, 2003 p.9). 

1. Information phase. Annual reports and financial statements and 

other ex-post information are provided in an accountability 

mechanism, usually on a mandatory basis. In the interests of 

transparency in the public administration arena, this information 

is increasingly available to wider audiences, including the 

public, through the organisation’s website. Other information 

may arise from regulatory inspections and reports, or in the 

context of this study, an audit inquiry and report. This forms the 

basis for the next phase. 

2. Discussion/forum phase. During this phase, otherwise known as 

the “debating phase” (Schillemans 2011), a dialogue takes 

place between the accountee and the accounter, based on the 

information previously provided. Here, additional information 

may be provided by the accounter who has the opportunity to 

provide an explanation and to defend his/her actions. 

3. Consequences. After the discussion has taken place the 

accountee will make a decision regarding what consequences 

should arise from the information provided and discussion that 

has taken place, based on accepted norms for behaviour. The 

consequences may be a reward or a sanction in the form of 
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stronger regulation, termination of employment, or in the context 

of PAC, the publication of a report and recommendations to 

which a formal response is required. 

Few studies have been conducted where all three phases of an 

accountability mechanism are quantified. Notable exceptions are 

Brandsma (2010) and Schillemans (2011). 

Schillemans (2011) developed a model to quantify accountability in 

Dutch executive agencies. He identified indicators representing 

proxies for democratic control and stimuli for learning and collected 

data on these indicators from documentary analysis and interviews. 

A scoring system was employed ranging from strongly negative to 

strongly positive on a scale of 10, where 5.5 represented an 

adequate level of accountability. 

Brandsma (2010), who worked with Schillemans, developed a model 

to measure all three phases of accountability mechanisms, which he 

used to examine comitology committees of the EU. His premise was 

that maximum accountability is provided where the most information 

is provided, the most intense discussion takes place and sanctions 

have the furthest reach. Unlike Schillemans’ model, use of 

Brandsma’s Accountability Cube does not require the researcher to 

establish a priori what level of accountability would be sufficient 

(Brandsma and Schillemans, 2013 p.960). 
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Figure 8 Accountability Cube 

 

Brandsma (2010) 

Using Brandsma’s model, indicators for each phase of the PAC 

accountability process - information, discussion and consequences - 

were drawn up from the literature on committee effectiveness and the 

original instrument used by Brandsma (2010). These are now 

outlined. 
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5.7 Indicators Used for Study 1 

Table 4 Information Indicators 
 

 Information Indicators Reference 

1. I receive the information I require to enable me to 
fulfil my committee role 

Brandsma (2010) 

2. My participation is informed by the audit office report Brandsma (2010) 

3. The audit office report is of a high standard Brandsma (2010) 

4. The audit office report is understandable Brandsma (2010) 

5. A high level of technical knowledge is required to 
understand the audit office report 

Brandsma (2010) 

6. My participation is informed by briefing notes 
prepared by the audit office 

Brandsma (2010) 

7. The audit office briefing notes are of a high standard Brandsma (2010) 

8. The audit office briefing notes are understandable Brandsma (2010) 

9. My participation is informed by face to face briefings 
by the audit team 

Brandsma (2010) 

10. The face to face briefings increase my 
understanding of the topic 

Brandsma (2010) 

11. The audit office provides the information I request to 
increase my understanding of the topic 

Brandsma (2010) 

12. My participation is informed by the committee clerk Brandsma (2010) 

13. The information provided by the committee clerk is of 
a high standard 

Brandsma (2010) 

14. The information provided by the committee 
clerk is understandable 

Brandsma (2010) 

15. My participation is informed by my political party 
research office 

Brandsma (2010) 

16. The information provided by my party research office 
is of a high standard 

Brandsma (2010) 

17. The information provided by my party research office 
is understandable 

Brandsma (2010) 

18. My participation is informed by information received 
from constituents 

Brandsma (2010) 
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Table 5 Discussion Indicators 

 
 Discussion Indicators Reference 

1. Number of committee meetings ODI (2008) 

2. Number of evidence sessions ODI (2008) 

3. % of Audit Reports taken to evidence sessions  

4. Attendance of PAC members Russell & Benton 
(2011) 

5. Length of evidence sessions ODI (2008) 
6. All committee members can freely express their 

opinions 
Brandsma (2010) 

7. Party interests dominate the work of the committee Brandsma (2010) 

8. There is seldom real disagreement Brandsma (2010) 

9. The role of the chair is very important Russell & Benton 
(2011) 

10. The chair ensures that all members have an equal 
opportunity to speak 

Brandsma (2010) 
ODI (2008) 

11. The PAC sessions are conducted in a politically 
neutral way 

ODI (2008) 

12. Sufficient time is available during PAC sessions to 
investigate the matter under discussion 

ODI (2008) 

Table 6 Consequences Indicators 

 Consequences Indicators Reference 

1. Number of recommendations accepted Russell & Benton 
(2011) 

2. Staff have    been    demoted    because  of   PAC
 evidence sessions/reports 

ODI (2008) 

3. Criminal investigations have resulted from PAC 
inquiries 

ODI (2008) 

4. Tasks have been redistributed among staff as a result 
of PAC investigations 

ODI (2008) 

5. Media coverage of PAC investigations has resulted in 
greater public awareness of issues raised by PAC 

ODI (2008) 

6. PAC investigations have resulted in improved financial 
systems 

ODI (2008) 

7. PAC investigations have resulted in improved financial 
control 

ODI (2008) 

8. PAC investigations have resulted in improved public 
service delivery 

ODI (2008) 

9. PAC investigations have resulted in an improved 
culture of democratic accountability 

ODI (2008) 
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Data to populate these indicators were gathered from a survey of 

PAC members and documentary sources. 

A discussion of these data collection techniques employed now 

follows. 

5.7.1 Document Analysis 

A rich resource of documentary evidence exists in the research area 

of this thesis. Official records (Hansard) of all evidence sessions are 

freely available on committee websites. Minutes of meetings held in 

closed session are also available. However, these minutes often give 

little information about the contribution of the individual members in 

committee and merely list the attendees and the topics discussed. 

When considering data from secondary documentary sources, the 

provenance is significant. Official government records of committee 

evidence sessions and debates are verbatim records and can be 

considered as high-quality reliable evidence compared to 

documentation of research carried out by inexperienced researchers 

from other sources. However, Atkinson and Coffey (2004) state that: 

“we cannot learn through written records alone how an 
organisation actually operates day-to-day. Equally, we 
cannot treat records- however “official”- as firm evidence 
of what they report” 

Atkinson and Coffey (2004 p.58) 

Bryman (2008 p.527) further argues that if documentary evidence is 

used, it is likely that other sources of data will be required regarding 

the context within which the documents were produced. 

In this study, a document review provided data regarding the 

frequency and length of meetings, attendance, and number of reports 

and recommendations published. Data from documentary sources 

were collected at the start of the process and provided background 

information to inform the interviews held in Study Two. 
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5.7.2 Survey 

Surveys using questionnaires are one of the most widely used data 

collection methods employed in research. Surveys are useful as 

there is a high probability of consistency, completeness and accuracy 

(Maylor and Blackmon, 2005 p.185). They also have the advantage 

over other methods of being inexpensive to administer to a large 

population, as electronic methods are now available to do this. 

However, there are a number of disadvantages to the use of surveys. 

1. The questionnaires may not be completed, resulting in a low 

response rate, particularly for electronic surveys as we 

receive more and more requests to complete surveys by this 

method. 

2. If the survey is administered by post, there is no guarantee 

that the person who completes the questionnaire is the 

person to whom it was addressed. 

3. Surveys provide little opportunity to probe the respondent 

about his/her responses (Bryman 2008, p.218). 

5.7.3 Difficulties Encountered 

Given the passage of time since devolution in 1999 and this study 

taking place, a number of the members had either died or retired 

from public life. However, all members and former members of PAC 

who were still active in public life were identified. The elections in the 

devolved legislatures in 2016 resulted in a significant number of 

committee members losing their seats with a number of former 

members being in dispute with their political parties. This resulted in 

difficulties contacting them, resulting in a relatively low response rate. 

The problems getting in contact with former committee members 

were varied. Many who lost seats did not have a publicly available 

email address, as the address previously used tended to be linked to 

their position. Where members were in dispute with their political 

party, no avenue could be pursued by that means. Even where no 
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dispute arose, efforts to contact a number of these members through 

their political party were also unsuccessful. Members who were still 

involved in public life had email boxes that were often full and resulted 

in an automatic response that if the sender was a constituent, he/she 

should contact a telephone number. Even contacting that number did 

not result in a positive response in a large number of cases. 

Observations of the committee and participation in networking events 

resulted in some responses. However, the same people tended to 

engage in multiple events. The survey was initially administered by 

telephone, but in an effort to overcome these difficulties Twitter was 

used to invite former committee members to take part in the survey 

online. This resulted in the tweet being liked by a former member but 

only one additional response resulted. 

5.7.4 Calculating the Score 

Simple averages were used to calculate the score for all three 

dimensions of the accountability mechanism of PAC in each 

devolved administration, with a weighting being applied to indicators 

for information to reflect the percentage information from each source 

used by committee members. The average for each phase was also 

calculated. The midpoint on each dimension of the cube was 

calculated as the average. The position of each of the devolved PACs 

on each dimension was then plotted. Independent T tests were also 

conducted to identify significant differences between scores for 

individual indicators and for each phase of the mechanism. As the 

population consisted of only three committees, the results are 

presented as a sum of the scores for each phase in addition to the 

presentation in the Accountability Cube format. This provides an 

objective comparative measurement of the three phases of PAC as 

an accountability mechanism. 
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5.8 Study 2 Qualitative Study 

The second part of this research was a qualitative study where 

interview data were used to measure the effectiveness of committees 

against a framework of indicators devised from a systematic literature 

review. 

5.8.1 Measurement Framework 

Table 7 Framework for Study Two 

Inputs  

Reputation and culture of committee Russell and Benton (2011); Giddings 
(1994); Jacobs and Jones (2009) 

Institutional Path Dependency 
Background and approach of 
the chair 

Greener (2005) 
Russell and Benton (2011) 

Statutory arrangements Stapenhurst et al (2005); ODI (2008); 
PEFA (2016); Pelizzo et al (2006) McGee 
(2002) 

Committee member capacity Stapenhurst et al (2014) 
Resources ODI (2008); Stapenhurst et al (2005) 
Size of legislature 
Length of and manner of appointment 
to PAC 

Pelizzo and Kinyondo (2014) 

Processes  

Committee cohesion Arter (2003);  
Blackburn and Kennon (2003); 
Cole (2014) 
Mitchell (2010) 

Treatment of witnesses Coulson and Whiteman 
(2012) Grube (2014) 

Formalised working Practices ODI (2008); Pelizzo et al (2006) 
Short term v. long term perspective Garrett (1986) 
Time lags and time constraints Sharma (2007); ODI (2008) 

Questioning Cole and McAllister (2015)  
Benton and Russel  (2013) 

Chair Russell and Benton (2011) 

Outcomes  

Publish reports and recommendations PEFA (2016); ODI (2008); 
 Stapenhurst et al (2006);  
McGee (2002) 

Recommendations accepted Russell and Benton (2011) 
Improvements in VFM ODI (2008) 
Improvements in public service 
delivery 

ODI (2008) 

Acceptance of accountability Cole (2014) 
Publicity Blackburn and Kennon (2003); 

PEFA (2016); ODI (2008) Stapenhurst et 
al (2005) 

Consequences for careers of 
officials and politicians 

White and Hollingsworth (1999); 
ODI (2008) 
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A review of the literature on committee effectiveness in general and 

the more limited literature on PAC was discussed in Chapter 4. 

The most comprehensive framework for assessing PACs was 

developed by ODI (2008) who identified three overriding principles 

necessary for PAC effectiveness: 

a) Statutory Audit Institution (SAI) independence; 

b) Policy neutrality; and 

c) Interparty cooperation. 

Additionally, indicators of general effectiveness for committees were 

identified, classified as inputs, processes and outputs. 

These themes were investigated using interview data. 

5.9 Interviews 

Interviews are a common method of data collection in social 

sciences. The advantage of interviews over surveys and other data 

collection methods is that additional insights may be uncovered which 

may not be available from documentary or survey data. Interviews 

may be conducted by telephone by Skype or face-to-face. If time and 

resources allow, the best interviews are face-to-face. Face-to-face 

interviews provide the opportunity for the researcher to read the body 

language and intonation of the interviewee and to probe to get richer 

information (Bryman 2008 p.194). 

Interviews may take a number of forms: structured, semi-structured 

and open interviews. A structured interview is akin to a survey, as the 

interviewer has a set list of questions to ask each interviewee, with 

little opportunity for open discussion. At the semi-structured 

interview, the interviewer approaches the interview with a list of areas 

to be covered during the interview, but there is flexibility in the 

approach to enable a more wide-ranging discussion of the issues, if 

more useful information is likely to emerge. The interviewer at an 

unstructured interview does not have pre-prepared questions or 

areas of questioning but allows the interviewee to set the pace. All 
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these types of interview have their strengths and weaknesses 

(Bryman and Bell, 2007 p.472). 

Interviews conducted for this research were semi structured. The 

broad areas of questioning emerged from the literature, but the 

interviews were led by the opinions emerging from the Q sort, which is 

discussed in more detail in section 4 of this thesis. 

All interviews for this research were conducted by the author on a 

face-to face basis. Interviews were recorded, with the permission of 

the interviewee, and transcribed by the author. Interviews lasted for 

between one hour and two and a half hours. 

5.9.1 Content Analysis 

“Content analysis was used to draw out themes from interviews. 

Content analysis has been described as: “a rather positivistic 

attempt to apply order to the subjective domain of cultural 

meaning” Walliman (2011 p.180) 

When conducting content analysis, a choice of approach is available, 

either objective analysis which involves counting specific words or 

concrete references or thematic analysis, which focuses on the 

analysis of underlying themes in the transcripts (Atkinson and Coffey, 

2004). 

Over 40 hours of high-quality data were recorded with 26 high 

ranking stakeholders. All interviews were analysed using NVivo, 

using thematic analysis. A full list of the NVivo analysis codes is 

available in Appendix 1 

The results of these interviews are discussed in section 3 of this 

thesis. 

5.9.2 Selection of Time Period and Participants 

Devolution, in its current form in the UK, can be traced back to 1999. 

However, there have been a number of changes in the devolved 
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administrations since then. While Scotland has experienced a period 

of stable devolution since it was first established, the same could not 

be said of Wales and Northern Ireland. That being said, the title and 

remit of the Scottish Parliament Audit Committee, which became the 

Public Audit Committee, changed in December 2008. Wales, unlike 

Scotland and Northern Ireland, was not granted full legislative 

powers when the National Assembly for Wales was established. The 

National Assembly for Wales was granted additional powers in the 

Government of Wales Act 2006, which was enacted after the 2007 

election. Devolution in Northern Ireland was characterised by periods 

of suspension or non-cooperation by some political parties in its first 

two terms. Stable devolved government in Northern Ireland has only 

operated from 2007-2016. Given this background the period for 

which documents were reviewed for this study covered the third and 

fourth sessions of the devolved administrations 2007- 2011 and 

2011-2016. 

5.10 Interviewees 

The principal stakeholders in the PAC process were identified as: 

• The auditor; 

• The politicians; committee members, past and present; 

• The witnesses; 

• The committee clerks; and 

• Others involved in the process, such as support staff, 

Treasury Officer of Accounts (TAO) in NI and research staff. 

These stakeholders were discussed more fully in Chapter 2. 

Interviews were employed with a twofold purpose. Firstly, primary 

data from interviews was used to determine the strength of 

effectiveness of the committee against the indicators for 

effectiveness identified in the literature. Secondly, interviews were 

used to carry out Q methodology to capture the perceptions of the 

interviewees. This technique collects data in a format which can be 

subjected to quantitative interrogation. Unlike survey data, which 
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requires large numbers of participants to be statistically significant, a 

small number of high-level participants are required for Q 

methodology. 

The strategy employed was to attract a small number of highly 

ranked stakeholders in each devolved administration. The approach 

adopted to engaging participants was to target champions in each of 

the administrations who promoted the research to interested parties. 

This was particularly valuable in reaching out to those individuals who 

had come to the researcher’s attention through document review, but 

who had retired from public life, as very often their contact details 

were no longer in the public domain. The resulting participants 

represented the highest levels in each stakeholder group. 

Table 8 Breakdown of Interviewees 
 

 Northern 
Ireland 

Scotland Wales Total 

PAC members 3 2 3 8 

Witnesses 1 2 1 4 

Auditors 2 2 2 6 

Officials 3 2 3 8 

 9 8 9 26 
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Table 9 Profile of Interview Participants 
 

Northern Ireland Profile 
NI1 NIA PAC Member (SDLP) Active member with experience from 

early days of devolution 

NI2 NIAO Senior Official 1 Recent experience of PAC 

NI3 NIA PAC Member (DUP) Experience since 2011 

NI4 NI Treasury Officer of Accounts Experience from early days of 
devolution 

NI5 NIAO Senior Official 2 Experience from early days of 
devolution 

NI6 NI Treasury Officer of Accounts Recent experience of PAC 

NI7 NAI PAC Member (Sinn Fein) Former chair of PAC 

NI8 NAI PAC Clerk Experience of two mandates 

NI9 NAI PAC Witness Appeared before different PAC on a 
number of occasions 

Scotland  

SC1 Audit Scotland Senior Official 1 Recent experience of PAC 

SC2 Scottish PAC Member (Liberal 
Democrat) 

Experience of different chairs 

SC3 Scottish PAC Member (Labour) Recent experience; Former chair 

SC4 Scottish PAC Clerk Recent experience 

SC5 Scottish PAC Witness 1 Experience from 2010 

SC6 Scottish PAC Witness 2 Extensive experience of several 
PACs 

SC7 Audit Scotland Senior Official 2 Experience of first 10 years of 
devolution 

SC8 Scottish Parliament Senior Official Experience from start of 
devolution and more recent 
experience 

Wales  

W1 Welsh PAC Clerk 1 Recent experience of two 
committees 

W2 WAO Senior Official 1 Recent experience 

W3 Welsh PAC Member 
(Conservative) 

PAC chair 

W4 Welsh PAC Member 
(Conservative) 

PAC chair 

W5 NAfW Official Research service 

W6 Welsh PAC Member (Labour) Recent experience 

W7 Welsh PAC Witness Experience of two PACs 

W8 Welsh PAC Clerk 2 Experience second/third mandate 

W9 WAO Senior Official 2 Experience from start of 
devolution 



131 

 

 

 

5.11 Study 3 Q Method 

5.11.1 Introduction 

In this research, the initial plan was to conduct semi-structured 

interviews with stakeholders (committee members, auditors, officials 

setting guidance and witnesses) in the PAC process. The purpose of 

these interviews was to discuss the success factors for effective 

committees identified in the literature and to determine the 

appropriateness of these factors in each of the administrations in the 

study. The addition of a Q sort to these interviews adds an additional 

dimension to the study, as the Q sort conducted at the beginning of 

the interview can act as a starting point for a discussion. “Why did 

you disagree most with these statements?” The data collected in the 

Q sort also provided the basis for factor analysis and statistical 

analysis, which would be difficult or impossible to undertake from 

purely semi-structured interviews alone. This methodology has not 

been used in previous studies of how UK committees work. Unlike 

many techniques with a quantitative emphasis, the Q method is 

suitable for use with small populations and is therefore suitable for 

this study. 

5.11.2 What is Q Methodology? 

This research used a methodology drawn from psychology, where it 

has been used since the 1930s when it was developed by a 

psychologist, Stephenson (1935), and applied it to a social science 

setting. Stephenson had previously been a physicist and applied 

ideas from physics to the study of subjectivity by developing the Q 

method. 

This method involves the identification of a number of hypotheses or 

statements, which the participants are required to sort in rank order 

from most disagree to most agree, to populate a normal distribution. 
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The purpose of Q methodology is to discover what participants’ 

perceptions on the topic are. 

“Subjective opinions are an issue in Q, and although they 
are typically unprovable, they can nevertheless be shown 
to have structure and form, and it is the task of Q 
technique to make this form manifest for purposes of 
observation and study” 

 

Brown (1980, p.58) 

The unique feature of Q methodology is that it allows the participant 

to assess statements in a comparative manner: each statement is 

ranked relative to all the other statements in the Q set, providing a 

“holistic construction of each participant’s perception” (Ho, 2017 

p.680). Q methodology is concerned with “whole aspects of persons, 

with the physical whole, the mood-condition whole, the cognitive 

whole and so forth” (Stephenson, 1935 p.208). This allows the 

researcher to observe the “relative weight of beliefs within broader 

profiles” (Carlin, 2018 p.399) 

Q methodology is described as an “inherently mixed” method 

(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2009), as it combines both a focus on 

qualitative research, but it also uses statistical analysis found in 

quantitative studies. 

5.11.3 The Purpose of Q Methodology in this Research 

One of the aims of this research is to identify perceptions of the 

devolved PAC process and its effectiveness as an accountability 

mechanism. To achieve this aim, 26 in-depth interviews were 

conducted with high ranking key stakeholders in the PAC process, 

including committee members, auditors, witnesses and officials. In 

order to add an additional dimension to these interviews, Q 

methodology was employed to measure perceptions. 

Perceptions are difficult to measure, as they represent the individual’s 

internal viewpoint. Discourse analysis may be used to derive 

meaning and patterns from interviews, but as each interviewee 
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answers questions in his/her personal way, comparing different 

perceptions causes difficulty. In Q methodology all participants are 

given the same statements and asked to classify them from most 

agree to most disagree. Therefore, responses can be directly 

compared in a consistent manner (Weber et al, 2009). 

5.11.4 Q Methodology Steps 

1. Identify the Q set. This is the set of statements to be sorted 

by participants. 

2. Design the grid 

3. Choose the participants 

4. Conduct Q sorts 

5. Analyse and interpret 

5.11.5 Choice of Q Statements 

A comprehensive literature review was conducted to identify the 

issues that contribute to an effective committee and to PAC in 

particular. As PAC is a select committee, the literature concerning 

parliamentary committees and their effectiveness was reviewed. The 

principal sources were then examined to identify suitable quotations 

to populate the Q cards. A Q statement should be a short stand-

alone sentence, but it should have an “excess meaning” (Weber et al 

2009), which means that it could be interpreted in a number of ways. 

The key themes identified in the literature were as follows: 

• General Committee Considerations 

o Reputation and culture of the committee 

o Background and approach of the chair 

o Committee cohesion 

 Membership turnover 

 Member workload 

 Member appointment and engagement 

 Institutional path dependency 

• PAC Considerations 
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o Inputs 

 Power to request auditor 

 Power to call witnesses 

 Member preparation 

 Independent audit office 

o Processes 

 Treatment of witnesses 

 Selection of topics 

 Questioning 

 Time constraints 

o Outputs 

 Measuring influence 

 Improvement in financial effectiveness and 

public service performance 

 Acceptance of scrutiny 

 Publicity 

Full details of Q statements and sources are available in Appendix 2. 

Direct quotations were used where possible with only minor changes 

made to the wording in a few cases. Using direct quotation reduces 

the risk of researcher bias but cannot eliminate it (Robbins and 

Krueger, 2000). 

97 suitable quotations were identified. As the process of carrying out 

a Q sort is time consuming the number of statements is a 

consideration, with a large number potentially posing difficulty for the 

participant and taking considerable time to complete. Watts and 

Stenner (2012) supported by Curt (1994) state that 40-80 statements 

has become the standard, but smaller sets of statements (Q sets) 

can be used. A process of selection was then employed to reduce 

the total number of statements (the concourse) down to a 

manageable number while ensuring that each of the themes 

identified was represented. The final selection was 42 statements. 
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5.11.6 Design of Grid 

Q methodology requires the participant to arrange the Q cards in a 

grid representing a normal distribution. Brown (1980) suggests an 

11-point distribution (-5 to +5) for Q sets of 40-60 items. The kurtosis 

of the distribution must be determined at the design stage. A flat grid 

is more suitable for participants who are not specialists in the field 

being researched. For experts in the area, a more exaggerated 

distribution is more appropriate (Watts and Stenner, 2012). Given 

that the participants for this study are knowledgeable about the area, 

the following grid was designed. 

Figure 9 Q Methodology Grid 
 

Strongly 
disagree 

    Neither 
agree/ 

disagree 

    Strongly 
A

gree 

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 
           

           

           

         

     

   

5.11.7 Choice of Participants. 

Q methodology does not rely on a large number of participants, as is 

often the case with surveys. Brown (1980) gives the following 

guidance, simply that “enough subjects to establish the existence of 

a Factor for purposes of comparing with another Factor” is what is 

required. A rough rule of thumb often employed is that there should be 

one participant for every two Q statements, and there should always 

be fewer participants than there are Q statements (Watts and 

Stenner, 2012). 
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Q participants should be well informed and “selected to represent the 

breadth of opinion in a target population, not the distribution of beliefs 

across the population” (Weber et al, (2009). Therefore, participants 

were drawn from auditors, committee members, witnesses and 

officials. 

The emphasis is on discovering the perceptions of the individual 

participants and then grouping these participants who share common 

perceptions into groups. 

5.11.8 Conduct of the Q Sort 

During the course of this research, 26 in-depth interviews were held 

with senior officials, auditors, witnesses and politicians in Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. Of these, 24 participated in a Q sort. 

One interviewee was excluded from the Q sort on the basis that while 

he held a very senior position and was able to provide interesting 

context, particularly on the way the committee was established, he 

was too far removed from the committee on a day-to-day basis to 

complete the Q sort. Moreover, he had limited time available and it 

was considered that this limited time might be more usefully employed 

in interview. The second interviewee was excluded from the Q sort 

because of time constraints. He did, however, provide comments on 

the statements on the Q sort cards as part of his interview. 

Interviewees were given the option of undertaking the Q sort in 

relative silence and then discussing the individual statements during 

the interview which followed, or of discussing each statement as they 

sorted. Most participants made some comments as they sorted, but 

the majority of the discussion took place after the sort had been 

completed. 

Each participant was presented with 42 cards and asked to sort them 

into three groups: broadly agree; broadly disagree; and neither agree 

nor disagree or do not know. When this initial sort was complete the 

participant was asked to sort the broadly agree group of cards to 

identify the two cards, he/she most agreed with, followed by the next 
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most agree selection. These broadly agree cards were used to 

populate the grid until all broadly agree cards were in the grid. The 

participant was then asked to repeat the selection process for the 

broadly disagree group of cards. When these broadly disagree cards 

were placed on the grid, the participant took the remaining group of 

cards which had initially been classified as neither agree nor disagree 

or do not know. Each participant was then asked to review these 

cards to see if any could now be classified as agree or disagree, or if 

they remained in the neither agree nor disagree group. When all 

cards were placed on the grid, the participant had the opportunity to 

review the grid and to move any cards from their initial placing before 

the sort was recorded. A discussion then followed, the content of 

which was led by the Q sort. 

5.11.9 Analysis of Q Sorts 

The calculations required to analyse Q sorts into factors/typologies 

are unique to Q methodology (Watts and Stenner, 2012). They can 

be completed manually, but a range of dedicated software packages 

is available which make the analysis less time consuming. PQMethod 

(Schmolck, 2002), a widely used, free to download Q methodology 

package was employed to analyse the data. 

First, the correlation matrix of all Q sorts is calculated, which shows 

the similarity of perceptions between the individual participants 

(Appendix 3). A by person factor analysis is then used to find clusters 

of participants who produced similar sorts. 

5.11.10 Choice of Number of Factors 

The methodology uses Principal Component Analysis as a data 

reduction technique to identify clusters of like-minded participants 

(Factors). Each participant has his/her individual perspective, which is 

manifested in his/her Q sort. The factor analysis results in a social 

perspective of that group of individuals (Stephenson, 1965). 



138 

 

 
When doing the analysis, the choice of the number of factors is 

important. In general, the fewer factors chosen the better. According 

to Weber et al (2009) consideration should be given to the following 

factors. 

• The percentage of the variance that is explained by the 
 factor. The choice of factors should result in at least 
 35-40% of the study variance being explained (Kline, 1994). 

• Clarity. Each participant should load highly on a single factor. 

Those who load highly on more than one factor are 

described as “confounders” and should be minimised. 

Additionally, there will be Q sorts which do not load 

significantly on any factor. These also should be minimised. 

• The correlation between the factors - a high correlation 
between factors means that the factors are similar. Therefore, 
it is better to have factors with a lower correlation as these 
are distinct groups. 

Additional consideration may be given to: 

• Kaiser-Guttman Criterion; 

• Significant Loading Sorts; and 

• Humphrey’s Rule 

(Watts and Stenner, 2012) 

o Kaiser-Guttman Criterion 

Eigenvalues (EVs) indicate the statistical and explanatory power of a 

factor (Watts and Stenner 2012 p.105). The Kaiser-Guttman criterion 

(Guttman, 1954; Kaiser, 1960) states that the factors with an EV of 

less than 1.00 are disregarded for analysis purposes. A review of the 

Unrotated Factor Matrix (Appendix 4) indicates that seven factors 

satisfy this criterion. 

o Significant Loading Sorts 

Brown (1980) argues that only those factors which have two or more 

sorts classified as significant loading sorts should be included, with a 

significant loading sort defined as 2.58 x (1÷ (√# in Q set) (Brown, 
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1980 p.222). The significant loading factor for this Q set is 0.40. Five 

factors satisfy this criterion. 

o Humphrey’s Rule 

This method is also proposed by Brown (1980). It states that a factor 

is significant if the product of its two highest loadings exceeds twice 

the standard error, where the standard error is 1÷ (√# in Q set). In 

this study the standard error is 0.1543 (1÷ (√42). A factor is significant 

using this criterion if the product of its two highest loadings is greater 

than 0.3086. Factors 1, 2, and 5 satisfy this criterion. (see Appendix 

4). 

Factor analysis was run for three, four and five factors, before a final 

choice was made. 

5.11.11 Three Factors 

This resulted in 21of 24 of the participants being included in the 

analysis. At three Factors, only three sorts could be described as 

confounders where the difference in loading was less than 0.1 (.0975, 

.0822 and .0409). Three Factors results in 45% of the variance being 

explained, which is above the minimum required. Three Factors 

means that three different clusters of like-minded participants are 

identified. An additional consideration is that there is little difference 

in the contribution of each of the groups (factors) with Factor 1 

representing 16% of the variance, Factor 2 15% and Factor 3 14%. 

The correlations between factor scores were marginally less than .5. 

Factors 1 and 2 also represent all the devolved administrations, while 

Factor 3 has participants from NI and Wales only. 
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Table 10 Three Factors: Correlation between Factor Scores 

1 1 2 3 

1 1.0000 0.4872 0.4495 

2 0.4872 1.0000 0.4379 

3 0.4495 0.4379 1.0000 

5.11.12 Four Factors 

This resulted in 20 of the 24 participants being included in the 

analysis and explains 52% of the study variance. At four Factors 

loading by sorters was stronger than at three Factors, with only one 

sort classified as a confounder with a difference between loadings of 

less than .1 at .0458. At this choice of Factor four distinct groups of 

perceptions emerged. Types one and two were dominated by Wales, 

type three by Northern Ireland and type four by administrative and 

support personnel. Additionally, at this level the correlation between 

Factors was lower than for three Factors. 

Table 11 Four Factors: Correlation between Factor Scores 
 

 1 2 3 4 

1 1.0000 0.1944 0.3425 0.2542 
2 0.1944 1.0000 0.4988 0.2570 
3 0.3425 0.4988 1.0000 0.4182 
4 0.2542 0.2570 0.4182 1.0000 

5.11.13 Five Factors 

This resulted in 20 of the 24 participants being included and explains 

60% of the study variance. At five Factors there were two 

confounders with loading differences of less than 0.1 
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Table 12 Five Factors: The Correlation between Factor Scores 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1 1.0000 0.1631 0.4759 0.2011 0.2711 
2 0.1631 1.0000 0.3203 0.1653 0.1985 
3 0.4759 0.3203 1.0000 0.3272 0.2417 
4 0.2011 0.1653 0.3272 1.0000 0.0928 
5 0.2711 0.1985 0.2417 0.0928 1.0000 

5.11.14 Final Choice and Rationale for Choice 

Taking all these indicators into consideration and following the maxim 

that less is always more, four factors/typologies was chosen for 

interpretation. At this level clusters of sorts from the Wales group 

were in Factor two and those from the Northern Ireland group were in 

Factor three, while participants from Scotland have perceptions 

which are shared across the typologies. Administration and support 

staff cluster at group four. This explains 52% of the study variance. 

Brown (1980 p.247) states that there is no set strategy for interpreting 

a factor structure and “the approach chosen depends foremost on 

what the investigator is trying to accomplish”. As this research is 

investigating the comparable effectiveness of devolved PACs in 

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and this part of the study 

investigates perceptions of PAC across the different administrations, 

four factors fits well as a point of investigation, as both Wales and 

Northern Ireland participants largely load on a single factor. 

The results from this Q method study reflect the perceptions of the 

individuals interviewed only. A disadvantage of this methodology is 

that it does not lend itself to generalisations. However, as participants 

were elite and drawn from all key stakeholder groups in the PAC 

process, the results are a rich source of data. 

The results of the Q sort are discussed in section 4 of this thesis. 
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5.12 Ethics 

This research was processed through the Ulster University’s ethics 

governance system and ethical approval was granted from the 

Faculty Research Governance Filter Committee on 4th July 2016 (see 

Appendix 5). No participants were identified who were classified as 

vulnerable persons for ethical approval purposes. All participants 

gave full informed consent, evidenced by completing a consent form. 

A copy of the consent form is available in Appendix 6. 

5.13 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study is to examine UK devolved PACs and to 

determine their comparable effectiveness as accountability 

mechanisms. An effective public accountability mechanism is one 

which achieves the purposes of public accountability as espoused by 

Aucoin and Heintzman (2000) and Bovens et al. (2008).  The factors 

which influence PAC effectiveness in the UK devolved context will be 

identified, and the perceptions of key stakeholders in the process 

measured. These objectives will be fulfilled by employing a mixed 

methods approach including qualitative and quantitative data 

collection techniques. The research comprises three separate and 

interrelated studies. Section 2 presents the findings from a 

quantitative study, Section 3 presents data from a qualitative study 

based on interviews and Section 4 presents the findings from a Q 

methodology study. 
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Section Two 

Study One 

The Accountability Cube 
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6 Study One - The Accountability Cube 

6.1 Introduction 

The objective of this study is to determine the effectiveness of the 

devolved PACs of the UK as accountability mechanisms. This 

objective may be approached from a number of perspectives. The 

principal stakeholders have been identified in Chapter 2. In this 

chapter the effectiveness of PAC is examined from the perspective of 

one key stakeholder group, the committee members, using 

quantitative methods. The perspectives of other groups will be 

addressed later in Study Two. The results show that while there are 

limited differences in the overall scores awarded to each of the 

devolved PACs, differences were discovered in the individual 

indicators for effectiveness. The findings are presented using two 

different presentations, leading to different interpretations. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. Firstly, accountability as a 

mechanism is discussed. This is followed by a review of the different 

approaches used to measure accountability. The method employed 

in this study is then described before the findings are presented and 

discussed. 

6.2 Accountability 

There are many definitions of accountability, but the definition which 

forms the basis of this study is accountability as “a social relationship 

in which an actor feels an obligation to explain or justify his/her 

conduct to some significant other” (Day and Klein, 1987 p.5). 

However, there must be consequences as a result of the account 

giving (Bovans, 2007). It is a “communicative interaction” (Pollitt, 

2003) between the accounter (the actor giving the account) and the 

accountee to whom the account is given. This account giving takes 

place in a forum where the agent’s conduct is judged resulting in 

possible consequences (Bovens, 2010; Day and Klein, 1987). It 

examines accountability in the PAC context of being held to account. 
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Officials appear before PAC to give an account on foot of an audit 

report to explain and justify their conduct. They are held to account. 

But accountability is more than merely providing an explanation and 

justification for behaviour. The account giving must result in some 

favourable or unfavourable consequences. The concept of being held 

to account is based on a principal-agent framework, where authority 

is delegated by a principal to an agent and the agent is accountable 

to the principal (Strom, 2000). Accountability mechanisms are 

therefore established as a means by which these relationships are 

managed. Some accountability mechanisms are informal and consist 

of no more than a report and an informal chat or phone call. 

However, in the field of public accountability more robust mechanisms 

are required, if the purposes of public accountability are to be 

achieved (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000; Bovens et al., 2008). 

In parliamentary democracies there are multiple agent-principal 

relationships in the public sector. The Westminster PAC model was 

instituted in the 19th century at a time when limited public services 

were delivered by a small number of departments. Today, the 

complex nature of public services using varied channels for delivery 

has caused modern public administration to be described as “a 

concatenation of principal-agent relationships” (Strom, 2000); Lupia, 

2003). It could be argued that this complexity has given rise to the 

need for greater accountability. 

Regardless of the public service delivery method used, all public 

services involve the expenditure of public money. PAC processes are 

a formal accountability mechanism, instituted by the legislature in the 

UK or by the constitution, as in the USA, to follow the public pound. 

In this study, accountability as a mechanism is explored in the context 

of PAC. The focus is on the institutional arrangements that are put in 

place to manage the behaviour of the agents. According to a number 

of leading academics (Bovens, 2007; Day and Klein, 1987 p.5; 

Mulgan, 2003 p.9) each accountability mechanism has three phases. 
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Information 
Forum/ 

discussion 
 

1. Information phase. 

2. Discussion/forum phase. 

3. Consequences. 

Figure 10 Phases of the Accountability Mechanism 

The three phases follow a logical pattern. Initial information is 

required before the discussion phase can take place, where 

additional information may emerge. In the interests of natural justice, 

the judgement/consequences phase cannot take place before the 

information and discussion phase, as those making decisions are 

dependent on this information and discussion to reach a judgment. 

The principal stakeholders in the PAC accountability process have 

been discussed in Chapter 2. They are auditors, committee 

members, witnesses and secretariat. However, as committee 

members are the only principal stakeholders involved in all three 

phases of the accountability process as identified here, the 

perceptions of these politicians are pertinent to any measurement of 

the accountability mechanism of a PAC. Moreover, while evidence 

sessions with officials/witnesses are a matter of public record and a 

video recording is usually available, the minutes of private meetings 

of the committee give limited detail of proceedings. Furthermore, 

even where detailed minutes are available, they do not necessarily 

capture the dynamics of the meeting. Therefore, this chapter 

measures the PAC process from the point of view of committee 

members only. The following chapters will explore PAC as an 

accountability process as viewed from the perspective of all the 

principal stakeholders. 

  

Consequences 
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6.3 Measuring Accountability 

6.3.1 Introduction 

Schillemans (2013) conducted a meta-analysis of public 

accountability research in six academic disciplines, which resulted in 

a review of 210 academic articles. This showed that the majority of 

public accountability research was qualitative in nature, employing 

theoretical approaches, content analysis and interviews. Only 17% of 

papers used quantitative data, either exclusively or with qualitative 

data. Moreover, while all these papers addressed accountability, it 

was not always the core concern. He argued that more diversity of 

methodology should be employed when researching accountability, 

leading him to comment that “it would seem perfectly possible to 

diversify the research techniques used beyond the currently 

dominant qualitative designs” (p.25). Furthermore, if the 

understanding of accountability being explored is accountability as a 

mechanism, rather than accountability as a virtue, where there are 

three different phases, the use of quantitative techniques may be 

usefully employed. Quantitative techniques are particularly useful 

when comparisons are being made between different mechanisms, 

as in this study where the PAC process in Scotland, Wales and NI is 

being compared. 

This study addresses the call made by Schillemans (2013) by 

applying a quantitative measure to the accountability mechanism of 

devolved PACs in the UK. 

6.3.2 Development of the Model 

When developing the measurement employed here, particular 

attention was paid to Brandsma and Schillemans’ (2013) analysis of 

existing quantitative studies of accountability to 2011, which revealed 

that the literature using quantitative methods was limited. 

Additionally, where accountability mechanisms were being explored 

quantitatively only one, or at most two, of the three phases of the 
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mechanism were addressed. This review identified 14 studies 

quantifying the information phase, four studies quantifying the 

discussion phase and nine studies quantifying the consequences 

phase. Schillemans (2011) Brandsma (2010) and Brandsma and 

Schillemans (2013) added to the literature by conducting quantitative 

studies which quantified all three phases of an accountability 

mechanism. 

Schillemans (2011) measured the three phases of horizontal 

accountability mechanisms in eight Dutch executive agencies. The 

aim of the study was to discover whether these mechanisms fulfilled 

criteria which represented proxies for democratic control and stimuli 

for learning. Indicators were drawn up for each perspective and 

measured using documentary data and interviews. Each indicator, 

which was equally weighted, was rated from strongly negative to 

strongly positive and given a numeric score. These scores were 

translated into a maximum score of 10, using averages for each 

perspective, with 5.5 deemed a sufficient score to indicate adequate 

accountability. The results were presented on bar charts showing the 

score for information, discussion and consequences for the two 

perspectives. 

Brandsma (2010) introduced the “Accountability Cube”. This tool 

aims to map the “intensity” of all three phases of the accountability 

mechanism. Intensity is described as the level of information 

provided, the intensity of discussion and the reach of sanctions. The 

aim of the instrument is to empirically establish the extent to which 

accountability is provided in a particular situation without determining 

a priori what level of accountability would be sufficient (Brandsma and 

Schillemans, 2013 p.960). 

Brandsma (2010) and Brandsma and Schillemans (2013) used the 

instrument to investigate comitology committees of the EU. Survey 

data and Principal Component Analysis were used to populate the 

Cube with data from 70 committees. 
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6.4 Method Employed in Study One 

Building on the work of Schillemans (2011) and Schillemans and 

Brandsma (2013) this study investigates PAC as an accountability 

mechanism, with the three phases of accountability being measured 

using a survey of PAC members and data from documentary 

sources. The findings are presented using the methodology 

employed by Schillemans (2011); that is, simple averages of the 

indicators for each phase of the accountability process. Results are 

also presented using an Accountability Cube populated using data for 

each of the administrations to provide a visual representation of 

comparable data. As there is only one PAC in each administration, 

only a composite Cube could be prepared. Brandsma (2010) used 

Principal Component Analysis as he was analysing in excess of 70 

committees. As there are only three committees in this study, 

Principle Component Analysis is not appropriate. Therefore, simple 

averages were used. The midpoint on each axis is the average for the 

devolved PACs. Unlike Schillemans (2011), Brandsma (2010) does 

not determine a priori what level of accountability is sufficient. This 

approach is used in this study when interpreting both presentations 

of the findings. 

Data from the third and fourth mandates of the devolved legislatures 

(2007- 2011 and 2011-2016) were used to measure accountability. 

This timeframe was chosen in the interests of comparability, as the 

period 2007-2011 was the first full session for the NIA, following a 

period of instability. This timeframe also followed the enlargement of 

the powers of the NAfW. Data were drawn from two sources. Firstly, 

documentary sources were used to determine the number of 

meetings held, number of evidence sessions, duration of evidence 

sessions, number of reports and recommendations made, and 

members’ attendance. Secondly, a survey of PAC members was 

conducted to gather primary data on their perceptions of the quality 

and quantity of the information with which they were supplied, their 
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experience of the conduct of discussions and their perceptions of the 

consequences of the PAC process. 

Table 13 Survey Participants 
 

Political Party 
Northern 
Ireland 

Scotland Wales 

Labour  5 6 

Conservatives  2 2 

Liberal Democrats  1  

SNP  1  

Plaid Cymru   2 

DUP 5   

Sinn Fein 2   

Ulster Unionists 2   

SDLP 1   

Other  1  

Total 10 10 10 

Number Active in Public 
Life 

37 34 31 

Total PACs 50 58 48 

% Response of members 
active in public life 

27.0 29.4 32.2 

For a full list of politicians who have served on the committee since 

devolution see Appendix 8. 

The list of members includes a number of active members who had 

been on the committee for a very short time: In Scotland, one 

member served 13 days and another 42. Additionally, some 

members were only on the committee for a short period spanning the 

summer recess. Therefore, the percentage response of useful 
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participants is higher than the table suggests. Furthermore, those who 

did respond provide a balanced representation between newer 

members and former members from early in the devolution process, 

and all had fully engaged in the process. 

6.5 Data Collection 

A survey instrument was designed using a Likert scale of 1-5, where 

1 is strongly agree and 5 is strongly disagree. (See Appendix 7 for a 

copy of the instrument). Therefore, all other data from documentary 

sources were also translated to this scoring system, giving the 

optimum score of 15 if full information is received; the most intense 

discussion takes place; and the most consequences arise. 

Equal weighting has been given to each of the indicators, except 

indicators for information. The indicators to measure information were 

drawn from Brandsma’s (2010) survey instrument. Each source of 

information is scored for quality and understandability and a 

weighting is then applied to measure the amount of information from 

each source used by the participants to arrive at an overall score for 

information. 

The discussion measurement is populated with data representing the 

indicators of effective discussion drawn from a range of literature on 

effective committees, including ODI (2008) on PAC, and Benton and 

Russell (2011) on select committees in general, in addition to 

indicators employed by Brandsma (2010). 

Because of the unique nature of a PAC, the consequences phase is 

populated primarily with data representing characteristics of effective 

PACs drawn from the ODI (2008) framework. 

Full statistics for all the indicators are available in Appendix 9. 
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6.6 Findings 

The findings for each dimension of the accountability mechanism are 

now presented. 

6.7 Information 

Brandsma and Schillemans (2013 p.959) argue that "at the heart of 

the accountability process is an assessment of information, where 

provided data are set against predetermined or emerging norms”, 

while Friedberg and Hazan (2012 p.24), supported by Pelizzo et al. 

(2006),  argue that PAC cannot function properly unless it has 

reliable, objective and professional information. 

To carry out their duties, members of PAC must receive information 

as a starting point for their inquiries. Therefore, the first question 

asked is if they received the information they required to fulfil their 

committee role. All participants either agreed or strongly agreed that 

they were provided with the information they considered necessary to 

fulfil their committee role. The average score was 4.8 with Scotland 

awarding 5, the highest award, NI 4.8 and Wales 4.6. Independent t-

tests showed that the difference between the average for the 

provision of information between Scotland and Wales was 

statistically significant (t=2.449, df 18, p=.025). 

This information may be received from a range of sources, but the 

most important source of information for most PAC inquiries is the 

report prepared by the independent audit office. Indeed, the primary 

contribution of the auditor in the accountability process is to provide 

expert information (Hollingworth et al., 1998). Additionally, 

information may be received from the committee clerk, political party 

research service and constituents. Information supplied must be of 

sufficient quality and quantity to enable committee members to fulfil 

their roles fully. 

The next set of questions then addressed the quality of the 

information supplied in terms of the standard of the information and 
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its understandability. Politicians who sit on a PAC are not usually 

highly trained in accounting and auditing matters. Therefore, it is vital 

that the information supplied should be accessible to them. Having 

assessed the information from each of the sources identified, 

participants were then asked to give, for each source of information, 

the degree to which they used it to inform their participation on 

committee. The average for indicator 1 “I receive the information I 

require to fulfil my committee role” and the weighted score for the 

quality of information was then used to populate the cube. Survey 

questions were adapted primarily from the survey used by Brandsma 

(2010). 

6.7.1 Sources of Information 

As expected, the most widely used source of information was that 

provided by the SAI either in the audit report, briefing notes or face to 

face briefing. The least important source of information was the 

political party research office. The political party research office is 

widely used by policy-making committees, but by its nature PAC is 

not policy driven. Moreover, as a PAC must act in a politically neutral 

way to be effective (ODI, 2008), there may be a reluctance to engage 

party resources, especially as access is available to professional 

independent information from the SAI. Furthermore, SAI has unique 

rights of access to information in publicly funded bodies, which are 

not available to political party researchers. 
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Table 14 Sources of information 

% of information used by PAC 
members 

 NI Scotland Wales Av. Significant Difference 

     
NI/Sc NI/Wa Sc/Wa 

Audit Report 30.2 41.5 35.1 36    
Auditor 
Notes 

16.6 13.0 24.5 18    

Auditor Face- 
to-face 

15.7 12.5 15.7 15    

Total Audit 
office 

62.5 67.0 75.3 69    

Committee 
Clerk 

25.0 25.5 10.0 20  * * 

Political 
Party 

3.0 3.0 5.0 4    

Constituents 9.5 4.5 7.44 7    

Own 
Research 

  2.30 1    
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Historically, the research service of the legislature has not played a 

major part in providing information for PAC, as this service was seen 

as being fulfilled by the SAI. Moreover, the research services 

generally do not have expertise in finance and auditing. However, 

during the period reviewed for this study, the NAfW research service 

employed additional staff with expertise in these areas to provide 

support to all committees, but especially to the PAC. This was 

considered useful by participants, as the committee in Wales had 

decided at that time to initiate its own inquiries on subjects of interest 

to it. These inquiries were not on foot of a SAI report, as is normal 

practice, but represented an innovation following innovations made at 

Westminster by the PAC chair, Margaret Hodge, who commented that 

prior to her innovations: 

" the audit office would produce a report, the PAC would hold a 
hearing based on the report and the audit office - believe it or 
not - would write the PAC report, which would be duly 
published…. But it felt that, as a committee, we were the end of 
a sausage machine” (Hodge, 2017 p.33) 

The committee, therefore, needed an additional research resource to 

provide information for these inquiries. Additionally, the AG has 

provided a memorandum of fact for these inquiries, when requested, 

but has not carried out a full audit. These specialists in the research 

office also provide reports on financial statements audited by the SAI. 

When interviewed, PAC members from Scotland and Northern 

Ireland commented on their desire for more support independent of 

the SAI, but they understood that this was unlikely to be provided 

given the many demands on limited budgets. 

6.7.2 Assessment of Information Provided 

The survey drew heavily on Brandsma (2010) to gather data on 

members’ assessment of the quality of the information provided by 

the different sources. Full details of the indicators for information 

used in the survey are available in 5.7, Table 4. 
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6.7.3 Audit Report and Briefing 

Ordinarily PAC inquiries are undertaken on foot of a report laid 

before the legislature by the SAI. It acts as a trigger for an inquiry. 

The initial publication of the report may be followed by briefing notes 

from the audit office and a face- to-face briefing by the auditor. 

Information from the audit office represented an average of 69% of 

information used by committee members, with Northern Ireland at 

62.5%, Scotland at 67% and Wales 75.3%. The audit report was the 

most important source of information at an average of 36% (NI 

30.2%, Scotland 41.5% and Wales 35.1%), followed by the briefing 

notes at 18% and face-to-face briefings at 14.5%. 

The overall average for the quality and understandability of the 

information provided by the audit office was 4.32 (maximum 5), with NI 

at 4.53, and Scotland and Wales with lower results at 4.19 and 4.26 

respectively. Independent t-tests showed that the difference in the 

average audit office score in NI and Scotland was statistically 

significant at the 90% confidence level (t=1.7544, df18, p=.096) 

The average score awarded to the audit report was 4.43 with Scotland 

scoring 4.63, NI 4.45 and Wales 4.2. Independent t-tests showed that 

the difference in the average audit report score in Wales when 

compared with Scotland was statistically significant at the 90% 

confidence level.( t-=2.684, df18, p=.015) 

Comments received were very complimentary of the style of report 

provided by the auditors. 

“it (the audit report) is trusted as an objective 
assessment of the particular issue… reports on the 
whole are very carefully written and it is up to the 
members to take what she has written and use it” (SC2) 

“the audit office reports tend to be very good at distilling 
the issues into the underlying substance” (NI9) 

While another interviewee commented: 
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“The (audit report) is a really important starting point, 
because it doesn’t just set the technical framework, it 
sets the tone” (SC8) 

The audit report has an executive summary, but additionally the SAI 

provides briefing notes. This information was also highly rated at an 

average score of 4.2. However, the face-to-face briefing on the audit 

report by the auditor was scored higher at an average of 4.34, with NI 

awarded a score of 4.67, which is significantly higher than the 4.2 

awarded in Wales and 4.17 awarded in Scotland. In Wales and 

Northern Ireland, the face-to-face briefings with the auditor are held 

behind closed doors. In Scotland, the face-to-face briefing, or 

evidence session, as it is labelled, takes place in a public session, 

where the auditor is questioned by the committee in the same 

manner as other witnesses. 

The differences in scores for face-to-face briefings in NI were 

statistically significant at the 90% confidence level when compared to 

Scotland (t-2.044, df18, p=.056). 

If committee members have queries on reports, they have the facility to 

contact the auditor directly to request additional information. In NI, 

participants agreed most strongly that the SAI provided information 

requested, scoring it 4.6, while Wales scored it 4.30 and Scotland 

awarded 4.15. However, while a willingness on the part of the auditor 

to provide information if requested was acknowledged, this did not 

necessarily result in requests from committee members. When 

interviewed, the auditor in Scotland stated that very few requests for 

additional information were received, despite a named person’s 

details being included in each pack to encourage members to do so. 

6.7.4 Committee Clerk 

The committee clerk was the most important source of information 

after the SAI, and information from this source represented 25% of the 

information used in NI, 25.5% in Scotland and 10% in Wales. 

Information provided by the clerk scored an average of 4.399 with NI 
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awarding 4.57, Scotland 4.47 and Wales 4.13. Independent t-tests 

showed that the difference between the use of information provided 

by the clerk in NI and Wales was statistically significant at the 90% 

confidence level (t=2.001, df 18, p=.061 two tailed). 

6.7.5 Other Sources of Information 

Information provided by the political party research office was rated 

of inferior quality to that provided by the SAI and the committee clerk 

with an average of 2.64. However, this is of limited consequence as it 

only represented 4% of the information used by committee members. 

However, the questions asked in the survey specifically asked about 

the political party research office. In hindsight, a more general 

question about information coming from the political party and special 

advisors might have been more appropriate, particularly in light of 

information provided in written submissions to the RHI in Northern 

Ireland, by accounting officer, Dr Andrew McCormick, who stated: 

“I believe that the exchange at the PAC should be 
considered in light of information previously provided to me 
by Richard Bullick (Special Advisor). A day or two before 
the PAC hearing, Richard Bullick told me he had prepared 
a series of closed questions for the DUP members of PAC 
to pose to me…. and were emailed to Carla Lockhart 
(PAC member) on the morning of the PAC hearing” 

(RHI, 2018 p.68) 

Because none of the survey questions directly questioned the 

involvement of special advisors, as opposed to the research office, it 

is not known how significant their influence might be on the 

information used by PAC members. However, the participants in the 

survey were largely independently minded politicians. Moreover, the 

highly charged political environment surrounding the RHI evidence 

sessions in Northern Ireland should be taken into consideration. This 

was an exceptional PAC inquiry, which resulted in a public inquiry 

and led, in part, to the fall of the Northern Ireland Assembly in early 

2017. 
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Information may also be forthcoming from constituents. In NI, this 

accounted for 9.5% of information used by committee members, but 

only 4.5 % in Scotland and 7.44% in Wales. It is probable that many 

factors contributed to this deviation, but the limited powers available 

to local government in NI when compared with Wales and Scotland 

may partly account for it, as complaints about issues such as 

education and social care are directed towards local government in 

Scotland and Wales, but towards MLAs in NI. Furthermore, there 

have been notable cases in NI where a whistle-blower has 

approached an MLA in the first instance, about an issue that might 

be directed at a complaints process elsewhere. Indeed, PAC 

members in NI commented on the frequency with which PAC related 

issues were brought to them by constituents, as this committee 

member recounted: 

“there is not a week goes by that I don’t get something” (NI3) 

The difficult political history of Northern Ireland may also have played 

a part, as this nationalist politician commented: 

“whistle-blowers are very often very nervous people, and it 
is almost like being in the role of an informer and people 
worried, were still fearful of what might happen to them for 
doing that. And I’m not sure it is peculiar to NI, but I 
suspect that to some extent it is a hangover from the 
Troubles when people didn’t feel safe talking to 
government departments” (NI1) 

In interview, some members admitted that the starting point for 

preparation for evidence sessions was the audit report. However, if 

they were under time pressure, they were more inclined to rely on the 

summary of the audit report provided by the committee clerk. 

6.7.6 Information Summary of Findings 

Overall committee members are very satisfied with both the quantity 

and quality of the information they receive. Moreover, some members 

do their own independent research in addition to the formal sources, 

as some noted in the survey. The total average weighted score for 
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information received from all sources was 4.36 (Scotland 4.59, NI 

4.41 and Wales 4.06). This difference between the legislatures was 

statistically significant. 

 Table 15 Statistical Differences in Information Phase 

NI and Scotland t-2.446, df18, p=.025 

NI and Wales t=2.324, df18, p=.032 

Scotland and Wales t=4.458, df18, p=.000 

 

Figure 11 Graph of Information Results 

 
 

The maximum score that can be awarded to information is 5. This 

score is made up in equal parts by the score for Q1 “I receive the 

information I require to fulfil my committee role” and the weighted 

score for the average weighted score for information from all 

sources. Figure 11 presents the final scores for information for each 

of the devolved PACs. Overall, the average score was 4.58 with NI 

scoring 4.61, Scotland 4.79 and Wales 4.33. 
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All the indicators for information arose from the survey data and the 

small number of participants may not be representative. However, it 

is notable that all the participants either agreed or strongly agreed 

that they were provided with the information they required to fulfil their 

role on committee. Additionally, comments made during the 

telephone survey commended the information provided by the 

auditor and the clerk. 

The provision of information is not discharging accountability, but 

merely the starting point of a process of accountability. It is 

necessary but insufficient for the discharge of accountability 

(Thomas, 2003 p.550; Harrison and Sayogo, 2014). It is how this 

information is used in the next phase, the discussion, of the 

accountability mechanism of a PAC that lies at the heart of the 

discharge of accountability. 

6.8 Discussion 

When measuring the intensity of the discussion, twelve indicators 

were identified as proxies for intensity. Documentary sources were 

used for five indicators and data on the remaining seven indicators, 

which address member experience of meetings, were gathered from 

survey. Full details of the indicators for discussion are available in 5.7, 

Table 5. All indicators are equally weighted. 

6.8.1 Frequency and Duration of Meetings 

A review of documentation was carried out to determine the 

frequency of committee hearings; the more frequent the committee 

meetings, the higher the score. In Wales, the committee met 303 

times from 2007-2016. Frequency of meetings in NI and Scotland 

were then scored against this maximum. In NI, the committee met 

297 times and in Scotland it met 171 times. Some of these meetings 

were in private session, where the committee planned its approach to 

evidence sessions, dealt with correspondence and drafted reports. 

Other meetings were public evidence sessions. Wales also had the 
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highest number of evidence sessions at 136, with NI at 86 and 

Scotland at 84. 

Evidence sessions varied in length. NI holds the record for the 

longest evidence session at five hours one minute, while Wales had 

the shortest evidence session at twenty minutes. There were 

particular circumstances in Wales during the fourth mandate (2011-

2016), which resulted in time constraints on committee meetings 

arising from the allotted committee time immediately preceding party 

meetings and First Minister’s Questions. It was also the practice in 

Wales during the period reviewed, that two evidence sessions were 

often undertaken in a single sitting. There is debate around whether 

long sessions are best, with one interviewee commenting: 

“no session should last more than a couple of hours. 
People get tired… A committee lasting five hours is not 
sensible” (SC2) 

While another respondent in NI commented: 

“At Westminster we would often cram two or three 
reports into a single session. But the Westminster PAC 
was an enormously effective committee. That does 
suggest to me that we don’t need very long sessions. 
You shouldn’t need very long sessions to get to the core 
of the issues” (NI2) 

Additionally, survey evidence shows that in Wales participants 

considered that they did not have sufficient time to investigate the 

matter under discussion, being awarded the lowest score of 3.2 out of 

5 compared to 4.3 in Scotland and 4.6 in NI. The differences were 

statistically significant. 

Table 16 Statistical Differences in Timings 
 

NI and Wales t=2.425, df18, p=.026 

Wales and Scotland T=2.088, df18, p=.054 

Even in NI, on occasion, those stakeholders interviewed commented 

that they would have liked more time to consider some topics. 
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However, there is little doubt that if a witness knows that the session 

must end by a certain time, there may be a temptation to give long 

answers to prevent further probing questions being asked. 

“there was a classic example on major capital projects. 
Someone was asked about the duelling of the A9 road 
from Edinburgh to Inverness. She started listing off the 
various farmers they had to negotiate with, the public 
bodies. Eventually the convener said ‘enough’” (SC5) 

However, this may be a feature of all parliamentary committees. 

“In lots of committees, not just ours, you get a rather bad-
tempered exchange around long witness answers” (SC1) 

The skills of the chair are extremely important in these instances if 

the committee is to question effectively. 

6.8.2 Attendance 

The committee may meet frequently, but if there is a poor attendance 

then it will be less effective (Benton and Russell 2011). Attendance 

was good in all legislatures, but it was highest in Scotland at 91.2%, 

followed by Wales at 88.8% and NI at 76.8%. No committee 

substitutes are allowed in NI, but are allowed under strict conditions 

in Scotland and Wales. This may partly explain the differences in 

attendance rates. Northern Ireland also has the longest meetings, 

which may not be conducive to good attendance. Furthermore, 

committee size may influence attendance (Sandford and Maer, 

2003). Northern Ireland has the largest committee of 11. No changes 

to committee size have been made there since the NI Assembly was 

established in 1999. This differs from Wales and Scotland, where 

changes have resulted in smaller committees being introduced, 

currently standing at seven members. An analysis of attendance in 

Scotland and Wales shows that as committee size has reduced, 

committee attendance has increased. Attendance at election time 

was lower than for the remainder of the session. Attendance at 

evidence sessions is used here, but feedback in interviews suggests 
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that attendance at private sessions, where they take place, is 

generally lower than in public sessions. 

“you would find that members, because it is not a public 
hearing, because they are not going to be in the political 
domain, were not turning up to the preparation” (NI1) 

Attendance at preparation sessions is as important as attendance at 

the evidence session if the committee is to have maximum effect. 

Additionally, while committee members are recorded as attending, 

this does not mean that they were in attendance for the entire session 

just that their attendance was recorded, as this committee member 

remarked: 

“We had members who turned up at the beginning with 
mobiles on silent. They were out of the room and some 
went off and were away for hours and then came back 
again” (NI1) 

Members must also fully engage when present. While not a 

measurement of the discussion phase here, it should be noted that 

during the evidence sessions observed for this study, some members 

were on their phones throughout the session while the camera was 

not on them. However, a high attendance at all sessions 

demonstrates that the members take their scrutinising role seriously 

and therefore this should result in more effectiveness. A review of 

attendance and engagement showed that in all the legislatures there 

was a core of very engaged members 

6.8.3 Evidence Sessions 

When a PAC receives an audit report, there are three ways in which it 

can deal with it: 

1. It can take no action; 

2. It can deal with the matter by correspondence, by writing to 

the audit subject asking for further information and response 

to the audit report recommendations; or, 

3. It can conduct its own inquiry, using the audit report as a 

source of information. This option results in public evidence 
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sessions where the accounting officer is questioned on the 

audit report. 

An analysis of audit reports published between 2007-2016 indicates 

that in most cases some action is taken by the committee. It is very 

rare for an audit report not to result, at a minimum, in 

correspondence of some sort with the audited body. 

However, it could be argued that the public evidence session is 

where accountability is really achieved. Evidence sessions are the 

public manifestation of public accountability, with Russell and Cowley 

(2016 p.132), in an interview with an official, finding that “the biggest 

influence is the fear of having to appear in front of them”. This is 

supported by Malloy (2004 p.165), who argues “the best committees 

are able to complement and enhance the role of the legislative 

auditors, primarily by providing a public forum for further exploration 

of issues identified by auditors”. 

In some instances, committees have several evidence sessions on a 

single topic, while in others one session was considered sufficient. 

This is the public forum where the accounting officer appears to 

explain and justify his actions. Therefore, the proportion of subjects 

taken to public evidence sessions is a vital measure of public 

accountability. Full details of audit reports and evidence sessions can 

be found in Appendix 10. 

In Wales, 61.8% of WAO reports were subject to a public evidence 

session. In NI, it was 60%, but in Scotland it was 34%. In Scotland, 

many reports are dealt with by correspondence. In all cases, in the 

interests of open government, correspondence is available on the 

committee website. However, it should be noted that while the 

correspondence is available, it requires considerable effort to locate it 

in some cases, particularly for non-current topics. Moreover, follow 

up by correspondence, unlike a formal committee report, does not 

require a formal response within a predetermined time scale. 
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6.8.4 Chair 

A survey of PAC members was employed to determine their 

experiences of committee meetings. The role of the committee chair in 

managing that process is acknowledged as of great importance 

(Russell and Benton, 2011). This was supported by the survey 

findings where the average score awarded to the importance of the 

chair was 4.7, strongly agree, with NI and Wales scoring 4.8 and 

Scotland 4.6. However, some interviewees thought that the role of 

the chair could be overestimated. 

“the chair is helpful, but it is not the be all and end all… the 
chairmanship of PAC is not as important as you might 
contest” (NI5) 

However, another interviewee commented: 

“During the term of… the committee was held in the highest 
regard and operated most efficiently” (SC7) 

The chair afforded every member the opportunity to speak – with NI 

awarding 4.9, Scotland 4.9 and Wales 4.60. However, this was 

derided by other stakeholders who commented that committee 

members had been allocated their questions in advance and the 

chair was merely ensuring that the questions allotted were asked. 

However, all respondents considered that the chair was generally 

impartial. 

6.8.5 Committee Atmosphere 

When measuring the intensity of the discussion phase, Brandsma 

(2010) used a survey to determine whether committee members felt 

that they could freely express their own opinions; whether political 

party interests dominated committee proceedings; and if there was 

real disagreement among members. Additionally, the current study 

includes a question on whether meetings were conducted in a 

politically neutral way, as to achieve maximum impact the committee 

must speak as one voice, to hold the official to account. This is a 
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characteristic of an effective PAC identified by the ODI (2008), 

Stapenhurst et al (2005) and Pelizzo et al (2006). 

The perception of the committee members was that they felt free to 

express their opinions. This aspect was awarded the highest average 

score of any of the indicator elements of this study at 4.87. The score 

was highest in NI at 5, followed by Wales at 4.9 and Scotland at 4.7. 

When the influence of party interests is considered, the average was 

4.0 (reversed score), with Wales awarding the lowest score of 3.40. 

However, a particular set of circumstances prevailed during the 

2011-2016 session in Wales, as the PAC was chaired by the shadow 

spokesman for health, and in interview some participants commented 

that on occasion it was difficult to identify which role he was fulfilling: 

“There was a feeling that x had abused his position as the 
chair and pushed a personal political agenda, and in 
particular the performance of the health service in North 
Wales.” (W6) 
 

6.8.6 Political Neutrality. 

A key benchmark for a PAC is that it must act in a politically neutral 

way if it is to be most effective (ODI 2008). Overall, the score was 

4.5, with Scotland awarding 4.3, Wales 4.5 and NI 4.7. Additionally, 

when asked if party interests dominated the work of the committee, NI 

disagreed most strongly at 4.40. This contrasts with a score of 3.4 in 

Wales and 4.2 in Scotland. The difference between NI and Wales is 

statistically significant at 90% (t=2.080, df 18, p=.052). Only one 

respondent in Wales awarded a score of 5, in contract to the other 

legislatures. Responses there may have been influenced by ongoing 

events when the survey was completed. Given the history of division 

in Northern Ireland, it is perhaps surprising that the highest score for 

political neutrality was awarded there, but this emphasises the 

awareness of the lack of accountability among the bureaucracy that 
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existed before devolution, where the lack of responsiveness and 

inaccessibility of senior officials was keenly felt. 

6.8.7 Discussion Summary of Findings 

Overall the average discussion scored 3.97 (NI 4.18, Scotland 3.72 

and Wales 4.01). These differences in results were statistically 

significant. 

Table 17 Statistical Differences in Discussion Phase 
 

NI and Scotland t=3.955, df18, p=.001 

NI and Wales t=2.171, df18, p=.044 

Scotland and Wales t=2.328, df18, p=.032 
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Figure 12 Graph of Discussion Results 
 

 

Figure 12 presents the overall scores awarded to the discussion 

phase. While the scores awarded for discussion in NI and Wales 

were lower than those awarded for information, the difference in 

score awarded was most notable in Scotland. This arose mainly from 

the lower number of meetings held there: they only met fortnightly for 

the first period reviewed, before moving to weekly meetings, 

compared to weekly meetings in Wales and NI for the whole period 

under review. The lower proportion of audit reports subject to 

evidence sessions was also a key contributor to the lower score. 

6.9 Consequences 

The consequences phase of an accountability mechanism may 

extend over a longer period than information and discussion phases. 

ODI (2008) identified the short-term outputs as reports, 

recommendations and media attention. In the longer term, 

intermediate outcomes identified included improved financial 

systems, improved financial control, improved public service delivery 

and sanctions against officials. Long-term outcomes include an 

improved culture of democratic accountability. 
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To measure consequences of the PAC accountability mechanism, 

data were drawn from the survey except the number of 

recommendations accepted, which was retrieved from documentary 

sources. Full details of the indicators for consequences can be found 

in 5.7, Table 6. 

The consequences phase was awarded lower scores than 

information or discussion, with an average of 3.95. This mirrors the 

results obtained by Schillemans (2011) when researching horizontal 

accountability mechanisms for Dutch executive agencies, but was 

not mirrored in Brandsma’s (2010) study of EU comitology 

committees. However, he measured the sanctions and rewards 

available to the committees rather than the consequences 

experienced. 

6.9.1 Number of Reports 

While not an indicator of the “cube”, the number of committee reports 

published in each of the legislatures provides context to the 

interpretation of the indicators of the consequences phase 

measurement. During the period 2007-2016, Scotland produced 

fewer committee reports than Wales and NI. Only 33 Scottish reports 

were published despite 49 inquiries, including public evidence 

sessions, being conducted. In Scotland, an inquiry does not 

automatically result in a report. Moreover, when a report and 

recommendations are published by the committee, the 

recommendations are often worded as requests for further 

information, rather than recommendations in its truest meaning. This 

compares with 60 committee reports published in Wales and 75 

reports published in NI over the same period. 

6.9.2 Number of Recommendations. 

Given that fewer committee reports were published in Scotland, it 

follows that fewer recommendations were made. The number of 

recommendations accepted was converted to a percentage for 
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inclusion in the consequence’s measurement. This results in 

Scotland having the highest score of 4.53. (90.58%), followed by 

Wales at 4.41 (88%) and NI at 3.91 (78.11%). However, considering 

the total number of reports produced and total recommendations 

made in those reports, this translates to 817 recommendations 

accepted in NI, 595 in Wales and 298 in Scotland. 

Russell and Benton (2011) argue that the impact of a committee is 

understated if it is measured in terms of the number of 

recommendations accepted. Nevertheless, it is useful to include it as 

part of a wider measurement, as it is indicative of what the processes 

are and the work that is undertaken away from the glare of the media 

spotlight of public evidence sessions. Furthermore, where the 

committee produces a report a formal reply procedure exists. In NI, 

this is in the form of a Memorandum of Reply (MOR), where the 

Minister of Finance responds on behalf of the accounting officer 

within eight weeks, indicating whether he/she accepts, notes or 

rejects the report recommendations. In Wales, the procedures are 

similar to those at Westminster and in NI, with formal responses to 

report recommendations required within six weeks. In Scotland, the 

accounting officer must respond to the committee’s report within two 

months. 

In all the administrations, the relevant finance manual states that in 

respect of committee recommendations, the response must have an 

explicit statement as to whether each recommendation has been 

accepted or not. However, a review in Scotland shows that the 

response may not specifically reference the individual 

recommendations, and many of the responses reviewed during 

2007-2016 provided information to the committee rather than 

acceptance/rejection of recommendations. Where the committee has 

written to an accounting officer a response has been received. This 

does not carry the same significance as a formal response to a 

report, as correspondence does not explicitly contain 
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recommendations. Therefore, this follow up has not been included in 

the measurement of consequences. 

However, acceptance of a recommendation does not necessarily 

result in it being implemented. The barriers to implementation have 

been identified by Friedberg and Hazan (2012) as procedural, 

institutional and cultural. Cultural change in highly hierarchical 

structures such as the civil service is perhaps the most difficult to 

achieve, and perhaps the most important. 

6.9.3 Improved Financial Systems and Improved Financial Control 

ODI (2008) identifies improved financial systems and improved 

financial control as intermediate outcomes of an effective PAC 

process. Learning should result from the accountability mechanism, 

resulting in improvements. In all the administrations there was a 

perception that improvements had taken place in both financial 

systems and financial control, with improvements in financial systems 

awarded an average of 4.3 and improvements in financial control at a 

similar level at an average of 4.33. 

6.9.4 Improved Public Service Delivery 

Improvements in public service delivery were perceived to have taken 

place in all the administrations, but the average improvement was 

lower than the improvement in financial systems and financial control 

at 4, with Scotland awarding 4, Wales awarding 3.8 and NI awarding 

4.2. 

6.9.5 Criminal Investigations 

Where the PAC process has uncovered fraud, criminal proceedings 

against the perpetrators may follow. This is a rare but not unusual 

outcome. Moreover, in some instances PAC inquiries have been 

halted while the police conduct criminal investigations. In some 

cases, such as the Northern Ireland Events Company, this led to 

delays of several years. This exceptional case, which was the subject 
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of two PAC inquiries, a police inquiry and a separate inquiry by NI 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) costing 

over £1.2 million, resulted in board members being disqualified as 

directors. The criminal case against the former accounting officer was 

still ongoing at the time of writing. The average score awarded for 

criminal investigations resulting from PAC inquiries was 3.27, with NI 

and Wales awarding 3.4 and Scotland 3. 

6.9.6 Consequences for Staff 

Some argue that if any wrongdoing is exposed, or if accounting 

officers have been negligent, then demotions should result. 

Accountability is not only concerned with giving an account but the 

accountability mechanism of PAC is concerned with holding 

accounting officers to account- there must be consequences 

(Bovens, 2007). However, PAC itself does not have any power to 

become involved in disciplinary matters. The committee can 

recommend that the matter be referred to the appropriate person with 

that authority. For example, an official in NI was found to have lied to 

the committee resulting in a demotion, after the PAC report was sent 

to the head of the civil service. However, in practice, disciplinary 

action is rarely taken, or if it is taken, PAC members are not aware of 

the outcome. This was an area of considerable concern for 

respondents. The low score of 2.83 awarded to C2 “staff have been 

demoted because of PAC sessions and reports” is indicative of this 

concern, with NI awarding the lowest score of 2.6. The other sanction 

against officials may be the redistribution of tasks. The score awarded 

for this was higher at 3.63, but some respondents neither agreed nor 

disagreed with this statement, as they did not have full information on 

the matter. 

“I don’t know that any civil servant has been sacked…but 
you can call a minister to explain why his department 
misled us and that’s the day you know that the civil 
servants behind the scene are getting a roasting.” (SC2) 
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“We haven’t seen many people lose their job as a direct 
result of an appearance before PAC.” (W3) 

Following the disqualification from directorship of former directors of 

NI Events Company, a lawyer acting on their behalf drew attention to 

the lack of sanctions imposed on civil servants and claimed that they 

have been made scapegoats for "the failings of government", and to 

deflect attention from civil servants who failed to provide proper 

scrutiny (The Irish News, 2018). 

6.9.7 Media Attention 

The existence of a free press was identified as a precondition for 

effective accountability by ODI (2008). However, the focus of their 

report was the Commonwealth. In the UK the media has more 

freedom than in some Commonwealth countries and thus this 

precondition is satisfied. The focus here is on how media exposure of 

the committee promotes public accountability. The PAC in all the 

legislatures receives media coverage, both in broadcast news reports 

and in the printed media. Public evidence sessions are often featured 

in regional news programmes. Public awareness of issues raised at 

PAC was considered highest in Scotland, where the score awarded 

was 4.9, which was the highest score awarded to any components in 

this exercise, followed by 4.6 in Wales and 3.9 in NI. 

6.9.8 Improved Culture of Accountability 

In the longer term, the PAC process as an accountability mechanism 

should result in an improved culture of acceptance of accountability. 

The average score awarded was 4.4, with all the administrations 

agreeing. Wales awarded the highest score of 4.7, followed by 

Scotland at 4.4 and NI at 4.1. 

6.9.9 Consequences Phase Summary of Findings 

Figure 13 presents the overall scores awarded for the consequences 

phase. 
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Figure 13 Graph of Consequences Results 

 
 

The average score for consequences was marginally lower than the 

score for discussion and considerably lower than that awarded to the 

information phase, which is consistent with results from quantitative 

studies by Brandsma (2010) and Schillemans (2013). In NI, the score 

for consequences was 3.87, compared to 4.61 for information and 

4.18 for discussion. In Scotland, the score was higher at 3.90 when 

compared to the discussion phase. However, the discussion score 

for Scotland was greatly influenced by the lower percentage of audit 

reports taken to evidence sessions. Wales had the highest average 

score at 4.07, which is attributable to improvements in financial 

systems, improvements in financial control and the growth of a 

culture of accountability. 

All administrations felt that the devolved committee had resulted in 

an improved culture of democratic accountability. However, concerns 

were in evidence that while there may have been improvements in 

systems and  financial control, there had been a limited impact on the 

careers of officials, who in the eyes of politicians had been involved in 

the waste of public money. 
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6.10 Overall Result and Discussion 

This chapter has presented the results for the indicators for the 

information, discussion and consequences phase of the PAC 

process for each of the devolved legislatures. The total results are 

now summarised and presented using the model developed by 

Schillemans (2011) and that developed by Brandsma (2010). 

6.10.1 Model 1. Based on Schillemans (2011) 

When the scores for information, discussion and consequences are 

combined, the maximum score that can be achieved is 15. No a priori 

determination was made of a sufficient score. The average score 

awarded to the devolved PACs is 12.49. There were only small 

variations in overall results. The score for NI was highest at 12.65, 

Scotland was 12.42, and Wales was 12.4. Therefore, using this 

framework NI had the most effective committee. The lower overall 

score for Scotland reflects the lower scores for intensity of discussion 

and reach of consequences awarded, despite Scotland being 

awarded the highest score for the information phase. Wales had a 

similar overall score to Scotland, but awarded the highest score to 

consequences. 

There are many similarities between how the committee operates in 

Wales and Northern Ireland, with Scotland approaching inquiries in 

its own unique way. 
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Figure 14 Graph Overall Score for PAC Effectiveness- Model 1 
 

 

 

6.10.2 Model 2 Based on Brandsma (2010) 

Brandsma (2010) argues that the simple aggregation of scores for 

information, discussion and consequences is not appropriate when 

measuring accountability mechanism effectiveness. Under this 

methodology framework, an accountability mechanism with 

maximum information and discussion but minimal consequences 

might score higher than one with lower scores for information but 

maximum discussion and consequences. He argues that 

accountability is multidimensional. Therefore, a multidimensional 

representation is appropriate, as it is of greater assistance in 

understanding the positioning of accountability within the mechanism. 

When applied to the discharge of public accountability through the 

mechanism of PAC the purposes of the mechanism must be met. 

These are: to control abuse of authority; provide assurances about 

the use of public resources; and to promote learning and continuous 

improvement (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000). Therefore more weight 
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should be placed on the consequences phase of the accountability 

process.    

Figure 15 Overall Score for PAC Effectiveness- Model 2 

 

 

 

Accountability Cube 

(Brandsma, 2010) 

Northern Ireland = Block A  

Scotland = Block D  

Wales= Block E 

The “Accountability Cube”, developed by Brandsma (2010),  was 

populated with the results for information, discussion and 

consequences (see Figure 15). The midpoint is the mean. As there 

are only three committees in this study, with relatively small 

differences in scores, this presentation may be of more limited 

usefulness than Brandsma’s (2010) original study. 

NI scores below the mean for information and consequences but 

above it for discussion. It therefore falls in block A. Scotland scores 

above the mean for information but below it for discussion and 

consequences. It therefore falls in block D. Wales scores below the 

mean for information but above it for discussion and consequences. 

It therefore falls in block E. 
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Brandsma (2010) states that the blocks at the forefront of the cube 

(in bold) represent the mechanisms with the most accountability, as 

the consequences of the mechanism are the most important phase - 

both the information and the discussion lead to consequences. Using 

this argument as the basis for interpretation of the results, Wales is 

the most effective committee. 

6.11 Implications 

The maximum score for accountability that can be achieved using 

Schillemans’ (2011) presentation is 15. All the devolved PACs 

achieved scores of 12.4 and above. This is a positive outcome. 

However, a more detailed discussion of the results is required. 

Scotland scored highest for information. The score for information 

was split between Q1 “I receive the information I require to fulfil my 

committee role” and the overall score for the quality of information 

received from a variety of sources. Scotland was the only 

administration where all respondents strongly agreed that they 

received the information they required. However, respondents in 

other administrations indicated, in some cases, that they sought out 

information on PAC topics for themselves. Therefore, the information 

they used was not all provided for them. Scottish respondents also 

awarded the highest score for the quality of the audit report, which 

was the most significant source of information for them. This 

reflected the members’ appraisal of the audit reports as high 

standard, understandable documents, which did not require the 

reader to have a high level of technical knowledge. This assessment 

of the quality of the reports provided by Audit Scotland was 

reinforced during interviews, discussed more fully in Section 3. 

At the discussion phase five of the 12 indicators arose from 

documentary sources and this phase was therefore less influenced 

by the personal preferences of the survey participants. Northern 

Ireland achieved the highest score. The principal indicators which 

contributed to this score concerned the freedom members felt to 
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express their own opinions; the lack of disagreement on committee; 

and the politically neutral way in which the committee approached its 

business. This assessment was also reinforced during interviews 

with both committee members and other stakeholders in the 

process, discussed in Chapter 9. It also scored highly for the 

number of meetings held and the percentage of audit reports taken to 

evidence session. 

Wales scored highest for consequences. However, it must be noted 

that a number of participants completed the survey during May 2017 

when considerable local media attention was devoted to two inquiries 

undertaken in Wales: an inquiry into National Resources Wales, 

which contributed to the resignation of a senior official, and one on 

the Circuit of Wales. This may have contributed to the higher score for 

an improved culture of public accountability. Wales also had a high 

acceptance of PAC recommendations. While the overall score for 

consequences was highest in Wales, with high scores awarded to 

improved financial systems and financial control, it also awarded the 

lowest score for improvements in public services. Thus, 

improvements in systems and control were not considered to have 

resulted in improved public service delivery. There may be a time lag 

before improvements in systems are reflected in public service 

delivery. Nevertheless, it could be argued that improvements in the 

culture of democratic accountability and improvements in public 

service delivery are more indicative of accountability than the number 

of acceptances of report recommendations. 

The measurement of accountability in a quantitative format within the 

devolved PAC process presented here is an innovative approach. 

The researcher drew on the work of Brandsma (2010), Schillemans 

(2011) and Brandsma and Schillemans (2013), who developed 

quantitative models to measure the three phases of accountability 

mechanisms. Indicators for PAC effectiveness drawn from the ODI 

(2008) framework, together with indicators for general committee 

effectiveness from Russell and Benton (2011), and Monk (2010). 
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Additional indicators, identified by the researcher, were used to form 

a framework to measure the effectiveness of the accountability 

mechanism of a PAC. This model has the potential for replication in 

other PACs. 

6.12 Conclusions 

The aim of this chapter is to investigate the experiences of PAC 

members, supplemented by a document review, to measure the three 

phases of the PAC process as an accountability mechanism: the 

information, discussion and consequence phase. As a quantitative 

approach was adopted, this has resulted in scores for each of the 

phases, together with an overall score for each of the devolved 

PACs. These results were presented in two formats. A simple 

aggregation of the scores for the three phases following Schillemans 

(2011), results in NI achieving the highest score (see Figure 14). 

However, when the three-dimensional representation developed by 

Brandsma (2010) is employed, Wales is identified as being the most 

effective, as it scored above the mean in two out of the three 

dimensions. However, caution is required when interpreting the 

results. Firstly, survey data were used for many of the indicators 

based on small numbers of participants. Furthermore, the differences 

were not large. Additionally, as all of the phases were awarded 

grades in excess of three (out of five) in each legislature it is argued 

that these committees are effective when this quantitative is 

employed. Looking at the results from a different perspective (Figure 

15) we can see that Scotland scores highest for information, NI for 

discussion and Wales for consequences. Therefore, the most 

effective committee is likely to be one which encompasses elements 

of all three committees. It could be argued that the methodology 

leads to explicit conclusions. However, as with Schillemans’ (2011) 

study, the grade is not the end of the evaluation of accountability but 

the beginning of it. The following section presents Study Two, based 

on interview data. Study Two supplements this study, to address the 
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research question: are the devolved PACs effective accountability 

mechanisms? 
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Study Two 
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7 The Players Part Two - Underlying Principles 

7.1 Introduction 

Qualitative data, most often from interviews, informs much research 

into accountability mechanisms (Schillemans, 2013). This thesis 

examines the PAC process as an accountability mechanism. The 

research question is “are the devolved PACs effective accountability 

mechanisms and what makes them so?”. Accountability is defined as 

“a relationship between an actor and a forum in which the actor has 

an obligation to explain and to justify his /her conduct, the forum can 

pose questions and pass judgement and the actor may face 

consequences” (Bovens, 2007 p.450). An effective accountability 

mechanism is one which fulfils the purposes of public accountability 

identified by Aucoin and Heintzman (2000) and Bovens et al. (2008) 

of controlling the use of delegated power, providing assurances to 

the public and promoting learning.  

One of the objectives is to determine the effectiveness of the 

devolved PACs using a framework developed from the literature 

using quantitative and qualitative methods. The previous chapter 

presented the findings of a quantitative study into the comparative 

effectiveness of the devolved PACs in Cardiff, Belfast and Edinburgh. 

However, only the views of PAC members were taken into account in 

that study. 

The key stakeholders in the PAC process were identified in Chapter 

2. These include: 

• SAI; 

• PAC members; 

• Witnesses; 

• Committee clerks; and 

• Officials 

In Chapter 6 the views of PAC members were used to populate two 

different quantitative models of PAC effectiveness. Here the views of 
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all stakeholders are considered in a qualitative study based on 

interview data. 

Each of these stakeholder groups looks at the PAC process from a 

different perspective. Here the views of 26 key individuals from these 

stakeholder groups are examined, using data sourced from in-depth 

interviews, to measure the strength of the indicators of PAC 

effectiveness identified in the literature (ODI, 2008; PEFA, 2016; 

Stapenhurst et al, 2005). Throughout this study the indicators of 

PAC effectiveness the degree to which oversight potential is 

translated into effective oversight (Pelizzo and Stapenhurst, 2007) 

will be determined, and therefore the degree to which the purposes 

of public accountability are fulfilled.  

The indicators for effectiveness have been classified as inputs, 

processes and outcomes (ODI, 2008). 

All indicators are not of equal importance. ODI (2008) identified three 

overriding principles driving PAC behaviours and performance. These 

are SAI independence, policy neutrality and interparty cooperation. 

This study is presented as follows: firstly the overarching principles 

driving PAC behaviour and performance of (i) SAI independence (ii) 

policy neutrality and (iii) cross party working are discussed. This is 

followed by an exploration of inputs in Chapter 8, processes in 

Chapter 9 and outcomes in Chapter 10. A discussion of study two is 

presented in Chapter 11. 

7.2 Independent Audit Office 

In order to carry out its work effectively, the auditor must be free of 

political interference. This is discussed in the literature (ODI, 2008; 

White and Hollingsworth, 1999; PEFA, 2016), but it was also 

endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly in December 

2011, when it passed a resolution which stated: 
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“Supreme audit institutions can accomplish these tasks 
objectively and efficiently only if they are independent of 
the audited entity and protected against outside influence” 

 

United Nations (2011) 

Furthermore, independence helps build trust and supports the SAI’s 

legitimacy (Cordery and Hay, 2019; Talbot and Wiggan, 2010). All 

stakeholder groups appreciated the importance of this independence, 

as shown by these quotations: 

“The independence of the audit office is absolute and very 
important”. (NI3) 

“the AG and the audit body, need to be high powered, 
need to be robustly independent, and the system needs to 
allow, not just allow, but encourage them to say what they 
have found.” (SC2). 

“I have my own issues with them… but I do understand 
the independence of the AG and the scoping objectives of 
PAC. They are essential in any sort of system of 
democratic accountability.” (W7) 

These views  supported  White and Hollingsworth (1999), who claim 

that the independence of the auditor from those he/she audits, 

government departments and other public bodies, has a 

constitutional significance and must therefore be enshrined in the 

institutional framework (p.92). 

The special status of the AG is set out in the legislative framework in 

each of the devolved administrations. The post holder is an officer of 

the Parliament/Assembly, and was described as the premier officer 

by this interviewee: 

“The AG is an office holder of parliament. Indeed, she is 
the premier post holder of parliament and that’s not to 
denigrate the ombudsman and others, but she stands a 
long way above them in terms of the importance of her 
role”. (SC8) 

White and Hollingsworth (1999 p.95) assist with the identification of 

independence by describing three dimensions to the independence 

of the auditor: 
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1. Organisational. This refers to the way in which the 

organisation is organised, how it is financed and how it 

relates to other government institutions; 

2. Personal independence. This refers to how individuals are 

protected from interference; and 

3. Operational independence. How the SAI carries out its 

functions such as choice of areas for investigation. 

The legislative arrangements in all the devolved administrations are 

designed to ensure that these dimensions of independence are 

addressed. Moreover, the SAI must be independent and be seen to 

be independent, as the public depend on the SAI to play a vital role if 

public accountability is to be achieved. 

Numerous threats to the independence of the auditor may exist, 

particularly relating to appointments and dismissals from post, 

personal, organisation and operation independence and the 

availability of resources to fulfil the duties of the office. 

7.2.1 Remit of the SAI 

In all the devolved administrations the remit of the auditor is set out in 

legislation. However, in Wales the introduction of new legislation 

during the period reviewed was considered by some as an attempt to 

limit the independence of the auditor, as illustrated by this witness’s 

statements: 

“Some of the first drafts of the Audit Act…just cut the 
independence from underneath the organisation. You 
might as well have a department within the Welsh 
government. It was shocking, absolutely shocking”. (W7) 

“I think the minister didn’t like what he (the auditor) was 
doing, and the civil servants were just too compliant with 
the minister”. (W7) 

This was not a concern in Scotland or Northern Ireland, but no 

legislative change concerning SAI has taken place in the devolved 

administrations except in Wales. 
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7.2.2 Appointment 

A threat may exist around the appointment and dismissal of the AG. 

If the power of dismissal is in the hands of the government, there is a 

danger that the AG may act in a way that ensures he/she is not 

dismissed, such as being less critical of the government than he/she 

might otherwise be. 

The UK C&AG is a crown appointment on the recommendation of the 

Prime Minister and the chair of PAC, and under the Budget 

Responsibility and National Audit Act 2011 holds office for a 

maximum of 10 years. In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, the 

AG is appointed by the Crown on the recommendation of the 

Parliament/Assembly. In Northern Ireland, there is no maximum 

period of office. No amendments to the legislation concerning the 

appointment of the C&AG NI have been made since devolution was 

enacted. 

In Scotland and Wales, the post can be held by an individual for a 

maximum of eight years. Additional provision was made in the Public 

Audit (Wales) Act 2013, following the resignation of the AGW, that 

the post holder may be subject to dismissal by the Crown on the 

grounds of misbehaviour on the recommendation of the Assembly, 

having passed a resolution by two thirds majority. Similar 

arrangements apply in Scotland. 

No concerns were expressed by interviewees in any of the devolved 

administrations concerning the appointment process for AG. 

7.2.3 Requests for Work 

The auditor must be free from political interference to conduct his/her 

work in the public interest. Therefore, it follows that he/she should 

have the freedom to choose those areas he/she wishes to 

investigate. 

All the devolved legislative arrangements give the AG the freedom to 

choose, which VFM audits he/she will conduct, without interference 
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from the government, but there is a requirement that the AG consult 

the PAC on the work programme. However, the nature of this 

consultation is a reflection of the personalities involved. In Wales, one 

committee member remarked: 

“He is required to consult us when he draws up his work 
programme, but he is a very self-confident guy, and he 
makes it quite clear that he is consulting us”. (W6) 

Under the legislative arrangements in each of the administrations, a 

PAC may request the auditor to do work, but it cannot compel 

him/her to do it. There is a danger that if the committee repeatedly 

requests that the auditor carries out particular investigations this may 

result in him/her being directed. On the other hand, if he/she rejects 

requests from the committee, which are made in good faith, he/she 

may risk damaging the working relationship between the parties, as 

this PAC chair stated: 

“I think it would be very difficult for the AG to say no if we 
were finding things that were in the public interest, and 
any rejection of our request would have damaged the 
relationship between WAO and the committee”. (W4) 

In Scotland, an auditor declared that while not being directed by the 
committee: 

“It would be rash of me to have no interest in what they 
are interested in.” (SC1). 

The experience of members’ engagement with the auditor differed. 

One commented that “there is no way that Caroline is not going to do 

something” (SC4), while another remarked that when he had made 

requests, he was politely rebuffed. 

However, auditors highlighted that they have limited resources which 

they must use as efficiently as possible to carry out their duties, while 

also expressing concern that PAC interest tended to be on what was 

salient at the time, rather than more long-term strategic issues which 

may have a bigger impact. 
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When the committee in Wales decided to initiate their own inquiries, 

they requested a memorandum from the auditor, who was deemed to 

have been very supportive of these inquiries. For his part, the auditor 

expressed a desire: 

“That they had the necessary information, so the 
agreement was we did a memorandum… it does provide a 
starting point... but it is not a report in the sense that I have 
looked at it and made recommendations.” (W2) 

In NI, the committee has not initiated its own inquiries. However, they 

too have requested that the auditor do a report. This was on the back 

of an audit report on one aspect of the business in NI Water, where 

evidence came to light during the inquiry which cast doubt on 

procurement in the organisation. The auditor and committee agreed 

that he should do a memorandum - not a full report- for the 

committee. But this was seen as a one-off event by the auditor: 

“I had no problem doing that and it was an agreed case. 
That was a one-off. That was in no way impinging on my 
independence. I was of the same view as they were.” 
(NI2) 

Additionally, auditors acknowledged that they held informal 

discussions with PAC members, where areas of potential interest 

were highlighted resulting from politicians’ engagement with 

constituents. No formal request was made for a report, but the 

auditor investigated and these exchanges ultimately resulted in 

inquiries. 

7.2.4 Resources 

The independence of the AG may also be compromised by the 

allocation of resources. One of the ways to reduce the amount of 

work undertaken by the AG is to reduce the resources available to 

the office. In all the devolved administrations the resources are paid 

out of the Consolidated Fund, that is the block grant from 

Westminster, before monies are allocated to departments. Austerity 

following the financial crisis has resulted in reduced funds being 



191 

 

 

 

available in the public sector. Furthermore, there have been a 

number of attempts to reduce the resources available to the auditor 

in recent years, with Sammy Wilson, former Minister of Finance in NI, 

being very vocal concerning the amount of resources the audit office 

required. This was not welcomed by all, as this clerk noted: “Finance 

dictates what the audit office gets” (NI8) 

However, these concerns were not confined to NI, as this witness to 

PAC in Wales claimed: 

“When the government doesn’t like an organisation, it will 
round on it”. (W7) 

There were supporters of the audit office who were equally vocal, as 
expressed by this PAC member: 

“There obviously were successful moves to curtail the 
budget…Those influential members of the main parties 
that have been targeting the audit office are not doing 
anyone a favour.” (NI1) 

In Scotland, the Scottish Commission for Public Audit, a committee 

made up of the convener of PAC and four other MSPs, reports to 

parliament on resources. In Wales, the WAO provide an estimate for 

NAfW, who can make changes but must consult the AG. In Northern 

Ireland the responsibility for agreeing resources for NIAO lies with 

the NIA Audit Committee. Attempts to reduce the SAI budget in NI 

were made by a Finance Minister, who knew that he would shortly 

vacate his post, as he was also a sitting MP and a change to the rules 

required that he relinquish his NI Assembly seat. He took the unusual 

step of writing to the SAI instructing it to cut its budget by over 

£300,000 (Archer 2012). This attracted widespread adverse media 

attention, which highlighted the role of NIAO. 
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7.2.5 Support Provided to PAC 

The audit report is generally the starting point for PAC investigations, 
as indicated here: 

“… the quality of what they do is an enormously important 
starting point…. their reports, almost without exception, 
are of high quality… I think that is helpful because it sets 
the tone” (SC8) 

Furthermore, the AG will provide additional support to the PAC as it 

carries out its work, in the form of briefing notes and face-to-face 

briefings in public, or in a private session to the committee as a whole. 

All devolved SAIs also afforded the opportunity for members of the 

committee to receive individual briefings if requested. The audit office 

has also, in the past, provided questions and prepared PAC reports. 

ISSAI 20 (ISSAI, 2010) requires that SAI support the committee, not 

only by supplying the audit report but in helping committee members 

to understand these reports. All of the devolved SAIs fulfilled this 

requirement. However, the committee also needs to ensure that it is 

independent of the AG, with Guy and Winetrobe (2003) stating that 

from the committee’s perspective, there is a fine line between 

interdependence and overreliance on the SAI. 

The survey of PAC members discussed more fully in Chapter 6, 

indicated that they were very satisfied with the quality of the 

information provided by their respective audit office, a view also held 

by other stakeholders, as these comments indicate: 

“Audit office reports tend to be very good at distilling the 
issues into the underlying substance”. (NI9) 

“the quality of the briefing we get is pretty good”. (W6) 

“Audit Scotland always provide briefing notes.” (SC3) 

When it has received the audit report, the committee must decide 

what further action to take, either follow up by correspondence with 

the accounting officer asking for information and whether he/she has 

accepted the audit report recommendations, or taking oral evidence 

from the AG. In reaching its decision, it is common practice for the 
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AG to provide private briefings to the PAC on his/her report. This may 

be shortly after the report had been published, or sometime later when 

the committee have had the opportunity to discuss the report among 

themselves. 

Private briefings by the audit team were identified as beneficial for both 

parties. From the auditor’s perspective, having a briefing in private 

provides the opportunity to impart additional information to the 

committee. By convention, the audit report is agreed with the auditee 

as to fact. However, the conclusions, which are not cleared with the 

auditee, are the auditor’s alone. In some cases, getting to an agreed 

report involves negotiation, on occasions a protracted negotiation, so 

there might be areas not included in the report to which the auditor 

might want to draw the attention of the committee, as this PAC 

member indicated: 

“If people feel that they are not on record they will be more 
open in relation to what they want you to try and do” (NI3) 

“sometimes the auditor wanted to give us a briefing as to 
what he had identified and maybe sometimes there was a 
smoking gun he couldn’t find, and he would say - look 
there has to be something in there on that matter but we 
were unable to find it. Some of the officials have obviously 
authorised this and it would be good if you could pursue it 
down that avenue.” (NI3) 

The auditor may also provide assistance with identifying the most 

appropriate witnesses to call, for example: 

“That person would be the one we think would give the 
most interesting evidence to you, but we were given 
limited access to him” (W4) 

From the committee members’ perspective, the private briefing is 
also advantageous, as this auditor explained: 

“Members can’t appear not to know in open session. If 
they are having difficulty understanding something, they 
are not going to press with it in the way that they can do 
in closed session…. Those things where we as auditors 
have underestimated the technical difficulty of dealing 
with things - I can’t imagine them wanting to deal 
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robustly with those in open session or to take what 
could appear as coaching from me”. (NI5). 

This was supported by this clerk in Wales: 

“It’s that opportunity for members to clarify things in a 
closed, safe environment where there is no such thing as 
a stupid question”. (W1) 

However, Scotland takes a different approach. No private briefings 

are given by the AG to the committee, although these did take place 

in the early days of devolution. Briefings take place in public session, 

with the AG being treated like any other witness to the committee: 

“That’s such a transparent system for us. I want her on the 
record… she would give you enough that you could use in a 
subsequent question with witnesses. On occasion, she 
would say something very juicy”. (SC2). 

The auditors in all the administrations prepared questions for the PAC. 

As time has passed and locally elected politicians became more 

comfortable with their roles, there has been a maturing in the 

relationship between the committee and the audit office. In NI, this 

coincided with a change in AG and perhaps a change in culture too. 

At the beginning of devolution, the committee was very dependent on 

the audit office who gave private briefings, briefing notes and prepared 

questions for the committee to ask, with one witness commenting 

that: 

“I have been in a situation where I have been at a 
committee and noticed that someone from the audit office 
was writing down a note saying, that’s not the question we 
asked”. (NI9) 

While the NIAO continue to support the committee, it has latterly 

provided possible lines of questioning rather than detailed questions. 

During the 2011- 2016 session, the NI PAC developed a new way of 

working. This involved the committee meeting in a private session to 

discuss the report before inviting the AG to give a briefing. During 

these sessions, members were split into smaller groups and required 
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to work on areas of the report. These sessions were facilitated by the 

committee clerk. 

NI had the largest committee with 11 members, so this worked well 

and may not be as appropriate where smaller numbers are involved 

(Wales seven and Scotland nine until 2016, now reduced to seven). 

In Wales and Scotland too, the relationship has matured, with one 

committee member noting that in the early days: 

“The staff in the audit office were very hands on in writing 
the questions and really seeing it as their committee.” 
(W6) 

However, one committee member was unimpressed by what he 

perceived as an attempt by the auditor to influence questioning to 

settle a private dispute. He commented: 

“In the briefing we had from the audit office a section of 
the questions was around this dispute (between the AG 
and an accounting officer)… I am not there to fight the 
auditor’s battles for him. I am there to look at the issues. 
So, I was uncomfortable with the way they tried to play it.” 
(W6) 

At Westminster, committee reports are prepared by the committee 

clerk in consultation with the committee and NAO. In the devolved 

administrations, the amount of input into PAC reports differs. In NI, 

the audit office drafts the PAC report, which is then agreed by the 

committee. In Wales, the report is drafted by the clerk in consultation 

with WAO. However, in all cases it is a committee report, with one 

chair commenting: 

“PAC here brings forth its own report, so we are not led by 
the AG”. (W4) 

“Very often they (WAO) would try to influence our 
recommendations and we would reject that very strongly; 
to water down or to remove some of them or to change 
them wildly, and that was often where some tensions 
would arise”. (W4) 
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In contrast to Wales, in Scotland, where reports are drafted by the 

clerk, in recent years very few reports have been published by the 

committee. An alternative approach of writing to individuals has been 

adopted, but this was viewed by some interviewees as a less robust 

process than the publication of a formal report. 

The degree of support provided by the auditor varies. In NI, possibly 

because the office was well established at the time of devolution, the 

level of support provided in the early days of the committee was very 

high. This had disadvantages as well as advantages, in that the 

committee was not encouraged to develop its own expertise and 

culture. Comments in interview included: 

“I just don’t think it was respectful of the members’ role… I 
don’t think that was really building a parliamentary culture 
here”. (NI8). 

“In the early days my experience was that the audit office 
saw this as a bit of an opportunity to stamp their authority 
as well” (NI9) 

While committee members on the other hand saw the support 

differently: 

“It (the audit office) was always helpful”. (NI7) 

While independence is important, the merits of the expertise of the 

auditor must not be overlooked as this auditor observed: 

“The officials from Audit Scotland who have been 
preparing these audits are steeped in the subject, and it 
seems to me unwise to fail to take advantage, but take 
your own mind as a politician, but listen to what the facts 
are”. (SC7) 

In NI, the PAC report is drafted by the audit office and then agreed by 

the members. A lack of resources was suggested for preventing the 

clerks drafting reports, despite NIA PAC having a larger clerking team 

than the other legislatures. Some interviewees argued that reports 

would be more balanced if they did so. 
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“… was a very good C&AG who could guide the 
committee, but the audit office was very independent. It 
wasn’t a case of PAC directing the AG. It might have been 
a case of the auditor directing the PAC”. (NI4) 

Auditors also offer secondments to committee staff to strengthen the 

relationship and to give committee staff the opportunity to see first-

hand what public audit entails. In Scotland, the committee clerk did a 

secondment at Audit Scotland, while in Wales staff from WAO have 

done secondments in the finance unit of the NAfW research service. 

The relationship between the SAI and PAC is vital if public 

accountability is to be achieved. However, Guy and Winetrobe (2003) 

state that there is a fine line between interdependence and 

overreliance by the committee in this relationship. The evidence 

gathered in this study through interview indicates that in all the 

devolved administrations the committees had independently minded 

members who were resistant to any attempt by the auditor to lead 

them, while at the same time appreciating the support and expertise 

provided by the office. 

7.2.6 Sitting with the Committee 

Not only must the auditor be independent, but he/she must also be 

seen as independent. Observations of evidence sessions of the 

devolved PACs in Edinburgh, Cardiff and Belfast gave an insight into 

how the process worked in practice. Both Cardiff and Edinburgh 

enjoy accommodation in specially designed committee rooms in 

modern purpose-built buildings. The Northern Ireland committee on 

the other hand occupied the old Senate Chamber at Stormont. 

In NI, the auditor sat at the witness end of the table when giving 

evidence to the committee. He and his team moved to the side Senate 

benches when other witnesses gave evidence. He did not sit with the 

committee. 

In Wales, however, the AG sat beside of the committee chair. This 

was not the original arrangement, but was an innovation that was 
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adopted during the 2011- 2016 Assembly. The reason given for 

moving the AG next to the chair was that it was easier for the AG to 

pass notes to the chair during evidence sessions, with the chair 

commenting: 

“He sits on the committee, but he doesn’t control us, and 
we don’t control him.” (W3) 

However, there is a danger that the positioning of the AG could result 

in him being perceived to be part of the committee: 

“Compared with other PACs, it does create a different feel. 
It’s a much closer link in a way”. (W3) 

In Scotland, the AG gives evidence like any other witness in public 

session. When she is the witness, she sits at the witness end of the 

table, but when other witnesses give their evidence, she sits with the 

public. In the early days of devolution in Scotland the AG sat with the 

committee as witnesses gave evidence, and on occasion was 

observed asking questions of the witnesses, but a reinterpretation of 

standing orders resulted in the practice bring deemed illegal. 

Furthermore, a change in convener (chair) in Scotland brought about 

a change in attitude to working with the auditor. The committee 

decided it wanted to be more independent of the auditor and 

dispensed with briefings, and the pendulum swung from a very close 

relationship between the auditor and the committee to a more distant 

one. 

“It’s not as close as I think it would need to be for effective 
working” (SC1) 

“I think it worked well to start but then it went from working 
pretty well to a gradual drift and then this odd rupture. I 
don’t know the start of it, of keeping the auditor at arm’s 
length as if we were, just another witness in a way which I 
think is not in the spirit of establishing the AG and Audit 
Scotland and doesn’t help the committee do its job.” (SC1) 
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7.2.7 Choice of Reports 

The committee had discretion in which reports it chooses to take to 

full evidence sessions. In all cases, the auditors have indicated in 

interview that they were content that all the reports went to full 

evidence session, as this adds impact to the work. 

However, some committee members took the approach first adopted 

by Margaret Hodge at Westminster, when she complained of being 

“a sausage machine” for NAO (Hodge, 2017), which was most 

strongly felt in Wales: 

“I would far rather that we as politicians decide where we 
want to focus the spotlight, rather than have it focused for 
us because the AG has produced a report”. (W6) 

While in NI a witness commented: 

“I sometimes wonder if the audit office is actually leading 
the committee more than the committee executing their 
independent role”. (NI9) 

The evidence would suggest that this has been an area of tension for 

some, but other interviewees were content to be led by the auditor. It 

must be remembered that the SAI report is an agreed report and 

there may be other issues that the auditor wants highlighted, which 

can only be fully revealed through an evidence session. The auditor 

advises in this regard, but the committees make their own decisions. 

7.2.8 Auditor Independence - Conclusion 

A close working relationship between the auditor and PAC is required 

if the process is to be effective. However, in the interests of 

accountability, it is vital that the auditor remains independent of the 

government departments and public bodies he/she audits. The AG 

must also be independent of PAC and not be directed by it, while at 

the same time paying due regard to the intelligence concerning any 

waste of public money which may filter through PAC from 

constituents. 
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PAC on the other hand must also maintain its independence. It has a 

complementary role to play to the auditor. It must choose those 

subjects for inquiry it thinks most appropriate, while at the same time 

taking advice from the auditors. PAC must work closely with the 

auditor but must not be over reliant on this office. This is supported 

by Guy and Winetrobe (2003), who state that a balance needs to be 

struck between support and overreliance on the auditor. 

In all the devolved administrations there is strong evidence to suggest 

that the auditor is independent of the government and PAC. However, 

there have been instances, discussed more fully in Chapter 2, 

where the real independence that exists may have been masked by 

personal relationships, which could be interpreted as compromising 

that independence. Therefore, all stakeholders need to be aware of 

the inferences that may be drawn by others in pursuit of their own 

agendas. 

7.3 The Extent of the Committee’s Remit and Policy Neutrality 

In addition to auditor independence, ODI (2008) identified policy 

neutrality as an overriding principle guiding the work of the PAC, but 

no definition of policy is provided (Harden 1993). This has its roots in 

the principle that the PAC should not be concerned with policy, which 

is the responsibility of government, but whether policy has been 

executed with economy, efficiency and effectiveness by the 

bureaucracy. Additionally, it must ensure that public money is spent 

with due regard to probity and regularity. This is supported by 

Wehner (2003), McGee (2002) and Stapenhurst et al (2005). Sahgal 

(2005, p.9-10) identified four principles of policy neutrality. 

1. Focus on the implementation of policy. 

2. Focus on performance of the bureaucracy, not the politician. 

3. Inter-party cooperation - also identified by ODI (2008) as an 

overriding principle driving PAC behaviour. This is discussed 

more fully in 7.4. 

4. Unanimity in decisions and recommendations. 
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However, there may be a fine line between policy and 

implementation, with this PAC chair stating: 

“The distinction between don’t touch policy, we are only 
looking at the implementation, wasn’t as clearly 
defined…We have got to make recommendations that are 
just on VFM and efficiency and effectiveness in terms of 
delivery of that policy agenda that has been set, whether 
we like the policy agenda or not.” (W4) 

The formal procedures for PAC are set out in Standing Orders of 

each devolved legislature. Scottish Parliament standing orders state 

that the remit of the Public Audit Committee is to consider and report 

on: 

a) Any accounts laid before the Parliament; 

b) Any report laid before or made to the Parliament by the Auditor 

General for Scotland; and 

c) Any other document laid before the Parliament or referred to 

it by the Parliamentary Bureau or by the Auditor General for 

Scotland, concerning financial control, accounting and 

auditing in relation to public expenditure. 

Standing orders do not state that the committee must avoid the 

consideration of policy. However, section 23 of The Public Finance 

and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000 states that the auditor may 

not question the merits of the policy objectives of the organisation, 

but may consider the appropriateness of any criteria used by the 

body or office-holder to assess use of resources. Therefore, the 

prohibition on questioning policy is indirect, as accounts and reports 

on accounts come from the AG. 

When discussing standing orders an official commented: 

“...But it doesn’t go into - we should not look at policy and 
so on… I’m not saying it’s wrong. It’s just not written down 
anywhere.” (SC4) 

With reference to the principle that the auditor does not comment on 

policy, one response was: 
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“That’s one view…What you say is that the AG does not 
comment on policy, although that is debatable…” (SC4). 

In Wales, Standing Orders (18.4) make specific reference to the 

committee remit prohibiting the questioning of the policy objectives of 

the organisation. Similar provisions are made in the Northern Ireland 

Assembly Standing Orders. However, threats to policy neutrality 

exist. The main factors identified by this study that may pose a threat 

to policy neutrality, in addition to political party loyalty of committee 

members, are: 

• the appearance of a minister as a witness at PAC; and 

• substitute committee members. This is discussed below. 

7.3.1 Ministers as Witnesses 

The focus must be on the official if moving into the policy arena is to be 

avoided (Sahgal 2005). If on occasion a minister is called before the 

committee, it is likely that the session will be on policy. 

“If you have a minister in front (of you), you are going to get 
equally into the policy as opposed to the implementation 
over how something happened.” (NI4) 

But this has not always proved to be the case in practice, and some 

politicians were seen to be critical of the policy agenda of ministers 

from their own political party: 

“I was sometimes a bit surprised by them being very critical 
of a minister from their party” (NI4) 

Appearances by ministers and former ministers at PAC evidence 

sessions were rare in the period under review. Ministers have been 

called in Scotland and in Wales but not in NI. However, these 

appearances occurred after all other avenues of inquiry had been 

exhausted. Furthermore, the committee must agree to call the 

minister as a witness, and this is unlikely with a majority government 

except in exceptional circumstances. All interviewees agreed that this 

course of action should be a rare event and occur in exceptional 

circumstances. 
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7.3.2 Substitutes 

Permanent members of the committee who have undergone 

induction, and participated in committee activities on a regular basis, 

should have a good understanding of its role, which is primarily the 

examination of the implementation of policy. However, substitute 

members may not be as familiar with committee processes, as 

articulated by an interviewee in Wales: 

“There is sometimes confusion, especially with people 
who are subbing, that they think they are scrutinising the 
policy.” (W5) 

PAC’s remit is unlike other parliamentary committees where the 

focus is largely on the policy agenda. On this committee, members 

and substitute members who are not fully engaged may disrupt 

inquiries and can cause the committee to lose focus. 

Substitute members are not permitted in NI but are regularly used in 

well- defined circumstances in Scotland and Wales. During the 

observation by the author of a Scottish committee evidence session, 

the substitute member did not stray into the policy arena but 

appeared to ask only those questions which had been prepared for 

him by the clerk and auditor. However, examples were provided in 

interview of substitute or new members who appeared not to be fully 

aware of the role of PAC and saw it as an opportunity to score 

political points. 

7.3.3 Theory versus Practice 

The distinction between policy and policy implementation may not 

always be clear. Additionally, it is not only the politicians who may 

stray into the policy arena, as identified by an official in NI: 

“One of the arenas where I had a debate with PAC and 
the audit office was when they tread into examining 
policy.” (NI4) 

While in Scotland, similar reflections were evident: 
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“If we don’t comment on policy, how can we make a 
recommendation to say - you should do X, Y or Z, 
because that would be going into policy. This idea that 
there is a dividing line between this is what happened; this 
is what is going to happen; ask them about this but not 
about this. There is sometimes a very clear divide, but 
other times the AG will do a report, e.g. on colleges. It will 
say here are the challenges facing universities and some 
of it will be forward looking…. We still have outstanding 
questions, because the accountable officer couldn’t answer 
them because they are about the future policy direction of 
the government, which the AG has raised, so we either 
adhere to this fiction that she doesn’t comment on policy - 
she doesn’t explicitly, but she does implicitly all the time, 
or we don’t play the game.” (SC4) 

Additionally, good preparation is vital if the focus is to remain on 

policy implementation and in practice, unscripted questions “verge on 

the political rather than based on good scrutiny” (SC6). 

While in NI a witness commented that: 

“They do occasionally stray into the policy decisions, 
which are probably inappropriate” (NI9) 

From a committee member perspective one interviewee admitted: 

“In some cases, you hadn’t thought about it and got 
dragged into areas and then got into trouble, but I 
think you have to recognise... a wavy line and you 
can’t go across that line.” (SC2) 

Some politicians are very aware of the temptation to stray: 

“There were times when there were lots of 
recommendations which were very much policy 
recommendations…we managed to rein that in and say, 
we are not going there, we are not looking at that.” (W4) 

“There is a fine line. I think that is a political judgment all 
the time. It depends a bit there on the chair.” (SC2). 

From the perspective of the committee members, avoiding policy 

while taking evidence from the official may be in their own interest as 

on occasion forays into policy could backfire, as this committee 

member reflected: 



205 

 

 

 

“Every time we went in that direction, we were told, this is 
policy. We were always reminded …Not a regular 
occurrence, but it did happen a few times …They would 
always have put you right and told you it was policy, and 
they (the witnesses) loved it when it was.” (NI7) 

The political environment in which the discussion takes place may 

also be a factor. This was particularly noteworthy during 2011-2016 

in Scotland, when the SNP had a large majority in parliament. 

“I think that last time, the political stakes were so high that 
they were not willing to leave policy at the door. For 
example, police reform was an explosive example. It didn’t 
matter. I mean the question was should the government 
have centralised policing or not… The fact that I was 
reporting on how they had done it was really irrelevant to 
what they were interested in. I am not sure that there was 
much that could have been done to have ameliorated that 
given the make-up of the committee and the political 
context.” (SC1) 

“My concern is where that draws them away from focusing 
on their core role, which is about the quality of 
implementation and how public money is used…” (SC1) 

From the witness perspective, one witness commented: 

“It is understandable that the politicians will revert to what 
they know which is being a politician. They don’t 
necessarily, for understandable reasons, make a 
distinction between what they see as good political 
challenge, which adds up possibly to bad scrutiny, and 
what should be good scrutiny, which I say should be 
apolitical.” (SC6) 

However, others recognised that the presence of the auditor at 

meetings can act as an anchor, as identified by this administrator in 

Wales: 

“It’s useful to have the auditor here to reinforce what they 
are looking at and why, and getting them to understand 
that often they are looking at governance issues where 
they might want to be looking at the big policy issues.” 
(W5). 
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7.3.4 Policy Neutrality Conclusion 

While the primary focus of PAC should be the implementation of 

policy rather than the questioning of the policy decided by the 

government, the committee is populated by politicians who may be 

tempted to stray into the policy arena. This may provide drama in the 

political theatre, but results in the limited time available to the 

committee to question officials not being used to the optimum level. 

The role of the committee chair is vital if forays into policy are to be 

avoided. Unfortunately examples have arisen where the committee 

member appearing to score political points has been the committee 

chair. The likelihood of focus being directed toward policy increases 

when ministers are called as witnesses before the committee, where 

members have not fully prepared and where new members or 

substitute members are involved in  inquiries. Therefore, 

appearances by ministers as witnesses before PAC should be 

minimised. Advance preparation by members and detailed induction 

for all new committee members and substitute members to ensure 

that they understand the difference between this committee and 

policy committees should assist in minimising policy forays. 

However, the evidence presented in this study indicates that all 

stakeholders were aware of the risks of pursuing a policy focused 

line of questioning and PAC members made attempts to avoid it. 

7.4 Cross Party Working 

The final underlying principle identified by ODI (2008) as required for 

an effective PAC is cross party working. 

7.4.1 Requirement for Cross Party Working 

Committees are made up of politicians from various political parties. 

However, if it is to be effective, the committee should speak as one 

voice when issuing its report. Strom (2000) contends that members 

of the legislature will have more confidence in the committee the 

more “heterogeneous the preferences of the committee” (p.278). This 
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is a salient point when officials are being held to account for 

administrative failures, as is the case with a PAC. Moreover, as a 

PAC is concerned with the management of public money, the media 

and the public take a great interest in its deliberations. If the 

committee does not speak with one voice, its influence is diminished. 

These views were shared by all stakeholders, exemplified as follows: 

“A close working relationship between the parties has to 
be up there. I think we have got it here. We probably have 
got it as good as some of the other places. It is so 
important”. (NI2) 

“The members are, in my experience, really wedded to the 
notion that this is about public money, so they should be 
able to view it dispassionately”. (NI8) 

However, speaking as one voice does not necessarily come naturally 

to a group of individuals, but it can be nurtured, as indicated by these 

interviewees: 

“I think they are there as a collection of individuals and as 
they work together in the committee, they get to know 
each other.” (SC1) 

“It is perhaps a bit like organising a successful football 
team when you have all your players in place: when you 
know their strengths and you know their positions and you 
know their best playing (positions), and then you are going 
to have success”. (NI1) 

“I would say the members of the committee, by and large 
all of them, are independently minded enough to put it (the 
party line) aside.” (W3) 

“I can’t really recall the committee splitting on an issue.” 
(W9) 

Some committees appear at first sight to have bridged the political 

party gap to come to work together in the interests of achieving some 

measure of accountability. A number of factors which may influence 

the degree of cross- party cooperation on PAC, including the 

government majority, turnover of PAC members, and the personality 

of the chair and other members are now discussed. 
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7.4.2 Membership Reflects the Legislature 

After an election new committees are formed. In all the devolved 

legislatures, standing orders require that committee membership 

reflects the legislature. This may be achieved in a very disciplined 

way, as required under D’hondt in NI, or be more flexible as in 

Scotland. 

“ …when the parliamentary bureau is proposing 
membership to committees it has to have regard to party 
balance which is quite a lot looser than D’hondt. It can be 
interpreted any way that parliament judged fit.” (SC8) 

It follows that the nature of the government returned - majority, 

minority or coalition - may influence the way that the committee 

interacts. 

7.4.2.1 Majority 

There have been majority governments in Scotland and Wales, but 

not in NI where the model of government was based on 

consociational principles, resulting in a forced coalition. The 

strongest majority government over the period reviewed was in 

Scotland between 2011 and 2016 when the SNP dominated, and: 

“It was a nine-member committee and five were SNP 
members and I think that had almost a deafening influence 
on the way the committee worked.” (SC1) 

This term coincided with the independence referendum in Scotland 
held in September 2014, where: 

“The government were hugely concerned to demonstrate 
competence and to downplay any failings, and throughout 
the work of the committee I would say the government 
members were keen to downplay to minimise the chance 
of criticism.” (SC1) 

These views were shared by both auditors and witnesses: 

“I would say the somewhat covert pressures from the 
political parties intensified under the SNP. I think there 
were instances where the government of the day, the 
SNP’s day, where it appeared to us that they (SNP 
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committee members) were being leaned on by the 
government to soft peddle or whatever.” (SC7) 

“The most challenging questions over my period did not 
come from SNP members. My summary of that would be 
that there is still opportunity for strengthening working 
across the political parties within the PAC in Scotland”. 
(SC6) 

“When SNP were a majority government, they were able 
to dominate the committees …and the level of good 
scrutiny stooped to an alarming level because there was 
just not the challenge coming through.” (SC5). 

However, an opposition member of the committee at that time 

commented: 

“The SNP members on the committee were on the whole 
entirely collegiate about the work we did and asked darn 
good questions and were just as firm about witnesses 
waffling and avoiding the questions as the rest of us 
were.” (SC2) 

Examples were presented of the tendency of the SNP to pick one 

complimentary line from the audit report, which was otherwise 

condemning, and then using that as the basis for praising the 

government of the day. In this scenario, as in the issue of policy 

neutrality, the committee chair can influence proceedings. 

However, it is not only the questioning in public evidence sessions 

which may be influenced by a majority government, as one 

interviewee observed that a number of Audit Scotland reports were 

not considered by the PAC at evidence sessions because the political 

parties had come to a political impasse. As the public evidence 

session is seen as a key element of the demonstration of 

accountability, this is noteworthy. 

In Wales, members from the governing party were considered: 

“more supportive of the official perspective in terms of 
questioning style than opposition members… but there 
were also instances where government members were 
very happy to be more robust in their questioning…maybe 
reflects elements of members getting accustomed to 
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working in a collaborative way on committee and to the fact 
that PAC itself works in a slightly different way to most 
other committees.” (W8). 

If may be concluded that if the government majority is large, the 

governing party will have the majority of seats on a PAC and may 

therefore dominate it at the expense of good scrutiny. This view is 

supported by Stirbu and McAllister (2018), who argue that party 

control over committee members can hinder committee autonomy. 

The only example where a large majority was in place in the 

devolved legislatures was in Scotland between 2011 and 2016, but 

that majority has now disappeared. 

7.4.2.2 Minority 

In a minority government, the dominance of the government is 

checked, as is now the case in Scotland, with an auditor 

commenting: 

“It is a minority again and we have three out of seven 
government members and I see a difference… We are 
probably seeing more independence from the SNP 
members of the committee.” (SC1) 

7.4.2.3 Coalition 

NI has an enforced coalition, under the terms of the Northern Ireland 

Act 1998. The constitutional factors notwithstanding, the NI PAC has 

proved to be populated by independently minded politicians who 

generally worked across party lines to hold officials to account. 

Indeed, on occasion they appeared to be more challenging in their 

questioning where the official was from a department where a party 

colleague was the minister; they saw the official as standing in the 

way of their minister’s success. 

7.4.2.4 Conclusion 

Evidence is provided here that cross party working was best 

exemplified where the governing party did not have a large majority. 

Stapenhurst et al (2019) claim that single party dominance and 
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strong party discipline may weaken oversight potential, while Olson 

(2004 p.19) claims that oversight potential increases when “single 

party control is relaxed”. The data presented here from the devolved 

legislatures supports these claims. 

7.4.3 Membership Appointment and Engagement. 

All appointments to PAC are made my political parties, except the 

chair in Wales who is elected by Assembly members. However, it is 

likely that members who are proactive in seeking membership of the 

committee will be more engaged in its work and more willing to work 

with others to achieve accountability than those upon whom 

membership is thrust. Rush and Giddings (2011 p.158) found that at 

Westminster party whips controlled committee appointments, 

resulting in the lack of appointments for independently minded 

members. However, the small size of the devolved legislatures 

means that this influence is less marked, as all backbench members 

are required to fill committee posts. 

In the NI context, the PAC is considered to be a prestigious 
committee appointment, as this clerk remarked: 

“I think most of them would be pleased when their parties 
put them on because of it being the most venerable 
committee, so they think it is a hierarchical appointment.” 
(NI8). 

Even though it is a standing committee in Wales and Scotland, PAC 

is not as prestigious as some of the major policy making committees. 

Moreover in NI, not all PAC appointments are welcomed, as noted by 

this auditor: 

“The minority are on it because they want to be on it, and 
they know they can make a particular specialism out of 
it… The majority are put on by their party, don’t know 
anything about it and usually end up impressed enough 
with it to become quite enthusiastic about the process.” 
(NI2) 
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A small number of politicians were identified in all the legislatures 

who saw PAC as a committee where they could have an impact. This 

was especially true of some more experienced politicians, who 

became involved in the committee towards the end of their careers 

and who were not seeking other appointments. 

Even those politicians who were reluctant at first to join PAC later 

valued the experience, as this auditor remarked: 

“I know, from talking to members of the committee, that a 
lot of them have said to me as they have been moving on - 
I didn’t want to do this committee, but it has been great.” 
(SC1) 

7.4.4 Membership Turnover 

The more stable the committee membership the more cohesive it is 

likely to be, as inquiries may extend over a significant period and it 

takes time to become acquainted with the special working 

arrangements of PAC. Therefore, the longevity of the membership is 

important. When discussing a PAC topic, one long standing 

interviewee said: 

“…I was particularly interested… but I was probably the 
only one on the committee who was because it had 
happened so long before.” (SC3). 

While in NI committee members who had experienced a turnover of 
membership stated: 

“If you have an inquiry going on for several years, people 
(members) who were brought in very late in the day never 
ever came up to speed on it and they were totally off 
message in relation to it when it came to asking 
questions.” (NI3) 

“We had too many changes on our committee I felt, but I 
was surprised that new members in a short period of time 
were able to absorb the features of the committee and be 
part of it, become an important part of it.” (NI1) 

A PAC is unlike other committees in that it does not have a role to play 

in policy development. Therefore, it may take some time for members 

to settle in and become fully accustomed to its ways of working, 
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including the need for cross party cooperation, as this official 

remarked: 

“Sometimes when we get a new committee you can see 
that there is a misunderstanding of how this role of 
accounting officer works and who is responsible for what.” 
(NI6) 

Some members admitted that it took them up to a year to fully 

understand the process. 

“High turnover can mean that members don’t develop the 
knowledge and the skill in how to conduct these things. 
So, stability helps a lot.” (SC7) 

Turnover of members is a factor in building up expertise in scrutiny, 

but more importantly in building a collegiate atmosphere. The unique 

role of PAC in holding the official to account is most effective when 

cross party working is evident. To achieve this, a cohesive committee 

which has a common goal is important, and membership turnover is 

a factor in developing that cohesion. 

As discussed more fully in 7.4.9, since Wales has experienced the 

lowest turnover of committee membership it would be expected that it 

would have the most cohesive committee, but that has not proven to 

be the case. 

All things being equal, a committee is more likely to take a collegiate 

approach to its deliberations if the members build up a good working 

relationship (Arter, 2003; Blackburn and Kennon, 2003). The stability 

of committee membership assists in this regard. It is more difficult to 

build those relationships where there is a high turnover of members, 

with interviewees commenting that: 

“The membership has changed much too frequently and 
that has weakened things” (SC3) 

“This is where swapping members around creates a 
problem” (W2) 
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“It is only when you get chopping and changing every few 
months that it can cause problems.” (NI2) 

Turnover of members was high in all the legislatures, with 59 

separate appointments in NI, 66 in Scotland and 50 in Wales (see 

Table 18). Full details of membership are available in Appendix 8. 

Table 18 Member Turnover PAC 1999-2016 

 

Wales had the most stable membership, with 48 individual AMs 

serving on the PAC with an average length of service of 1,425 days 

and a minimum service of 201 days. Jocelyn Davies was the longest 

serving member, with a continuous membership from November 2000 

to May 2016. While this was the most stable membership of the 

devolved PACs, these summaries do not highlight occasional cases 

where members served for a year or less which straddled the long 

summer recess, so that their active involvement in the committee 

may have been lower than what appears at first glance. 

In Northern Ireland 51 individuals were appointed to 59 positions on 

the PAC, while in Scotland 58 individuals were appointed to 66 

positions. Unlike Wales, the pattern of membership in these 

legislatures was that individual politicians were likely to have breaks 

in their service. 

Ministers are prohibited for serving on a PAC. Therefore, if serving 

members of PAC are promoted to cabinet posts a replacement 

committee member must be appointed. This was the cause of some 

of the changes to membership in all the legislatures, with Wales 

 
Individuals 

who served 

on PAC 

Number of 

Appointments 

to PAC 

Minimum Days 

served on PAC 

Maximum Days 

served on PAC 

Average 

Days 

served on 

PAC 

NI 51 59 85 4430 920 

Scotland 58 66 13 2781 738 

Wales 48 50 201 5427 1425 
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having the fewest changes to cabinet. An additional factor in NI in the 

early days of devolution was the rotation of ministers by Sinn Fein 

and the DUP, ministers were only appointed for six months at a time, 

which was very disruptive to Assembly business. Another reason 

why the turnover of members in Northern Ireland was higher than 

elsewhere, is the lack of availability of substitute committee members 

there, whereas substitute members of all committees are available in 

Wales and Scotland. Therefore, if a committee member in Northern 

Ireland is unable to attend because of circumstances, such as an 

illness which is likely to extend for a significant period, that member’s 

political party will appoint a replacement committee member. 

One politician in Northern Ireland, John Dallat, was continuously a 

member of the PAC from 1999 to 2016, while in Scotland Margaret 

Jamieson served from 1999 to 2007 and Willie Coffey served from 

2007 to 2014. Therefore, in all the legislatures there was a small 

number of long-standing members and a larger number of members 

who moved on and off the committee for shorter periods. This was 

most notable in Scotland where one member served for only 13 days, 

while in Northern Ireland a member served for 85 days. 

Not only does it take time to get build up an understanding of the 

work of a PAC and public audit, it also takes time to get to know the 

other members of the committee, with one interviewee commenting: 

“As long as you are on more than a year you start to get it.” (SC2) 

Wales had the lowest turnover of members, and members there 

almost always served for the duration of the mandate. Northern 

Ireland and Scotland had similar patterns of turnover, with a number 

of members on and off the committee several times and frequent 

changes in membership during mandates. It might be expected 

therefore, that Wales had the most opportunity to build a collegiate 

approach. However, while this may be the case in theory, it has not 

always been borne out in practice due to the personalities of PAC 

members. 
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“I think some of the members you could quote would 
describe us as a very dysfunctional committee.” (W1) 

7.4.5 Substitute Members 

The use of committee substitutes may inhibit the development of 

cross party working. Standing orders in Scotland and Wales make 

provision for substitute members of all committees. There is no 

substitute member provision in Northern Ireland. Where substitutes 

are allowed, each political party nominates committee specific 

substitutes. Therefore, the substitute member knows in advance 

which committee he/she may be called upon to participate in. The 

substitutes can only come onto a committee in specified 

circumstances. 

There were mixed views among interviewees as to the usefulness of 

this system. 

“I think it generally works well on committees” (SC8) 

Some thought it disruptive, particularly for a PAC where inquiries 

may last a long time and where the substitute was present for only 

part of an inquiry. Substitute members may also have a detrimental 

influence on the dynamic of the committee, as demonstrated by this 

auditor: 

“Usually the problems are where they have someone 
substituting or a new member who hasn’t quite been 
inducted and doesn’t realise it’s intended to be cross party 
and apolitical.” (W9) 

Additionally, the contribution to scrutiny may be limited, as a 

substitute: 

“you are going to play safe and play safe probably means 
not want to take a risk politically and frankly not wanting to 
take a risk technically.” (SC8) 
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7.4.6 Ability to Divorce Policy from Implementation 

In order to act in a bipartisan way, it is necessary for members to 

divorce the policy issue, which is in the political arena, from the 

implementation issue which is the subject of PAC inquiries. This can 

also be to their political advantage, as it presents politicians with the 

opportunity to focus on the shortcomings of officials rather than on 

any policy failure of their political colleagues: 

“I had good individuals who were prepared to interrogate 
the officials, and very often it was very helpful for them to 
blame officials for problems with implementation rather 
than their ministers”. (W4) 

This topic was discussed in more detail in 7.3. 

7.4.7 Ministers 

An impediment to cross-party working may arise when a minister is 

called to give evidence before the committee. The principal witness 

in a PAC inquiry is the accounting officer for the department or public 

body. The remit of a PAC is generally restricted to looking at 

administrative failings. However, there have on occasions been calls 

for ministers and former ministers to appear as witnesses in PAC 

inquiries. To date this has happened on a few occasions in Wales 

and Scotland, but not in Northern Ireland. Views on calling ministers 

varied. Some thought that it is difficult to move away from party 

politics if a minister is called. Furthermore, in order to call a minister, 

committee agreement is required, and the committee is likely to split 

along political party lines. Agreement is unlikely to be forthcoming 

with a majority government, as the governing party would always 

have the majority of positions on the committee. The experience in 

Scotland was summarised as follows: 

“It does politicise the situation, I suppose that’s true.” 
(SC3) “Without a shadow of a doubt, it moved into the 
policy area.” (SC2) 
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While in NI the prospect of having a minister as a witness at PAC 
was not endorsed: 

“To call a minister would make it a more politically charged 
committee and PAC should not be about politics.” (NI6) 

“You can’t expect them to hang together against the party 
leader or other senior minister. It will just divide up on 
party lines”. (NI5) 

However, there may be a justification for calling a minister if, as this 

Welsh PAC chair claimed, the minister was: 

“Clearly taking lots of operational decisions in the 
department in a way that other ministers don’t in their 
departments. I think it is perfectly appropriate then if they 
are doing the job of an accounting officer to get them in.” 
(W4). 

Appearances by ministers were rare and only occurred after other 

avenues of inquiry, including evidence sessions with the accounting 

officer, had been exhausted and repeated answers had been made 

that the questions asked should be put to the minister, with a 

committee member in Scotland commenting: 

“by the time you get to a minister, it is obviously very 
serious.” (SC2). 

While a minister has not appeared in Northern Ireland to date, 

committee members had no objection to the principle of it happening, 

with the following proviso: 

“I think there does need to be an understanding that if that 
does happen that the whips haven’t got the power to take 
action against you for pursuing something which is wrong”. 
(NI3) 

This statement from a DUP committee member is perhaps reflective 

of the manner in which the party disciplines its members. This aligns 

with the public perception of the party. In Scotland, ministers have 

appeared on rare occasions, and it has been deemed a success, as 

noted by this auditor: 
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“I think the members of the committee have upped their 
game in terms of preparation. They have thought through 
what they want from this and they operated better.” (SC1) 

This engagement by committee members when a minister has been a 

witness may be a result of the heightened media attention such an 

appearance attracts, given its rarity. The reasons why the minister 

was called may also determine the degree of committee division 

along political party lines. In one example in Wales, the minister was 

called because there was a debate about the level of information the 

civil servants had given the minister. The minister had not been given 

all the information. He was therefore there as a user of information 

rather than as a witness giving an account to justify his own actions. 

The fault clearly lay with the official and the minister collaborated the 

evidence previously received from other sources. 

7.4.8 Away Days/ Informal Sessions 

Away days and team building exercises may assist in bringing this 

group of independently minded individuals to see beyond their party-

political persona and break down barriers. However, members of the 

devolved legislatures are very busy, with numerous demands on their 

time. Some were unwilling to devote time to any organised activity, 

while other restraints on such activities were also identified, as this 

auditor noted: 

“I think they probably all agree that it would make a 
difference, but feel that it is not just currently doable in the 
climate of austerity”. (SC1) 

Where formal training events took place away from their base or 

where groups took part in conferences or fact-finding visits, they were 

considered beneficial, as indicated by these interviewees: 

“The unintended benefit was I think the dialogue between 
members.” (NI2) 

“They helped actually find out where the strengths and 
weaknesses were”. (NI3) 
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However, with the exception of NI, all other training for devolved 

PACs took place in the legislature. 

7.4.9 Personalities 

Regardless of what standing orders direct about the remit of the 

committee or what the literature finds on PAC effectiveness being 

diminished if the committee does not speak as one voice (ODI, 2008; 

Strom, 2000), the largest influence on whether the committee works 

on a cross party basis is likely to be down to the personalities involved. 

There may be difficulties across party lines, but there can also be 

differences between members of the same party, particularly if there 

is competition for recognition within their political party, as this 

committee member commented: 

“It is also necessary to sort out any personal differences 
between the members and sometimes that can be within 
the same party.” (NI1) 

The political ambitions of the members may also play their part in 

whether they will be critical of the government. A number of members 

had been appointed to PAC after a long and distinguished career. 

They were not currying favour with their party to achieve promotion 

and were often very independently minded. These members saw 

PAC as an opportunity to build or enhance their reputation outside of 

cabinet, and in Wales the committee chair commented: 

“The members we have on the committee, I know are not 
seeking cabinet positions first and foremost.” (W3) 

However, on the other hand, younger or more ambitious appointees 

seeking promotion were observed as less collegiate, as this auditor 

remarked: 

“I would sometimes think, preserve me from political highflyers. 
They are the ones who it is difficult to keep in a collegiate 
team”. (NI2) 

Personality clashes were most noticeable in Wales where one 

member, who was described as abrasive by a number of 
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interviewees, had a destabilising influence on the committee. He had 

tweeted derogatory statements about a fellow committee member 

during a PAC evidence session, which resulted in widespread 

coverage on social media. He was subsequently suspended from the 

NAfW and was not reappointed to the committee on his return, with 

interviewees there commenting: 

“We had a group of members who did not instinctively 
gel”. (W3) 
“I think if we didn’t have the (difficult) personalities on the 
committee we would do quite well” (W1) 

“We just don’t gel. We are not working as a team, but I think 
that is down to personalities rather than to politics”. (W1) 

However, good relations, while desirable, were not a pre-requisite for 

others, as a committee member commented: 

“I wouldn’t speak to him unless I have to, but it doesn’t get 
in the way of the committee work. It would be better if we 
had a close working relationship, for sure, but I don’t think 
it’s required.” (W6) 

In NI, an added consideration is the history that has cast a long 

shadow on relations in public, but not inside the committee room, as 

this Sinn Fein member reflected: 

“There were members from the opposing parties who were 
on the committee that I would have been very good friends 
with, (who I would be) friendly on the committee with, but 
probably if I met them on the corridor, they wouldn’t have 
spoken.” (NI7). 

However, it is what happens inside the committee room which is 

more important. Members of a PAC do not need to be friends, but 

need to have a good professional working relationship. Personality 

clashes can impinge on working relationships and cause fellow party 

members to take their party’s side at the expense of cross party 

working. The influence of the chair can be vitally important in these 

scenarios. 

  



222 

 

 
7.4.10 Influence of the Chair 

The committee takes its lead from the chair. Where the chair is seen 

as impartial and working across political party lines, the committee is 

likely to follow that lead, with one clerk commenting: 

“I think he was quite fair-minded… I think there was once 
where he was obviously under pressure from the party 
angle and he maybe succumbed to that once in saying 
something that really wasn’t strictly as impartial as it 
should have been. But that was in over four years and lots 
of inquiries.” (NI8) 

However, where the chair is seen as acting in his/her own political 

party interests, or in his/her personal interests, that may also have an 

influence. This was particularly noticeable in Wales, where a number 

of interviewees were critical of a chair. 

“He was good in public session but when it came to 
bringing the committee together, he would get a partisan 
element into it. I think he had altered the reports after they 
were agreed, or he would do his own foreword in a 
political light, which really wound up the committee 
members.” (W3) 

There are also issues where the chair is party spokesman for a 

portfolio covering an area of PAC interest, as described by this 

auditor: 

“Darren Millar (Conservative) was very smart, very 
incisive, but there was a lot of tension between him and 
the Labour members. … always thought he was spinning it 
a bit politically, becoming more political and there was 
tension with Darren having two hats. He was chair of PAC 
and Conservative spokesman on heath as well.” (W9) 

While it is desirable that one member acts in a peacemaker role, it 

need not always be the chair, as this member remarked: 

“If there is one anchor person in the group…the committee 
does need one person who is constantly focusing on the 
risk of personality clashes, political disputes, anything that 
might undermine the committee”. (NI1) 
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Interviewees identified more experienced members of the committee 

as having that stabilising influence, to a greater or lesser extent, in 

each of the legislatures. 

7.4.11 Institutional Arrangements 

Institutional dependency theory (Greener 2005), supported by 

Mahoney (2000), posits that institutions continue on the path 

established at their formation. The scene is set early on in the 

committee’s development. In this context, the first chair of the 

committee can set the tone and ethos of the committee. This was 

particularly evident in NI, where multiple interviewees complemented 

the first chair on how he brought the parties together to hold the 

officials to account. Given the troubled history between the political 

parties there, this is noteworthy. All participants agreed that this had 

largely continued after the first chair retired. Comments included the 

following from an auditor: 

“The first chair got the process off to a good start… He got 
a reputation for crossing political party lines early on…If it 
is not done early on it would be more difficult to build in 
later” (NI2) 

In Scotland and Wales this was not as evident, although several 

interviewees identified chairs who have had a significant influence on 

how the committee operated and the esteem in which it is held. 

However, the legacy did not appear to last for any significant length of 

time after their retirement, with each new chair shaping how the 

committee operated. 
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7.4.12 Cross Party Working Played Out 

It is revealing that the most examples of cross-party working were 

evident in Northern Ireland, given the history of enmity between the 

political parties, as illustrated by these quotations: 

“It was surprising coming from where we were. They 
seemed to leave their politics at the door”. (NI4) 

“There would be examples of witnesses being pressed by 
one member of a political party being supported by one 
from another political party.” (NI6) 

“I have seen ample evidence of working across party lines 
and even maybe taking a counterview to a minister. The 
acid test is where there is potential for a confrontation with 
the minister and the backbencher maybe taking an 
independent line. So, I have seen enough examples of 
that. In general, it works well.” (NI2) 

“That relationship between parties had to be there. And we 
worked as a committee as opposed to individual groups.” 
(NI3) 

“I have seen members of different political parties 
supporting one another on committee and at times you 
wouldn’t know what party the committee members (were 
from)” (NI2) 

“There was an acceptance that it was in the interests of all 
political parties that PAC needs to be above the cut and 
thrust of what happens in the chamber”. (NI1) 

But the awareness of a lack of accountability by bureaucrats, prior to 

devolution, was most keenly felt in Northern Ireland (Knox, 1999: 

Carmichael, 2002), resulting in politicians there relishing the 

opportunity to have officials give accounts in public, as this member 

reflected: 

“Every one of us put our political hats outside the door. 
There may have been a few reports where that may not 
have been the case, but overall everybody did”. (NI7) 

However, in Scotland, particularly during a strong SNP majority 

government, this was not evidenced, as this auditor noted: 
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“If I was watching the Westminster PAC, I would find it 
hard to decide which party they were from. That is not the 
case here. I think it does limit the impact our work has, 
and it limits the reputation of the committee to a certain 
extent”. (SC1) 

But, members and the secretariat behind the scene do not hold the 

same view, as demonstrated by these quotations: 

“I think that element of the deliberations of PAC actually 
does work and is therefore a tribute to members of all 
political parties who sit on it”. (SC2) 

“On a personal level they all get on, which helps”. (SC4) 

In Wales, there was evidence of cross party working, as noted by this 

auditor: 

“you are sometimes aware that there is a political push for 
a particular interpretation of events, but by and large what 
I have noticed is the readiness to question on an impartial 
basis, not 100% but a reasonably impartial basis.” (W2) 

However, a witness who appeared before PAC on numerous 

occasions stated: 

“I know if I say something overtly critical of the Welsh 
government… I’m going to get a defensive supplementary 
and I have felt that on a number of occasions.” (W7) 

While the public evidence session is an important element in the 

demonstration of public accountability, the subsequent committee 

report to which a formal response is required is also significant. 

7.4.13 Reports 

When a PAC issues reports, they are reports and recommendations 

of the committee, not of the individual members of the committee. 

Committee meetings where the drafting of reports is discussed are 

held in private, with the minutes recording only the attendance and 

the topic of discussion. Given this constraint, all things being equal, 

the time taken to agree a committee report could be seen as a proxy 

for agreement by the committee. Lengthy delays would indicate that 
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there may have been disagreement among members before 

publication of the final report, as PAC is a very busy committee and 

members are often keen to move on to the next inquiry. Full details of 

the time lag between the evidence session and PAC report 

publication can be found in Appendix 10. 

In clear-cut cases such as fraud, disagreement is unlikely to arise, 

while other more contested issues may result in differences. The 

PAC report is published as a report of the committee. The outside 

observer does not know if the report was approved by all members or 

by a simple majority. However, deliberation may not be a bad thing in 

the eyes of this clerk: 

“If it has got differences of opinion within the committee…. 
The process itself has a greater complexity. That is not 
always a bad thing, because the recommendations have 
been quite trashed out amongst members rather than 
simply nodded through because they are all of the same 
mind.” (W8) 

On rare occasions committees feel so strongly about a topic that a 

majority/minority report may be published. While this is undesirable, 

as it weakens the impact of the report, if no resolution can be found, it 

is inevitable. 

No majority/minority reports have been published in NI despite the 

history of political parties, nor in Wales, despite occasions when 

interviewees feared that might be the outcome. In Scotland, the only 

majority/minority report identified related to Police Scotland, which is 

discussed below. 

7.4.14 Examples of Where Cross-Party Working Was Not in 

Evidence 

o Police Scotland 

In a move rarely seen at a PAC, the Scottish committee published a 

majority/minority report on an inquiry into Police Scotland. A major 

policy of the 2011-2016 SNP government was to reform the eight 
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police forces in Scotland, building on a pledge given in their 2007 

manifesto to provide an additional 1,000 police officers (SNP, 2007). 

After consultation,  it was decided to merge the eight police forces 

into one. The Audit Scotland report “Police Reform” (Audit Scotland, 

2013) examined the implementation of that policy. An auditor in 

Scotland , stated that: 

“was really irrelevant to what they were interested in, and I 
am not sure that there is much that could have been done 
to have ameliorated that given the make-up of the 
committee and the political context.” (SC1) 

Steps were taken regarding committee membership for this inquiry, 

which mirrored those taken in NI to a policing inquiry, as noted by 

this member: 

“Because the SNP had a majority then they put members 
on the committee at that time to dampen that committee 
report down. …That was the weakest day of that 
committee.” (SC2) 

“I know a heap of the members (SNP) thought it was a 
stupid idea, but they are so blinking loyal to their party that 
they put members on to force the committee to dampen 
down its report.” (SC2) 

As agreement could not be reached, four opposition committee 

members, including the convener Hugh Henry, published a 

dissenting statement in the annex to the committee report. Speaking 

to The Scotsman (Marshall, 2014), the convener commented: 

“There’s a style that is beginning to emerge. There’s a 
discipline the like of which I’ve never seen before. From 
the SNP’s perspective that’s commendable, but when that 
discipline says that the loyalty is to the party rather than 
the facts and the public, then it begins to have a 
detrimental impact.” 

o PSNI 

In NI, the auditor reported on the recruitment by the PSNI of former 

members of the RUC, “PSNI: Use of Agency Staff” (NIAO, 2012). 

Policing in NI is a highly politically contentious issue, where until 
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recent reforms it was largely distrusted by large sections of the 

nationalist community. The first evidence session for this inquiry, at 

five hours, was the longest meeting held since devolution in any of 

the legislatures, which resulted in the committee splitting along 

political party lines. Members interviewed saw this as a dark episode 

for the committee. Nevertheless they acknowledged that it was an 

important learning experience. The committee eventually published 

an agreed report, but some thought that too many compromises had 

been made, with a clerk commenting: 

“Which is more honest? I’m not sure. If you prolong the 
process until you get an agreed report, have you made 
compromises then to the content?” (NI8) 

However, members and auditors felt that it was important to put that 

behind them and to move on. They disagreed with the clerk’s view: 

“We had one difficult one that took an age to agree but at 
least we agreed it. They worked at it until they had a 
consensus.” (NI2) 

“There was a lot of hard work that went into it and I 
suppose it wasn’t a triumph for anyone. But it showed that 
yes, this can be done. We held you to account ”. (NI7) 

Additional concerns were voiced in respect of this inquiry which 

emphasised the political aspect of the topic, as outlined by this clerk: 

“I think that might be an example of a change to 
membership which was about running some interference 
into that inquiry, and I think it really just fell into that 
category of legacy and constitutional matters that we have 
difficulty with. It took a very long time to get the report out. 
There were a lot of committee meetings where you knew 
that not enough people were going to turn up to have the 
meeting happen” (NI8) 

o NI Water 

In July 2010 NI Water appointed consultants to conduct a review of 

procurement practices following the receipt of complaints. The 

response of the minister was to dismiss the non-executive members 

of the board, most of whom had no involvement in the matters under 
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review. NIAO subsequently published a report “Examination of 

Procurement Breaches in NI Water” (NIAO, 2010) in December 2010. 

Shortly afterwards NI experienced severe weather, resulting in tens 

of thousands of residents having no access to fresh water over 

Christmas and New Year. The public outcry and subsequent PAC 

inquiry saw the dismissal of the CEO and the demotion of a senior 

civil servant, following the leaking of emails to committee members. 

Unlike the PSNI report where the committee split along sectarian 

lines because of legacy issues, the split on this inquiry was between 

two nationalist parties, Sinn Fein and SDLP, with a clerk 

commenting: 

“Whistle-blowers gave all their information to SDLP. The 
minister was a Sinn Fein member. There was certainly live 
awareness of the political dimension.” (NI8) 

The issue was further exacerbated by the leaking of a draft 

committee report, which resulted in the secretariat being questioned 

with one clerk commenting: 

“…there was a very strong feeling among committee 
members that this was a political issue and it was 
politicians who were responsible for leaking and that it was 
a political agenda.” (NI8) 

o Anglesey Air Link 

The 2011-2016 PAC in Wales introduced an innovation in the form of 

committee-initiated inquiries. Inquiries usually commence with the 

audit office report. Therefore, while the committee has freedom to 

choose which audit reports it will progress to the evidence session, 

the agenda is largely set by the auditor rather than the committee. 

The inquiry into the Cardiff-Anglesey Air Link was the first inquiry 

undertaken under this new regime of committee led inquiries. This 

inquiry was launched following concerns raised by an AM concerning 

the Welsh government’s subsidy for this route and procurement 

arrangements for the air service. To support their investigation, the 
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committee requested that the auditor prepare a briefing paper for 

consideration. Correspondence from an opposition AM, which raised 

concerns about the air link, was passed to the auditor. So a 

Conservative chair, using information provided by a Conservative 

AM, championed the inquiry. It was therefore considered a party-

political issue. Having taken evidence from one expert and the Welsh 

government, an interim report was published in July 2014. This report 

included a chair’s foreword which was not agreed by the committee. 

Furthermore, the chair gave media interviews, where he raised 

concerns about non-cooperation by the Welsh government with the 

inquiry, which were not in the report. This resulted in a Labour 

(government) committee member, Mike Hedges, speaking out 

against his own committee. 

“As a general principle, when Darren Millar (chair) speaks 
about things that are not in the report, he’s not speaking 
for me.” (The Western Mail 2014) 

7.4.15 Cross Party Working Summary 

The examples provided in 7.4.14 where cross party working was not 

evident are notable because of their rarity. Many examples of cross-

party working were found in all the legislatures. Surprisingly, given 

the history of animosity and violence between the two communities 

that existed in NI prior to the establishment of the NIA, cross party 

working was most evident there. 

7.5 Conclusion Overriding Principles Driving PAC Behaviour and 

Performance 

ODI (2008) identified three overriding principles driving PAC 

behaviour and performance. SAI independence, policy neutrality and 

inter-party cooperation are seen as prerequisites for an effective 

PAC. All three of these principles were evident in all of the devolved 

legislatures. 
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7.5.1 Auditor Independence 

An audit is an official inspection or systematic review of financial 

statements or processes. It is a basic tenet of auditing that the 

auditor must be independent of those he audits, if others are to rely on 

his reports. In the private sector this is enshrined in company law. In 

the public sector effective accountability can only be demonstrated if 

the SAI is independent of government (PEFA, 2016; ODI, 2008; 

McGee, 2002). Legislative safeguards are in place in NI, Scotland 

and Wales to ensure that the SAI is free from government 

interference. 

However, it is also important that the committee and SAI work 

together so there is interdependence at committee level. A PAC 

cannot function effectively without the evidence base provided by the 

SAI, while from the auditor’s perspective the review carried out by a 

PAC adds weight to audit reports. The AG in each of the 

administrations is mindful of the duties of office in this regard, while at 

the same time assisting the committee. But there is a fine line between 

reliance and overdependence (Gay and Winetrobe, 2003). In 

Scotland, the parliament has devised working practices to 

demonstrate that the committee is independent of the auditor, which 

manifests itself in the auditor appearing only in public session to give 

evidence on the audit report. While achieving the objective of 

parliament to be transparent in its dealings, this appears to work to 

the detriment of the committee, as the evidence from NI and Wales 

suggests that private sessions with the auditor are beneficial for the 

committee members. In Wales, the PAC has demonstrated its 

independence from the auditor by conducting its own inquiries. The 

evidence base for these inquiries is less robust than for inquiries on 

foot of SAI reports as the SAI has unique rights of access to 

documents and records. Moreover, these committee- initiated 

inquiries may veer into the political arena, as the boundaries which 

normally surround a PAC and make it distinctive from other 
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parliamentary committees are broken down. It is therefore 

recommended that such inquiries should only be conducted rarely. 

SAI independence is the bedrock on which a PAC as an 

accountability mechanism rests. The auditors in the devolved 

administrations have been demonstrated to be independent of 

government. The foundation provided by stature safeguards that 

independence. However, not only must the auditor be independent, 

he/she must also be seen as independent, not only of government 

but also independent of the committee. The only instance cited 

where this might not be seen to be the case was the close 

relationship between the chair of NAfW PAC and the auditor between 

2011 and 2016. This was discussed more fully in 2.3.5. This criticism 

was moderated somewhat by participants who affirmed that they held 

the then AGW in high esteem, and did not question his personal 

integrity and independence. However, measures must be taken to 

ensure that the auditor is not only independent, but to ensure that the 

post holder is seen as independent. To conclude, auditor 

independence was not an issue in any of the devolved 

administrations examined. 

7.5.2 Policy Neutrality 

The focus of PAC should be on implementation of government policy, 

as it is the official who appears to give evidence on his own account 

to justify decisions, he/she made. There is little doubt that ministers 

rely on officials to inform their decision-making regarding policy, but 

policy decisions remain the responsibility of ministers, for which they 

are accountable to the electorate. While the discussion during the 

evidence session may stray into the policy arena and these 

soundbites are emphasised by the media, these diversions are only 

generally a small element of many evidence sessions and do not 

detract from the evidence gained. Additionally, while politicians may 

want to question the policy decision in furtherance of their own 

careers and profiles, the officials have been found to be very adept at 
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letting the politicians know that they were straying beyond their remit. 

Therefore, while it would be better if all the discussion concentrated 

on implementation, it has not been demonstrated to be detrimental to 

the achievement of the objectives of the process, except in isolated 

cases. 

However, the reputation of the individual committee members and 

the committee collectively may suffer if policy is constantly 

questioned at the expense of implementation. The reputation of the 

committee is important, as Schillemans (2016) shows that agents 

take their role more seriously when the accountability forum they are 

answerable to is highly respected. 

7.5.3 Cross Party Working 

Relationships between members of any committee are important. 

Indeed, the ability to work as part of a team is now considered to be 

a prized skill many recruiters seek out when considering candidates 

for positions. In the current context, members of parliamentary 

committees must work as a team to ensure that accountability is 

discharged. Moreover, committees which speak as one voice are 

likely to be taken more seriously than those which appear divided 

(Strom, 2000). 

PAC is unlike other parliamentary committees as it is the official, not 

the minister, who appears before it. The objective of the committee, 

shared with Treasury and the SAI, is to ensure public money is not 

wasted. Given this objective it is difficult for politicians to argue against 

it, even if they do not agree with the policy objectives of the 

government. 

If close personal relationships develop between committee members 

it is to be welcomed, but members can work together while not 

necessarily admiring each other. However, the ability to work in a 

professional manner across political party divides is required (ODI, 

2008). This ability to work across the political divide has been 
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demonstrated to have been evident on PAC in all the devolved 

legislatures, with a few notable exceptional inquiries, which need to 

be viewed within the political context and climate that existed at that 

time. 

Evidence of cross party working was strongest in NI, and weakest in 

Scotland between 2011 and 2016. In NI, the individual participants in 

this study were no different from those in Scotland and Wales in 

many respects. The one distinguishing factor appeared to be the 

lower regard in which officials were held in NI compared to the other 

administrations. While politicians in all the legislatures decried the 

waste of public money as the result of negligence, inability or in the 

worst cases fraud committed by officials, the same hostility which 

was evident in NI was not reflected from this research in Wales and 

Scotland. 

This atmosphere in NI is the product of its history of Direct Rule. 

During this 30 year period the civil service continued to operate, but 

without a layer of checks and balances (Carmichael, 2002). In theory, 

officials could be called before Westminster committees, but that was 

a rare occurrence. At the same time local government was stripped 

of many of the powers it previously held, which are still held by local 

government elsewhere in the UK. This arose due to concerns about 

how public services were allocated across the sectarian divide by 

local authorities, which were predominately under unionist control, 

even in nationalist areas. Responsibility for many of the public 

services removed from the control of local government were 

transferred to quangos, appointments to which were not transparent. 

Therefore, local politicians had little input to many public services. 

The hands off approach adopted by Westminster in the wake of the 

outbreak of violence in NI resulted in officials, both civil servants and 

those from other public bodies, not being held to account. Some 

participants in this study commented on the arrogant attitude that 

many of these officials developed towards NI politicians. This played 

out at Stormont in the early years of the devolved Assembly and still 
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exists to a certain extent, although many of the officials in post then 

have now retired or left public service. This is perhaps best illustrated 

by this observation; 

“I remember those days. I remember going to Northern 
Ireland for some session or other to advise on the set up 
and I was quite struck by the lack of respect shown (by 
officials). In a sense it was disgraceful.” (SC5) 

Therefore, the politicians in NI brought with them their experience of 

previous interactions with officials. If that interaction had not been 

satisfactory, PAC gave the politicians the opportunity to settle old 

scores. Close working relationships developed between committee 

members from all political parties because of their commonly held 

view that they would demand answers of and be given respect by 

officials. Personnel have changed over the years and a new 

generation of officials is now in post. However, traces of that old 

animosity are still evident. 

On the other hand, interviewees from Scotland and Wales, who 

appeared as witnesses at PAC, all felt that committee members from 

the governing parties were less demanding in their questioning than 

opposition members. This demonstrated that while PACs in Scotland 

and Wales, like their counterpart in NI, wanted accountability, they 

worked less as a team to achieve it, as they did not want any failings 

to reflect badly on the government of the day. 

7.5.4 Summary of Overriding Principles 

This chapter examined the overriding principles driving PAC 

behaviour identified by ODI (2008). SAI independence, policy 

neutrality and inter-party cooperation were all demonstrated to be 

evident in all the devolved PACs. If these principles were placed in 

rank order, the strongest evidence existed for SAI independence, 

with limited variation across the administrations. This was followed by 

inter-party working, albeit with varying degrees evident across the 

administrations. The evidence suggests cross party working was 
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strongest in NI, followed by Scotland and then Wales. Evidence was 

weakest for policy neutrality; however, this was considered as less 

important than SAI independence and cross-party working. 

This chapter provided evidence that key indicators for PAC 

effectiveness existed in the devolved legislatures during the period 

reviewed. These factors are prerequisites for an effective committee 

in achieving the purposes of public accountability as identified by 

Aucoin and Heintzman (2000). However, there are additional factors 

to consider before a full assessment of PAC as an effective 

accountability mechanism which holds officials to account can be 

made. 

The following chapter will explore the inputs identified in the literature 

as indicators of an effective PAC. This is followed by an exploration of 

the process and output indicators of effectiveness. A discussion of all 

the indicators for effectiveness concludes this section. 
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8 The Players Part Two - Inputs 

8.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter discussed the three fundamental principles 

underpinning PAC as an accountability mechanism of auditor 

independence, policy neutrality and cross party working (ODI, 2008). 

However these prerequisites, while essential, are not the only factors 

required for an effective PAC process. Other factors can be classified 

as inputs, processes and outputs. Here inputs, identified in the 

literature as indicators of effectiveness, are discussed using 

documentary sources and data gathered from 26 in depth interviews 

with the key stakeholders. If the desired outcome of democratic 

accountability is to be achieved through the PAC process, the correct 

inputs must be available. Processes and outputs are presented in the 

following chapters. 

The principle input factors identified and discussed here are: 

• Constitutional framework; 

• Resources, including the secretariat, training and 

accommodation; and 

• Member skills, experience and engagement. 

8.2 Constitutional and Legal Framework for the Committee 

PAC must have a formal legal or constitutional position. It should also 

have the power to scrutinise audit reports; choose topics for 

investigation without interference; call witnesses; and publish reports 

and recommendations (Loney, 2004; Pelizzo et al, 2006). 

The devolved PACs are statutory committees. Indeed, it is the only 

mandated committee of the NAfW in Government of Wales Act 2006. 

In all the devolved legislatures, the chair of PAC cannot be a member 

of the governing party and ministers are excluded from membership, 

to strengthen its independence from government. Additionally, ODI 
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(2008) claim that the accounting officer role must be established and 

understood. There have been changes in civil service structures in 

Scotland and Wales, where directorates have been established, and 

in Northern Ireland where the number of departments was reduced. 

However, the role of the civil service and public bodies has not 

changed since the establishment of devolution, and as the 

accounting officer role was established in the UK as early as 1872 

(Harris 2013), this requirement is met. 

A constitutional basis rather than a statutory basis for the 

establishment of a PAC is preferred, but as there is no written 

constitution in the UK, only the statutory basis is available. In the 

USA, the PAC has a constitutional basis which is seen as a more 

robust foundation than a statute, as a statute can more easily be 

overturned (Norton and Murphy Smith, 2008). However, this 

argument is academic only, as given the committee’s role and 

prominence, it is likely that any move to abolish it would be robustly 

opposed by any legislature rooted in the Westminster model. 

While differences exist between the devolved legislature statutes and 

standing orders, each of the devolved PACs has a sufficiently strong 

legal framework. Having been established on a firm foundation to act 

on the legislature’s behalf, the PAC needs the means to carry out the 

duties with which it has been entrusted. Therefore, it needs 

resources. 

8.3 Resources 

ODI (2008) state that the committee must have sufficient resources 

available to enable it to carry out its duties. Resources can be 

defined very narrowly in terms of the budget allocated to it, or more 

broadly to encompass the skills and experience members bring to 

the committee. In this study, interviewees explored resources in the 

broadest sense to include training, members’ skills and experience, 

the secretariat and committee accommodation. 
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8.3.1 Secretariat 

The committee secretariat is small in all the devolved legislatures. In 

each of the legislatures the committee is supported by a clerk and a 

small team. The clerk has an important role to play in the smooth 

operation of the interaction between the auditor and the committee 

on a day to day basis. NI had the largest team of five staff members, 

compared to two or three in Scotland and Wales. However, this 

reflected the greater numbers in the secretariat in NI compared to 

Scotland and Wales, and is not unique to PAC. The important role 

played by the clerk is emphasised by this auditor: 

“I have experience of working with some outstanding 
clerks and some appalling clerks. I’m not sure that it 
affects the outcome that much, but boy does it make the 
process more difficult. I think to be honest a competent 
clerk is more important that a chairman.” (NI5) 

In all cases, committee member interviewees expressed a desire for 

more resources; one of the reasons cited for the auditor making a 

significant contribution to the drafting of committee reports was the 

lack of resources in the secretariat. However, the general consensus 

among committee members was that they were well supported by the 

clerks, but a few placed more weight on the support they received 

from the auditor. However, others questioned the quality of clerking 

with comments including: 

“I don’t think we have evolved that (effective clerking as in 
Westminster) yet in Wales. I’m not saying it might  not 
happen but I haven’t seen it yet.” (W2) 

“I don’t think they (the clerking team) are particularly 
good…I don’t think it would be the first choice of the best 
and the brightest of the clerking staff to clerk this 
committee.” (SC1) 

Members acknowledged that a great resource was available to them 

in the audit office, but they would also have liked to have access to 

their own independent research. Clerks on the other hand 
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complained that in some instances the members did not fully avail of 

the service with which they were already provided. 

In addition to a dedicated committee secretariat all the devolved 

legislatures are supported by general research offices, but these 

research offices have little expertise in financial and auditing matters. 

The exception to this was Wales, where some additional financial 

research capacity was introduced to support all committees, but PAC 

particularly, in matters of a financial nature. This was needed in 

Wales where, unusually, PAC initiated its own inquiries which were 

not on foot of SAI reports. 

8.3.2 Use of Experts. 

In Northern Ireland and Scotland, the witnesses called to PAC 

evidence sessions have been accounting officers and supporting 

staff. However, in Wales a wider range of witnesses was called. For 

example, in its inquiry into the VFM report on Motorway and Trunk 

Road Investment (NAfW 2015), evidence was taken from the Road 

Haulage Association; the chair of the Chartered Institute of Highways 

and Transportation; a director of the Civil Engineering Association; 

trunk road agents; and professors of engineering at Cardiff University 

and Leeds University. While expert panels can provide background 

information, it must be remembered that trade associations and 

professional bodies act as spokesmen for their members - they are 

not impartial. However, a member of the research team justified this 

break with the traditional approach as follows: 

“I think the committee find it important to have more than 
one view, so by having the other people they get the 
ammunition.” (W5) 

Some interviewees outside Wales expressed a desire to hear other 

alternative opinions, while others saw this as a distraction from the 

main task of a PAC, which is to take evidence from the accounting 

officer. Moreover, as limited time was available to the committee, 
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taking evidence from other parties could limit the number of inquiries 

that a PAC could conduct. 

The view was also expressed that the auditor was likely to have 

consulted experts in the field if he/she had deemed it necessary, and 

therefore this innovation could result in duplication. It also had the 

effect of blurring the distinctiveness of PAC from other more policy 

focused committees. 

8.3.3 Training 

Guy and Winetrobe (2003) identified training of members as a 

possible ingredient for the success of PAC. The training received by 

politicians in the devolved legislatures in recent years has improved 

compared with what was previously available, with interviewees in 

Scotland most vocal in this regard and giving different viewpoints, 

exemplified as follows: 

“This is the only workplace in the land where we are 
embarrassed about training the workers… MSPs will say 
that they will get hammered in the press (for incurring the 
expense).” (SC4) 

“When I joined in 1999 there was no training… but they 
have been brilliant about it this time round. It’s more of an 
induction.” (SC2) 

All newly elected politicians now receive general training on the 

legislature. Additionally, committee training is  provided, but this 

training differs in intensity. However, some interviewees, including 

this clerk, lamented the lack of engagement for further training 

evident among politicians: 

“Officials have tried after every election to offer them 
training, but it has not really worked because the members 
don’t accept it.” (SC4) 

Training in questioning was identified as a necessity for committee 
members, as this quotation from Wales illustrates: 

“…helping members to understand how to ask probing 
questions. I do remember one PAC. It was quizzing a firm 
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of auditors… and the supplementary should be… and they 
drifted on to another topic…I do think there is a need to 
ensure the members both understand the topic and also 
are pretty well versed in the kinds of follow up (needed).” 
(W2) 

In NI, the NIA received £1 million from Atlantic Philanthropies to 

provide member and committee training. This training, which involved 

overnight stays away from the legislature, was rated as excellent by 

members. However, all members did not participate, or went to the 

workshop but did not stay overnight as bemoaned by this PAC 

member: 

“It was devalued by the fact that not everyone 
participated.” (NI1) 

In Wales and Scotland a more limited budget was available for 

training, but members have had sessions on questioning and team 

working, where the training by an experienced facilitator was 

summed up by this PAC member: 

“…came in and did some questioning training with us, 
which I thought was good…She had examined the 
committee in session… and gave some helpful feedback. 
There wasn’t much appetite to engage.” (W6) 

The benefits of training and away days are not limited to subject 

knowledge or questioning techniques, but to broader social 

networking and creating committee cohesion as this clerk explained: 

“I think it (away days) would be really useful, because we 
put a bunch of strangers into a room and expect them to 
work together, and outside that committee they don’t 
spend time together.” (NI8) 

NI was the only legislature where overnight opportunities were 

available to PAC. However, some members of Wales PAC made 

study visits to other PACs. In the interests of developing cohesion 

and getting members from different political parties to work closely 

together, it is probable that all PACs would benefit from these 

opportunities. 
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8.4 Members’ Prior Experience. 

The effectiveness of PAC, particularly in public evidence sessions, is 

influenced by the experience and skill of its members. Prior 

experience can inform participation on a PAC. Apart from the 

Northern Ireland Parliament 1921-1972, the devolved administrations 

were completely new institutions in a UK context in 1999. In Scotland 

and Wales there was no experience of these institutions in modern 

times. In all the administrations devolution was hailed as a new dawn. 

They would not draw on any previous frameworks but would 

introduce a “new politics” (Cairney, 2006). This was characterised in 

Scotland by higher participation by the public in the work of 

Parliament (McGarvey, 2001; Brown 2000), but in all the 

administrations devolution was seen as a way of bringing politics 

closer to the people (Knox, 2010). 

Most of the newly elected members of the devolved legislatures took 

up their posts will little prior experience of the day to day workings of 

a parliamentary system. In the Northern Ireland context, most MLAs 

had a grounding in local politics having previously served in local 

government, with limited powers and budgets. The most senior 

politicians in the NIA were serving MPs. Sinn Fein do not take their 

seats at Westminster. Therefore, while on paper they had been MPs 

for a number of years, none had parliamentary experience. 

Furthermore, traditionally, MPs from Northern Ireland constituencies 

do not sit on Westminster PAC; the last to do so was Rafton Pounder 

in the early 1970s. 

In Scotland and Wales most members of the legislatures also had 

little parliamentary experience, but they had experience of local 

government which had considerably wider remits than the NI 

equivalent, as local government spending in Scotland and Wales 

accounts for in excess of 20% of public spending. Even with this 

experience, other issues were identified by this auditor: 
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“You have to remember we are dealing with very lay 
people who are elected and who are very busy.” (SC7) 

Unusually for a devolved PAC, in Wales, Dafydd Wigley served on 

Westminster PAC when MP for Caernarfon, before joining the NAfW, 

where he served on the Welsh PAC. 

Interviewees felt that some experience of the way the legislature 

worked was an advantage when sitting on PAC, and given that 20 

years have passed since the establishment of devolution, more 

politicians now have that experience. However, issues still remain, as 

identified by these interviewees: 

“It is ineffective to put newly elected members with 
absolutely no knowledge on PAC... I think there is a duty 
(on parties) to bring people up to speed before they are 
allocated to PAC… not only young people. There are 
people who have plenty of life experience, but who have 
never learnt from it.” (NI3) 

“It would be impossible for them to just spontaneously ask 
good scrutinising questions. There are two levels to this in 
the sense that there needs to be support provided to 
members, but for that really sharp scrutiny, you need 
members who have done their own research and reading 
as well.” (W8) 

It is not only parliamentary experience that may prove beneficial when 

carrying out a committee role on a PAC. Previous experience in 

business or professional life may also be helpful. Former lawyers 

and journalists were identified by interviewees as having made a 

significant contribution to PAC. When experience in business is 

concerned, NI lags behind Scotland and Wales, as this interviewee 

noted: 

“The political make up is different in NI to the rest of the 
UK, in that you don’t get an awful lot of senior 
businesspeople entering politics in NI.” (NI9) 

Experience in the legislature may be beneficial. However, it cannot 

always take the place of the natural scrutinising ability of the 

individual, with one interviewee commenting that he now sat on a 

committee (not a PAC) with a former minister: 
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“who can’t ask a question for a toffee apple, so it doesn’t 
always follow that because you have been a minister you 
can ask a question.” (SC2) 

Therefore, a combination of experience and skill is required, but 

member skills may be more important than experience in this context. 

8.4.1  Members’ Skills 

Some interviewees argued that membership of PAC was very 

demanding as a wide range of issues are dealt with, unlike a subject 

committee where the focus is on one policy area. However, 

regardless of the topic, good scrutiny skills are required, as one 

witness at the NI PAC commented: 

“There were some very very good members who 
understood what was being said and there were others 
who were simply reading out the questions from the audit 
office. So, the quality of the PAC is largely dependent on 
how good the individuals are… How good the interrogation 
is on the back of the question is largely down to the 
members’ ability to understand the context of the report.” 
(NI9). 

while in Scotland, an auditor summed up member skills as follows: 

“They vary hugely in the extent to which you get the sense 
they know why they are asking the question and where 
they are going with it, and the ability to do the follow up.” 
(SC1) 

“Some members made a significantly greater contribution 
than others did, and I think there were two factors that 
affected that: (1) there was the degree to which they 
prepared; and (2) there was the skill – the capacity to 
understand the report and draw hypotheses from it, which 
they would then explore with the witnesses.” (SC3) 

All of the devolved PACs had at least one very effective member. 

Indeed, on occasion some very skilled committee members have 

identified questions which the auditor has overlooked, as noted by 

this auditor: 
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“Of the ones (questions) that we wouldn’t have thought of 
asking, a significant proportion, though not all, were really 
quite insightful.” (NI5) 

Individual members in each of the devolved committees were 

identified by witnesses as being particularly effective, for example: 

“There is an exemplar in that (x) does. He is forensic… he 
is also hard working… 90% perspiration 10% inspiration.” 
(W7) 

“He was in a different league compared to most people 
around the table; very good… understood the issues, but 
also understood the bigger picture.” (NI9) 

While one Scottish member was described as: 

“Always razor sharp; as clever a man as you will meet.” 
(SC4) 

“(He) asked the most challenging questions… but when 
you gave him an answer he wouldn’t just move on to the 
next question. He would reflect on the answer and come 
back to you with a supplementary, and that shows he had 
listened to your answer.” (SC6). 

However, some thought that PAC could be effective despite some 

members’ lack of skills, as this auditor noted: 

“Of course, a more skilled PAC is better than a less skilled 
PAC, but you can have a very effective PAC which doesn’t 
have, in quotes, political highflyers on it.” (NI5) 

One of the challenges of sitting on a PAC is that a broad range of 

subjects is considered. This was an issue identified by PAC 

members. However, a counterargument was also presented by 

witnesses, as noted by this witness in Scotland: 

“The fact that it is different subjects shouldn’t impact the 
quality of scrutiny. In reality what we want is experts in 
scrutiny, irrespective of what the subject matter is.” (SC5) 

Moreover, if robust processes are in place, some of the lack of skills 

in questioning can be counteracted, as this witness observed: 

“The real scrutiny is done out with rather than within the 
committee. The scrutiny isn’t dependent on the skills, 
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interest and expertise of those who are actually on the 
committee.” (SC5) 

In other words, the process of holding officials to account does not 

end with the evidence session. The evidence presented informs the 

committee as it prepares its report and recommendations. 

Accountability, defined as giving an account is achieved when that 

accounts is given. This thesis proceeds on the basis of accountability 

as holding to account. There must be the possibility of sanctions or 

consequences (Bovens, 2007). Accountability, from this perspective,  

is achieved when change is brought about as a result of the PAC 

process, and not simply by the evidence session. 

8.5 Attendance and Engagement 

Not only are some member skills required, but members must 

employ these skills for the benefit of the committee. Attendance by 

members is a necessary input to committee effectiveness. Members 

must attend committee meetings, both the public evidence sessions 

and the meetings held in private to prepare for public evidence 

sessions. They must also attend post evidence sessions when the 

committee report is being drafted. Additionally, when present, 

members must be fully engaged in the proceedings. This is 

discussed more fully in 9.4.2 

Committee attendance was good in all the legislatures, with a cohort 

of members who rarely missed a session and Scotland scoring 

91.1%, Wales 88.7% and NI 76.9%. Full details of attendance is 

available in Appendix 12. Sandford and Maer (2003) claim that there 

is a link between committee size and attendance; with smaller 

committees achieving a higher attendance. The statistics presented 

here for attendance at evidence sessions between 2007 and 2016 

support this claim. From interview data it appears that attendance at 

private sessions is likely to have been lower. There is evidence to 

suggest that there was a core group in each of the devolved PACs 

who attended and fully engaged, but there were also politicians 
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who were less engaged. In this respect the legislatures were very 

similar. Attendance is required, but sufficient time must also be 

allocated by the legislature for PAC meetings. 

8.6 Time Available to Committee 

The committee must have sufficient time to carry out its remit. Given 

that members of the devolved legislatures sit on multiple committees, 

this has proved to be a challenge. In Scotland, committee room 

allocation to PAC on Thursday before First Ministers Questions 

results in a strict time limit on evidence sessions. This was also a 

consideration in Wales between 2011 and 2016. Afternoon evidence 

sessions in Northern Ireland have been known to have extended to 

over five hours. These lengthy evidence sessions bring their own 

challenges as focus can be lost. 

However, it is not just the weekly meeting that demands a time 

commitment from committee members. Members need to prepare 

before meetings if they are to contribute fully to the proceedings 

(Russell and Benton, 2011). Elected representatives have numerous 

demands on their time, and if they are to contribute fully to PAC they 

need to make preparation a priority. This issue is discussed more 

fully in 9.2. 

8.7 Physical Environment 

While not identified in the PAC literature as a factor for effectiveness, 

the physical environment available to a PAC may be important in 

setting the scene. The architecture of the devolved legislative 

buildings in Belfast, Edinburgh and Cardiff has been described as 

symbolic of devolution. The Northern Ireland Assembly sits at 

Stormont, which is described as a mini- replica of Westminster, while 

the legislatures of Scotland and Wales are accommodated in new 

purpose-built premises, which were described as “self- consciously 

designed to be different from Westminster” (Mitchell, 2010 p.101). In 

Northern Ireland, PAC evidence sessions took place in the old 
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senate chamber at Stormont, which had not been designed as a 

committee room. In Scotland and Wales, PAC evidence sessions 

take place in purpose-built committee rooms. All the rooms used had 

sophisticated, unobtrusive systems for the live broadcasting of 

proceedings during public evidence sessions. 

8.7.1 The Layout of the Room and Positioning of Members 

In Scotland, committee rooms are furnished with large tables with the 

witness sitting at the opposite end from the convener. This design 

was a deliberate strategy to be as inclusive as possible. Similar 

arrangements exist in Cardiff. In NI, tables are arranged in a 

rectangle with the chair and clerks at one end and the witnesses at 

the other end. However, Mitchell (2010) lamented that, despite hopes 

to the contrary, inclusive architecture has not been able to overcome 

adversarial politics. 

In all the devolved legislatures, the clerks set out place names at the 

start of each mandate. Members do not normally sit in party groups. 

Occasionally clerks change the seating arrangements during the 

mandate as described by this interviewee: 

“We used to have nearest the witnesses, but his style of 
questioning was a bit adversarial at times and we had had 
feedback from witnesses, and they felt intimidated, so we 
discreetly moved him up and that did seem to help things.” 
(W1) 

While there are advantages to working in a pleasant environment, no 

evidence emerged during this study to indicate that the NI PAC was 

disadvantaged by the lack of a dedicated committee room. 

Furthermore, despite the attempts in Scotland to be as inclusive as 

possible with an oval shaped table, the witnesses interviewed found 

it a demanding experience. 
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8.8 Summary of Inputs 

In order to answer the research question, “are the devolved PACs 

effective accountability mechanisms?”, Study Two measures a range 

of indicators of effectiveness derived from the literature, using 

interview data with key individuals in each of the major stakeholder 

groups. These indicators are classified as inputs, processes and 

outputs. An effective PAC must display indicators from all these 

groups. 

Here we examined PAC effectiveness in NI, Scotland and Wales by 

measuring a range of inputs derived from the literature, which 

indicate effectiveness or are necessary ingredients for a successful 

PAC. However, a PAC may have high levels of inputs but be 

ineffective if sufficient processes and outputs are not evident. 

When resources are considered, the most important issue was 

member skills. Skills can be developed by politicians with exposure 

to the processes and procedures of the legislature and the 

committee. They are further enhanced by training. However, training 

and experience cannot fully compensate for a deficiency in natural 

curiosity, or a willingness to fully engage. Member skills varied, but in 

each of the devolved PACs a number of highly skilled members were 

identified who could be relied upon to scrutinise the witnesses 

effectively. 

While differences in inputs in NI, Scotland and Wales were evident at 

different times, particularly regarding the skills and experience of PAC 

members, on the whole the overall evidence for input indicators was 

that there were few differences between the devolved committees. 

However, this does not imply that they are equally effective, as any 

evaluation of the PAC process must also consider processes and 

outcomes. Processes are presented in the following chapter. 
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9 The Players Part Two - Processes 

PAC is an accountability mechanism and this thesis explores the 

effectiveness of that mechanism. Indicators of PAC effectiveness 

may be classified into inputs, processes and outcomes (ODI, 2008). 

Study Two examines these indicators using evidence from interviews 

and documentary sources. The previous chapter explored input 

indicators. An exploration of the principal process indicators of formal 

preparation, questioning and general committee working practices 

including the timing and length of meetings and time lags (ODI, 2008; 

Stapenhurst et al, 2005; Pelizzo et al, 2006; McGee, 2002) is 

presented here. Outcomes are explored in Chapter 10, followed by a 

discussion of the findings arising from Study Two in Chapter 11. 

The skills and experience of committee members were identified as 

important factors in Chapter 8 but a lack of skill could be counteracted 

to a certain extent by procedures, according to this auditor: 

“The quality and skills of the members have a significant 
influence on the quality of the evidence taken, but it also 
depends on the internal customs and practice which are 
used.” (SC7) 

9.1 Working Practices 

Standing orders do not set out detailed rules for a PAC, and each of 

the committees has slightly different working practices. ODI (2008, 

p.28) argue that the “right working practices serve to imbue the right 

principles for PAC activity”. However, working practices evolve over 

time, reflecting the political environment in which the committee 

operates, the values, and in some cases the personalities, of its 

members. It follows that a change in membership, and in particular, a 

change in the chair, can result in a change in working practices, as the 

new incumbent makes his/her mark. Formal working processes exist 

in all the devolved legislatures for preparation, timing of meetings 
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and questioning. These areas are now discussed as is the role of the 

chair. 

9.2 Formal Preparation 

Some committee members undertake considerable private 

preparation before meetings and evidence sessions, while others did 

little. During interviews a small number of individuals were identified 

by all stakeholder groups as being particularly hardworking. 

Additionally, formal preparation sessions for the committee as a 

whole may be organised by the clerks. The approach adopted differed 

widely. 

In Northern Ireland, a novel approach to preparation for evidence 

sessions was adopted, whereby the committee met in advance of a 

briefing with the auditor and committee members worked in pairs or 

small groups to prepare questions. This innovation was introduced 

after training in questioning was undertaken. The auditor and staff 

directly involved in the audit attended these sessions but stayed in 

the background. However, they were available to answer members’ 

questions, if required. Members thought these sessions extremely 

useful, and the sentiment expressed by this PAC member was widely 

held: 

“You will always get the right questions asked provided 
you are prepared. It all comes down to provided you have 
the preparation.” (NI3) 

Formal preparation might have been more important in the early days 

of devolution, due to the inexperience of all parties involved, as this 

auditor explained: 

“I would put a high emphasis on that because… I was 
working with relatively inexperienced PACs.” (NI5) 

However, all PAC members must be fully engaged in this preparation 

if the full benefits are to be reaped. While some committee members 

complained about other committee members not attending the 

preparation sessions, others said that the majority turned up, adding: 
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“We were quite good and to be fair, those who didn’t turn 
up for those sessions, it wasn’t to say that they didn’t 
come prepared on the day. They always came prepared 
on the day.” (NI7) 

This private preparation was supported by the clerks who would 

email non- attendees to offer additional support, although all 

committee members did not avail of the additional support provided 

by the clerks, which was a cause of frustration for those providing 

this support. 

In Scotland, little formal preparation took place. An auditor there 

claimed that preparation is required and that: 

“They struggle to do that for a number of reasons... the 
less defensible end of it is that there are some who spend 
the first 10 minutes of the meeting turning the pages of the 
report and asking a question about a thing which has 
caught their eye-they haven’t done the preparation.” (SC1) 

But another auditor noted: 

“There are some MSPs who take it very seriously, 
particularly if it is a controversial issue, they will contact 
you and say, can you just talk me through this.” (SC7) 

This view was not supported by all the committee members 

interviewed, with one remarking that: 

“You could wing it because Audit Scotland write really 
good briefings… you are a politician; you should be able to 
ask…” (SC2). 

However, some members might overestimate their own ability to 

grasp in a short time frame ,complex aspects of the information 

presented to them, with the unfortunate consequence that any failing 

on the politician’s part is likely to be exploited by the witnesses. 

In all the legislatures the committee met for a short private meeting 

immediately before the evidence sessions. In Wales the auditor was 

present for these meetings which lasted for no more than half an hour, 

but were usually about 15 minutes. These were poorly attended and 

were largely dominated by the members deciding which pre-prepared 
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questions they would ask. In Scotland, the auditor does not attend 

pre-evidence session meetings, but Scottish meetings are similar to 

those in Wales and also last about 15 minutes, which was seen as 

inadequate by this Welsh chair: 

“We have a pre-meeting but usually only about 15 
minutes… I would say that is one of the weaknesses of the 
committee here. We don’t have enough preparation.” (W3) 

However, another PAC chair in Wales agreed that extensive 

preparation was required of the chair, but disagreed that it was 

required of ordinary committee members: 

“I think it is less important than you think it might be, and 
the reason I say that is because some members are 
natural scrutinisers… and can pick up quickly with very 
little preparation. They can sniff a bit of blood out and 
chase that down.” (W4) 

However, an official in NI placed more emphasis on preparation with 

the following comment: 

“I agree that it (preparation) is essential because they 
need to understand the topic coming into the hearing. They 
need to understand the questions that have been prepared 
for them. It is not just a matter of reading those out and 
accepting whatever the witness says.” (NI6). 

From the politicians’ perspective the importance of preparation was 

emphasised by this member: 

“There is a lot of preparation. If you don’t read that 
material, then (a) you could be caught out in a question or 
(b) you could make a judgement that is wrong.” (NI7) 

This is something that witnesses appearing before the committee are 

likely to exploit in order to discredit politicians, and in so doing 

undermine the authority of the committee. 

However, all politicians may not be as fully engaged and as interested 

in PAC as those interviewed for this study, who were identified as 

fully engaged politicians. As in all walks of life, politicians make 
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varying contributions. However, there may be a personal political 

advantage to preparation as highlighted by a Welsh member: 

“I would prepare thoroughly, and it was quite obvious and 
as a result I was able to influence the direction of the 
committee heavily. Some of the inquiries we have had 
recently were ones I pushed.” (W6) 

While formal preparation is usually organised, informal preparation 

may play a larger part, as this auditor explained: 

“I’m conscious that they read the documentation and I’m 
aware that a set of email exchanges takes place between 
the members over the preceding weekend- our meeting is 
on Monday afternoon.” (W2) 

Regardless of the formal preparation arrangements that are in place, 

a willingness on the part of politicians to engage is required. In all the 

legislatures it was evident that a small number of members made a 

significant contribution to obtaining accountability while others were 

less willing to do so. However, if that core of very able, well-prepared 

committee members is present the process works effectively in all 

the devolved legislatures, provided the sessions are well managed 

by the chair. 

9.3 Influence of the Chair 

Russell and Benton (2011) argue that the committee’s reputation is 

inextricably linked to the reputation of the chair. Moreover, when the 

chair changes the committee changes too, as this clerk commented: 

“It’s kind of like, the King is dead, long live the King, if the 
new person wants to do things their way. I had two chairs 
and I think there was a difference between them.” (NI8) 

Additionally, the skills of the chair are seen as very important, not 

only in chairing the meetings but also in terms of work ethic and 

respect for members from all political parties, with one clerk 

commenting that a change in chair brought about a reaction from 

members: 
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“A bit of –we can get away with a bit more now.(NI8)  

Whereas in Wales: 

“The previous chair was so on top of things it raised the 
bar with the committee members”. (W1) 

An interviewee who has appeared as a witness before two chairs 

said: 

“X was much more aggressive and would contribute more 
with the direct questioning- quite confrontational in terms 
of style. Y had a softer style. He was more of a chair, 
bringing people in. Who was more effective? They were 
both effective. X was looking for a reaction from the 
witness and the key was not to react, never to show you 
were annoyed.” (SC6) 

It may be concluded that different types of chairs may be effective in 

their own way and that one size does not fit all. However, the chair 

must have the respect of colleagues, both on the committee and 

within the legislature if PAC is to be as effective as it can be. He/she 

must also work closely with the committee clerk and the auditor to 

ensure that all relevant areas are covered when questioning the 

witnesses. In all the devolved legislatures individual PAC chairs were 

identified as being particularly effective, but those individuals were not 

all the same. Some had skills of bringing the committee together 

while others had scrutiny skills. However, the common factor they all 

shared was that they had the respect of fellow committee members 

and other stakeholders. 

9.4 Questioning 

The public evidence sessions are the forum where accountability is 

demonstrated (Sharma, 2007), while Stone (2015 p.160) contends 

that “conducting the examination of witnesses in public is arguably 

the most important aspect”. It provides an opportunity for elected 

public representatives to hold officials to account. It also provides the 

official with a platform to put forward the defence of his/her decision 
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making on the public record. When the initial audit report is published, 

politicians may take the opportunity to comment on it to the media. 

That discourse channel is not available to officials who are prohibited 

from public comment by their code of conduct. Therefore, the 

evidence session is the first opportunity the officials have to have their 

version of events on the public record. 

To ensure that this forum is effectively utilised in the furtherance of 

accountability it is essential that effective questioning takes place. 

Effective questioning is that which: 

• Covers all the points that need to be answered; 

• Probes- good follow up; and 

• Gets answers. 

How effectively the witnesses are questioned is determined by the 

skills and preparation of committee members, but also by the 

committee chair who has a responsibility to ensure that members do 

not grandstand for political gain at the expense of effective scrutiny: 

“I think they (officials) are challenged with varying degrees 
of sophistication. I think sometimes members are very good 
at saying “can I just pause? You said this and a year ago 
you told us that and the audit report says this” and explore 
the differences.” (SC1) 

Advance preparation by members is required. Lack of preparation 

and attention to proceedings by committee members, evidenced by 

the same question being asked twice and reading questions verbatim 

from a prepared script, merely cement in the minds of the witnesses 

the idea that the politicians are incompetent. In the early days of 

devolution some officials questioned the need for and competence of 

the committee in achieving accountability (from interview). Therefore, 

the committee needed to prove to officials, who prior to devolution 

were rarely held to account, that PAC was of value, as highlighted by 

this clerk: 

“I have been at a meeting where I couldn’t believe my 
ears, where a senior civil servant said he had been in 
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charge of finance for 25 years without anybody keeping an 
eye on him and everything had been grand…. I just 
thought that is so revealing of a man who said that 
devolution was unnecessary, and this was adding northing 
in this man’s view.”(NI8) 

“Officials were resentful of scrutiny… there was absolutely 
a culture there which hung over from the Welsh Office, 
where officials made the decisions and who the hell do the 
politicians think they are interfering.” (W6) 

In Wales, the public gallery is above the committee room and 

provides the opportunity for observers to see what papers those 

members nearest the gallery have in front of them. From observation 

of a PAC evidence session made by the author, it was obvious that 

some members were reading questions that had been prepared for 

them. No notes were evident, there was little follow up and on one 

occasion, the committee chair asked the same question twice. In the 

case of some other members, text had been highlighted and notes 

added. It may be concluded that a combination of preparation and 

skill is required to ensure that effective questioning takes place, and 

that the level of engagement differs from member to member. 

However it is difficult to identify any major differences in the devolved 

committees, as they were all populated by individuals of varying 

degrees of engagement and skill. 

9.4.1 Questioning Practices 

Each committee has developed its own working practices, but the 

usual format of proceedings is that the chair makes an opening 

statement and asks the first question. However, there are examples 

where the chair has used the opportunity to give a speech rather 

than ask a question- in one case this extended to 14 paragraphs in 

the Hansard report. The chair has the discretion to allow the principal 

witness to make an opening statement, should he/she wish to do so. 

In some cases, witnesses have used this opportunity to admit that 

failings have occurred in the hope that it would defuse the situation. 

PAC witnesses interviewed admitted that they thought it best to come 
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clean at the beginning of the session, rather than have the 

information dragged from them by the politicians. A small number of 

politicians lamented when the witnesses took the opportunity to admit 

failures and provided details of changes that had already taken place 

to correct the issue. This reduced the amount of political theatre 

acted out in the evidence session. 

9.4.2 Committee Member Engagement during Questioning 

When the evidence session is in progress committee members must 

engage fully in the proceedings. Engagement and questioning was 

variable, and  on occasion the same question was asked more than 

once, supporting Cole (2014). However, one auditor remarked; 

“That is around the edges stuff. It is something that 
witnesses would play up... you might find a couple of 
examples… that isn’t to say that the session might not 
have been effective or have a good outcome.” (NI2) 

Cole (2014) based his study on interviews undertaken a number of 

years ago. However, more recently his observation about lack of 

attention was witnessed by this author in all the devolved 

legislatures, and was also noted in the Dail (Irish Parliament) where 

Martin (2010 p.300) described some committee members as 

disinterested in their scrutiny role. Some considered that 

improvements had taken place as the legislatures have matured, as 

this auditor noted: 

“In the round I think it has got better and that is a reflection 
of how the Assembly as a whole has matured. So, I think 
that is an area that has really improved.” (NI2) 

In Wales mobile phones were not used during an observed session, 

as the chair had banned them following a social media clash played 

out by two members during proceedings. This is dealt with more fully 

in 7.4.9. In Scotland and NI mobile phones were very much in 

evidence when the cameras were not focused on the PAC member. 
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To encourage fuller engagement, it is recommended that this code 

prohibiting phones be adopted in all devolved committees. 

9.4.3 Grandstanding 

PAC is made up of politicians who are in office because they were 

elected by their constituents. Once initially elected, they need to have 

a profile to continue to get that support. Membership of a high-profile 

committee can be used by politicians to advance their own careers. 

This can result in grandstanding by committee members in public 

evidence sessions, in attempts to get media attention as noted by 

these interviewees: 

“Political posturing is what we tend to see on TV, rather 
than good scrutiny. It is important in this process to make 
a distinction between the extent (to which) the members 
undertake that form of posturing, which they shouldn’t do 
as members of a scrutiny committee, and the extent to 
which they should be undertaking apolitical scrutiny, and I 
think that line is sometimes blurred.” (SC5) 

“There were always one or two who you could guarantee 
would have grandstanded. You knew when it was 
coming.” (NI4) 

“Some were more interested in the sound bite and had fun 
saying, “this is terrible” and had half the genesis of a good 
argument but were probably more interested in what the 
headline looked like.” (NI9) 

However, others excused this behaviour to a limited extent as this 
official noted: 

 

“I think there is a perception that senior officials are fair 
game… by and large it is respectful, but it depends.” (SC8) 

We must be mindful that the media are interested in the soundbite 

(Flinders, 2011; KPMG, 2006), not in two hours of detailed 

questioning, and that most effective scrutinisers are not necessarily 

those on whom the media stoplight shines. This was noted by this 

clerk when describing a high performing committee member: 
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“The person who was really good at doing his homework 
and always had read everything and had a set of 
questions set out wouldn’t be the type of person who 
wanted to steal the limelight.” (NI8) 

“He would really think a thing through and work it out quite 
forensically, I think, but very courteously.” (NI8) 

Members are supplied with information and suggested areas of 

questioning by the auditor and the clerk to ensure that the right 

questions are asked. So, despite the grandstanding of some 

members, the right questions were generally asked because: 

“A lot of the questions were drawn up for them by the audit 
office, even if they didn’t understand the questions, they 
asked.” (NI4) 

However, more than simple acceptance of the answer provided is 

required; the committee must probe, as this chair notes: 

“Where it goes awry is if a line of questioning isn’t pursued 
and it’s clear that there is more information to be mined. I 
think it is then the job of the chair to make sure that further 
evidence is mined; to ensure that the gold that was 
beginning to come out is uncovered.” (W4) 

While this is not a skill that every committee member has, it is 

something that has improved over the years, as noted by this official: 

“They have probed and drilled down, and they have been 
quite analytical at times.” (NI6). 

Committee members need to be able to think on their feet and assess 

whether the answers provided are sufficient. These skills are 

developed with experience, but a major contributor to the 

effectiveness of questioning is the innate ability of the questioner, 

and no amount of training or experience can make up for a deficiency 

in analytical skills. 

Unlike at Westminster, in the devolved administrations the public 

administration arena is small. Everyone knows everyone, so it is likely 

that the committee members will have had previous interactions with 
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the accounting officers appearing as witnesses. This can then 

overflow into the evidence session, as this clerk remarked: 

“Sometimes it will come down to previous interactions that 
the member might have had with that official and how that 
official is speaking to the member in the committee. But 
this is animal as well. There is a group dynamic and I don’t 
desire to be a witness to a PAC, but I think if you misjudge 
it, it can really become a free for all.” (NI8). 

In this scenario the chair’s role comes to the fore, as all evidence 

sessions need to be effectively managed. Interviewees thought that 

some politicians approached questioning in a very combative way, as 

demonstrated by this interviewee: 

“We have one (member) at the moment and the first time 
he came on, he would have someone, the witness, in front 
of him and it was quite clear that he was bombarding him 
with lots of questions which were part of his personal 
agenda and inquiries, just trying to get information which 
had nothing to do with the subject being scrutinised.” (W9) 

However, this comment was made about an individual who was 

identified by a number of participants as particularly aggressive in all 

encounters, both on and off the committee. 

Furthermore, the engagement in questioning was influenced by the 

topic of the inquiry, with these interviewees noting: 

“I could see that if it was a juicy sort of topic, they would 
want to get into it.” (NI4) 

“I think maybe there is a perception that scandals are what 
the public are interested in, and not the dryer stuff that is 
looking at spending programmes or the annual scrutiny of 
accounts.” (W1) 

“They don’t step back, so they go for the quick win.”(SC7) 

Other comments about the questioning style of PAC members 

included the following: 

“There is an element of some members believing that PAC 
hearings are a bit of a blood sport and I think that is a 
reflection of the maturity of the committee members more 
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than anything else…As a general rule, while we thought 
that some of the questioning at times can be intense, the 
committee members were prepared to listen to our 
answers and then draw their conclusions.” (NI9) 

“I think it was inevitable that some members would pursue 
a line that could be construed as aggressive.” (W8) 

“You end up quietly grinding your teeth, saying can we 
use this time a bit more efficiently and listen to the 
answers.” (SC7) 

This overall assessment of questioning is apposite: 

“Yes, there have been tough moments, but my sense is 
that by and large it was fair.” (NI6). 

9.4.4 Respect of Witnesses and Committee Members 

The witnesses who appear before PAC are there to provide evidence 

on the topic, either on a committee initialled inquiry or on an inquiry 

arising from an auditor’s report. In both cases the witness appears to 

provide evidence on the topic. The accounting officer is not “in the 

dock”. The committee must be courteous to the witnesses, as this 

chair explained: 

“I think sometimes you can try to shame or embarrass a 
witness. It can get a bit embarrassing to see someone 
squirming in his seat. I don’t necessarily think that is good 
in holding someone to account- making him squirm. But if 
you get to the bottom of an issue- that’s good 
interrogation.” (W4). 

The witness may be defensive; it is a natural instinct to want to 

defend one’s own actions. However, taking a very defensive position 

and not admitting that failings have occurred may be 

counterproductive. 

If accounting officers do not have the information the best thing to do 

is to say that they do not have that information to hand but that they 

will provide it. “The worst thing is to bluff.” (NI6). The witness must 

also be respectful to the committee. The lack of respect for 

committee members displayed by witnesses at PAC was remarked 
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upon, not just by PAC members themselves, but also by other 

stakeholders, as demonstrated by these quotations: 

“You will always get the bold civil servants coming in who 
don’t seem to care, have disrespect for the committee. 
There is a bit of - we are untouchable; who don’t even 
answer the question.” (W1) 

“This very strident official, who had only been in the job 
and had clearly been put in to sort out the mess just 
asserted the whole way through. So she got the 
committee’s back up. You have been in this policy area a 
couple of weeks… but don’t tell us stuff that is patently not 
true… They got roasted for that. Occasionally they think 
we are stupid. Big mistake.” (SC2) 

“(Some witnesses) believe they know better and woe 
betide anyone who questions them.” (NI3) 

Furthermore, if the witness speaks in expert language it may not be 

warmly received by the committee, as highlighted by this witness who 

appeared before PAC on numerous occasions: 

“The one thing I found out very early on is that they hate 
acronyms. You find that people hide behind acronyms 
almost, so you have to speak in their language and 
explain in their language.” (SC5) 

Moreover, an arrogant approach may be a dangerous strategy, as 

some witnesses have found to their cost as noted by this auditor: 

“Where the committee has come down hard on witnesses, 
invariably it is not always in proportion to the gravity of the 
case, but if there is a perception that information, or that 
witnesses are being economical…if a committee, not just 
PAC but any committee, if they get a whiff that there is 
stuff being held from them, that is where they are likely to 
be perceived as unfair.” (NI2) 

This view was supported by an administrator in Wales who 

commented: 

“I think if the committee feels the witness is a bit arrogant, 
they will get a harder time and they probably get it worse.” 
(W5). 
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The attitude of the committee members towards the witness also plays 

its part, as demonstrated by these quotations from witnesses: 

“Generally, people won’t give up information if they are 
attacked…they are too busy thinking of a defensive 
position.” (W7) 

“Z strikes you as an example… very effective member but 
he never raised his voice, never shouted. He just had a 
quality of questioning and again did the follow up.” (SC6) 

“I have no difficulty about being accountable. I am not 
happy about being abused at the same time, and that is one 
of the challenges.” (NI9). 

Questioning must be respectful and it must also address the issues 

which might be long term and strategic. 

9.4.5 Long Term v Short Term Approach and Local v Wider  

Approach  

Except in Wales, where the PAC initiates its own inquiries, but these 

are rare, the committee undertakes inquiries on foot of an audit 

report. In most cases the auditor will only publish a separate report if 

he/she considers that it is needed, either due to the level of spending 

and perceived lack of VFM or where there are concerns about 

governance and fraud. Therefore, while some audit reports address 

issues that are of a long-term nature, the majority of reports informing 

PAC work are not long term. One of the criticisms made by witnesses 

and officials interviewed was that committee members took a short- 

term approach to issues at PAC. 

PAC is populated by politicians who answer to their electorate. 

Therefore the timescale of reference is as far as the next election. 

For some topics a longer term approach must be taken by the 

committee, as described by this witness: 

“There is a propensity on short termism in terms of their 
approach. So then the timeframe is the next political cycle, 
till the next election, whereas from a health perspective we 
need to be planning 10-15 years ahead.” (SC6) 
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An additional reason why politicians take a short term approach is 

that those topics tend to be easier to understand. Audit reports on 

long term issues tend to be more complex; require more input from 

members in terms of preparation; and may result in less engaged 

questioning as this witness explained: 

“There are areas where the politicians are comfy asking 
questions…but when you get the more complex areas 
then they are less likely to want to do that, and I think there 
is almost a sliding downward scale of scrutiny. The more 
complex, the harder it is to explain and to question.” (SC5). 

These topics also generally attract less media attention than simple 

issues like fraud. Furthermore, committee members are also accused 

of focusing on local issues rather than adopting a wider approach. 

While it was acknowledged that local knowledge may be useful, the 

committee must look beyond this on some issues. This is particularly 

of note for those inquiries on topics which their constituents raise with 

them, such as health and education, as described by this witness: 

“Some of them who think about an issue can become very 
parochial. They will ask, not a question about the health 
service in Scotland, but a question about their local 
hospital and try and make a political point of that.” (SC6). 

All witnesses prepare for evidence sessions and some admitted to 

looking at committee members and what was happening in their 

constituencies so that they were prepared and could give answers 

that were pertinent to them. 

This emphasis on the short term and on the local is not confined to 

the devolved PACs, with Lord Hennessy (2001 p.332) claiming that 

officials undertook extensive preparation before an appearance at 

Westminster PAC, “even if, in the event, the committees 

concentrated on the minnow-matters instead of the sharks and 

whales”. Additionally, Thomas (2009 p.383) described how some of 

the questioning in Australia was characterised by politicians who flew 

over large expenditure “in favour of the much smaller morsels of 

spending which might reflect abuse or mismanagement.” He 
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reflected that these exchanges appeared to be designed to “attract 

media attention and some gratitude from voters”. 

9.4.6 Conclusion Questioning 

When the evidence session has concluded the auditor usually 

debriefs the committee in a private session. Further insight was 

provided into these private meetings by an auditor who reflected that 

on occasion officials underestimated the committee: 

“I think the witnesses will go away thinking –oh, they 
bought that- and then in the private session afterwards 
members are saying, “I didn’t believe a word of that… 
absolute nonsense.” Then they get a critical committee 
report that takes the officials quite by surprise. They are 
quite astute in reading people.” (W9) 

The questioning skills of committee members varied from very able 

members who could forensically dissect an argument, to those who 

asked the prepared question but did not probe. Similar assertions 

have been made about questioning in the House of Commons 

(Jogerst, 1993). When assessing the standard of questioning, many 

interviewees focused on the drama played out in the public evidence 

sessions, with PAC members tempted to grandstand to the detriment 

of good scrutiny. Here the influence of the chair was critical in 

ensuring that proper scrutiny was conducted. What emerges from the 

session is more important than the manner in which the information 

was extracted, as this auditor explained: 

“I think there would be a difference of view between myself 
and members. We are at the same session and I tell them 
they did very well, and their perception is that the witness 
spun and maybe they are judging the thing purely on 
theatre. If they didn’t win all of the battle in the theatre, 
they say the witnesses were spinning. But what is very 
important is- was there enough evidence to put into the 
report? It is not over until the report is done, and maybe 
they underestimate just how good they were.” (NI2) 

Questioning in all the devolved PACs was variable with some 

examples of probing questioning and examples of poor questioning. 
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There is no evidence to suggest that one devolved PAC was better 

than others. However, the quality of the questioning at evidence 

sessions may be influenced by the time available to do so. 

9.5 Timing and Length of Meetings 

The evidence session must be of sufficient length that it affords the 

opportunity to delve into the issues in detail (Stapenhurst et al, 2019), 

but it must not be so long that participants become disinterested. The 

average length of evidence sessions in NI was two hours thirty two 

minutes; while it was one hour fifty minutes in Scotland and one hour 

twenty five minutes in Wales. See Appendix 13 for full details. In 

Wales and Scotland, time constraints were in place due to the 

scheduling of PAC meetings before First Minister’s Questions. This 

resulted in very short sessions in Wales for part of the 2011-2016 

mandate. However, this was not seen as a disadvantage by this 

chair, who remarked: 

“One of the good things about having short evidence 
sessions is that you have to be focused on the information 
you wanted to mine.” (W4) 

It was also the practice in Wales and Scotland during this period to 

take evidence on two topics during the same sitting. This resulted in 

very short sessions in some cases. In 2015/16 in Scotland the 

Update on Major Capital Projects was allocated 31 minutes during 

the evidence session, while the Oxygen Services evidence session in 

Wales in 2010/11 took just 20 minutes. It is questionable whether any 

useful insights on these topics could be drawn out in such a short 

period. There were also occasional longer sessions in all the 

legislatures, with four hours devoted in Scotland to the Management 

of NHS Patient Waiting Lists, where a total of 10 witnesses were 

called, and three hours fifty minutes devoted to Grants Management 

in Wales. 

At the other extreme, NI had afternoon sessions which often went on 

into the evening, with this witness remarking: 
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“I have been at one of those sessions where we started at 
2 pm and we finished at 6 pm, only I think because at that 
stage everyone had had enough.” (NI9) 

However, PAC members in NI recalled instances where a lengthy 

session had resulted in outcomes that might not have emerged if a 

more limited time frame had applied: 

“That guy who admitted before a committee had denied 
this for two and a half years… I think it was twenty past six 
that day when he crumbled.” (NI3) 

However, the length of a session is not necessarily an indication of 

committee effectiveness. Some members may not be present for the 

whole session, as a review of committee minutes in NI showed, or if 

present may not have engaged. However, where a strict time limit is 

imposed there may be an incentive for the witness to spin his 

answers to deny opportunities for supplementary questions. 

Therefore, where time limits are imposed the chair must ensure that 

this does not happen. Overall, participants in this study in NI 

welcomed the longer time available to question witnesses. However, 

some thought that the meetings should not continue into the evening 

and that two to three hours should be the norm, but with some 

flexibility being exercised when required. Participants in Scotland did 

not hold strong views on the time available, but those in Wales were 

critical when the time available was short. 
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9.6 Time Lag 

When the SAI publishes its audit report the committee must decide 

how it will proceed. It may (i) ignore the report, which is an unlikely 

response, (ii) write to the accounting officer asking for a response 

and then publish a committee report, or (iii) take the report to public 

evidence session before issuing the committee report. An effective 

committee considers audit reports on a timely basis. Indeed PEFA 

(2016) in their framework for effective scrutiny, set a timeframe for 

the award of an A score for legislative scrutiny of audit reports at a 

maximum of within three months of receipt. The practice in all of the 

UK audit offices of producing reports throughout the year, regardless 

of whether the legislature is in recess or the legislature has been 

suspended for an election, makes this criterion impossible to meet. 

However, all interviewees were unhappy with lengthy time delays for 

inquiries. 

Many interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with long delays. 

Comments included: 

“It is highly significant and at times embarrassing to be 
participating in inquiries, which are ancient. Now how on 
earth could any media be terribly interested in some 
scandal, say in the fire service, that was probably 10 years 
old.” ( NI1) 

“It lost its impact because it went back so long.” (NI3). 

The focus of these committee members was on media interest, but 

accountability is more than getting media attention- it must result in 

change. 

When discussing his experience of appearing before the NI PAC as a 

witness, one interviewee commented that he was appearing to give 

evidence on an event that had happened 10 years previously, and: 

“None of us were around when the issues happened. In 
fact, we struggled on at least one of them to find anyone 
who knew anything about the case. We relied on the 
documentary files that we had.” (NI9). 
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But a committee member was not concerned about delays and 

commented: 

“The question then is, if it is 10 months old, what has 
improved in these 10 months… I don’t get worked up 
about the timescale.” (SC2) 

Auditors supported this view: 

“Let’s say the auditee does alter its practice and that is a 
success. Then there is success in part of the session. So, 
there is nothing wrong with that.” (NI2) 

“It’s not the gap between the publication of the report and 
the hearing that’s an issue. But as soon as the civil 
servants get sight of the emerging report then there is a 
“smell the coffee” moment. It is quite remarkable and 
encouraging how often changes are made by the time we 
get to the hearing, but those changes start as soon as 
they get a whiff of what was in the report.” (SC7). 

In Wales in most cases the practice has been to take audit reports to 

evidence sessions as soon as possible, as this chair recounted: 

“We established a clear practice that we would try to 
shorten that gap to maximise our impact. Because 
otherwise it gets lost in the ether.” (W3) 

However, if legal proceedings arise during a PAC inquiry, which 

occurs mainly in cases of fraud, there is a limited amount that the 

committee can do until the case is concluded, which may take 

several years. 

When considering time lags two time periods need to be considered: 

1. The period between the event occurring and the audit report 

being published; and 

2. The period between the evidence session and the PAC 

report. 

A full analysis of the timings of evidence sessions and publication of 

committee reports can be found in Appendix 10. 
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9.6.1 Delay between Event and Audit Report 

The reasons for delays between the event occurring and publication 

of the audit report are varied. In some cases, the matter under 

investigation may not have come to light until a number of years after 

it occurred. In others, a refusal on the part of the auditee to agree the 

audit report, or criminal investigations may be the cause. 

9.6.2 Refusal to Sign Off the Audit Report 

The SAI and the committee work together to produce a work 

programme with agreed timings, but there may be slippage in 

meeting agreed dates; this was to the frustration of this chair: 

“One of the tensions between me as committee chair and 
the AG at times was the length of time it was taking for 
them to produce a report on something we had been 
promised.” (W4) 

As is convention at Westminster, the audit report is an agreed report; 

the auditee agrees as to facts contained in the report. However, the 

conclusions and recommendations are those of the auditor alone and 

are not agreed with the auditee. Therefore, if the auditee delays 

agreeing the report, a time lag will result between the event taking 

place and the publication of the audit report. At Westminster there is 

an agreement whereby the auditor presents a draft report which the 

officials have the opportunity to review repeatedly. This practice is 

not in evidence in the devolved administrations. 

Undue delays in agreeing the audit report are to be avoided. During 

interviews auditors admitted to threatening to publish reports without 

agreement if agreement was not forthcoming. However, this had not 

been required to date. Time limits for agreeing reports must be in 

place, as this auditor claimed was the case in Scotland: 

“I took a clear view that this is a democracy that’s very 
close to the people. We can’t have audit reports lying 
around in draft for ages. So, the period for clearance was 
down to about three weeks.” (SC7) 
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9.6.3 Delay between the Audit Report and Committee Report. 

All the audit offices produce reports on a regular basis, including 

during the summer recess. Therefore, if an audit report is published 

in June it will not be considered by the PAC until September at the 

earliest. Additionally, when the legislatures are suspended for 

elections delays will result. Time lags may also arise because of 

disagreement among the committee, or instances may arise where 

the auditor has to withhold publication of his report due to criminal 

investigations or criminal investigations may be instigated after the 

publication of the audit report. 

9.6.3.1 Criminal investigations 

A small number of PAC inquiries undertaken during the period 

reviewed uncovered illegality, which resulted in criminal 

investigations. Delays are a natural consequence of police 

involvement, as the committee was required to suspend its own 

inquiry until the police investigation and any subsequent count cases 

were concluded. In isolated cases this resulted in extremely lengthy 

delays, as was the case with NI Events Company, which spanned 

over 10 years from the initial audit report to final PAC report. The 

criminal case against the CEO is still ongoing at the time of writing. 

9.6.3.2 Elections 

The electorate in Scotland, Wales and NI have faced numerous 

elections in recent years. In addition to general elections they have 

also had local government elections and referendums. While the 

devolved legislatures are not in recess for elections other than to 

their own legislature, attendance at committee meetings becomes an 

issue when committee members are involved in supporting party 

colleagues seeking election elsewhere. Elections to the devolved 

legislatures usually take place in May. This means that from March of 

an election year no new inquiries took place. Additional time is 

required to establish new committees following elections, especially 
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with the introduction of elected committee chairs as now occurs in 

Wales. The combination of the devolved elections and the EU 

referendum in 2016 resulted in a longer delay than had been 

experienced previously and a backlog of audit reports. 

9.6.3.3 Lack of Committee Agreement 

The time lag between the evidence session and the publication of the 

committee report may indicate a degree of disagreement among 

committee members, as the normal cycle is to publish the report and 

recommendations on a timely basis so that the committee can move 

its attention to the next audit report. Full details of timings are 

available in Appendix 10. 

This is evident in NI where the committee instigated evidence 

sessions within one week of publication of the audit report, but spent 

a further 532 days considering its report before publication. This was 

a particularly fraught politically charged inquiry and a rare occasion 

where the committee was divided along party political lines. Lack of 

committee agreement is discussed more fully in Chapter 7 where 

cross party working is considered. 

These problems with committee reports are not confined to NI, as 

this PAC chair in Wales noted: 

“Last time it had taken sometimes six months to draft a 
report. It was ridiculous; far better to get the report 
finalised as quickly as possible and out there with the 
recommendations in it.” (W3) 

9.7 Workload 

Unlike at Westminster where politicians usually sit on one committee, 

in the devolved legislatures politicians have multiple committee 

commitments. This limits their ability to devote significant time to 

PAC (Cole 2014; McAllister and Stirbu 2007; Stirbu and McAllister 

2018; Strom 1998). The small number of members in NAfW caused 

particular problems, with some members serving on three 
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committees. This results in limited preparation time being available. 

Therefore, additional support is provided, and thereby: “By doing that 

we overcome the members being overstretched.” (W8). However, a 

PAC member commented that, despite all the support provided: “if 

you do PAC properly it’s a heavy workload” (W6). However, those 

committee members identified by interviewees as particularly 

effective prioritised the work of PAC while also performing well in 

other aspects of their roles as elected representatives. 

9.8 Summary of Processes 

This thesis explores the effectiveness of devolved PACs as 

accountability mechanisms. Accountability is a relationship grounded 

in principal-agent theory (Schillemans, 2011) where the agent (the 

official) has an obligation to explain and justify his/her conduct 

(Bovens, 2007 p.450) and may face consequences. 

This chapter examined PAC effectiveness in NI, Scotland and Wales 

by measuring a range of process indicators derived from the literature 

(ODI, 2008; Stapenhurst et al. 2007: Pelizzo et al., 2006), which are 

proxies for effectiveness. However, a PAC may score highly for 

effective processes but not be an effective PAC. 

The finer details of PAC processes differed in Belfast, Edinburgh and 

Cardiff. However, the broader working practices were very similar. 

Working practices and processes are in place, not for their own sake, 

but as a means of achieving a greater goal, which in this case is 

greater accountability. While some participants placed more 

emphasis on process and procedures than others, it is important to 

review the accountability mechanism holistically. Processes should 

enable the achievement of the desired outcomes. 

The next chapter presents an exploration of indicators of 

effectiveness, classified as outputs and outcomes of the PAC as an 

accountability mechanism. A discussion of study two including inputs 

processes and outputs then follows. 
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10 The Players Part Two - Outputs and 
Outcomes 

10.1 Introduction 

An effective PAC is one which fulfils the purposes of public 

accountability (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000). The literature has 

provided a large number of indicators which can be used to analyse 

PAC effectiveness. These indicators may be classified into inputs, 

processes and outputs (PEFA, 2016; Stapenhurst et al., 2005; 

Pelizzo et al, 2006). Chapter 7 examined the underlying principles 

driving PAC effectiveness, Chapter 8 examined the indicators for 

inputs and Chapter 9 those for processes, all using interview data 

from 26 interviews with high profile stakeholders in the PAC 

accountability process. While inputs and processes have 

significance, some argue that any test of effectiveness must 

encompass some measure of the short-term outputs and longer-term 

outcomes (Stapenhurst et al, 2007; Russell and Benton, 2011; Gay 

and Winetrobe, 2003). Indeed, it could be argued that it is the outputs 

and outcomes alone which matter, and that inputs and processes are 

discussed so that a better understanding can be reached as to why the 

outputs and outcomes come about, as this auditor explained: 

“I think it is really really important to have a strong 
distinction between process and outcome. You could 
have very good outcomes even if the process isn’t 
hunky dory. You could have perfect committee process 
and achieve nothing.” (NI2) 

This chapter examines the indicators for outputs and outcomes, 

which are classified into immediate outputs, intermediate, and longer-

term outcomes. It is argued that an efficient PAC is one which brings 

about change, as this interviewee remarked: 

“The real power of PAC lies in driving change and in 
driving improvement and in making public services and 
accountability processes more effective.” (SC5). 
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However, while the immediate outputs of the PAC process in terms 

of reports and recommendations produced can be easily measured 

using published data, the longer-term outcomes, such as an 

improvement in the culture of democratic accountability, can be 

difficult to measure objectively. 

Here the perceptions of high-level stakeholders obtained over in 40 

hours of interviews are used to explore both short term and longer-

term outcomes, such as these identified by this PAC chair: 

“Police investigations, legal action between the 
Welsh government and third parties… They are things that 
would not have taken place had it not been for the 
committee uncovering a bit more and shining a bit more 
light on some of the issues which had emerged” (W4) 

10.2 Outputs 

The most immediate output of a PAC inquiry is likely to be media 

attention, with PAC evidence sessions frequently making headlines 

on regional news programmes, followed by the publication of the 

committee report and recommendations. 

10.2.1 Media 

A free press is identified as a prerequisite for the discharge of 

democratic accountability (ODI 2008). This is not particularly a 

concern in the UK, where a free press exists. Additionally, live 

streaming and webcasts of public meetings are available on each of 

the devolved committees’ websites. Furthermore, the media has a 

role to play in engaging the public in the process, albeit often with 

particular attention to the soundbite (McNair, 2009; Flinders, 2011). 

This was seen as impactful by many interviewees, as it amplified the 

issues and brought them to public attention, as these interviewees 

note: 

“We are becoming a more accountable society, and one of 
the mechanisms for that is through the devolved 
administration’s committee process and PAC probably 
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attracts more publicity than most of the other devolved 
committees.” (NI5) 

“The committee’s main influence... was our ability to get 
publicity and to expose, if you like, failings which could then 
be addressed.” (W4) 

While in Scotland, a clerk reflected on a thoughtful contribution from 
a committee member as follows: 

“One member very rightly said, … we went a bit 
gung-ho on this. We are not here to get media coverage; 
we are here to do a very serious job.’ And I thought there 
is a balance, but I was glad he made that point because it 
was almost getting to, let’s ask really short questions and 
chuck in the word ‘crisis’ and get really good coverage.” 
(SC4) 

Unlike Scotland and Wales, in NI the model of government meant 

that there was no opposition, which resulted, on occasion, on the 

media portraying itself as the opposition. Moreover, the importance of 

the media cannot be overstated, as these interviewees attest: 

“I have heard talk of the disinfectant of publicity. I cannot 
deny it is important.” (NI2) 

“Reports would be in the media…PAC members would 
have spoken to the media, and I think that sort of promoted 
the work of the committee… But certainly, I think the fact 
that you will see PAC footage on the news, in the media, 
on Nolan (radio talk show) the next morning amplifies it 
and brings the issues to the public’s attention basically. 
That no doubt  also increases it, if it is not already a high 
priority area (for officials).” (NI6) 

This can act as an additional incentive on the part of the accounting 

officer to be proactive. Morin (2008) found that media attention 

intensified change. Indeed, a number of politicians commented that 

they considered the real power of the committee to lie in publicity, as 

this PAC member stated: “To be honest it is the only power we have” 

(NI1). 

However, all interviewees did not agree with this assessment, as this 

quotation shows: 
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“It (media coverage) does matter for public perception, but 
whether it changes anything I’m not so sure.” (W7) 

Publicity is also profile-raising for the individual politician, as these 

auditors highlighted: 

“News is creating an impression. It’s very important that 
the PAC members across the whole spectrum get a 
chance to make that impression. It energises their 
participation on the committee, and it is one of the reasons 
they are prepared to put time and effort into it, above other 
competing parliamentary duties.” (NI5) 

“I can identify occasions when a strong convener on PAC 
has resulted in headlines in the newspapers and leaders 
in the Scottish papers and that has done his standing quite 
a lot of good and the standing of the audit process”. (SC7) 

“PAC is getting more publicity. I think part of that might be 
that the clerking team are very good at working through 
the media and doing video clips; a lot more useable 
content they are putting out there helps.” (W5) 

However, caution must be used when considering media exposure. 

The media want to grab the attention of the public with a PAC 

witness commenting that: 

“…they are not even in the business of news. They are in 
the business of entertainment…. They are going to pick 
out, shock, horror, isn’t this terrible.” (NI9) 

Furthermore, politicians may play to the audience to advance their 

own careers, as illustrated by comments made in a highly politically 

charged inquiry in NI, as recounted by this clerk: 

“I remember with the PSNI, someone said Patton (report 
on reform of NI policing) was the rape of the RUC and that 
is what went out on the evening news. That is exactly why 
he said it, but it hadn’t anything to do with the committee’s 
inquiry at all.” (NI8) 

Therefore, there is a danger that politicians will play to the gallery in 

the interests of getting the soundbite, which may have a detrimental 

effect on proceedings. These views are supported by other 

stakeholders too, exemplified by these quotations: 
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“Some PAC sessions have been adversarial… I think at 
times in NI they have adopted that position and it is all 
about the headline as opposed to understanding what 
went wrong and ensuring it doesn’t happen again.” (NI9) 

“Where I think there is a perverse incentive working is 
things like Politician of the Year Award, where last session 
our deputy convener got Backbencher of the Year for a 
long record of “this is an outrage” questioning that I think 
wasn’t particularly effective at all. It rarely did more than 
make someone feel uncomfortable. It certainly didn’t 
bottom out the issue or change performance in the longer-
term.” (SC1) 

Some hard-working committee members were also uncomplimentary 

in some of their reflections on the participation of some of their 

colleagues in media interviews, as a number of these colleagues had 

no involvement in the preparation sessions and even on occasion 

were absent from the evidence sessions, with one exasperated PAC 

member commenting that: “they picked up a wee line and ran with 

that”. (NI3) 

Additionally, the topics which receive media attention may not always 

be the most important, as this PAC chair lamented: 

“If you are fired up thinking someone is wasting public 
money on a nice discrete simple issue, bang, go for it. 
Whereas the more thoughtful, a bit more long term, it’s not 
an immediate issue where you are going to get coverage 
in the press or get kudos.” (SC3) 

This view was supported by these auditors: 

“They will get coverage when the media are themselves 
agitated about something, which brings you back to ‘this is 
scandalous, a waste of public money’ and perhaps the 
media have had a couple of documentaries about it, so 
they feel they are part of the scrutiny process, but that is 
unusual rather than the norm.” (W9) 

“…like all politicians they follow where the attention 
follows.” (SC1) 

A Scottish PAC chair went on to comment on a committee report 

claiming: 
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“It was a tremendous report and I thought quite important 
and it didn’t get any attention at all. It’s just dull.” (SC3) 

This view from Scotland was supported by this auditor in NI who 

stated: 

“An awful lot of the time the press are not taking any 
notice. Some of the best reports I think are the ones that 
don’t have a public profile.” (NI2) 

A study of PACs in Australia and New Zealand supports these views 

from stakeholders in the UK devolved committees, when they argue 

that an inquiry of less interest in the public domain may be of equal or 

more importance in terms of public administration and accountability 

(KPMG, 2006). Furthermore, some experienced interviewees 

mourned the changes that had taken place in the media, with 

particular reference to the print media where there are now fewer 

specialist commentators. This was particularly noteworthy in 

Scotland, where several interviewees expressed concerns 

exemplified by these quotations: 

“There are hardly any journalists who are employed to 
take an interest in these things; to interpret the 
significance…The Scotsman was very much the paper of 
record and analysis and all the correspondents were 
experts in their fields… There is nothing now.” (SC7) 

“I think the quality of challenge in Scotland, not from the 
red tops, the more considered media is gone, gone 
completely.” (SC5) 

However the lack of insightful reporting was not confined to Scotland 

as these interviewees in Wales commented: 

“We have problems with the media here in Wales. We 
have a weak media. That’s the problem. Our written press 
has gone, and our broadcast journalists are not very 
forensic with their inquiries.” (W6) 

“There aren’t enough, there isn’t a critical mass in the 
commentariat.” (W7) 
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Even where the media is very active the committee may also be 

hostage to other developments that may occur, which become the 

focus of media attention at the time of report publication. In NI, a 

former PAC chair bemoaned the lack of media attention devoted to a 

committee report where: 

“Some boyband didn’t turn up at the Odyssey - One 
Direction, and our report just died a death, because a 
boyband didn’t turn up.” (NI7). 

No significant difference was discovered between the legislatures; all 

the devolved PACs received media attention. The intensity of the 

attention varied depending on the topics of inquiry, with all the 

committees receiving considerable attention at several points over 

the period reviewed, usually because it amplified issues being played 

out in the wider political arena. 

However, this is a crude measure of success. The media do not 

necessarily focus on the most important issues these committees 

deal with, because of its relentless focus on the negative (McNair, 

2009; Flinders, 2011), which ignores success in favour of “crisis 

amplification and personalised attack” (Flinders, 2011 p.614). The 

rhetoric surrounding accountability has been described by Romzek 

(2000 p.413) as “often passionate and moralistic”. When delivering 

his Cudlipp lecture Alister Campbell cited Robin Cook who recounted 

that the ratio of negative stories to positive ones was 18 to one in 

2000 compared with one negative story to three positive ones in the 

1970s (Campbell, 2008). 

However, despite this focus the media has an important role to play in 

bringing issues to public attention. 

10.2.2 Reports and Recommendations 

In the Westminster model, after all evidence sessions have taken 

place, the next output will usually be the publication of a committee 

report and recommendations. The devolved legislatures have largely 

followed this model. While not telling the whole story, the number of 
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reports published, and number of recommendations made is an 

output indicator of effectiveness that can be easily measured. 

10.2.2.1 Reports Published 

The committee report summarises the main points by the initial audit 

report, supplemented by findings arising from oral evidence sessions 

and correspondence with accounting officers and other interested 

parties. A common theme emerging from interviews was that PAC 

had to do more than replicate the audit report recommendations. 

During the period 2007 to 2016 the number of reports produced in 

each of the legislatures was as follows: 

Table 19 Committee Reports Summary 

 2007-2011 2011-2016 Total  

 
Audit 
Reports 

PAC 
Reports 

Audit 
Reports 

PAC 
Reports 

Audit 
Reports 

PAC 
Reports 

% 
Audit 
reports
/PAC 
Reports 

NI 74 50 51 25 125 75 60.0 

Scotland 70 19 74 14 144 33 22.9 

Wales 34 27 60 33 94 60 63.8 

Full details of reports are available in Appendix 10 

In Wales, the committee produced its own reports for almost all WAO 

reports, even when no evidence session had been held. In NI, the 

committee produced a report for every inquiry it conducted, but not 

necessarily every report produced by NIAO. Members in these 

legislatures considered the publication of a committee report as a key 

aspect of their work. Comments included: 

“We are there to scrutinise and ensure that we can 
sometimes bring out something additional when the final 
report is being reported on. We have an obligation to 
amend and add what we feel is relevant.” (NI3) 
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In Scotland, in recent times there has been a trend not to produce 

reports, with fewer reports published by the committee, with an 

auditor commenting: 

“That’s why the impact of the committee is partially 
effective, but not wholly.” (SC7) 

However, there appears to be a reluctance to publish reports, as this 
clerk lamented: 

“I have pointed out to them that reports are seen as being 
more authoritative.” (SC4). 

However, he qualified this remark as follows: 

“…without retreading why are we not doing many more 
reports, we are not going to get more coverage.” (SC4) 

In a small number of inquiries, the Scottish committee delayed 

publishing a report on the basis that the auditor had initiated an audit 

on a related area, and that a committee report combining the two 

audit reports would be published in due course. In similar 

circumstances in NI and Wales, the committee would publish two 

reports. 

In an innovation to fill this void in Scotland, the clerk and the 

convener have more recently started to write to ask the accounting 

officer whether they accept the audit report recommendations as a 

baseline for follow up later, but this did not fully satisfy an auditor who 

commented: 

“We have found that helpful, but I think it falls a long way 
short of the impact they could have by being more 
proactive.” (SC1) 

Additionally, the media who play a role in highlighting issues of public 

accountability are less likely to give exposure to correspondence, as 

this auditor explained: 

“Very occasionally you will see a mention to say the 
committee has written to the government saying this, but it 
is in the abstract; it is not in the context of what the problem 
is or what the solution might be.” (SC1) 
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10.2.3 Recommendations Made and Formal Response 

The independent audit report usually makes recommendations, as 

does the committee report. Many of the committee’s 

recommendations are based on the audit report but often additional 

recommendations are included, in light of information revealed during 

the inquiry. This repetition of recommendations led some to question 

whether the committee should make recommendations, with a 

member of the Scottish committee commenting: 

“I don’t think it is our job necessarily to produce 
recommendations...It’s our job to endorse Caroline 
Gardiner’s (AG).” (SC2) 

This was supported by an auditor in NI: 

“That is something that needs lot of discussion- how the 
PAC just isn’t a carbon copy of the audit office’s work.” 
(NI1) 

The number of recommendations made was as follows: 

Table 20 Recommendations and Acceptances 

 Recommendations Acceptances % Acceptances 

NI    

2007-2011 720 530 73.6 
2011-2016 326 287 88.0 

Total 1046 817 78.1 

Scotland    

2007-2011 226 195 86.3 
2011-2016 103 103 100.0 

Total 329 298 90.6 

Wales    

2007-2011 234 224 95.7 
2011-2016 441 371 84.1 

Total 675 595 88.1 

However, where a committee report is produced, in all cases a formal 

response must be made by the government. This contrasts with the 

informal basis for responses to correspondence. 
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Acceptance of recommendations is a crude measure of success, as 

the quality of the recommendations and the subsequent response is 

crucial. Where recommendations were made in Scotland, some were 

not recommendations for changes to systems and processes but 

requests for information. This is a consideration when assessing the 

100% acceptance rate for the 2011-2016 mandate. 

Additionally, ODI (2008) emphasise the importance of the timely 

publication of recommendations. Time lags and the reasons they 

arise are discussed more fully in Chapter 8. However, while due and 

careful consideration should be paid to developing the 

recommendations, undue time lags between the initial evidence 

session and the publication of the report were identified by 

interviewees as diminishing the impact of the committee. 

Table 21 Average Time from Audit Report to PAC Report 
 Average days 

SAI report – 
Evidence 
Session 

Average days 
Evidence 
session – 
PAC report 

Total Days SA 
Report- PAC 
Report 

NI    

2007-2011 152 64 213 
2011-2016 73 117 190 
Total 126 80 206 
Scotland    

2007-2011 89 137 232 
2011-2016 67 98 200 
Total 74 125 219 
Wales    

2007-2011 107 99 200 
2011-2016 134 166 276 
Total 121 128 256 

Notes 

Every evidence session did not result in a PAC report. In Wales some 
evidence sessions were not on foot of an audit report. 
 

Full details of the timing of reports can be found in Appendix 10. 

In isolated cases, the time lag between the evidence session and 

report was particularly noteworthy. In NI the PAC took 532 days to 
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publish its report on PSNI. In Scotland, 523 days passed between the 

initial publication of the audit report on North Glasgow College (see 

below) and publication of the committee report. 

The reasons for delays are numerous. In the case of the PSNI inquiry 

in NI there was disagreement among the committee. In other cases, 

criminal investigations brought a halt to committee inquiries. In 

Scotland, a report on the initial inquiry into North Glasgow College’s 

2012-13 annual accounts (Audit Scotland 2014), which raised 

questions on severance payments made to senior management, was 

delayed as during the audit in the following year an additional 

severance payment was discovered which had not been considered 

by the committee during its initial inquiry. 

The publication of reports and recommendations also gave rise to 

other considerations. Presently recommendations are listed without 

priority attached, which this PAC member highlighted: 

“There needs to be more urgency put on some of the 
recommendations. There should be a prioritising of 
them…you could have 10 recommendations and they 
accept nine, but the one they don’t accept is the most 
important.” (NI3) 

Therefore, to improve the outcome in terms of improvements in 

systems and services, the consensus among interviewees was that 

recommendations in PAC reports should be ranked so that the most 

important recommendations received priority. One interviewee also 

recommended that the report should request that responses include 

timescales for implementation, as follows: 

“The recommendations should have a time scale against 
them, so by when and who is leading.” (SC5) 

However, if timescales are to be attached to recommendations, they 

need to be achievable. Changes in processes in the public sector 

often take a long time to implement, frequently longer that the term of 

the mandate, which is the timeframe within which politicians work (O’ 

Donnell, 2013). 
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10.2.4 Responses 

In all the legislatures a formal response to reports is required. 

However, the quality of the recommendations and the quality of the 

response is a consideration, as this interviewee noted: 

“You can write some very weak recommendations that 
could only be accepted.” (W5). 

This was supported by a committee member who commented: 

“Nearly all our recommendations are accepted. However, 
when you look at the detail of what the acceptance involves 
it’s obfuscated.” (W6). 

“We see the same mistakes happening time and again 
over a number of years. It is very difficult to see that 
learning had taken place or that our recommendations, 
even though they had been accepted, had always been 
fully implemented.” (W4) 

Therefore, the wording of recommendations is considered to be of 

the utmost importance, as noted by this interviewee: 

“What sometimes for us has been the issue is the way 
some of the recommendations have been worded. They 
can be very specific and maybe are not just strictly correct 
at times, and that makes it difficult to respond in a way that 
says yes…. There was a lot of work done… (Now) we will 
explain if we are not accepting, why we are not accepting; 
if we are proposing alternatives, we will explain that.” (NI6) 

This view was supported by this chair: 

“The ones that weren’t accepted were perhaps where 
there was no mechanism in place at that time to put them 
in place.” (NI7) 

This is an improvement on responses received in the early days of 

devolution, as noted by this clerk: 
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“There was a period in which the MOR4 were really 
trivialising the work of the committee… just a bit of not 
taking things quietly, a bit of interference really.” (NI8) 

Indeed, following the receipt of a response it considered 

disrespectful, the NI committee took evidence from DFP (now DOF) 

which resulted in a DAO5 letter on 25 October 2001 reminding all 

accounting officers of the “need for the language of the MOR to show 

proper regard for the authority of the PAC” (NIA PAC, 2001). 

However, there was general recognition that improvements had 

taken place, as noted by this auditor: 

“The quality of the acceptance has improved… I think you 
get less in the way of literal response. You get a response 
on what the committee is driving at.” (NI2) 

10.2.5 Timescales for Responses. 

In Wales, the accounting officer has six weeks to respond to 

committee recommendations. However, the WAG also includes 

recommendations in his report, and this auditor noted: 

“We normally expect the accounting officer to respond to 
my recommendations prior to the PAC conducting an 
inquiry.” (W2) 

This is unusual and would not be practical in Scotland, where 

evidence on an audit report is often taken within a week or two of 

 
4 MOR: Memorandum of Reply is a formal response to PAC report 

recommendations. 

 

5 Dear Accounting Officer letters are sent to all accounting officers by 

the Treasury or devolved equivalent to provide specific advice on 

issues of accountability, regularity and propriety. They supplement 

guidance provided in Managing Public Money. 
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publication. In NI, the response to PAC reports is required within eight 

weeks, whilst in Scotland it is two months. 

However, there are examples of where all the recommendations 

were accepted but a further report three years later revealed that: 

“Some of the issues which had been accepted in previous 
reports had not been implemented… It is easy sometimes 
for someone to say, ‘we accept that’. It makes it easier for 
us.” (NI3) 

Therefore, a follow-up on recommendations is required. 

10.2.6 Follow up on PAC Recommendations 

The publication of a PAC report and the acceptance of its 

recommendations is often seen as the end of the process. However, 

monitoring is required to ensure that those recommendations that 

have been accepted are implemented. This was highlighted by many 

interviewees as an area that is often overlooked, and which requires 

particular attention, as these quotations illustrate: 

“From a parliamentary perspective, if that work is not 
being done then the committee is just a noise” (NI8) 

“A key point would be being called back to PAC - prove to 
us that you have actually followed through on those 
recommendations.” (SC5) 

“We saw the same mistakes happening time and time 
again over a number of years… one of the things we 
needed to do much more was try to revisit areas that were 
of particular concern in order for us to determine whether 
our recommendations had actually been followed up or 
not.” (W4) 

“The problem is that because of the time constraints you 
have so little time and so many new reports coming 
through, you don’t necessarily have capacity to go back to 
make sure that everything is happening.” (NI3) 

However, formal follow-up is not necessarily incorporated into the 

work of PAC. In NI, a member noted: 
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“He (the auditor) would come back with his report after six 
months and then it was dropped off because there was 
more work coming through.” (NI7) 

Later, the NI PAC had introduced a procedure of writing to the 

department 12 months after the MOR was received to ask for an 

update. With a limited amount of time available there is often a trade-

off to be made between starting a new inquiry and following up on a 

previous inquiry, and between the depth and spread of 

investigations, with this member noting: 

“I think that the reviewing is an area that needs to be more 
intentional; ensuring that reports are not just produced for 
reports’ sake; that the outcomes of those reports are 
brought back before PAC on a timely basis to ensure that 
the outcomes are updated.” (NI3) 

The introduction of whole sector audit reviews, such as those now 

performed for the health sector, were considered to help in ensuring 

that recurring issues were revisited. However, in a dynamic 

environment sometimes the recommendations do not remedy the 

issue identified, as this auditor noted: 

“It doesn’t necessarily mean that if a recommendation is 
accepted and implemented that the underlying problem 
will always go away.” (NI2) 

Indeed, in some cases officials complained that the 

recommendations made may have addressed one particular narrow 

issue, but in so doing gave rise to further problems. 

The SAI may revisit a topic but they, like the PAC, have finite 

resources and a large number of demands. ODI (2008) recommends 

that there should be follow up including regular (annual) status reports 

on implementation. However, there is little evidence that this occurs 

in the devolved PACs (or indeed at Westminster), except in Wales. 

In Wales during the fourth Assembly, a system of follow up was 

introduced, where periodic requests were made for written reports on 

the implementation of recommendations previously agreed. While 
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falling short of a full review, this could be implemented as a procedure 

in the other legislatures with little additional resource requirements on 

the committee. 

A PAC should not be viewed as a sole instrument of change. Indeed, 

the independent audit office and the finance directorate of the 

devolved administration (usually following the example set by 

Treasury) are often pushing in the same direction to affect change. 

However, the additional scrutiny provided by a PAC strengthens the 

argument of those officials who are working for improvements, with 

an auditor commenting: 

“It is not always easy to do (follow up) on a PAC because 
you are always rushing off to the next topic. But unless 
you build in time to see that recommendations are 
followed up …and show that the PAC is interested; if you 
do things like that boy, does the message kick in. It helps 
those civil servants who want to affect change that the PAC 
is not seen as just a one-off, but that everyone in the 
department knows that these issues are going to be 
returned to.” (NI5) 

10.2.7 Debate 

ODI (2008) recommends that PAC recommendations be presented 

to a full session of the legislature within a reasonable time period. 

However, this is not evident in this study to a large extent. In Scotland, 

questions have been raised at First Minister’s Questions about 

committee inquiries and reports, but there has been little formal 

debate. 

In NI, debates on PAC reports were limited to the annual debate on 

the committee which was poorly attended. A number of PAC 

members summarised the main features of the reports laid before the 

Assembly since the previous debate. This was followed in each case 

by a response from the Minister of Finance, with few non-committee 

members contributing. No proper debate took place, with most 

contributions, which were self-congratulatory in nature, which praised 

the work of the committee and commended the committee 
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secretariat, coming from committee members or former members. 

Moreover, contributions to that debate were largely prepared by the 

committee clerk to avoid duplication and there was virtually no cut 

and thrust to it. This compares unfavourably with Wales, where PAC 

reports on major issues are usually the subject of a plenary debate 

during the period reviewed. 

However, this issue is of lesser importance than the impact of reports 

and recommendations, and the resulting changes in behaviour and a 

culture of acceptance of democratic accountability. 

10.2.8 Summary of Short Term Outputs 

The short term outputs from the PAC process were identified as 

media coverage, publication of PAC reports and formal responses 

and debate in the legislature chamber on PAC reports. Evidence was 

presented on media interest in PAC and its importance to 

stakeholders, which differed little between the devolved legislatures. 

Reports and recommendations were published by all the committees. 

However, the volume of reports published varied greatly. Wales 

published reports on 63.8% of audit reports, NI on 60% and Scotland 

on 22.9%. When the formal response to reports is considered, 

Scotland had the highest positive response at 90.6%, compared to 

88.14% in Wales and 78.12% in NI. However, this must be assessed 

in the context of 329 recommendations being made in Scotland, 

compared with 675 in Wales and 1046 in NI. 

Looking at the overall picture emerging from a review of the short term 

outputs Wales would appear to be the most effective committee. 

However, a note of caution must be observed, as Wales had the 

longest average time lag between publication of the audit report and 

publication of the PAC report at 256 days, which was 50 days more 

than in NI. 
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10.3 Intermediate Outcomes 

While the report and recommendations and the formal response 

within a set time scale are the immediate outputs from the process, in 

the intermediate term improvements to financial systems and 

controls should emerge. In the However, longer term outcomes are 

more difficult  to attribute any improvement solely to a PAC. 

Improvements may arise from a combination of reasons, with some 

interviewees attributing improvements to the general increase in 

scrutiny since devolution, including the role played by all of the 

legislature committees. 

The guidance given to those entrusted with public money is set out in 

Managing Public Money (HM Treasury, 2013) for England. Each of 

the devolved administrations has its own manual modelled on this 

Treasury document. This is updated on a regular basis, often in light 

of issues that arise as a result of PAC inquiries. As the devolved 

committees have additional sessions to those at Westminster, more 

opportunities arise for failings to be revealed and further guidance 

issued, at a local level, which should result in the longer term in 

improved financial systems and financial control. 

10.3.1 Improved Systems 

There was general agreement among participants that improvements 

in financial systems have taken place as a result of the increased 

scrutiny brought about by devolution. However, while acknowledging 

that change had taken place, some of the politicians interviewed 

were not impressed by witnesses who appeared before the 

committee to announce that they had already made changes and 

improvements. Some could argue that this reduced the opportunity 

for them to participate in political theatre. However, some were more 

optimistic, with an auditor commenting: 

“It is quite remarkable and encouraging how often 
changes are made by the time we get to the hearing, but 
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those changes start as soon as they get a whiff of what is 
in the report.” (SC7) 

10.3.2 Improved Public Services 

In contrast to the improvements in financial systems, there was a 

general feeling among interviewees that only modest improvements 

have been made in public services as a result of PAC. Comments 

included: 

“I don’t think the improvements in public sector 
performance have been borne out particularly well in 
Wales.” (W4) 

“PAC processes result in improved public service 
performance? Sometimes it can.” (SC7) 

“I’m not sure if overall it’s made a dramatic impact… It’s 
probably questionable whether in the round public 
services’ performance have improved.” (NI6) 

While there was general scepticism regarding the level of 

improvement in public services, some participants were more 

positive as these quotations indicate: 

“PAC results in improved public service performance? 
Yes, without it, you can’t imagine it.” (W3) 

“I think it is the degree of scrutiny that we never had 
before. It has opened up the whole decision making 
process in a way that simply didn’t happen before. So, the 
reports we have done in my time here, that level of 
challenge, wouldn’t have been there before.” (W6). 

10.3.3 Accounting Officer Career 

It is a basic tenet of accountability processes that those who have not 

carried out their duties in the manner required should face some 

sanction (Day and Klein, 2005; Bovens, 2007; Schillemans, 2011). 

However, this study discovered that there was general scepticism 

among all stakeholders that accounting officers, who appear before 

PAC in a personal capacity, suffer any detriment to their careers for 

poor performance, as these quotations demonstrate: 
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“I have to say; some people seem to do very well in the 
civil service despite performing absolutely abysmally.” 
(W9) 

“I think that I would rationally expect more people to lose 
their jobs, or be subject to disciplinary action.” (SC1) 

“There is a managerial procedure or in extremis a police 
procedure for incompetence or corruption. The trouble is 
the civil service procedure for management incompetence 
is so abysmally weak that it carries no weight at the level 
of elected representatives at all.” (NI5) 

From the point of view of the public who see repeated failures and 

waste of public money, this is a cause of concern highlighted by the 

media. They do not generally have a good understanding of the 

complexities of public administration, but they see these officials still 

in post; this was clearly articulated by a number of interviewees as 

follows: 

“You don’t get the sense that anyone has been sacked or 
has had their performance managed. Time and again we 
get the same civil servants coming in and you think- you 
have been associated with another poorly managed thing. 
What is going on?” (W1) 

“Most public sector organisations are not very good at 
dismissing people for poor performance. That is one of the 
criticisms from the public. They say, how do you get 
dismissed if you are a civil servant? It is quite difficult.” 
(NI9) 

The committee has a remit to scrutinise and make recommendations. 

It does not have the power to discipline any official. As a horizontal 

accountability mechanism it does not provide the committee with 

strong sanctioning powers (Schillemans, 2011). This is not always 

fully understood by committee members. A former chair commended 

that on occasion:   

“I had to remind my members at times that we are not a 
lynch mob. We are not in court. It is not up to us.” (NI7) 

However, others commented that the person responsible was likely 

to either be very senior and possibly not aware of what was 
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occurring, or very junior and therefore it would be unreasonable for 

him/her to take responsibility. Moreover, many of the big failures that 

resulted in a loss of public money, for example failures of IT 

contracts, which was a recurring theme throughout the time 

investigated, were more systems’ failures than failures of individuals. 

However, while individuals may not be dismissed, individual officials 

have been moved from their roles, as this auditor noted: 

“I think we have more examples of people being moved on 
from the role than there being disciplinary consequences 
or changes to the way the work is done.” (SC1). 

Additionally, there was further scepticism among some interviewees 

about the rotation of accounting officers before evidence sessions, 

with this clerk commenting: 

“I think there is just expediency about moving people 
about.” (NI8) 

Delays in PAC reports also added to the difficulties that arose, as 

noted here: 

“With most of the really bad governance issues that we 
have had in ALBs (arm’s length bodies) that have been 
before PAC, by the time it gets to PAC the person has 
either left, resigned or been dismissed. They are generally 
not in the employment of the relevant body.” (NI6) 

Not only do officials appear to suffer few sanctions against them, in 

some instances they have been promoted as noted here: 

“I have seen it time and time again… someone has moved 
(due) to promotion and the wrongdoing or the poor 
performance hasn’t been picked up until much later when 
the PAC session has been held.” (NI9) 

Where officials have performed badly, they often take the decision 

into their own hands, after extensive criticism in the media, as these 

comments illustrate: 

“They normally go before they are pushed.” (NI7) 
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“We recently had an example where the CEO of NRW 
took retirement after an awkward appearance before PAC 
where he hadn’t performed well. Was that directly linked? I 
think so…. but that is the only one I can think of. (W6) 

Where dismissals have resulted, they are worthy of note as they are 

very rare. In an example from NI, an accounting officer gave 

evidence concerning the valuation of land at £200 million which was 

subsequently valued at between £2.28 and £5.87 million. Upon 

receipt of additional information after the evidence session, the 

committee concluded that the accounting officer’s evidence “lacked 

frankness, openness and creditability” (NIA PAC, 2011). PAC felt that 

the accounting officer had not dealt with them in an appropriate 

manner and  referred the matter to the statutory committee and to the 

head of the civil service. The official concerned later moved to a very 

lucrative position in a quango. 

In Scotland, there was also one example concerning the ScotRail 

franchise 

“…which I think did influence what happened afterwards.” 
(SC4) 

While in Wales an auditor commented: 

“We did some reports on health bodies. Ultimately the 
chief executive, the chair and the vice-chair resigned.” 
(W2) 

However, Steffek (2010 p.56) argues that the experience of 

appearing before PAC may have an influence even if no “hard 

sanctions” apply. He argues that public challenges to a person’s 

reputation, identity and self-esteem may be sufficient to bring about 

changes in behaviour. 

10.3.4 Filtering Through to Budgets 

PAC is part of the virtuous circle presented in Figure 1, which starts 

with parliament authorising expenditure and proceeds to the 

SAI/PAC examining whether the policy objectives set out by 
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parliament have been implemented with due regard to probity, 

regularity and VFM. However, one of the criticisms of PAC is that it is 

an ex-post exercise and that more emphasis should be placed at an 

earlier stage (Wehner, 2003). 

However, Bovens (2007 p.453) argues that ex-post accountability 

can filter through to ex-ante decision making, which would result in 

findings from PAC investigations filtering through to budgets. 

Although this auditor lamented: 

“That is the ideal. You never get the ideal” (NI2) 

However, the introduction of whole sector reviews by SAI and 

subsequent inquiries by PAC have contributed to improvements, with 

a Scottish auditor noting: 

“The issue of managing the health service was definitely 
improved by this” (SC7) 

Furthermore, the secretariat also plays its part, as noted in Wales: 

“Things coming out from the PAC will be filtered through 
by the clerking team to researchers in different subject 
areas when they are doing either in-year or budget 
scrutiny. It’s just making sure that the communication is 
working.” (W5) 

No evidence was presented in NI or Scotland to indicate that the same 

practice was followed there. 

10.3.5 Summary of Intermediate Outcomes 

The intermediate outcomes of improvements in systems and 

improvements in public service are desirable outcomes from a PAC 

process (ODI, 2008). The consensus that emerged was that some 

improvements had taken place in financial systems. Improvements in 

public services were not supported by the evidence. However, during 

the period under review (2007-2016), austerity reduced funding for 

many public services. In this environment any improvements brought 
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about as a result of recommendations from a PAC inquiry may have 

been negated by spending cuts. 

The other intermediate outcome of sanctions against those whose 

performance fell short of the required standard in carrying out their 

duties was not supported by the evidence in any of the devolved 

administrations. This was a cause of consternation for all 

stakeholders. 

10.4 Long Term Outcomes 

The impact of PAC should be felt in the longer term. If the process is 

effective, long-term outcomes in the form of learning and an 

acceptance of accountability should result, which extends beyond the 

confines of the area of initial inquiry. 

10.4.1 Learning 

One of the purposes of public accountability identified by Aucoin and 

Heintzman (2000) and Bovens (2007) was to encourage and 

promote learning in the pursuit of continuous development. Learning 

should result from PAC inquiries, so that the same mistakes do not 

reoccur. However, concern was expressed that this did not happen. 

Comments included: 

“Unless we are prepared to learn from this, I may as well 
pack up my bags and go home.” (NI9) 

“But there must be, you kind of hope, that there would be 
a longer memory and that lessons would be indelibly 
written, but they are not. They fade with time.” (NI5) 

“It’s not just a talking shop, but those of us who looked at 
PAC performances over a long time have got to be puzzled 
why its impact is no longer lasting than it actually is. You 
have a major report that reveals administrative 
weaknesses in an area, get them fully accepted, often 
wholeheartedly by the civil servants, and five to eight 
years later you could come back and there are the same 
issues being repeated. That is the attention span.” (NI5) 
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“I get no sense that there is a school of learning out there 
for public bodies who are looking into the process and 
thinking, ‘what should we be learning from this?’” (SC6) 

An impediment to institutional leaning identified by interviewees was 

the amount of churn in the civil service. As changes in personnel 

happened on a regular basis, officials who were in post when the 

event subject to the inquiry occurred, or when initial 

recommendations were accepted, were not in post for  full 

implementation, as noted by these interviewees: 

“It is nothing to do with PAC…. But it is a lot to do with 
bureaucracies, is a lot to do with the way the civil service 
trains and changes personnel, that for a public institution its 
memory is a lot shorter, corporate memory is a lot shorter, 
than it should be” (NI5) 

“I think when people hand over and move on then there is 
not a lot of communication after that.” (NI8) 

Moreover, with a generalist civil service operating in the devolved 

administrations modelled on practices in Whitehall, it is thought 

necessary to have wide experience in a number of departments to 

achieve promotion.  While changes at accounting officer level were 

not dramatic in the period examined, levels of churn at a slightly lower 

grade were considered to be much higher, as noted by this clerk: 

“They (more junior staff) are moved every three 
years…this mitigates against them taking on board 
lessons in some ways. They should take the lessons with 
them, but I just don’t know it happens.” (NI8) 

Examination of churn at this level is beyond the scope of this study, 

but it is worthy of note. However, it would be hoped that officials take 

the learning with them, but there is no evidence that they do, 

according to this PAC witness: 

“Following a PAC report and reply the information gets 
copied to all departments who simply pass it on to 
someone else. There is no learning from the experience. 
Then you have a change in personnel… they will not have 
any background or history as to the PAC lessons learnt. 
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There is no repository… so you cannot conclude that there 
is any learning as a result.” (NI9). 

Additionally, the devolved administrations underwent a 

reorganisation of departments during the period examined, which 

may have further impeded learning. 

Perhaps the way in which the recommendations are worded is also a 

contributory factor, as noted here: 

“If you look at the output from these committees, it tends 
to be organisation specific. They tend not to make wider 
recommendations”. (SC6) 

“If the recommendations come out with a short term focus 
that may have some improvement, but it won’t really have 
that virtuous circle of improvement.”(SC5) 

However, it could be argued that public officials should be aware of 

issues highlighted in other areas and be proactive in ensuring that 

they comply with best practice, as this witness noted: 

“I think there is probably an appetite to understand good 
practice, but is it a priority? I suspect not.” (SC6). 

The public and their political representatives are not receptive to 

failures but Aucoin and Heintzman (2000 p.52) argue that failures are 

a necessary part of the learning process. 

10.4.2 Changing Behaviour and Culture 

Changing behaviour to ensure VFM should result from an effective 

PAC process. However, cultural change is very difficult to achieve in 

organisations with strong hierarchical structures and engrained 

practices. 

The introduction of devolved PACs was considered to have had an 

effect on behaviour to a certain extent, as reflected in these 

comments: 

“I think there is also the deterrent effect that wasn’t there.” 
(NI2) 
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“The impact is if it is making a change in the right direction 
and getting people to change their behaviour.” (W5). 

“It is a real catalyst for action. It does focus minds, there is 
no doubt about it.” (W9) 

However, in Scotland: 

“I will never accept that the culture has changed… The 
civil servants should just say no, we are not having that. 
You need to instruct us to do that. They simply don’t do 
that. It’s all about their careers and their future.” (SC2) 

But there is evidence to suggest that a PAC is never taken lightly by 

officials: 

“I was trained as a senior civil servant and to ask myself 
the question - could I account for this at PAC? That was 
the litmus test you applied to decision making, and if you 
felt you could give an answer even though you knew it 
might well still get you before PAC - things could go wrong- 
as long as you could convince yourself that you had an 
answer and that you were taking the decision on 
defensible grounds, that would be a self-justification for 
going ahead.” (NI5) 

“In my experience, yes it does (change the way people 
think), because we spend a lot of time understanding what 
lessons have been discussed at PAC sessions… It is one 
of the many inputs that we would take in terms of how we 
do something or how we can deliver something.” (NI9) 

“It’s a really important issue, the fact that influence is often 
sub-terrain.” (SC7). 

It is likely that all officials are not as cognisant of PAC as those 

quoted here, and a time lag between decisions and the possibility of 

a PAC hearing may have an effect on whether a PAC is taken into 

account in decision making, as noted by this witness: 

“Because the time lag between making the decision and 
PAC is several years, I don’t think people look that far 
forward” (NI9) 

While not necessarily a desirable outcome, one of the consequences 

of a PAC is that it encourages risk aversion with Harris (2013) 
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describing NAO/PAC as “the bogymen to halt innovation”. Public 

officials are more likely to take fewer risks if they have to justify their 

actions before a PAC. However, others were of the view that a PAC 

may be used by officials as a convenient excuse for inaction. This is 

not supported by evidence from Scotland, as noted here: 

“If you look at the policy divergence over the last 18 years 
since devolution, that in itself is reasonable evidence that 
the devolved administrations have been prepared to go in 
the knowledge that there will be public scrutiny of 
ministers and officials in front of committees. I don’t think 
that that is restraining them.” (SC6) 

10.4.3 Developing a Culture of Democratic Accountability 

Changing behaviour is one issue, but embedding a culture of 

democratic accountability is a more complex issue and perhaps a 

more significant one, as this quotation reflects: 

“This change of mind-set stuff, this is the most difficult.” 
(NI2) 

Views on whether this had been achieved were mixed as these 
quotations attest: 

 

“No, I don’t think there has been a culture change at all. 
They still operate as they did in 1999” (SC2). 

“Common sense tells you that if there is increased 
scrutiny, as there is now, to a great degree, then that 
would have (brought cultural change) 

…Of course there has been culture change. It’s almost 
just a factual point.” (SC4) 

“Has it caused a huge culture change among civil 
servants? Well, they can’t hide in the way they were able 
to before…. But has it resulted in the culture on the ground 
in their behaviour? I don’t think it has actually.” (W4) 

The hope would be that as the new institutions settled down there 

would over time be an improvement in the culture of acceptance of 

accountability. In Wales, one interviewee thought that there had been 
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a more positive reaction to scrutiny in the wake of devolution in 1999, 

but that this had dissipated, and now public officials were: 

“more resistant to being open with PAC inquiries than they 
were then.” (W9) 

“There has been some change, but I would be reluctant to 
say there are no officials out there who don’t regard 
committee scrutiny as being an annoying obstacle rather 
than an inherently positive part of good government.” (W8) 

10.4.4 Summary of Long Term Outcomes 

The long term outcomes of learning from past mistakes, which result 

in changes in behaviour and culture and an acceptance of 

democratic accountability cannot necessarily be attributed directly to 

PAC. In all the devolved administrations limited evidence was found 

to support the argument that favourable change had occurred in 

these respects. 

10.5 Summary of Outputs and Outcomes 

Study Two examines a range of indicators of effectiveness derived 

from the literature, using data from interviews with key individuals in 

each of the major stakeholder groups. These indicators are classified 

as inputs, processes and outputs. An effective PAC must display 

indicators from all these groups. The previous chapters presented 

details of the underlying principles required for an effective PAC and 

input and process indicators. 

This chapter examined PAC effectiveness in NI, Scotland and Wales 

by measuring a range of output and outcome indicators derived from 

the literature, which are proxies for effectiveness. 

The output and outcomes from the PAC process are both short term 

and long term. The immediate outputs in terms of reports and 

recommendations have been measured using documentary sources, 

supplemented by interview data. However, a more detailed 

examination of recommendations will be made in Chapter 13. 
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Variations between the legislatures were noted, particularly in 

Scotland where fewer reports were published. 

The longer-term outputs identified include improvements in financial 

systems and control, improved public service delivery, sanctions 

against officials and an improved culture of democratic 

accountability. Improvements were identified in all the 

administrations; however, the degree of change was not as significant 

as some had hoped. One area where committees could make 

changes to reinforce improvements is in the development of 

recommendations, and review of recommendation implementation. 

A discussion of the results of Study Two is presented in the next 

chapter. 
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11 Discussion of Study Two - The Players 

11.1 Introduction 

PAC is an accountability mechanism, where the official provides a 

justification and explanation for his/her decision making and  

consequences may result Bovens, 2007). Furthermore learning must 

result from the process (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000). The purpose 

of Study Two-The Players, based on primary interview data, 

supplemented by documentary sources, was to establish the 

effectiveness of the PAC process as an accountability mechanism in 

NI, Scotland and Wales. Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10 explore the 

evidence from interviews held with key players in the PAC process 

regarding indicators, as proxies for effectiveness, identified in 

previous studies ( principally Stapenhurst et al., 2005;Stapenhurst et 

al., 2007; ODI, 2008; Benton and Russell, 2011) . Chapter 7 

presented the findings regarding prerequisites identified by the 

literature as necessary for an effective PAC. The next three chapters 

presented the findings regarding indicators for inputs (Chapter 8), 

effective processes (Chapter 9) and effective outcomes (Chapter 10). 

In this chapter these findings will be discussed as a whole. 

11.2 Underlying Principles 

Chapter 7 presented evidence on prerequisite principles driving PAC 
performance (ODI, 2008): 

• Auditor independence; 

• Policy neutrality; and 

• Cross party working. 

Auditor independence from government in all the devolved 

administrations is enshrined in legislation. Limited differences were 

identified in 2.3 in the arrangements in Scotland, Wales and NI. 

However, while the independence of the AG from government was 

well evidenced in 7.2, there were examples of instances where the 
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auditor might not have been perceived as independent from PAC, as 

indicated in 2.3.5. A close working relationship between PAC and the 

auditor is required, but care must be taken to ensure that each party 

maintains their independence (Gay and Winetrobe, 2003). In all the 

administrations the AG was personally held in high esteem and 

his/her integrity was not questioned, as demonstrated by quotations in 

2.3.4. 

Policy neutrality and cross party working are linked, as the policy 

arena is the political arena and any forays into policy may result in a 

breakdown across political party lines. 

11.3 Committee Cohesion 

Cross party working was evident in all the administrations and has 

been discussed as an overriding principle driving PAC performance in 

7.4. Members of PAC are more likely to work across political party 

lines if they are afforded the opportunity to develop a relationship 

with other committee members. The most influential factors 

determining committee cohesion and a collegiate approach identified 

in this study were the political environment, member turnover and 

personalities. As PAC reflects the composition of the legislature as 

discussed in 7.4.2, majority government gives rise to a majority on 

PAC. This was most notable in Scotland 2011-2016, where a strong 

SNP majority was demonstrated to have downplayed failings of the 

administration. 

Appointments to PAC must be of sufficient length, identified as at 

least one year, to enable members to build a team, but also to allow 

members to gain a full understanding of how public audit and PAC 

operate. While some change is inevitable, especially when 

committee members are promoted to cabinet, a requirement to 

maintain a core of experienced members was demonstrated in 7.4.2. 

If committee membership is in a continual state of flux, strong bonds 

are unlikely to be established between members, which mitigates 

against cross party working. Generally, membership of PAC was 
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more stable in Scotland and Wales than in NI, although fewer 

changes were made there towards the end of the period reviewed, 

when several committee members had extensive experience having 

served as ministers. The personalities of the committee members may 

also be a factor in developing a cohesive committee. 

11.4 Personalities 

Any democratic legislature must operate with the politicians given 

positions there by the electorate. Politicians are often single minded 

individuals. When a group of such individuals are brought together, 

they may not instinctively form a team. While teambuilding exercises 

may help there are some individuals who, no matter what 

opportunities to develop relationships with others are made available, 

will never become fully committed committee members. Indeed, they 

can have a destabilising influence on the team dynamic. Only one 

individual who sat on PAC in Cardiff was identified in this study as 

having that personality trait. Personality clashes do occur, which are 

not necessarily between members from opposing political parties. 

Indeed, clashes often arise between members of the same political 

party, perhaps as they are competing for the same promotion. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that while the personal disposition of 

committee members may be a factor, there is little evidence from this 

study, as described in 7.4.9, to demonstrate that it was an inhibitor of 

effectiveness in the devolved PACs. 

If a rank order was to be applied to cohesion it would be: 

• NI, due to strong committee cohesion and cross party 
cooperation influenced by a shared goal of holding officials to 
account (7.4.2); 

• Scotland, due to the personal relationships on committee; 

and 

• Wales, due to personality clashes. 
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11.5 Inputs 

Input factors identified in chapter 7 included: the constitutional 

framework - all PACs had a statutory footing; member skills and 

resources. The most important input identified was the skills, 

experience and engagement of members. In each of the legislatures, 

member skills, experience and engagement differed, but over the 

period reviewed each of the devolved PACs had a small number of 

highly skilled and engaged members who were proactive in ensuring 

that the committee was effective. Large resources were not available 

to any of the devolved PACs, but the additional support provided in 

Wales by the dedicated financial research team was envied my 

members in Scotland and NI. However, all committees were very well 

supported by the audit offices. 

11.5.1 Member Skills, Experience and Training 

The effectiveness of PAC was influenced by the capabilities of its 

members. Member effectiveness is a product of the natural skill; 

previous experience; the amount of preparation; and engagement 

they were prepared to commit to the committee. As in all arenas, 

members’ skills differed greatly. Some members were very effective 

as scrutineers and had a natural ability to identify the salient issues. 

Other members were less able. In 8.4.1, evidence is provided of 

individual members identified by multiple stakeholders as highly 

skilled scrutineers, while a former minister is described as having 

experience but little skill. Training of members in questioning 

techniques helped develop skills and there was strong evidence that 

any training in questioning techniques benefited members, if they 

engaged, as discussed in 8.3.3. However, while training helped 

nurture skills it could not compensate for a lack of insight or natural 

curiosity. This could also be said of advance preparation. Some 

members read all the material but did not perform well, while more 

able members could grasp the issues with little advance preparation. 

This study identified an important attribute of PAC members in 9.4.5, 
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as the ability to move beyond the constituency dimension of an issue 

to see the broader picture. Very able members were identified in all 

the administrations. However, caution must be exercised in describing 

committee members as effective. The soundbite which grabs media 

attention and thus heightens the profile of the issues may not be 

effective questioning- it may make the witness uncomfortable without 

resulting in a response that addresses the issues, as discussed in 

10.2.1. Others were described as forensic in their approach. As 

questions were prepared for committee members by the clerk and the 

auditor, the PAC could effectively question the witnesses if a small 

number of members could delve into the issues. There is no 

requirement that only the most able scrutineers sit on PAC. 

While the composition of each PAC changed for each mandate, there 

was little difference in the devolved committees, as all have had both 

very able and engaged members, who were the minority, and a 

majority of less effective members. It was notable however, that the 

same individuals were identified by all stakeholders as being 

particularly effective. 

Evidence was provided to indicate that all the committees were well 

supported by the clerk and audit office, although some PAC members 

expressed a desire for more committee research resources despite 

the quality of the independent reports supplied by the auditor. All the 

devolved committees were also built on a robust legislative 

foundation. 

11.6 Processes 

Working practices differed in each of the devolved administrations 

and also differed over the period reviewed, with changes often taking 

place with a change in PAC chair, as detailed in 9.3. The time 

limitations imposed on evidence sessions were a concern for some 

participants but others welcomed briefer sessions, as discussed in 

9.5; in this context the complexity of the topic being investigated may 

dictate the time allocated to it. Evidence was provided that the 
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extensive time available to PAC in NI for formal preparation and for 

evidence sessions benefited the committee. However, any 

overemphasis on working practices is to be avoided; it is the outputs 

and outcomes which are most important (Brandsma, 2010). 

11.7 Chair 

A range of opinions on the importance of the chair were identified. 

Most participants thought that the chair was very important, while 

others thought that the chair was less important than for other 

committees due to the level of support provided by the auditor. 

However, a chair who had the ability to develop a line of questioning 

opened by other committee members, but not pursued by them, was 

very valuable (see 9.4.3). PAC benefits from having an “anchor” who 

brings the committee together but this role does not necessarily fall 

to the chair (7.4.10). Russell and Benton (2011) posit that the 

reputation of the committee is linked to the reputation of the chair. 

The chair also has a role in setting the tone of the committee in its 

approach to cross party working (7.4.11). The legislative 

arrangements and the working practices developed since 1999 

ensure that the system operates effectively despite any shortcomings 

of the chair, provided that the committee is populated with some 

skilled members, and there is input by the auditor when the 

committee report and recommendations are being drafted. 

11.8 Questioning 

The primary witness at PAC evidence sessions is the accounting 

officer for the entity subject to inquiry. Additional witnesses to support 

the accounting officer may also appear. Initially only the serving 

accounting officer was called as a witness, regardless of whether he 

held the post or not at the date of the event subject to inquiry. As time 

has gone by, devolved PACs has called back former accounting 

officers as witnesses. This was identified as a welcome development 

even if former accounting officers have given limited additional 
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information as it demonstrates that the committee will be relentless in 

its pursuit of the truth (see 2.4.3 for more details). Unusually, in 

Wales, PAC called a number of expert witnesses, described in 8.3.2. 

This innovation proved of interest to participants outside of Wales 

also, but it must be used with caution as it may detract from the 

committee’s primary focus. Moreover, written evidence from experts 

and interested groups could be taken in lieu of oral evidence to 

ensure that members’ time was more usefully spent questioning 

officials. 

11.9 Procedures 

Standing orders in all the devolved administrations set out very broad 

principles for PAC. It is interesting therefore, that working practices in 

all the administrations differed in fine detail only. Over 20 years each 

committee has developed its own practices which work in the local 

context. Some officials interviewed emphasised the importance of 

procedure. However, it must be remembered that the procedures are 

not an end in themselves, and those adopted are secondary to the 

outcomes achieved. 

11.10 Outputs and Outcomes 

In all the administrations media attention was the most immediate 

outcome of PAC processes. Indeed, media attention is first aroused 

when the audit report is published. After the evidence sessions have 

been held, PAC issues committee reports. These reports also make 

recommendations to which a formal response is required. In the 

longer term, the publication of reports and the acceptance of 

recommendations should result in changes in behaviour and greater 

accountability. 

11.11 Media Attention 

A free press plays an important role in representative democracies 

(ODI, 2008). Media attention given to PAC highlighted issues and 
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increased the likelihood that changes in behaviour  occur. Media 

attention was identified by many of the politicians interviewed as an 

indicator of committee effectiveness (10.2.1). However, many of the 

long term consequences of the PAC process take place away from 

the glare of publicity, and it is likely that the role of the media may be 

overstated. If there is fraud or a very obvious waste of public money, 

the media are quick to highlight the issue (Justesen and Skaerbaek, 

2005; KPMG, 2006; McNair, 2009). On the other hand, complex long 

term issues involving more money may not attract the same media 

attention, as they are less headline grabbing. It is therefore posited 

that media attention devoted to PAC is a poor measure of its 

effectiveness, despite the opinions of the participating politicians. 

11.12 Reports and Recommendations 

While some PAC inquiries attract media attention, others receive 

little. Furthermore media attention is not necessarily proportionate to 

the importance of the topic. In NI and Wales most PAC inquiries 

resulted in committee reports and recommendations. Fewer reports 

were published in Scotland, as discussed in 10.2. One auditor 

interviewee commented, “it’s not over until the report is published” 

(NI2). This behind the scenes process of publishing a report and 

receiving a formal undertaking, stating that the recommendations 

have been accepted and implemented, is the key outcome often 

used as an indicator of effectiveness (Russell and Benton, 2011; 

Monk, 2009a). In the longer term, this should result in changes in 

behaviour and improvements in financial control and in the delivery of 

public services. Where no report is published, as is the case more 

recently in Scotland, the political theatre may have been played out 

with each player playing his part in the evidence session, but the 

process may not  have been concluded. Therefore, using this 

criterion, the PAC in Wales and NI was more effective than the 

committee in Scotland for the period reviewed. 
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Little evidence was available to demonstrate follow up on the 

implementation of recommendations, except in Wales where a 

written report on progress was requested after 12 months. This was 

identified by many participants as an area for improvement as 

demonstrated in 10.2.6. It is recommended that all committees 

request an update, by correspondence, for every PAC report 12 

months after formal response, followed by annual reports where this 

is deemed necessary. 

11.13 Changing Behaviour and Improvements in Financial Control 

and Public Services 

The establishment of devolved PAC in NI, Scotland and Wales was 

heralded as a means of holding accounting officers to account in a 

way that had not happened prior to devolution. However, that public 

demonstration of accountability played out in the public evidence 

sessions must result in more than a news headline. In the longer 

term, improvements to financial control and public services should 

follow. In this study participants from all the administrations, as 

detailed in 10.3.1, thought that improvements in financial systems 

and financial control had taken place. Limited evidence was found 

that improvements in the delivery of public services had been 

achieved (10.3.2). However, this was against a backdrop of cuts in 

public spending due to austerity. Furthermore, there was general 

agreement that very few public officials suffered consequences for 

poor performance, with the rare occasions where it occurred 

highlighted in 10.3.3. This was the cause of major frustration for all 

stakeholders, particularly for politicians in all the administrations. 

11.14 Summary of Study Two 

Study Two used primary data from 26 interviews with high level 

stakeholders in NI, Scotland and Wales to measure a range of 

indicators, which are proxies for effectiveness, using a framework 

drawn from the literature to establish the effectiveness of PAC in 
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each of the devolved administrations. While differences in practices 

were identified, common issues arose also. The establishment of 

devolved PACs has increased the frequency with which accounting 

officers are held to account in public evidence sessions, which 

provides assurances to the public (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000). 

Therefore, it has resulted in a visible manifestation of accountability. 

This has resulted in an increased public awareness of VFM issues. 

However, whether this has resulted in an acceptance of 

accountability by officials or a change in behaviour is more difficult to 

determine. The participants in this study held the view that behaviour 

and cultural change are difficult to achieve. The additional weight 

added to SAI reports by PAC inquiries was of value- it nudged things 

in the right direction. However, as soon as one issue was addressed 

another came to light. There was little evidence of learning from 

previous failures, as quotations in 10.4.1 attest. If topics were 

revisited a few years after an inquiry the same issues seemed to be in 

evidence. This was attributed by participants to a lack of institutional 

memory, which may be partly explained by the rate of staff churn in 

public bodies. The wording of recommendations may also be a 

contributing factor. Recommendations must be carefully worded to 

ensure that the true spirit of the recommendation is addressed. 

It is of note that there was a commonality of topics of inquiry across 

the devolved PACs. Large capital projects, particularly for IT 

contracts, were a frequent theme. It would appear that public bodies 

do not learn from previous failures in their own entities or from 

failures in their own administrations. They also failed to learn from 

failures in other administrations in the UK. 

However, this is not a new phenomenon unique to the devolved 

administrations, as those interviewees who had experience of 

Westminster PAC attested.  

This chapter discussed the findings of Study Two presented in 

chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10. Study Two used primary interview data 

measured against indicators of effectiveness for inputs, processes 
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and outputs to determine the comparative effectiveness of the 

devolved PACs. This study has demonstrated that devolved PACs 

have: 

a) Raised public awareness of accountability and the waste of 

public money; 

b) Provided a platform for local politicians to demand answers 

from bureaucrats, who previously were rarely held to account 

in the public domain; 

c) Provided a platform for accounting officers to provide 

explanations for decisions which are subjects of audit 

reports. Unlike politicians, public officials are prohibited from 

public comment; and 

d) Brought about improvements in financial systems and 

financial control. 

However, there is limited evidence to demonstrate that: 

a) Accounting officers and other public officials have suffered 

any personal consequence for failure which resulted in the 

waste of public money; 

b) Improvements in financial systems and financial control have 

been translated into improvements in public service delivery; 

c) An improved culture of acceptance of accountability by 

officials had developed. There was some evidence that this 

had occurred; however, there was also evidence that some 

officials saw the committee as no more than an irritant; and 

d) Effective follow up on implementation of recommendations 

was carried out. 

Dissatisfaction with outcomes was evident, particularly regarding the 

lack of consequences for officials, among all stakeholder groups in all 

the administrations. However, despite this, all participants considered 

that the devolved PACs added value to the process. 
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When considering the comparable effectiveness of the devolved 

PACs, each had its own strengths, with NI having the most effective 

committee if measured in terms of cross party working and reports 

produced. This was followed closely by Wales, particularly for follow 

up on the implementation of recommendations. Scotland’s PAC was 

demonstrated to be less effective as cross party working was limited 

as a consequence of a large government majority during a significant 

part of the period under review, and fewer reports being published. 

Chapter 6 presented Study One -The Accountability Cube which 

used quantitative techniques to measure the three phases 

(information, discussion and consequences) of PAC as an 

accountability mechanism in NI, Scotland and Wales. Chapters 7 to 

10 presented Study Two. A discussion of both studies is presented in 

Section Five. The next chapter presents Study Three, which was 

designed to determine perceptions of PAC as an accountability 

mechanism. 
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Section Four 

Study Three 
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12 A Q Methodology Study 

12.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters presented the results of studies which aimed 

to measure the effectiveness of PAC as an accountability mechanism. 

Study One used quantitative methods to measure information, 

processes and consequences from the perspective of PAC 

members, to arrive at an overall score for the accountability 

mechanism of each devolved PAC. Study Two used interview data to 

measure effectiveness against a framework of indicators for PAC, 

classified as underpinning principles, inputs, processes and outputs. 

This chapter presents the findings of an additional study, which uses 

Q methodology to fulfil the research objective of identifying the 

perceptions of key stakeholders in the PAC process, to complement 

the two previous studies on PAC effectiveness. 

This chapter proceeds as follows. Firstly, there is an introduction to Q 

methodology, which is discussed more fully in chapter 5. Secondly, 

the findings of the research are presented. 

12.2 Q Method 

26 in-depth interviews were conducted with high-ranking key 

stakeholders in the PAC process including committee members, 

auditors, witnesses and officials. In order to add an additional 

dimension to these interviews Q methodology was employed to 

measure perceptions. 24 of the 26 interviewees participated in the Q 

sort. 

Perceptions are difficult to measure in an objective manner. Content 

analysis may be used to code interview responses, but each 

interviewee answers in his/her own distinctive way. Q methodology 

addresses this problem. 
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This methodology was developed by the psychologist, Stephenson 

(1935) who applied ideas from physics to the study of subjectivity by 

developing Q method. This is discussed more fully in 5.11.3. 

Participants are required to rank a set of statements, each one 

relative to all the other statements, in the Q set. This provides data, 

which can be subjected to statistical interrogation to identify groups of 

like-minded individuals. The emphasis is on discovering the 

perceptions of the individual participants and then grouping the 

participants who share common perceptions into groups. 

12.3 Choice of Q Statements 

A comprehensive literature review was conducted to identify the 

issues that contribute to effective parliamentary committees with 

particular reference to public accounts committees; this is presented 

in chapters 3 and 4. 

The main themes identified from the literature on parliamentary 

committees included: 

• Committee reputation and culture; Russell and Benton 
(2011), Stapenhurst et al (2005), Stapenhurst et al (2014); 

• Background and approach of the chair; Russell and Benton 

(2011); and 

• Committee cohesion; Arter (2003); 

Additionally, factors relating to PAC identified by ODI (2008) 

included: 

• Inputs: independent audit office; preparation for hearings; 

• Processes: political independence of committee; cross party 
working; time constraints; and 

• Outcomes: media coverage; improved public service delivery; 
improved financial efficiency effectiveness and VFM. 
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Full details of the Q statements and sources are available in 

Appendix 2. Further detail on the grid design and conduct of the Q 

sort can be found in 5.11-5.15. 

The Q sort took place at the beginning of the interview and in 

addition to providing data for this study formed the basis of the semi 

structured interviews for Study Two. 

12.4 Analysis of Q Sorts 

The calculations required to analyse Q sorts into factors are unique 

to Q methodology (Watts and Stenner, 2012). The PQMethod 

(Schmolck, 2002), a widely used, free to download Q methodology 

package was employed to analyse the data. 

Details of the similarity of perceptions between the individual 

participants is detailed in Appendix 3. A by person factor analysis 

was then used to find clusters of participants who produced similar 

sorts, using Principle Component Analysis. Each participant has 

his/her individual perspective, which is manifested in his/her Q sort. 

The Factor analysis results in a social perspective of that group of 

individuals who share similar views (Stephenson, 1965). 

Four Factors were chosen for analysis. Full details of the decision 

making is available in 5.11.10. In choosing the number of factors for 

analysis, the following elements were taken into consideration: 

• The percentage of the variance that is explained by the 

Factor; 

• Clarity. Each participant should load highly on a single 

Factor; and 

• The correlation between the Factors - a high correlation 
between Factors means that they are similar (Weber et al, 
2009). 

This explains 52% of the study variance with 20 sorts included as 

significant. At this level, clusters of individuals from Wales group in 

factor two and those from Northern Ireland group in factor three, 
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while participants from Scotland have perceptions which are shared 

across the factors. Administration and support staff cluster at factor 

four. 

12.5 Findings and Discussion 

The findings of the Q study are now presented commencing with the 

statements which are not distinguished between groups. This is 

followed by  a discussion of each of the four groupings of 

perceptions. 

12.5.1 Consensus Statements 

By choosing to conduct our analysis with four factors, four clusters of 

perceptions have been identified. These four groups identified only 

four statements that do not distinguish between any two groups. In 

other words they all agree or disagree with the statements below: 

Table 22 Consensus Statements 

Consensus Statements; i.e. those that do not distinguish between 
ANY pair of typologies. 

No Statement 

 AGREE STATEMENTS 

7* 
All things being equal, the higher the stability of PAC membership, the 
greater the mutual trust likely to be generated between members 

35* 

 

If the process is effective, the recommendations of the committee can 
filter into future budgets creating continuous and virtuous cycles of 
improvements in public spending 

 DISAGEEE STATEMENTS 

14 
Choices made when a devolved institution is being formed have a 
constraining effect onto the future 

27 In some cases, the same question is asked more than once because 
members did not listen or were absent when it was asked. 

All listed statements are non-significant at P>.01, and those flagged 
with an * are also non- significant at P>.05. 

The two statements on which participants agree concern different 

issues (7, 35). PAC must speak with one voice if it is to be effective. 

Stability on the committee is important in building a team approach 



324 

 

 
and trust among members, particularly among members from different 

political parties, but also stability of membership increases the 

collective memory of the committee (Arter, 2003). This was 

recognised by participants. The other consensus statement was (35); 

if the process is effective, the recommendation of the committee can 

filter into future budgets, creating continuous and virtuous cycles of 

improvement in public spending. This vocalises the virtuous cycle 

depicted in Figure 1 (Wehner, 2003). However, three factors ranked 

this 0, with one factor ranking it +1. Therefore, while there was 

consensus between different factors, no group held strong views on 

this statement. At this stage, it is important to note that while doing 

the Q sort some participants questioned the word “can” in the 

statement. The process can, in theory, filter through to future 

budgets, but they were not convinced that it did in practice. 

The two statements on which participants disagree are 14 and 27, 

but neither of these statements was non-significant at the .05 level. 

When considering 14, it must be noted that only a small number of 

participants had first-hand experience of the early days of devolution, 

but they did not feel that the development of the committee was 

constrained in any way. As stated earlier in chapter 5, the Q 

statements were verbatim quotations where possible, to reduce 

researcher bias. In interview some participants thought that there 

may have been an effect, but it was not considered constraining. The 

other disagree statement stated that the same question is asked 

more than once because members did not listen or were absent 

when it was asked (27). Participants said that this may have 

happened, but it was not something that they felt strongly about, with 

three factors ranking it -1. 

The four factors are now discussed. 
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12.5.2 Factor One (Attention Seekers) 

Factor one describes 9% of the study variance. It includes 

participants from Scotland and Wales. 

Table 23 Factor 1- Statements in Rank order 

 Factor 1 Rank 
Order 

No. Statement  

25 Witnesses adopt strategies that spin or frame information to 
present it in the best possible light 

5 

42 The real power of the PAC lies in publicity 5 

1 PAC is the most venerable select committee 4 

11 The committee is dependent on the skills of its members 4 

29 The influence of the committee is likely to be significantly 
understated if it is measured only by the number of 
recommendations accepted. 

4 

4 How a committee changes the way people think lies at the 
heart of any appraisal of its success 

3 

5 A committee’s reputation is inextricably linked to the 
reputation of the chair 

3 

6 When the chair of a committee changes, its culture, and 
perhaps its level of influence, can therefore change as well 

3 

18 Power to compel officials to attend and be held accountable 
for administrative performance, even after they have left 
office is necessary 

3 

7 All things being equal the higher the stability of PAC 
membership, the greater the mutual trust likely to be 
generated between members 

2 

10 Backbenchers sit on more than one committee and are 
overstretched 

2 

34 PAC evidence sessions are an ordeal which can make or 
break the career of senior civil servants 

2 

40 Issues raised by a PAC report on one body create an 
imperative to address issues by other bodies 

2 

8 Turnover of members is significant as much depends on the 
individual member getting an understanding of the work 
involved. 

1 

12 Members have been kept off committee or removed from it 
by their political parties on account of their views 

1 

20 Few officials look forward to attending an evidence session, 
but if they believe that they will be heard fairly, then useful 
information is likely to be forthcoming 

1 
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 Factor 1 Rank 
Order 

24 The style adopted by PAC members at hearings is 
opinionated and not constrained by the cautionary language 
of the audit report. 

1 

38 The committee has influence by how officials adjust their 
behaviour in 
anticipation of how the committee might react if a certain 
course of action is taken 

1 

21 The success of a report may be influenced by whether it is 
published at a key moment in a wider debate 

0 

23 The period of time between the commencement of the audit 
and the PAC hearing means that the auditee has ample time 
to either alter its 
practice and/or prepare a defence. 

0 

32 The PAC process results in improved financial effectiveness, 
efficiency and VFM 

0 

35 If the process is effective, the recommendations of the 
committee can 
filter into future budgets creating continuous and virtuous 
cycles of improvements in public spending 

0 

39 Committee appearances remain the only public 
accountability that officials have 

0 

41 The key to committee influence is getting people to explain 
themselves 

0 

13 Close working relationships between members from different 
political parties is required 

-1 

16 No one challenges PAC to justify its actions and functions -1 

31 The PAC process results in improved public service 
performance 

-1 

33 PAC evidence sessions are an opportunity that can make or 
break a political career 

-1 

37 Whilst the VFM study is carried out by the audit office, it is 
through its connections with PAC that accountability is 
performed 

-1 

3 A committee’s reputation is a bit self-perpetuating: if the 
committee has 
a good reputation good people will want to be on it and 
consequently its reputation will become better still 

-2 

14 Choices made when a devolved institution is being formed 
have a constraining effect onto the future 

-2 

22 I feel that PAC is more interested in “events” and crisis than 
in long-term analysis of spending programmes or the 
effectiveness of government 
agencies. 

-2 

28 There are time constraints on subjects of inquiry -2 
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Participants who loaded on this factor were concerned with the ability 

of PAC to grab the headlines. For them the real power of the 

committee lay in publicity. In their view, accountability is achieved by 

bringing the failing and the official responsible to public attention. 

They felt most strongly about statement 42, which addresses the 

power of PAC in terms of publicity. Both the witnesses and the 

committee members were interested in what the media pick up, as 

this PAC member argued: 

“It should focus on areas where it can pack the biggest 
punch, and of course the opportunity for PAC to get 
publicity enables its punches to be powerful at times. So, I 
think the publicity factor is its trump card every time.” (W4) 

Participants thought that witnesses adopt strategies that spin or 

frame information to present it in the best possible light (25), but it 

could be argued that this is a very natural human reaction, as 

highlighted by this participant: “Of course, they tried to talk things out” 

(W4) 

While many of the statements in the Q set relate to committee 

reputation, culture and processes, the long-term goal is 

encapsulated in statements 30, 31 and 32. All parties are attempting 

to achieve improved financial effectiveness, efficiency and VFM (32), 

in addition to improvements to public service delivery (31). Factor one 

awarded -1 to 31 and were the only grouping to do so. From their 

perspective the devolved PAC has not brought about improvements 

in public sector performance, nor has it resulted in improved financial 

effectiveness, efficiency and VFM (32) (ranked 0). Change in 

behaviour is difficult to achieve without a cultural change in the 

organisation. Individuals who clustered at factor one disagreed most 

strongly with the assertion that the increase in scrutiny has led to a 

huge cultural change among senior civil servants towards acceptance 

of intensified scrutiny and accountability. 
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“Has it caused a huge culture change among civil 
servants? Well, they can’t hide in the way that they were 
able to beforehand when it was UK wide…But has it 
resulted in a change in culture on the ground in their 
behaviour? I don’t think it has actually.” (W4) 

Five items were ranked higher by Attention Seekers than by other 

Factors. This was the only group which ranked 34- PAC evidence 

sessions are an ordeal which can make or break the career of a 

senior civil servant- as positive (+2). In Wales this may have been 

given a higher ranking due to poor performances at PAC which were 

followed by high profile retirements in the run up to the Q sorts being 

undertaken in 2017. While the participants argued that PAC 

appearances were not necessarily the reason for these decisions, 

they considered it probable that they were a contributory factor. 

“I think it can have a considerable impact when things 
have gone wrong” (W7) 

Statement 4 (+3), how a committee changes the way people think, 

and 29 (4), the influence of the committee is likely to be understated if 

it is measured only by the number of recommendations accepted, are 

related, as is statement 42 (+5) concerning publicity. If the perception 

is that real power lies in publicity (42), then it follows that using a 

measure such as recommendations accepted to gauge effectiveness 

will result in an understatement. The view that recommendations 

accepted are a poor measure of effectiveness is supported by 

Russell and Benton (2011) and Monk (2009). Changing the way 

people think (4) results in changed behaviour. However, while 

agreeing with the theory of statement 4, Factor One had no evidence 

that this had occurred and therefore saw the process from a publicity 

perspective. Taking this perspective, PAC is considered to be the 

most venerable committee (1, +4), while two other factors rank it at -

3, with a clerk commenting: 

“I think it is the best committee here, but I don’t think that 
is a shared view.” (W1) 
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Links between the committee’s reputation and culture and the chair 

(5 and 6) were ranked +3. This may have been heavily influenced in 

Wales by the change of chair following the 2016 elections, which 

resulted in two chairs with very different approaches. 

Close working relationships between members from different political 

parties is required (13) was ranked +2. However, the relationships 

between political parties in Wales, where most of this group had 

experience, was not as difficult as that experienced in NI or Scotland. 

Indeed, when this research was carried out, the difficulties among 

committee members on PAC in Wales could be attributed to 

personalities rather than political party affiliation. The related issue of 

the contribution to committee cohesion that arises from stability of 

membership (7) was also ranked lower at +2. 

From the perspective of the Attention Seekers, publicity is 

accountability. The most important aspect of the process is getting 

the official before the committee and getting headlines. What is 

important for accountability is what is seen in the eyes of this PAC 

member: 

“a good gauge as to how well a committee is performing is 
how much media attention is given to the committee” 
(W4). 

They see PAC as a lone voice bringing attention to failures. They are 

less concerned with what happens behind the scenes. Clerks work 

behind the scenes and are therefore not highly regarded. The low 

ranking given to item 37 (-1) - that accountability is brought about by 

the close working of the auditor and the committee- is also indicative 

of this perspective. The televised evidence session which makes the 

headlines is what matters most. They are sceptical, and they 

question whether any real change has been brought about in 

administrative accountability as a result of devolution. 
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12.5.3 Factor Two (Team Players) 

Factor two represents 16% of the variance and includes participants 

from Scotland and Wales, with participants from Wales dominating 

(five of seven). Individuals who loaded on this factor see PAC as part 

of a wider process of accountability, involving the auditor and those 

behind the scenes. 

Table 24  Factor 2- Statements in Rank Order 

 Factor 2 Rank 
Order 

No. Statement  

11 The committee is dependent on the skills of its members 5 
19 Advance preparation of members before hearings is required 5 
6 When the chair of a committee changes, its culture, and 

perhaps its level of influence, can therefore change as well 
4 

10 Backbenchers sit on more than one committee and 
are overstretched 

4 

18 Power to compel officials to attend and be held accountable for 
administrative performance, even after they have left 
office is necessary 

4 

7 All things being equal the higher the stability of PAC 
membership, the greater the mutual trust likely to be generated 
between members 

3 

13 Close working relationships between members from 
different political parties is required 

3 

21 The success of a report may be influenced by whether it is 
published at a key moment in a wider debate 

3 

29 The influence of the committee is likely to be 
significantly understated if it is measured only by the 
number of recommendations accepted. 

3 

8 Turnover of members is significant as much depends on the 
individual member getting an understanding of the work 
involved. 

2 

20 Few officials look forward to attending an evidence session, 
but if they believe that they will be heard fairly, then useful 
information is likely to be forthcoming 

2 

25 Witnesses adopt strategies that spin or frame 
information to present it in the best possible light 

2 

32 The PAC process results in improved financial 
effectiveness, efficiency and VFM 

2 

3 A committee’s reputation is a bit self-perpetuating: if the 
committee has a good reputation good people will want to 
be on it and consequently its reputation will become better 
still 

1 

17 Power to request (but not compel) the Audit Office to 
perform specific reviews or tasks is necessary 

1 

28 There are time constraints on subjects of inquiry 1 
31 The PAC process results in improved public service 

performance 
1 
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 Factor 2 Rank 
Order 

38 The committee has influence by how officials adjust their 
behaviour in anticipation of how the committee might react 
if a certain course of action is taken 

1 

4 How a committee changes the way people think lies at the 
heart of any appraisal of its success 

0 

5 A committee’s reputation is inextricably linked to the 
reputation of the chair 

0 

9 Many members do not or did not serve long enough to obtain 
meaningful depth of expertise and thus struggled with 
aspects of their brief 

0 

23 The period of time between the commencement of the audit 
and the PAC hearing means that the auditee has ample time to 
either alter its practice and/or prepare a defence. 

0 

35 If the process is effective, the recommendations of the 
committee can filter into future budgets creating continuous 
and virtuous cycles of improvements in public spending 

0 

36 Interrogation projects to the public an impression of 
accountability 

0 

14 Choices made when a devolved institution is being formed 
have a constraining effect onto the future 

-1 

27 In some cases, the same question is asked more than once 
because members did not listen or were absent when it 
was asked. 

-1 

30 The increase in scrutiny (since devolution) eventually 
generated a “huge culture change” among civil servants 
towards acceptance of intensified scrutiny 

-1 

37 Whilst the VFM study is carried out by the audit office, it is 
through its connections with PAC that accountability is 
performed 

-1 

40 Issues raised by a PAC report on one body create an 
imperative to address issues by other bodies 

-1 

2 The committee clerk can be influential on the culture of the 
committee, including the mode of questioning and style of 
reports 

-2 

16 No one challenges PAC to justify its actions and functions -2 
24 The style adopted by PAC members at hearings is 

opinionated and not constrained by the cautionary 
language of the audit report. 

-2 

41 The key to committee influence is getting people to 
explain themselves 

-2 

1 PAC is the most venerable select committee -3 
12 Members have been kept off committee or removed from 

it by their political parties on account of their views 
-3 

39 Committee appearances remain the only public 
accountability that officials have 

-3 

42 The real power of the PAC lies in publicity -3 
26 Rarely are the right questions asked -4 
33 PAC evidence sessions are an opportunity that can 

make or break a political career 
-4 

34 PAC evidence sessions are an ordeal which can make or 
break the career of senior civil servants 

-4 

15 The background and approach of the first chair of the 
devolved PAC has an effect on the development and 
reputation of the committee 

-5 
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 Factor 2 Rank 
Order 

22 I feel that PAC is more interested in “events” and crisis than 
in long-term analysis of spending programmes or the 
effectiveness of government agencies. 

-5 

 

Two related items were ranked at +5 in Factor two. The committee is 

dependent on the skills of its members (11) and advance preparation 

by members before hearings is necessary (19). A certain level of 

natural curiosity is required in addition to preparation to ensure that 

the committee operates at its full potential, as this chair explained: 

“Some members made a significantly greater contribution 
than others did… There was the degree to which they 
prepared. There was the skill: their capacity to understand 
the report and to draw hypotheses from it, which they 
would then explore with the witnesses” (SC3) 

The smaller number of members of NAfW also results in 

backbenchers having to sit on multiple committees. With only 60 

members and ministers excluded from committee membership, the 

higher ranking given to statement 10 than other factors is explained, 

as follows: 

“I think the problem we have is just bodies to go 
around…Take out ministers and you are really down, in 
relative terms, to a handful of people to do scrutiny” (W6) 

Statement 21 concerning the publication of a report at a key moment in 

a wider debate was ranked 0 to -2 by other factors, but ranked +3 by 

Factor Two. This may reflect press attention in Wales on PAC when 

the study was undertaken, which focussed on two high profile, 

politically contentious inquiries: National Resources Wales and 

Circuit of Wales. 

The Team Players were the only group to award a positive ranking to 

(27), +1, concerning time constraints on inquiries. This was an issue 

for the 2011-2016 committee in Wales, a fact highlighted in the 

committee’s legacy report, and this ranking is a reflection of the 
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dominance of Welsh participants in this group, as this official 

commented: 

“I think that if there is a lack of time, there just isn’t time to 
follow up”. (W5) 

Time constraints were also experienced in Scotland, which is also 

represented in this group. 

As those who clustered on Factor Two are not concerned about 

short-term publicity (42 at -3). they also do not consider that PAC is 

more concerned by crisis or events than with long-term analysis of 

spending programmes (22). 

“…but underlying it were issues about how the health 
service needs to change to cope with demands, and those 
are sometimes difficult ones for the PAC to get airtime for 
that they are covering” (W2) 

Those individuals who clustered on Factor Two could be described 

as team players. They see value in cross party working to demand 

accountability from officials. From their perspective, PAC does not 

act alone in this regard; it is a partner of the independent audit office. 

Together they are focused on achieving the same goal: 

improvements in financial effectiveness, efficiency and VFM and 

improved public service delivery. Therefore, the focus is on long- term 

analysis of spending programmes as much as on investigating crisis 

and events. 

These individuals consider that PAC has been somewhat successful 

in achieving its goals (31, +1) (32, 0). However, they somewhat 

disagree that a huge culture change has taken place. There has 

been some change, in that it is now an accepted part of the role of 

senior civil servants to attend PAC evidence sessions to give an 

account on an audit report, but resistance to scrutiny still remains. 

Factor Two sees PAC as adding real value. The combination of the 

skills and preparation put in by politicians were seen as paramount, 

although much of this happens behind the scenes. From their 
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perspective publicity is not the most important aspect of the process, 

nor is putting the official on the spot. Accountability is about 

orchestrating change in practice, which often goes unnoticed by the 

media. Their perception is that PAC is not and should not be 

concerned with grabbing headlines. 

12.5.4 Factor Three (Peace Makers) 

Factor Three represents 14% of the variance. Participants loaded on 

this Factor came from Northern Ireland (5) and Wales (1) only, with 

no representation from Scotland. 

Table 25 Factor 3 - Statements in Rank Order 

 Factor 3 Rank 
Order 

No. Statement  

13 Close working relationships between members from 
different political parties is required 

5 

19 Advance preparation of members before hearings is 
required 

5 

18 Power to compel officials to attend and be held 
accountable for administrative performance, even 
after they have left office is necessary 

4 

32 The PAC process results in improved financial 
effectiveness, efficiency and VFM 

4 

37 Whilst the VFM study is carried out by the audit office, it 
is through its connections with PAC that accountability is 
performed 

4 

3 A committee’s reputation is a bit self-perpetuating: if the 
committee has a good reputation good people will want to 
be on it and consequently its reputation will become better 
still 

3 

29 The influence of the committee is likely to be significantly 
understated if it is measured only by the number of 
recommendations accepted. 

3 

31 The PAC process results in improved public service 
performance 

3 

42 The real power of the PAC lies in publicity 3 
7 All things being equal the higher the stability of PAC 

membership, the greater the mutual trust likely to be 
generated between members 

2 

11 The committee is dependent on the skills of its members 2 
23 The period of time between the commencement of the 

audit and the PAC hearing means that the auditee has 
ample time to either alter its practice and/or prepare a 
defence. 

2 

38 The committee has influence by how officials adjust their 
behaviour in anticipation of how the committee might react 
if a certain course of action is taken 

2 
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 Factor 3 Rank 
Order 

1 PAC is the most venerable select committee 1 
21 The success of a report may be influenced by whether it is 

published at a key moment in a wider debate 
1 

25 Witnesses adopt strategies that spin or frame information 
to present it in the best possible light 

1 

30 The increase in scrutiny (since devolution) eventually 
generated a “huge culture change” among civil servants 
towards acceptance of intensified scrutiny 

1 

40 Issues raised by a PAC report on one body create an 
imperative to address issues by other bodies 

1 

2 The committee clerk can be influential on the culture of the 
committee, including the mode of questioning and style of 
reports 

0 

15 The background and approach of the first chair of the 
devolved PAC has an effect on the development and 
reputation of the committee 

0 

17 Power to request (but not compel) the Audit Office to 
perform specific reviews or tasks is necessary 

0 

35 If the process is effective, the recommendations of the 
committee can filter into future budgets creating 
continuous and virtuous cycles of improvements in public 
spending 

0 

39 Committee appearances remain the only public 
accountability that officials have 

0 

41 The key to committee influence is getting people to explain 
themselves 

0 

4 How a committee changes the way people think lies at the 
heart of any appraisal of its success 

-1 

10 Backbenchers sit on more than one committee and are 
overstretched 

-1 

27 In some cases, the same question is asked more than 
once because members did not listen or were absent 
when it was asked. 

-1 

34 PAC evidence sessions are an ordeal which can make or 
break the career of senior civil servants 

-1 

36 Interrogation projects to the public an impression of 
accountability 

-1 

6 When the chair of a committee changes, its culture, and 
perhaps its level of influence, can therefore change as well 

-2 

12 Members have been kept off committee or removed from it 
by their political parties on account of their views 

-2 

14 Choices made when a devolved institution is being formed 
have a constraining effect onto the future 

-2 

20 Few officials look forward to attending an evidence 
session, but if they believe that they will be heard fairly, 
then useful information is likely to be forthcoming 

-2 

5 A committee’s reputation is inextricably linked to the 
reputation of the chair 

-3 

8 Turnover of members is significant as much depends on 
the individual member getting an understanding of the 
work involved. 

-3 

24 The style adopted by PAC members at hearings is 
opinionated and not constrained by the cautionary 
language of the audit report. 

-3 
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 Factor 3 Rank 
Order 

28 There are time constraints on subjects of inquiry -3 

16 No one challenges PAC to justify its actions and functions -4 

22 I feel that PAC is more interested in “events” and crisis 
than in long-term analysis of spending programmes or the 
effectiveness of government agencies. 

-4 

33 PAC evidence sessions are an opportunity that can make 
or break a political career 

-4 

9 Many members do not or did not serve long enough to 
obtain meaningful depth of expertise and thus struggled 
with aspects of their brief 

-5 

26 Rarely are the right questions asked -5 

 
Individuals who clustered in Factor Three were predominately from 

Northern Ireland and their perceptions have been influenced by the 

history of Direct Rule. This factor was the only one to perceive a 

cultural change among civil servants towards acceptance of 

intensified scrutiny, but it was awarded only +1. In Northern Ireland 

the lack of accountability of civil servants pre- devolution was keenly 

felt, as this PAC member recounted: 

“A culture had been built up over many years where the 
only one they (civil servants) were answerable to was the 
Secretary of State, who they rarely would have ever seen, 
and as a consequence of that, officials within departments 
were the government.” (NI3) 

Post devolution, these officials were now visible, as this auditor 

remarked: 

“We had some permanent secretary in front of us. I 
remember the first chairman saying- this is a man that six 
months ago, I couldn’t get a reply to a letter from and I 
couldn’t get in to see and now he is at the other end of the 
table” (NI5) 

Because of this intensified scrutiny, and to a certain extent the 

retirement of the old guard of senior civil servants, this group of 

participants perceive a real change in financial effectiveness, 

efficiency and VFM and improved public service performance. 
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The two items ranked +5 by Factor Three were 13, a close working 

relationship between members from different political parties is 

required, and 19, advance preparation by members is required. For 

PAC to be effective, it is a widely held view that politicians from 

different parties need to set aside their party-political views and work 

across party lines (Stapenhurst et al 2005; ODI 2008). Factor Three 

ranked this at the highest level. This factor is dominated by 

participants from Northern Ireland. The history of conflict in Northern 

Ireland, coupled with a heightened awareness of the pre-devolution 

lack of accountability, is likely to result in a higher ranking for cross-

party working than in Wales or Scotland. This group wanted to 

maximise the opportunity to scrutinise officials, as this auditor 

remarked: 

“It is important that the committee works in a bipartisan 
way… they understand the need to set aside political 
considerations when you are just focusing on 
administrative efficiency” (NI5) 

Preparation by members (19) was also given the highest ranking. 

Those participants who were members of PAC expressed frustration 

with fellow members who they considered did not put in the effort 

required, as illustrated by this comment: 

“It is vitally important. Unfortunately, only those members 
who have an interest come in prepared” (NI3) 

Of the nine statements ranked higher by The Peace Makers than other 

groups, four relate to the consequences of the process. They 

consider that the PAC process results in improved financial 

effectiveness, efficiency and VFM (32), ranking it +4 compared to its 

next highest ranking of +2 from other factors, and improved public 

service performance (31), at +3 compared with the next highest 

ranking of +1. This official saw the value of the improvements in 

financial accountability, as illustrated by this comment: 

“with financial management, efficiency and effectiveness, 
because of some of the issues that have been flagged up, 
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about budget management…. Putting it through the PAC 
process has added a bit more rigour” (NI6). 

The Peace Markers was the only factor to rank statement 37 highly, 

on the value that PAC adds to the accountability process, building on 

the work performed by the auditor, with a ranking of +4 compared to 

rankings by other factors of +1, and -1. Supporting comments 

included: 

“I think the audit report is strengthened by the PAC 
process”. (NI6) 

“It’s the synergy between the PAC and the audit office 
(which) creates the impact. One cannot work without the 
other. PAC would be ineffective without the evidence base 
provided by the audit office, and the audit office would be 
much less effective without the clout of the committee” 
(NI2) 

At -5 this group of participants disagreed that members do not serve 

long enough to obtain meaningful depth of expertise (9). However, it 

should be noted that The Peace Makers did not have wide 

experience of periods of extensive change in committee 

membership. This is related to (8, -3) that turnover is significant, as 

much depends on the individual member getting an understanding of 

the work involved. Also ranked at -5 was (26) the right questions 

were rarely asked. This was attributed to the support provided by the 

audit office and clerks. 

They did not consider that there were time constraints (28, -3), but 

this is not surprising as this factor is dominated by participants from 

Northern Ireland, which holds the record for both the longest average 

evidence sessions and the longest evidence session during the 

period reviewed, at five hours (see Chapter 6 The Accountability 

Cube). 

This grouping sees the devolved PAC process as a tool which adds 

value to the work carried out by the auditor. Close working 

relationships between members from different political parties is 

perceived as the most important aspect for this group. Real value is 
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added behind the scenes by cross party working and preparation for 

evidence sessions. They value the links between the auditor and the 

committee to bring about accountability of the bureaucracy. They 

ranked the consequences of the process in terms of improved VFM 

and improved public service performance the highest of all the 

groupings. They are not primarily concerned with publicity; they see 

real impact in the committee report and recommendations rather than 

the theatre of evidence sessions. These perceptions are informed by 

the experience in NI, where the independent audit office predates 

devolution and the officials were viewed pre- devolution as highly 

unaccountable. 

There are similarities between Factors Two and Factor Three. Both 

groupings are not interested in publicity and perceive that 

improvements have taken place, but The Peace Makers consider 

these improvements to be stronger. 

12.5.5 Factor Four (Bureaucrats) 

Factor Four is dominated by participants from committee 

administration and support. It accounts for 13% of the variance. There 

is no representation in this factor from Wales. 

Table 26 Factor 4 - Statements in Rank Order 

 Factor 4 Rank 
Order 

No. Statement  
23 The period of time between the commencement of the 

audit and the PAC hearing means that the auditee has 
ample time to either alter its practice and/or prepare a 
defence. 

5 

40 Issues raised by a PAC report on one body create an 
imperative to address issues by other bodies 

5 

7 All things being equal the higher the stability of PAC 
membership, the greater the mutual trust likely to be 
generated between members 

4 

19 Advance preparation of members before hearings is required 4 
41 The key to committee influence is getting people to explain 

themselves 
4 

2 The committee clerk can be influential on the culture of the 
committee, including the mode of questioning and style of 
reports 

3 
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 Factor 4 Rank 
Order 

24 The style adopted by PAC members at hearings is 
opinionated and not constrained by the cautionary 
language of the audit report. 

3 

36 Interrogation projects to the public an impression of 
accountability 

3 

42 The real power of the PAC lies in publicity 3 
20 Few officials look forward to attending an evidence 

session, but if they believe that they will be heard fairly, 
then useful information is likely to be forthcoming 

2 

21 
 

The success of a report may be influenced by whether it is 
published at a key moment in a wider debate 

2 
 

25 Witnesses adopt strategies that spin or frame information 
to present it in the best possible light 

2 

39 Committee appearances remain the only public 
accountability that officials have 

2 

6 When the chair of a committee changes, its culture, and 
perhaps its level of influence, can therefore change as well 

1 

13 Close working relationships between members from 
different political parties is required 

1 

22 I feel that PAC is more interested in “events” and crisis 
than in long- term analysis of spending programmes or the 
effectiveness of government agencies. 

1 

35 If the process is effective, the recommendations of the 
committee can filter into future budgets creating 
continuous and virtuous cycles of improvements in public 
spending 

1 

37 Whilst the VFM study is carried out by the audit office, it is 
through its connections with PAC that accountability is 
performed 

1 

4 How a committee changes the way people think lies at the 
heart of any appraisal of its success 

0 

11 The committee is dependent on the skills of its members 0 

17 Power to request (but not compel) the Audit Office to 
perform specific reviews or tasks is necessary 

0 

31 The PAC process results in improved public service 
performance 

0 

34 PAC evidence sessions are an ordeal which can make or 
break the career of senior civil servants 

0 

38 The committee has influence by how officials adjust their 
behaviour in anticipation of how the committee might react 
if a certain course of action is taken 

0 

8 Turnover of members is significant as much depends on 
the individual member getting an understanding of the 
work involved. 

-1 

15 The background and approach of the first chair of the 
devolved PAC has an effect on the development and 
reputation of the committee 

-1 

27 In some cases, the same question is asked more than 
once because members did not listen or were absent 
when it was asked. 

-1 
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 Factor 4 Rank 
Order 

29 The influence of the committee is likely to be significantly 
understated if it is measured only by the number of 
recommendations accepted. 

-1 

32 The PAC process results in improved financial 
effectiveness, efficiency and VFM 

-1 

3 A committee’s reputation is a bit self-perpetuating: if the 
committee has a good reputation good people will want to 
be on it and consequently its reputation will become better 
still 

-2 

10 Backbenchers sit on more than one committee and are 
overstretched 

-2 

14 Choices made when a devolved institution is being formed 
have a constraining effect onto the future 

-2 

18 Power to compel officials to attend and be held 
accountable for administrative performance, even after 
they have left office is necessary 

-2 

1 PAC is the most venerable select committee -3 

9 Many members do not or did not serve long enough to 
obtain meaningful depth of expertise and thus struggled 
with aspects of their brief 

-3 

28 There are time constraints on subjects of inquiry -3 

30 The increase in scrutiny (since devolution) eventually 
generated a “huge culture change” among civil servants  
towards acceptance of intensified scrutiny 

-3 

5 A committee’s reputation is inextricably linked to the 
reputation of the chair 

-4 

16 No one challenges PAC to justify its actions and functions -4 
33 PAC evidence sessions are an opportunity that can 

make or break a political career 
-4 

12 Members have been kept off committee or removed from it 
by their political parties on account of their views 

-5 

26 Rarely are the right questions asked -5 

As officials they see PAC as a bureaucratic process. Indeed, an 

interviewee remarked that clerks: 

“take a very procedural almost quasi-legalistic view of 
standing orders in ways that don’t help the committee do 
its work as well as it could” (SC1) 

They are frustrated by delays, ranking 23 at +5. When assessing the 

influence of the committee, this factor sees getting people to explain 

themselves (41) as an important aspect of the process, ranking it +4, 

the only factor to award it a positive ranking, while other factors 

ranked it 0 or -2. 
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As those in Factor Four are largely involved with administration, it is 

not surprising that they ranked (2) the committee clerk can be 

influential on the culture of the committee, higher awarding it +3, 

compared with rankings by other factors of -4, -2 and 0. They 

consider themselves influential in the process. 

As clerks and support staff who service the committee but are not 

part of it, this group has insights into how the members work together, 

and as such value stability. They ranked (7) regarding stability of 

membership of PAC at +4. 

Four of the statements ranked higher by this group concern 

consequences (35, 36, 39, and 41). It creates an impression of 

accountability (36, +3). However, the key statements concerning 

improvement in public service performance and improved financial 

efficiency, together with changes in culture (30, 31, 32) were rated -3, 

0 and -1, revealing their perception that little improvement had 

occurred. An impression of accountability had been created and the 

boxes have been ticked, but this had not resulted in real change. 

As support staff they also interact with the witnesses behind the 

scenes. They believe that witnesses are more forthcoming with 

information if they are treated fairly (20), but considered the style 

adopted by the politicians at evidence sessions to be opinionated and 

not constrained by the cautionary language of the audit report (24, 

+3). They ranked (27), on occasion the same question is asked more 

than once at -1. This was still a higher ranking than that awarded by 

other groups, and perhaps highlights a frustration with committee 

members, who have not paid attention to the briefing notes that the 

clerks had prepared for them. 

Half of the other statements given a low ranking by The Bureaucrats 

were given the same rank by another factor. They view the 

committee as having a status of its own, independent of the chair (5, 

-4 and 6, 1). In interview this group identified influential individuals on 

PAC who were not necessarily the chair. 
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Also, at -4 they strongly contested the assertion that no one 

challenges PAC to justify its actions and functions (16). This is borne 

out of personal experience outside the public arena, as public officials 

are prohibited by their code of conduct from making public comment. 

As the link between the committee and witnesses they have more 

experience of challenges than the politicians themselves, as this 

clerk noted: 

“I suppose as clerk, I was privy to all the jostling that goes 
on in the background. So, accounting officers would phone 
you up saying, what do you think you are doing and that 
sort of thing. Witnesses getting in touch… basically saying 
that the members had made the wrong judgment or 
weren’t up to their job” (NI8) 

As committee clerks and other support staff the majority of this factor 

have knowledge of meetings of PAC behind closed doors. Their 

views diverge significantly from other groupings in several respects, 

particularly in respect of the measurement of committee influence 

(41). For them, the important aspect is getting people to explain 

themselves, and delays in taking evidence were seen as a 

hindrance. However, this may be a reflection of an inconvenience to 

them personally in carrying out their duties, rather than a perception 

of a weakness in accountability. 

12.6 Conclusions 

The inclusion of Q methodology to semi-structured interviews with 24 

key stakeholders in the PAC process has generated additional data, 

which have been subjected to statistical analysis to discover linkages 

between individual perceptions. This has resulted in the identification 

of four distinct groups of shared perspectives. 

Participants from Northern Ireland strongly loaded on Factor Three, 

which considers that the PAC adds value. Prior to devolution NI, 

unlike Wales and Scotland, had its own C&AG who reported 

exclusively on Northern Irish affairs, but these reports were rarely 

considered at Westminster. A devolved PAC was perceived as adding 
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strength to these reports. Perceptions in Northern Ireland were also 

informed by a general feeling that civil servants had previously been 

unaccountable, as this clerk recounted: 

“I have been at a meeting where I couldn’t believe my 
ears, where a senior civil servant said he had been in 
charge of finance for 25 years without anybody keeping an 
eye on him and everything had been grand”. (NI8) 

Participants from Wales strongly loaded on Factor Two. They too 

perceived the devolved PAC to have resulted in improvements in 

public service delivery and improvements in financial effectiveness 

and efficiency, but not to the same degree as participants from 

Northern Ireland in Factor Three. They were principally the Team 

Players, but two of those who loaded on Factor One, The Attention 

Seekers, were also from Wales. These individuals saw the 

committee primarily in terms of publicity. 

Participants from Scotland did not cluster in the same way as 

participants in Wales and Northern Ireland; their perceptions were 

more diverse and spread over Factors One, Two and Four. This may 

reflect the independent nature of the Scottish people, but it may also 

reflect the decision made early in the process of devolution that 

Scotland would not be like Westminster (Steel 2009). However, the 

number of participants in the Q sort from Scotland was lower than 

those from NI and Wales due to time constraints. An explanation of 

this difference is provided in chapter 5. 

The purpose of this study was to determine the perceptions of the 

key stakeholders in the PAC process in NI, Scotland and Wales. It 

might be expected that each stakeholder group would have the same 

perceptions across the administrations, but that has not been 

supported by this study, except for the secretariat and officials. 

Participants in NI and Wales, regardless of stakeholder status, 

grouped mainly with others from their administrations, while 

participants from Scotland held more diverse views. 
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The inclusion of the quantitative features of Q methodology to semi-

structured interviews adds an additional dimension to this research, 

as the methodology has not previously been used in this context. 

The discussion conclusion and recommendations arising from this 

thesis are presented in the following section. 
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Section Five 

Discussion and Conclusions 
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13 Discussion 

13.1 Introduction 

The research question addressed in this thesis is, are the devolved 

PACs of the UK effective accountability mechanisms and what 

makes them so? An additional objective was to determine the 

perceptions of stakeholders of the PAC process. A mixed method 

approach was adopted to address the gap in the existing literature. 

Three studies were undertaken which are now discussed. Section 

Three presented the findings of Study Two- The Players. The data 

for this study were gathered through over 40 hours of interviews with 

high ranking individuals from all the key stakeholder or player groups. 

This was preceded in Section 2 by Study One, which used data from 

survey and documentary sources to measure PAC accountability 

quantitatively. The objective of both these studies was twofold. 

Firstly, it was to determine the workings of PAC in each of the 

devolved legislatures of the UK, and secondly to determine the 

effectiveness of each of the PACs in these legislatures. Here the 

implications of both studies are discussed. This is followed by a 

discussion of Study Three, which was designed to determine 

stakeholder perceptions of the devolved PAC process. 

13.2 What is an Effective PAC? 

An effective PAC process involves more than the committee (White 

and Hollingsworth 1999: Bourn 2007). PAC as a committee is an 

important cog in a process initially championed by William Gladstone 

in the 19th century, to ensure that public money was used in pursuit of 

the purposes for which it was authorised by parliament. These 

objectives have been extended in the 20th century to include 

assurances that VFM is achieved. VFM is in evidence when 

government policy is implemented with regard to the three Es: 

economy, efficiency and effectiveness. In this accountability process, 

auditors, Treasury/finance directorate and the committee must 
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perform their allocated duties to achieve the accountability that is 

required in modern democracies. Accountability in this context 

involves not only providing an account and justifications for one’s 

actions but also the possibility of sanctions (Day and Klein 1987, p.5; 

Bovens 2007, p.450). 

PAC builds on the work of SAI and Treasury by adding public 

evidence sessions where accountability can be seen to be performed 

(Malloy 2004). Therefore, an effective PAC is one that calls to 

account those officials who have fallen short of the standards 

required. However, accountability is not fully achieved by evidence 

sessions, but by PACs where those deliberations result in changes in 

behaviour to minimise the waste of public money and result in 

improvements in public service delivery, and therefore fulfil the 

purposes of public accountability (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000; 

Bovens et al, 2008). These key aspects of PAC as an accountability 

mechanism are now discussed. 

13.3 Overview of Study One and Study Two 

Study One measured the effectiveness of PAC quantitatively by 

examining the information phase, the discussion phase and the 

consequences phase of the accountability mechanism using models 

developed by Brandsma (2010) and Schillemans (2011). Study One 

was based on data from documentary sources and a survey of PAC 

members. Study Two, which was qualitative in nature, examined 

indicators for effectiveness (Russell and Benton, 2011; Stapenhurst 

et al, 2005; ODI, 2008). These indicators, categorised as inputs, 

processes or outcomes, were explored using primary data gathered 

from interviews with key individuals in each of the stakeholder groups 

(auditors, PAC members, witnesses, PAC clerks and officials). The 

principles driving PAC performance identified by ODI (2008) of 

auditor independence, policy neutrality and cross party working were 

also addressed. 
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In this analysis information received measured in Study One is 

considered as an input, the discussion phase of Study One 

corresponds to processes in Study Two and the consequences 

phase in Study One corresponds with outputs in Study Two. 

13.4 Inputs and Information 

The prerequisite of robust legislative arrangements to protect the 

independence of the SAI from government and set the remit of PAC 

(ODI, 2008; White and Hollingsworth, 1999; PEFA, 2016) were 

evident in all the legislatures. Additionally, PAC must be independent 

of SAI while at the same time working with the auditor to achieve 

better value for public money (ISSAI, 2010; Gay and Winetrobe, 

2003). The committee in Scotland was the most vociferous in 

demonstrating its independence from the auditor by dismissing the 

opportunity for private briefings in lieu of public sessions where the 

auditor was treated like any other witness. This contrasts with 

standard practice in the Westminster model, as practiced in NI and 

Wales where the auditor briefs the committee in private. While the 

arrangements in Scotland demonstrate to the public a degree of 

transparency championed by the Scottish Parliament not evident 

elsewhere, it may act against fuller information being obtained. Public 

perceptions are important, and the atmosphere in Scotland was in 

contrast to that in Wales where comments were made concerning 

regular train journeys shared by a PAC chair and the AGW, and the 

positioning of AGW next to the chair at evidence sessions. This is 

discussed more fully in 2.3.5. These arrangements notwithstanding, 

the evidence in this research suggests that the SAI in NI and Wales is 

as independent as that in Scotland. 

These statutory arrangements must be complemented by able and 

engaged politicians who have access to quality information and 

sufficient time to fully explore the issues. The sources of information 

used by PAC members as shown in Study One (Chapter 6) were 

principally the audit report and briefings, supplemented by information 
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received from the committee clerk, from constituents and from private 

research. Differences in results for information in NI, Scotland and 

Wales were statistically significant, with Scotland scoring highest, 

followed by NI and Wales. Additional information was available to the 

committee in Wales, which was provided by the specialist financial 

research capacity in the legislature. Research services in the 

legislatures in Scotland and NI did not have this expertise. However, 

all PAC members in this study either agreed or strongly agreed that 

they received the information they required to fulfil their committee 

role. These results from Study One were supported by Study Two, 

where interview data from each of the stakeholder groups 

consistently expressed the view that high quality information was 

prepared by SAI and the committee clerks. 

These findings provide new insights into the usefulness of the 

information available to PAC members when carrying out their 

responsibilities. Additionally, an important factor identified here was 

the role played by the local knowledge that the devolved PAC 

members had of the issues, when compared with their Westminster 

counterparts. However, on occasion this prevented  members from 

taking a more strategic and long term view.  

The provision of information is the first step to achieving accountability 

(Pelizzo et al, 2006). This information must be used by PAC 

members to hold those responsible to account, as accountability 

mechanisms must incorporate the possibility of sanctions (Day and 

Klein, 2005 p.5; Bovens, 2007). The extent to which this is achieved 

depends on the ability and engagement of PAC members (Coulson 

and Whiteman, 2012; Cole and McAllister, 2015). This research found 

that the devolved PACs had similar profiles concerning skills, with a 

small number of very able engaged members and a larger group who 

were less able or less engaged, in each of the legislatures, which 

supports the findings of Cole (2014). However, the current study  

demonstrates that lack of skill and engagement by some can be 
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mitigated to a large extent by more able and engaged members and 

the establishment of robust procedures. 

Taking both the quantitative results for information from Study One 

and the qualitative results from Study Two, the author suggests that 

Scotland had the highest quality inputs, followed by NI and Wales, 

despite the public nature of audit briefings. However, the evidence 

from Study Two would not suggest that the differences between the 

legislatures were large, despite the statistically significant differences 

found for information in Study One. Information and inputs are but 

the prerequisites for the next phase of the accountability journey. 

Processes and procedures must be in place to ensure that these 

inputs are employed in an effective manner to achieve accountability 

(ODI 2008; Pelizzo et al 2006). 

13.5 Discussion and Processes 

The information and statutory arrangements in place do not ensure 

that accountability is achieved; they are only the starting point. It has 

been argued that it is through the public evidence sessions where 

accounting officers appear as witnesses at PAC that public 

accountability is demonstrated (Santiso 2008; Aucoin and 

Heintzman, 2000). Therefore, the higher the proportion of SAI reports 

taken to evidence session the higher the level of accountability 

achieved. In Wales 61.8% of audit reports were subject to evidence 

sessions, while in NI 60% were taken and in Scotland 34% resulted 

in public evidence sessions. See Appendix 9 for full details. SAI 

reports are not all of equal importance. Moreover, when a SAI report 

is subject to an evidence session value must be added. This is done 

where adequate time is available to question the official, and when 

effective questioning of the officials responsible for implication of 

policy  takes place. A committee must work across the political divide 

to demand answers (McGee, 2002; Pelizzo et al., 2006; ODI, 2008; 

Russell and Benton, 2011). 
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Cross party working was evident in all the committees. The results 

for cross party working from the survey data in Study One was 

supported by interview data in Study Two. In both studies, NI was 

demonstrated to have the highest level of cross party working of 

devolved PACs. Wales had the lowest score from Study One based 

on a survey of PAC members, with Scotland scoring marginally 

higher. However, when the interview evidence from Study Two is 

taken into consideration, it would suggest that cross party working in 

Scotland was lower than that achieved in Wales. This result was 

attributed by participants to the nature of majority government in 

Scotland 2011-2016. These findings support claims by Stapenhurst 

et al (2019) and Olson (2004) regarding the influence of strong party 

control on oversight.  

A contributory factor to cross party working is policy neutrality. This 

was identified by ODI (2008), along with cross party working and SAI 

independence as a prerequisite factor driving PAC performance. The 

committee must avoid questioning policy issues, which are political 

and the responsibility of ministers and concentrate on implementation 

which is the responsibility of officials. While this was generally 

avoided there were examples of forays into the policy arena in all the 

committees, particularly when the topic was politically sensitive. 

While cross party working is to be commended it must result in 

effective questioning and members must have the skills to do this. 

They must also engage. This can be demonstrated by preparation in 

advance of evidence sessions and by attendance. Interview evidence 

would indicate that the most able members were also those who 

prepared. These individuals were the minority on all the committees. 

Attendance can also be used as a proxy for engagement. Attendance 

at evidence sessions, for the period under review was highest in 

Scotland, 91.2%,followed by Wales, 88.8%, and NI, 76.8%.However, 

no substitute members are allowed in NI, resulting in lower 

attendance being recorded. Full details of attendance are available in 

Appendix 12. Over the same period (2007-2016), the time available 
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to the committee was highest in NI where afternoon evidence 

sessions placed no time limitation. This contrasts with Scotland and 

Wales where morning sessions were followed by First Minister’s 

Questions. Time constraints were most noticeable in Wales 2011-

2016 where many evidence sessions were less than one hour long. 

The number of audit reports taken to evidence session is also a 

consideration. In Wales, 61.8% of audit reports resulted in evidence 

session, compared to 60% in NI and 34% in Scotland. This is 

determined to some extent by the number of meetings the committee 

held. The most meetings were held in Wales, followed closely by NI. 

Both committees met weekly, whereas the committee in Scotland 

met fortnightly during part of the period reviewed. The results for both 

the quantitative study of the discussion phase of the mechanism, and 

the interviews conducted in examining processes in Study Two, 

would support the assertion that NI PAC had developed the most 

effective working practices to achieve accountability through PAC via 

its formal preparation sessions, the number and length of evidence 

sessions and  the degree of cross party working. 

However, strong cross party working on PAC as evidenced most 

notably in NI, and discussed in Chapter 7, may demonstrate to the 

public a level of accountability by officials responsible for public 

money, through media coverage. That in itself is not accountability; it 

is political theatre. There must be consequences as a result of this 

drama for real accountability to be achieved (Day and Klein, 2005 p5; 

Bovans 2007); ODI, 2008; Pelizzo and Stapenhurst, 2007). 

13.6 Consequences and Outputs. 

The number of reports produced, and recommendations accepted, is 

often used as an objective measure of committee effectiveness 

(Russell and Benton, 2011; Benton and Russell, 2013). Over the 

period under review (2007- 2016), the devolved PACs produced a 

number of reports (NI 75; Wales 60; Scotland 33). These reports 

resulted in the acceptance of 817 recommendations in NI, 595 in 
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Wales and 298 in Scotland. Given that prior to the establishment of 

devolved PACs responsibility lay with the Westminster PAC, where 

the demands on the committee resulted in few reports devoted solely 

to NI, Scotland or Wales being published, it is argued, supported 

by Kirkpatrick (2001), that the establishment of these committees has 

resulted in greater accountability. However, the acceptance of a 

recommendation needs to be more than a tick box exercise- it must 

result in behavioural change. Moreover, how recommendations are 

framed was highlighted by participants as a factor. The wording of 

recommendations is discussed more fully in chapter 14. 

If accountability is to be achieved, those who have failed and have 

been required to justify their actions at a PAC evidence session 

should suffer consequences (Day and Klein, 2005 p.5; Bovens, 

2007). This is the outcome that politicians and the public want, if 

media coverage is to heeded (Kubala, 2011; Hindmoor et al, 2009). 

This was also supported by the survey data in Study One and 

interview data in Study Two. Study One and Study Two suggest that 

officials in all the devolved administrations rarely appear to suffer any 

consequences for failures highlighted by the PAC process, which 

supports Schillemans’ (2011) assertation that horizontal 

accountability mechanisms often have weak sanctions. The 

frustration felt by all stakeholders was evident in Study Two 

interviews; it was not restricted to politicians. Discipline of civil 

servants and other public officials is beyond the remit of PAC; it falls 

to the head of the civil service or public body. However, none of the 

interviewees in this research seemed to have faith in the disciplinary 

processes in the public sector, with examples cited in all the 

administrations of individuals who had been promoted following 

failures on their watch. However, time lag was a factor, with instances 

cited where the inquiry took place several years after the event, which 

resulted in difficulty in applying sanctions to those officials who were 

no longer in post. 
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However, while dismissal or demotion of officials may indicate 

effectiveness, if no change to systems and behaviour occurs, or if no 

lessons are learnt as a result of the accountability system in place, 

then it is difficult to argue that accountability has been achieved 

(Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000). 

“If there is no substantive change in terms of the 
underlying processes…It may well be that individual 
officials have been grilled; had their feet placed to the fire... 
but fundamentally if we can’t see some sort of cultural 
change to address the underlying issues, then I think 
ultimately, if that doesn’t happen, it is difficult to argue that 
the committee has been hugely successful” (W8) 

Both Study One using survey data and Study Two using interview 

data provided evidence that improvements in financial systems and 

control had taken place in all the devolved administrations as a result 

of PAC, with NI and Wales scoring higher than Scotland. However, 

there was scepticism in all the administrations as to whether these 

improvements in financial systems and control had resulted in better 

public service delivery. It must be noted that the period under review 

in this thesis coincided with austerity when few improvements in the 

quality of public services were observed. It is suggested however, 

that had the devolved PACs not been established and PAC 

recommendations not been implemented the standard of public 

services might have been lower still, with an interviewee commenting 

that without PAC “you can’t imagine it” (W3). 

Public awareness of VFM issues had risen since devolution, most 

notably in Scotland where the auditor was an early adopter of social 

media, but all the devolved PACs received media attention. However, 

this is a two edged sword, as media attention is focused on the 

soundbite rather than thorough scrutiny, and the attention paid to 

topics is rarely in proportion to the significance of the issue. Complex 

issues involving large sums of money usually get less attention than 

scandals involving relatively small amounts (McNair, 2009; Flinders, 

2011), because the issues are more straightforward and the 

politicians and general public can identify more easily with them. 
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Furthermore, most public officials are not corrupt and act in the public 

interest, but media attention is on the failures; it rarely reports good 

news. Moreover, this media coverage can cement in the public the 

erroneous perception that all public officials are corrupt. 

In the longer term a culture of acceptance of accountability should 

emerge from the PAC process, giving rise to changes in behaviour 

(ODI, 2008; Cole, 2014). Results from Study One suggest that there 

had been a growth in the acceptance of accountability, with 

participants from all administrations stating that they agreed or 

strongly agreed that improvements had taken place. This argument 

was not as strongly supported by Study Two, where the response in 

interview was that while officials could not hide in the way they had 

done prior to devolution and appearances before PAC were now part 

of the job, a culture of acceptance of accountability had not emerged 

to the extend envisaged. This was most notable in Wales, where 

interviewees suggested that in the early days of devolution officials 

were more accepting of accountability than they had been more 

recently. This was attributed in part to the approach adopted by the 

PAC chair in Wales 2011-2016, which some participants viewed as 

party political, supporting the claim by Russell and Benton (2011) 

concerning the influence of the chair, which is discussed more fully in 

7.4. 

13.7 Conclusion - Study One and Two 

The objective of Study One and Study Two was to answer the 

research question, are the devolved PACs of the UK effective 

accountability mechanisms? And what makes them so?  

In this context an effective PAC is one which holds officials to 

account for their implementation of policy and VFM. In the longer 

term an effective PAC results in learning and changes in behaviour 

(Wehner, 2003; ODI, 2008; Benton and Russell, 2011). 
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The evidence gathered in Study One and Study Two supports the 

claim that the devolved PACs are effective accountability 

mechanisms, because: 

a) The committees work across the political party divide to hold 

officials to account (ODI, 2008; Russell and Benton, 2011); 

b) Recommendations to PAC reports are overwhelmingly 

accepted (ODI, 2008; Russell and Benton 2011). 

c) Changes in systems to improve financial control  have been 

implemented (ODI, 2008) ; 

d) Public awareness of the issues has been raised (Blackburn 

and Kennon 2003); 

e) The committees strive to avoid policy issues (ODI, 2008); 

and 

f) Committee members are in possession of local knowledge on 

issues of inquiry, which informs their discussions in a way that 

Westminster PAC could not. 

Having weighed up all the issues, the rank order of effectiveness of 

the devolved PACs is as follows: 

• NI; 

• Wales; and 

• Scotland. 

However, that by no means suggests that there is no room for 

improvement. Recommendations are made in chapter 14. It must 

also be remembered that PAC does not act in isolation, but through 

its work with SAI and the finance directorate (highly influenced by 

Treasury) incremental change has taken place: 

“We have to be nudging things in the right direction all the 
time and I think by and large we do that.” (W4) 

Parry (2009 p.138) perhaps summed up the performance of devolved 

committees best when he observed that when things have gone 

wrong there has been no shortage of scrutiny and blame but the 
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Scottish committees have not had a “coherent line of criticism from 

the parliament about the structure of the public sector that will better 

promote its accountability tasks”. 

Moreover, the significance of scrutiny should not be underestimated, 

as illustrated by this quotation: 

“He (a witness) said, you don’t realise what you guys do. 
With the other committees they have political capital; they 
hid behind the minister. With this committee they can’t. 
This is why this committee is so important. Without you 
here, there are processes we wouldn’t be following in the 
Welsh government that we do because of you. So, I think 
it is probably more successful in some areas than in others, 
but it certainly does have an effect on the culture.” (W3). 

This was reinforced in Scotland, where the CEO of NHS Scotland 

added weight to the committee’s influence when he stated when 

appearing at an evidence session of PAC that: 

“there is probably not much in my job that I take more 
seriously than coming to a committee of the 
Parliament… it is a matter of respect.. I would think that 
someone was falling short of their duty if they did not 
come prepared.” (Scottish Parliament, 2017) 

Study Three was designed to address an additional objective of this 

research, namely, to investigate perceptions of the devolved PAC 

process in each of the administrations. 

13.8 Study Three 

Section Four presented Study Three, which employed Q 

methodology to determine the perceptions of key stakeholders in the 

devolved PAC process. Perceptions of participants grouped around 

four clusters. Participants from Scotland were dispersed throughout 

these clusters, but there was more cohesion among stakeholders in 

Wales and NI, with stakeholders in Wales clustering in group 2 and 

those from NI clustering in group 3. Support staff clustered in group 

4. 
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All participants held strong views on the high turnover of members 

and its adverse consequences for committee cohesion, which 

supports the findings of Arter (2003) and Russell and Benton (2011) 

They also recognised the virtuous circle of control where the 

implementation of PAC recommendations filter through to budgets 

(Wehner, 2003). 

Factor One (Attention Seekers) saw PAC as a mechanism which 

generated publicity. They saw the real power of the committee as 

lying in its ability to generate headlines, supporting KPMG (2006). 

From their perspective, witnesses framed information in the best 

possible light and they did not acknowledge that public servants 

accepted accountability. However, only three participants loaded on 

this factor. Factor Two (Team players), mainly from Wales, viewed 

the process as a team endeavour with close cooperation between 

the SAI and PAC prized, supporting Sharma (2007) and Gay and 

Winetrobe (2003). They did not consider that PAC was more 

interested in crises, which grab the headlines, than in more strategic 

issues and therefore, do not support Garrett (1986). This group were 

more concerned with the accountability that took place behind closed 

doors than in publicity. The approach taken in Wales to follow up on 

recommendations emphasises this approach. Factor Three (Peace 

Makers), mainly from NI, emphasised the important role of cross 

political party cooperation, supporting McGee (2002), Pelizzo et al 

(2006) and ODI (2008). In NI, the lack of accountability during Direct 

Rule was keenly felt, and all stakeholders were enthusiastic about 

bringing reluctant officials before them to justify their actions. They 

realised that cross party cooperation was required if accountability 

was to be achieved. Factor Four (Bureaucrats) viewed PAC from a 

bureaucratic perspective and time lags were viewed as problematic, 

supporting Sharma (2007). 

The clustering of perceptions reflected the findings in the other two 

studies in this thesis. The evidence presented in all three studies 

emphasises the importance attached to cross party working in NI. In 
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Wales, there was emphasis on the skills of the members and 

preparation behind the scenes, despite the focus on publicity by a 

minority. In Scotland, there was less consensus. 

Concluding remarks follow in the next chapter. 
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14 Overall Conclusion 

14.1 Introduction 

One of the promises of devolution was to fill the accountability gap 

which existed prior to 1999 (Parry, 2009; Knox and Carmichael, 2007; 

Midwinter and McGarvey, 2001). The aim of this study is to 

investigate and compare the effectiveness of the devolved PACs of 

the UK as a means of delivering accountability. The definition of 

accountability adopted for this study is “ a social relationship in which 

an actor feels an obligation to explain or justify his/her conduct to 

some significant other” (Day and Klein, 1987 p.5). However, there 

must be consequences as a result of the account giving (Bovens, 

2007). Furthermore the purposes of public accountability of control of 

delegated authority, provision of assurances about the use of public 

resources and promotion of learning for continuous improvement 

(Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000; Bovens et al., 2008) must be fulfilled.   

The research question is, are the devolved PACs effective 

accountability mechanisms and what makes them so? 

The objectives of the thesis are to: 

• To explore the meanings of accountability; 

• To determine the workings of the devolved PACs using 
published outputs; 

• To determine the effectiveness of the devolved PACs using a 
framework developed from the literature using quantitative 
and qualitative methods; 

• To identify perceptions of the devolved PAC process using 
primary data; and 

• To compare the perceived effectiveness of the devolved 
PACs using primary and secondary data. 

These objectives were achieved by conducting three separate 

studies. 



363 

 

 

 

The first study examined the PAC process from a quantitative 

perspective using documentary sources and data from a survey of 

PAC members, which resulted in a score being awarded to each 

PAC, measuring the information, discussion and consequences 

phases of the accountability mechanism. This quantification of the 

PAC process from an accountability perspective adds to the existing 

literature. The development of this quantitative tool in a PAC context 

adds to the methodological literature on measuring accountability of 

Brandsma (2010), Schillemans (2011) and  Brandsma and 

Schillemans (2013). Additionally this study  provides an instrument 

which could be employed in  other studies, either in the context of the 

devolved PACs over a different time horizon or in the study of PACs 

elsewhere. 

Study One, using this new instrument, presents new knowledge of 

PAC processes. When viewed purely from this objective perspective, 

NI had the most effective committee and process overall, but Scotland 

scored highest for the quality and amount of information provided and 

Wales scored highest for consequences. These results are 

presented in chapter 6. 

The second study used a content analysis of interview data from all 

stakeholder groups to measure effectiveness against a framework of 

indicators for effectiveness drawn from the literature. This adds to the 

existing literature (ODI,2008; Pelizzo et al, 2006). In all the 

administrations strengths and weaknesses of the mechanism were 

identified, with cross party working being strongest in NI and follow up 

on reports and recommendations strongest in Wales. This study is 

presented in Section Two. 

The third study employed Q methodology, which was not previously 

used in this context, to discover the perceptions of key stakeholders 

in the PAC process. This methodology added a quantitative 

dimension to qualitative data and resulted in individuals being 

grouped with others who shared the same perceptions. Participants 
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from Wales identified as a group with shared perceptions who valued 

the team approach. Participants from NI identified as a group who 

prized cross party working above all other considerations, but 

participants from Scotland did not cluster like Wales or NI. This study 

is presented in Section Four. 

An effective PAC is one which fulfils the purposes of public 

accountability (Aucoin and Heintzman, 2000; Bovens et al. 2008) by 

(i) the control of delegated authority,(ii) providing assurances about 

the use of resources and (iii) promotion of learning for continuous 

improvement. 

This thesis presents evidence that the devolved PACs have 

contributed to public accountability by holding those officials with 

delegated authority to account in public evidence sessions. This is a 

regular occurrence, compared to the rare occasions on which it 

occurred prior to devolution. 

While a PAC inquiry usually occurs because issues  concerning 

governance or the use of resources have been raised by the SAI the 

process provides assurance to the public that these matters are 

investigated. Furthermore, evidence was provided that PAC 

recommendations have resulted in improved governance and 

processes, such as the use of confidentiality agreements as 

discussed in 1.1. Therefore the devolved PACs are effective 

accountability mechanisms. 

14.2 Recommendations for Enhancement of PAC as an 

Accountability Mechanism 

Notwithstanding the previous comments, opportunities to improve the 

effectiveness of PAC exist. To further enhance effectiveness the 

following recommendations are proposed: 
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14.2.1 Carefully Written Recommendations 

A useful but crude measure of committee effectiveness is the 

percentage of recommendations accepted (Monk, 2009a; Russell 

and Benton, 2011). Recommendations are not an end in 

themselves; they must result in change. However, it is easy to agree 

to a recommendation if it is poorly written. In this scenario little 

improvement in the delivery of public services or VFM is likely to 

result and it becomes just another bureaucratic procedure. 

Furthermore, where recommendations are made without a full 

understanding of the consequences for other systems, the result may 

be not an improvement in the system in place, but a deterioration. 

PAC inquiries and reports usually address one area at a time, and the 

committee is often unaware of the complex interrelated systems in 

place in the public sector. Accordingly, a recommendation which 

remedies one problem may cause problems in other areas. 

Therefore, it is recommended that the committee is mindful of the 

consequences of recommendations. To this end, consultation on 

recommendations is recommended. If undertaken in the appropriate 

way, this should not impinge the independence of the PAC from the 

government. Additionally, the recommendations tend to be very 

specific, where a more carefully worded less specific recommendation 

might be more appropriate. It is recommended that PAC is less 

prescriptive and allow the public body to make up its own mind as to 

the change required to address the issue, while informing PAC of its 

plan. When responding to recommendations, both Westminster and 

NI benefit from the expertise of the TOA in this regard, but no 

comparable position exists in Wales or Scotland. The establishment 

of this role in all the devolved administrations would be beneficial. 

It is also recommended that the formal response to 

recommendations include: 

• Timescale for implementation; 

• Details of how the implementation is to be undertaken; and 
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• The individual responsible for implementation 

14.2.2 Follow up on PAC Recommendations 

The follow up on recommendations was an issue which arose 

repeatedly during this research. The normal practice is that the auditor 

reports back to the committee six months after a formal response to a 

report has been received. 

There appears to be patchy follow up by the committee thereafter, 

although the auditors may conduct their own follow up, resources 

permitting. The volume of audit reports coming through to PAC was 

cited as the main reason follow up did not take place. However, there 

were instances where the committee held an update inquiry in 

addition to any follow up report  published by the auditor. 

More recently in Wales, the committee introduced a procedure of 

writing to the public body on an annual basis requesting an update on 

implementation of recommendations. While falling short of a full 

follow up inquiry, this procedure keeps the committee informed of 

progress, and lets the public body know that PAC continues to be 

interested in the issues raised, but does not require a large 

commitment from the committee. It is recommended that a similar 

procedure be implemented in Scotland and NI. 

14.2.3 Follow up - Did the Recommendations Work in Practice? 

It is difficult to disagree with Brazier (2007), who claims that the test 

of PAC influence is not if the recommendations have been accepted, 

but if they have resulted in improved financial efficiency and quality of 

services. The focus of follow up is generally to ensure that 

recommendations made by PAC and accepted by the public body 

were implemented, in accordance with that undertaking. However, a 

more thoughtful follow up should examine whether the 

recommendation made actually addresses the issues in the manner 

foreseen. Therefore, the follow up correspondence should not only 

ask whether the recommendations have been implemented but also 
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about the consequences of the implementation for other areas and 

whether the recommendation achieved the desired outcome. 

14.2.4 Use of Experts 

The committee in Wales invited experts to give evidence at their 

inquiries on a range of topics; however, the committees in Scotland 

and NI have not done so. While public evidence sessions with 

experts used up valuable committee time when it might have been 

more usefully used to question officials, there is value in having other 

opinions on some issues, and not relying solely on the audit report. In 

many cases the auditor and the research office may have sought 

information from experts. However, it is recommended that written 

evidence be taken from experts by all the committees where this is 

considered beneficial, but that public evidence sessions with experts 

take place only in exceptional circumstances. 

14.2.5 Party Spokespeople 

In all the devolved legislatures, as at Westminster, serving ministers 

may not sit on PAC. This measure is in place to strengthen the 

independence of the committee from government. It also contributes 

to the policy neutrality of PAC, which is a principle underpinning 

effective PAC performance (ODI, 2008). It is recommended that 

ideally members, and certainly chairs, should not be party 

spokespeople. This research found that problems arose where the 

chair was also his party spokesperson on health. While considered by 

many to be a very effective chair, his party role was highlighted by 

others as an impediment to his role as chair, as he was accused of 

driving his own political agenda to the detriment of the committee. 

Even if these accusations were false, his position left the committee 

open to criticism. 
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14.2.6 Composition of PAC 

The argument has been made for PAC to be chaired by a member of 

the opposition, to ensure that the executive is held to account, and 

this is custom and practice in the Westminster model (ODI, 2008; 

OECD, 2002). This is enshrined in the legislative framework in Wales 

and Scotland. In NI, as the Assembly was established on a forced 

coalition consociational model, no opposition existed. Therefore, in 

NI the statute states that PAC must not be chaired by a member of 

the political party holding the post of finance minister. 

However, in majority government the allocation of positions to PAC is 

likely to result in a majority of the committee coming from the 

governing party. If the argument for an opposition chair holds, it 

follows that the majority of members of that committee should also be 

from non-governing parties. 

Therefore, it is recommended that consideration be given to the 

composition of PAC to ensure it is not dominated by the governing 

party. 

14.2.7 Training Including Away Days as a Bonding Exercise 

All of the committees reviewed for this research had received some 

training. Those politicians who had been appointed early in the 

establishment of devolution bemoaned the lack of training on 

appointment, but conceded that the training had improved over the 

years. However, most of the training, which was mainly on 

questioning techniques, took place on site. 

Where training had taken place off site, as in NI, additional benefits 

were recorded in terms of members getting to know one another 

outside their usual roles. This was seen as beneficial for cementing 

committee cohesion. However, there seems to be a reluctance to 

engage in these activities: 
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“This is the only workplace in the land where we are 
embarrassed about training the workers… MSPs will say 
that they will get hammered in the press.” (SC4) 

It is recommended that off-site training be given on an annual basis to 

cement committee bonding, although budgetary pressures are 

acknowledged. 

14.3 Limitations 

The following limitations of this thesis are acknowledged: 

• This thesis reviewed 2007-2016 only. While there was 

stability in the devolved legislatures during this period, it 

was also a period of heightened tension in Scotland due 

to the independence referendum of 2014 and may 

therefore not be typical; 

• The small number of participants in Study One is a limitation 
as they may not represent the views of other members; and 

• Participants in Study Two were high ranking engaged 
stakeholders, thus the views expressed may not be shared 
by the wider group. 

An extensive documentary review was conducted to address these 

issues, where possible. 

14.4 Opportunities for Further Study 

This thesis fills a gap in the literature on accountability mechanisms 

by addressing the devolved PACs of the UK. PAC is a critical feature 

of democratic governments where committee members are charged 

with holding to account officials to whom authority for the 

implementation of government policy has been delegated. This work 

builds on previous research in other legislatures undertaken by 

Stapenhurst et al (2014) , Pelizzo et al  (2006) and ODI (2008) on 

PACs.  
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Previous study on the devolved PACs is dated with studies based on 

the early years of the devolved administrations (Midwinter and 

McGarvey, 2000; Guy and Winetrobe, 2003).No prior comprehensive 

study, involving all key stakeholders, had been undertaken in the UK 

devolved administrations. This study added to that literature but also 

to the literature on devolved committees in general, which is an area 

which has not been well served by academics. 

A novel aspect of this thesis is the addition of a quantitative aspect to 

this study to provide a holistic appraisal of the accountability 

mechanism. The approach adopted here of quantifying the three 

phases of an accountability mechanism- information phase, 

discussion phase, and consequences phase using methods 

developed by Brandsma (2010),Schillemans (2011) and Brandsma 

and Schillemans (2013) have not previously been employed in a 

PAC setting or indeed in a UK setting. This is a significant 

contribution to the literature on quantified studies of accountability. 

The underlying theoretical framework for this study was 

accountability with its roots in principal-agent theory. Previous 

research on PACs also employed this conceptual underpinning. 

Accountability was chosen due to its natural fit for the study, prior 

research in the area and the author’s preference and previous 

experience in a professional accounting environment. However, 

opportunities exist to explore themes arising from this work 

employing alternative conceptual frameworks including 

institutionalism, public value and governance theory.  

14.5 PostScript 

14.5.1 Scotland 

After the 2016 election, the Scottish Parliament renamed the Public 

Audit Committee (PAC) as the Public Audit and Post Legislative 

Scrutiny Committee and extended its remit accordingly. A need for 

post legislative scrutiny had been identified, and from discussion it 
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would appear that little forward planning had been done to establish 

how this work would be carried out by PAC in addition to its former 

duties. 

To date this additional remit appears to have had a limited impact on 

the normal duties of PAC. In 2018 the committee reviewed one topic, 

Biodiversity and Biodiversity Reporting Duties, covering two pieces of 

legislation: Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 and the Wildlife 

and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011. The committee also 

put out a call for nominations for post legislative review. 24 

nominations were received, from which five were chosen. These 

reviews are ongoing. Post-legislative inquiries are very similar to 

inquiries undertaken by other parliamentary committees, as they call 

for evidence from all interested parties and are more policy focused. 

They lack the distinct features of PAC which should be to avoid 

policy issues, be non- party political and draw on the auditor as the 

source of evidence. It is too early to tell whether this expansion of the 

committee’s remit will have an effect on the committee dynamic. 

A review of publications by the committee in Scotland shows that 

they have continued with their practice of writing to the auditee in lieu 

of publishing a report with recommendations to which the auditee 

must respond. The only reports published in 2017 and 2018 were the 

annual reports of committee business and one post-legislative 

scrutiny report. The annual reports detailed the inquiries undertaken, 

with an emphasis on the amount of media attention each inquiry 

attracted. 

14.5.2 Northern Ireland 

On 24th January 2017 the NI Assembly sat for the last time before 

elections in March 2017, which were called following a breakdown in 

trust between the parties, fuelled in part by a PAC inquiry into 

renewal heat incentives. A functioning NI Assembly had not sat from 

January 2017 until January 2020. Direct Rule was not put in place as 

happened during previous suspensions. During periods of Direct 
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Rule, NIAO reports were within the remit of Westminster PAC, 

though few inquiries on NIAO reports were held. In the absence of 

Direct Rule, no public inquiry system is available. 

In an arrangement to address this void, a procedure was put in place 

in November 2017 that the department responsible responds to 

NIAO reports. These responses are available on the Department of 

Finance website. However, this falls well short of the arrangements in 

place when a devolved PAC sat in Belfast. 

In another move to ensure some visibility, the C&AG for NI has 

become more engaged with the media and has given interviews on 

news programmes - something that never happened when PAC was 

in situ. PAC in NI previously received considerable media attention, 

so this new engagement brings the issues to the public’s attention in 

a way that reports and responses to recommendations available on a 

website do not. In the absence of the profile the PAC gave to his 

reports, the auditor had to change his strategy. 
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Appendix 1 NVivo Coding 

 
 NVivo Coding Themes for Interviews 
 Accountability 
 Accountability achieved through audit office and PAC 
 Accountability; Civil servants 
 Audit Office 
 Auditor Independence 
 Budgeting 
 Chairman 
 Challenges to PAC 
 Civil Service Hierarchy 
 Committee auditor relations 
 Committee Clerk 
 Committee Effectiveness 
 Committee engagement 
 Committee initiated inquiries 
 Committee member grandstanding 
 Committee member skills 
 Committee Members preparation 
 Committee political appointees 
 Committee reputation 
 Committee requesting auditor 
 Committee reviewing legislation 
 Committee Training 
 Consequences filtering through to budgets 
 Consequences; changing Behaviour 
 Consequences; civil servant career 
 Consequences; Criminal investigations 
 Consequences; improved public services 
 Consequences; learning 
 Consequences; report and recommendations 
 Crisis v Long Term 
 Cross Party Working 
 Department of Finance 
 Depth v breath of inquiries 
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 NVivo Coding Themes for Interviews 
 Experience 
 Expert evidence 
 Financial audit inquiries 
 Huge culture change 
 Institutional dependency theory 
 Local Government 
 Local Knowledge 
 Local v greater public interest 

 Maturing and evolving 
 Ministers 
 NI Auditor 
 Overstretched Backbenchers 
 Plenary 
 Policy v implementation 
 Political Career 
 Political cultural context 
 Political Neutrality 
 Publicity 
 Questioning 
 Referred to other committees 
 Research service 
 Risk Aversion 
 Special Advisors 
 Substance v projection of accountability 
 Substitutes 
 Time Constraints 
 Time Lag 
 Treasury 
 Treatment of Witnesses 
 Turnover of members 
 Westminster PAC 
 Whistle-blowers 
 Witness respect for committee 
 Witnesses spinning 
 Witnesses; power to call 
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Appendix 2 Q Sort Statements and Sources 

Participants asked to arrange statements from most disagree to most agree factors 
affecting committee effectiveness SOURCE 

GENERAL COMMITTEE 
FACTORS 

  

• Reputation and culture of 
committee 

1. PAC is the most venerable select committee Giddings (1997) 
2. The committee clerk can be influential on the 

culture of the committee, including the mode of 
questioning and style of reports. 

 
Benton and Russell (2011) 

3. A committee’s reputation is a bit self-
perpetuating: if the committee has a good 
reputation good people will want to be on it and 
consequently its reputation will become better 
still. 

 
Benton and Russell (2011) 

4. How a committee changes the way people think 
lies at the heart of any appraisal of its success Benton and Russell (2011) 

• Background and approach 
of the chairman 

5. A committee’s reputation is inextricably linked to 
the reputation of the chair Benton and Russell (2011) 

6. When the chair of a committee changes, its 
culture, and perhaps its level of influence, can 
therefore change as well. 

Benton and Russell (2011) 
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Participants asked to arrange statements from most disagree to most agree factors 
affecting committee effectiveness SOURCE 

• Committee 
cohesion 

7. All things being equal the higher the stability of 
PAC membership, the greater the mutual trust 
likely to be generated between members 

Arter (2003) 

• Membership 
turnover 

8. Turnover of members is significant as much 
depends on the individual member getting an 
understanding of the work involved 

Blackburn and McKennan (2003) 

 9. Many members do not or did not serve long 
enough to obtain meaningful depth of expertise 
and thus struggled with aspects of their brief. 

 
Cole (2014) 

• Workload 10. Backbenchers sit on more than one committee 
and are overstretched. Mitchell (2010) 

• Appointment and 
engagement 

11. The committee is dependent on the skills of its 
members Coulson and Whiteman (2012) 

 12. Members have been kept off committee or 
removed from it by their political parties on 
account of their views 

 
HC 300 (2000) 

 13. Close working relationships between members 
from different political parties is required Stapenhurst et al (2005) 

• Institutional path 
dependency 

14. Choices made when a devolved institution is 
being formed have a constraining effect into the 
future. 

Greener (2005) 
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Participants asked to arrange statements from most disagree to most agree factors 
affecting committee effectiveness SOURCE 

 15. The background and approach of the first chair of 
the devolved PAC has an effect on the 
development and reputation of the committee 

 
Greener (2005) 

 16. No one challenges PAC to justify its actions and 
functions Jacobs and Jones (2009) 

INPUTS   

 17. Power to request (but not compel) the Audit 
Office to perform specific reviews or tasks is 
necessary 

Stapenhurst et al (2005) 

 18. Power to compel officials to attend and be held 
accountable for administrative performance, even 
after they have left office is necessary 

 
Stapenhurst et al (2005) 

 19. Advance preparation of members before hearings 
is required Stapenhurst et al (2005) 

PROCESSES   

 20. Few officials look forward to attending an 
evidence session, but if they believe that they will 
be heard fairly, then useful information is likely to 
be forthcoming 

 
Coulson and Whiteman (2012) 
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Participants asked to arrange statements from most disagree to most agree factors 
affecting committee effectiveness SOURCE 

 21. The success of a report may be influenced by 
whether it is published at a key moment in a wider 
debate 

 
Benton and Russell (2011) 

 22. I feel that PAC is more interested in “events” and 
crisis than in long-term analysis of spending 
programmes or the effectiveness of government 
agencies. 

 
Garrett (1986) 

 23. The period of time between the commencement 
of the audit and the PAC hearing means that the 
auditee has ample time to either alter its practices 
and/or prepare a defence. 

 
Sharma (2007) 

 24. The style adopted by PAC members at hearings 
is conversational, opinionated and not constrained 
by the cautionary language of the audit report. 

 
Sharma (2007) 

 25. Witnesses adopt strategies that spin or frame 
information to present it in the best possible light Grube (2014) 

 26. Rarely are the right questions asked Cole and McAllister (2015) 
 27. In some cases, the same question is asked more 

than once because members did not listen or 
were absent when it was asked. 

 
Benton and Russell (2011) 

 28. There are time constraints on subjects of inquiry ODI (2008) 
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Participants asked to arrange statements from most disagree to most agree factors 
affecting committee effectiveness SOURCE 

OUTPUTS/OUTCOMES 29. The influence of the committee is likely to be 
significantly understated if it is measured only by 
the number of recommendations accepted. 

 
Benton and Russell (2011) 

 30. The increase in scrutiny (since devolution) 
eventually generated a “huge culture change” 
among civil servants towards acceptance of 
intensified scrutiny. 

 
Cole (2014) 

 31. The PAC process results in improved public 
service performance ODI (2008) 

 32. The PAC process results in improved financial 
effectiveness, efficiency and VFM ODI (2008) 

 33. PAC evidence sessions are an opportunity that 
can make or break a political career. Adapted from White and 

Hollingsworth (1999) 

 34. PAC evidence sessions are an ordeal which can 
make or break the career of senior civil servants White and Hollingsworth (1999) 

 35. If the process is effective, the recommendations 
of the committee can filter into future budgets 
creating continuous and virtuous cycles of 
improvements in public spending. 

 
 
Wehner (2003) 

 36. Interrogation projects to the public an impression 
of accountability. Sharma (2007) 
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Participants asked to arrange statements from most disagree to most agree factors 
affecting committee effectiveness SOURCE 

 37. Whilst the VFM study is carried out by the audit 
office, it is through its connections with PAC that 
accountability is performed 

 
Sharma (2007) 

 38. The committee has influence by how officials 
adjust their behaviour in anticipation of how the 
committee might react if a certain course of action 
is take. 

 
Benton and Russell (2011) 

 39. Committee appearances remain the only public 
accountability that officials have Benton and Russell (2011) 

 40. Issues raised by a PAC report on one body 
create an imperative to address issues by other 
bodies. 

Adapted from Benton and Russell 
(2011) 

 41. The key to committee influence is getting people 
to explain themselves Benton and Russell (2011) 

 42. The real power of the PAC lies in publicity Blackburn and McKennan (2003) 
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Appendix 3 Correlation Matrix between Sorts 

 1 2  3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 
1 100 22  26 17 36 25 30 16 12 42 40 15 12 15 35 41 16 20 25 22 42 45 40 22 
2 22 100  61 1 19 25 2 19 -8 26 20 36 14 30 39 38 25 37 25 24 42 18 28 21 
3 26 61  100 2 11 21 17 18 -3 32 39 22 35 37 40 33 37 21 24 10 49 45 15 16 
4 17 1  2 100 31 20 25 39 9 14 4 30 29 -2 -3 34 34 34 15 39 26 20 29 15 
5 36 19  11 31 100 29 -9 36 10 -3 15 -1 -12 19 13 18 15 13 10 25 45 12 45 15 
6 25 25  21 20 29 100 22 43 -16 6 11 26 18 35 35 60 28 44 36 43 26 15 51 0 
7 30 2  17 25 -9 22 100 13 15 40 3 37 46 17 14 42 32 10 30 36 24 36 1 7 
8 16 19  18 39 36 43 13 100 -2 1 25 30 37 54 7 31 36 31 14 47 32 17 22 -13 
9 12 -8  -3 9 10 -16 15 -2 100 1 -14 -10 -5 9 -30 -15 15 -12 -2 -30 4 11 -2 -13 

10 42 26  32 14 -3 6 40 1 1 100 18 42 35 28 22 35 16 -3 25 16 42 39 1 21 
11 40 20  39 4 15 11 3 25 -14 18 100 19 24 36 35 20 14 37 35 17 38 26 15 7 
12 15 36  22 30 -1 26 37 30 -10 42 19 100 33 30 34 34 32 31 22 40 36 17 -2 16 
13 12 14  35 29 -12 18 46 37 -5 35 24 33 100 23 32 42 39 21 28 38 27 34 11 -4 
14 15 30  37 -2 19 35 17 54 9 28 36 30 23 100 10 20 7 38 7 11 37 19 13 -10 

15 35 39  40 -3 13 35 14 7 -30 22 35 34 32 10 100 34 5 45 22 24 22 15 19 10 
16 41 38  33 34 18 60 42 31 -15 35 20 34 42 20 34 100 45 28 62 59 38 51 49 29 
17 16 25  37 27 15 28 32 36 15 16 14 32 39 7 5 45 100 -1 36 25 37 45 20 5 
18 20 37  21 15 13 44 10 31 -12 -3 37 31 21 38 45 28 -1 100 8 40 8 2 32 21 
19 25 25  24 39 10 36 30 14 -2 25 35 22 28 7 22 62 36 8 100 46 42 15 35 34 
20 22 24  10 48 25 43 36 47 -30 16 17 40 38 11 24 59 25 40 46 100 29 17 21 33 
21 42 42  49 26 45 26 24 32 4 42 38 36 27 37 22 38 37 8 42 29 100 35 21 28 
22 45 18  45 20 12 15 36 17 11 39 26 17 34 19 15 51 45 2 15 17 35 100 40 0 
23 40 28  15 29 45 51 1 22 -2 1 15 -2 11 13 19 49 20 32 35 21 21 40 100 14 
24 22 21  16 15 15 0 7 -13 -13 21 7 16 -4 -10 10 29 5 21 34 33 28 0 14 100 
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Appendix 4 Unrotated Factor Matrix 

 Unrotated Factor Matrix Factors 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1 1 NIM 0.5684 0.0377 0.0735 0.3490 -0.3162 -0.0887 -0.4857 0.0383 
2 2 NIA 0.5522 -0.1950 0.4031 0.0475 -0.1023 0.1090 0.3931 -0.3350 
3 3NIM 0.5810 0.1022 0.5149 0.1731 -0.0217 -0.0514 0.3659 0.0153 
4 4SCA 0.4462 0.0841 -0.6120 -0.0386 0.0365 0.2394 -0.0707 0.1152 
5 5NIT 0.3684 -0.3959 -0.2683 0.5519 -0.0817 0.2605 -0.0486 0.0309 
6 6SCM 0.6009 -0.3857 -0.2095 -0.0546 0.1593 -0.2837 0.0211 -0.2545 
7 7SCM 0.4744 0.5309 -0.1322 -0.2302 0.0975 -0.0995 -0.3095 -0.2043 
8 8SCC 0.5335 -0.2049 -0.2366 0.0991 0.6230 0.1642 0.0473 0.1459 
9 9SCW -0.0791 0.3876 -0.1502 0.5530 0.1609 0.1135 -0.1542 -0.3315 

10 10SCW 0.4844 0.4913 0.2911 -0.0503 -0.1716 0.1602 -0.2580 -0.1185 
11 11NIA 0.4805 -0.1479 0.3823 0.1216 0.0148 0.0517 -0.1815 0.6076 
12 12WO 0.5563 0.1502 0.1266 -0.3738 0.1864 0.3141 -0.0428 -0.2260 
13 13WA 0.5518 0.3446 0.0189 -0.2983 0.3103 -0.1886 0.0201 0.2283 
14 14WM 0.4597 -0.1245 0.3216 0.2182 0.5494 0.1888 -0.1364 -0.1243 
15 15WM 0.4989 -0.2636 0.4161 -0.2558 -0.1490 -0.2550 -0.1327 0.0346 
16 16WO 0.7903 0.0334 -0.2156 -0.1452 -0.1758 -0.2617 0.0805 -0.0984 
17 17WM 0.5353 0.3517 -0.2086 0.1234 0.1298 -0.1010 0.4768 0.0357 
18 18WW 0.4726 -0.5413 0.1615 -0.2259 0.1717 -0.0261 -0.2469 -0.1808 
19 19WO 0.6012 0.0843 -0.2532 -0.1313 -0.3197 0.0424 0.1612 0.1868 
20 20WA 0.6387 -0.1584 -0.3692 -0.4215 -0.0028 0.1611 -0.0359 0.0837 
21 21NIT 0.6734 0.1206 0.1193 0.2902 -0.1059 0.3879 0.1207 0.1081 
22 22NIM 0.5495 0.3918 0.0378 0.3200 -0.0516 -0.3916 -0.0191 0.0699 
23 23NIC 0.4999 -0.3571 -0.2902 0.3425 -0.2122 -0.3922 -0.0141 -0.1135 
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 Unrotated Factor Matrix Factors 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

24 24NIW 0.2912 -0.0796 -0.0411 -0.1761 -0.6458 0.4071 0.0224 -0.1159 
  

Eigenvalues 
 

6.7110 
 

2.0780 
 

1.9613 
 

1.8078 
 

1.7080 
 

1.2715 
 

1.1296 
 

0.9973 
 % expl.Var 28 9 8 8 7 5 5 4 
 Number of Significant 

Loading Sorts. Should be >2 
 

21 
 

3 
 

4 
 

3 
 

3 
 

1 
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criteria on Page 2 of this form. 
 
The Filter Committee can return an application to the Chief 
Investigator for clarification/amendment and can also reject an 
application if it is thought to be unethical, inappropriate, incomplete 
or not valid/viable. 
 
If satisfied that the criteria have been met, the Filter Committee should 
make one of the following recommendations: 

The research is in 
category A and the study may proceed  
 
• category B and the study must be submitted to the University’s 

Research Ethics Committee 
 
• category C and the study must be submitted to ORECNI 

along with the necessary supporting materials from the 
Research Governance Section 

 
• category D and the study must be submitted to ORECNI or SPECNI 

along with the necessary supporting materials from the research 
Governance Section 

 
The application form and this assessment should now be returned to the 
Chief Investigator. The Filter Committee should retain a copy of the complete 
set of forms and forward a copy of this form (RG3), RG2 and pages 1 and 2 of 
from RG1 to the Research Governance Section. 

 

School of CPSP and School of Law 

Dr Karl O’Connor (Helen Foster PhD student) 

PACs of the UK 
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x 

If the answer to any of the following is ‘No’, please use the box to 
add comments where appropriate 
 
Yes 
The application is accompanied by an appropriate and favourable Peer Review 
Report Form (if not, the Filter Committee should be prepared to address this as 
part of its review) 
 

 
All component parts of the application are present including 
questionnaire interview schedules or outline areas for group 
discussion/unstructured interviews 
 

 
An appropriate consent form and information sheet in plain, accessible 
language are provided 
 

 
The Chief and other Investigators are qualified and appropriate to conduct the 
study 

   
 

 
 
All risks present in conducting the study have been identified and addressed 
 
 

 
Ethical issues have been identified and addressed 

 
 
The subjects are appropriate to the study and the inclusion/exclusion criteria have 
been identified and listed X  
 
 

 

x 

  

x 

x 
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Appendix 6 Letter of Consent 

Letter of Consent for: 
“Devolved Public Accounts Committees of the UK: A 
Comparative Study” 
 

Role Name Tel. No Email 

Researcher Helen Foster 90366344 h.foster@ulster.ac.uk 
Research 
Supervisor Karl O’ Connor 90368885 k.oconnor@ulster.ac.uk 

Date: 

Background 

You are being asked to confirm your participation to participate in this research 
study, the title of which is given above. Before you decide to confirm, please read 
through the following information so you can understand what will be involved. 

Purpose 

Westminster Committee of Public Accounts (PAC) is a high profile prestigious 
committee of the House of Commons. It receives considerable coverage in the 
media with evidence sessions often making headline news. Because of its high 
profile PAC is often described as an effective committee but this claim is not 
supported by evidence. Prior to devolution Westminster PAC considered Scotland 
Wales and Northern Ireland. However, due to the workload of the Westminster 
committee very little time was devoted to Scotland Wales and Northern Ireland. 
Devolution in the late 1990s resulted in the establishment of the Scottish 
Parliament and devolved Assemblies in Wales and Northern Ireland with promises 
of increased accountability as directly elected representatives took on responsibility 
for functions previously undertaken by the Westminster Parliament. All the 
devolved administrations set up equivalent committees to the Westminster PAC. 
The purpose of this study is to determine the comparative effectiveness of the 
devolved PACs as accountability mechanisms for PhD. 

Participation 

If you confirm that you will take part in the research, you will be asked to keep this 
information sheet (so you can refer to it at any time) and to sign a form giving your 
consent to participate. A copy of the signed sheet can then be forwarded on the 
researcher. You will be free to withdraw your consent for your answers to be used 
at any time by contacting the researcher and no explanation will be expected. 

Procedure 

The research will take the form of survey/ interview questions. The respondent will 
be given a brief explanation of the overall aim of the research. At the desire of the 
respondent, the answers to the interview questions can then be forwarded to the 

mailto:h.foster@ulster.ac.uk
mailto:k.oconnor@ulster.ac.uk
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researcher. The respondent is requested to make any queries they feel are 
necessary or to seek explanation on any point. 
Benefits 

There are no direct benefits to you for your participation. Anonymity and 

Confidentiality 

Interviews will be digitally recorded (with the interviewee’s informed consent) and 
written notes may also be taken during the interview. The interview records and 
transcripts will be labelled and stored in accordance with Ulster University 
procedures. Interview data will be stored and encrypted on a personal computer 
that can only be accessed by the Researcher. The personal computer will be 
password protected. Hardcopies of information will be kept securely with the 
Researcher while in the field. The data will be retained for ten years. 

 

Participation in the research will be kept confidential and your name will be known 
only to the researcher. All information that you provide during the interviews will be 
kept strictly confidential. The typed-up interviews will not contain your name but a 
reference such as “Trainee Interviewee 1”. 

Results of the study 

Once the information has been collected, it will be analysed and used for the 

following: 

• PhD Thesis  

• Academic Articles 

There will be no mention of participant identity in either of these outputs. 

 Organisation and Funding 

The researcher is a student and member of staff at the Ulster University. This 
research is being organised and carried out by the researcher. There is no official 
funding for this research and it carried out at the researcher’s expense. 

Study Review 

The research has been approved by the Ulster University Social Science Research 
Ethics Filter Committee. 

Further Information 

Should you have any questions about this study, please feel free to contact either 
the research supervisor (Karl O’Connor) or the researcher (myself) directly. 
Contact details for both of these people are available at the top of this letter. 

Thank you for taking the time to read through this information sheet. If you are 
willing to participate, could you please complete the consent form on the next 
page? The completed and signed form should then be sent via email to the 
researcher at (h.foster@ulster.ac.uk). 
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Appendix 7 Survey Instrument 

 Agree Partly 
agree 

Neither Agree/ Disagree Partly 
disagree 

Disagree 

I receive the information I require to enable me to fulfil my committee role      

My participation is informed by the audit office report      

The audit office report is of a high standard      

The audit office report is understandable      

A high level of technical knowledge is required to understand the audit office report      

My participation is informed by briefing notes prepared by the audit office      

The audit office briefing notes are of a high standard      

The audit office briefing notes are understandable      

My participation is informed by face to face briefings by the audit team      

The face to face briefings increase my understanding of the topic      

The audit office provide the information I request to increase my understanding 
of the topic 

     

My participation is informed by the committee clerk      

The information provided by the committee clerk is of a high standard      

The information provided by the committee clerk is understandable      

My participation is informed by my political party research office      

The information provided by my party research office is of a high standard      

The information provided by my party research office is understandable      

My participation is informed by information received from constituents      



 

 

 

389 

Overall; what % of the information you use to fulfil your committee role is supplied by  

Audit office reports  

Audit office briefing notes  

Audit office face to face briefings  

Committee clerk  

Political party research office  

Constituents  

Total 100% 

 Agree Partly agree Neither Agree nor 
Disagree 

Partly 
disagree 

Disagree 

All committee members can freely express their opinions      

Party interests dominate the work of the committee      

There is seldom real disagreement      

The role of the chairman is very important      

The chairman ensures that all members have an equal opportunity to speak      

The PAC sessions are conducted in a politically neutral way      
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Sufficient time is available during PAC sessions to investigate the matter 
under discussion 

     

Staff have been demoted because of PAC evidence sessions/reports      

Criminal investigations have resulted from PAC inquiries      

Tasks have been redistributed among staff as a result of PAC investigations      

Media coverage of PAC investigations has resulted in greater public 
awareness of issues raised by PAC 

     

PAC investigations have resulted in improved financial systems      

PAC investigations have resulted in improved financial control      

PAC investigations have resulted in improved public service delivery      

PAC investigations have resulted in an improved culture of democratic 
accountability 
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Appendix 8 PAC Membership 

Appendix 8.1 Northern Ireland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 
Northern Ireland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 
Party Name A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length of 

service 
Average Service per 

Political Party 

All Seamus Close A 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245  

All Trevor Lunn A 1 09/05/2007 25/03/2011 1416 1330.50 
DUP Adrian McQuillan A 1 13/09/2010 25/03/2011   

DUP Adrian McQuillan   24/10/2011 05/10/2015 1635  

DUP Alex Easton   23/05/2011 01/10/2012   

DUP Alex Easton A 1 16/09/2013 18/05/2015 1106  

DU David Hilditch A 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003   

DUP David Hilditch   09/05/2007 14/09/2008   

DUP David Hilditch   18/09/2009 13/09/2010 2099  

DUP David McIlveen A 1 07/05/2013 16/09/2013 132  

DUP Edwin Poots A 1 05/10/2015 29/03/2016 176  

DUP George Robinson A 1 15/09/2008 18/09/2009 368  
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Northern Ireland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 
Party Name A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length of 

service 
Average Service per 

Political Party 

DUP Gregory Campbell A 1 13/09/2010 25/03/2011 193  

DUP Ian McCrea A 1 21/01/2008 27/05/2008 127  

DUP Jeffrey Donaldson A 1 18/09/2009 19/04/2010 213  

DUP Jim Shannon A 1 15/09/2008 01/08/2010 685  

DUP Jim Wells A 1 27/05/2008 18/09/2009   

DUP Jim Wells   18/05/2015 29/03/2016 795  

DUP Jonathan Craig A 1 09/05/2007 19/04/2010 1076  

DUP Lord Browne A 1 19/04/2010 13/09/2010 147  

DUP Mervyn Carrick R 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245  

DUP Paul Frew A 1 23/05/2011 24/10/2011 154  

DUP Paul Girvan A 1 23/05/2011 31/08/2014 1196  

DUP Sammy Douglas A 1 11/02/2013 07/05/2013 85  

DUP Simon Hamilton A 1 09/05/2007 15/09/2008 495  

DUP Stephen Moutray A 1 19/04/2010 25/03/2011 340  

DUP Sydney Anderson A 1 23/05/2011 11/02/2013 630  

DUP Trevor Clarke A 1 01/10/2012 29/03/2016 1275  
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Northern Ireland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 
Party Name A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length of 

service 
Average Service per 

Political Party 
DUP William Irwin A 1 13/09/2010 25/03/2011 193 652.95 
Indep. Dawn Purvis R 1 09/05/2007 25/03/2011 1416 1416.00 

SDLP Claire Hanna A 1 07/09/2015 29/03/2016 204  

SDLP Danny O Connor R 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245  

SDLP Donovan McClelland R 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245  

SDLP Joe Byrne A 1 23/05/2011 10/09/2012 476  

SDLP John Dallat A 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003   

SDLP John Dallat   09/05/2007 25/03/2011   

SDLP John Dallat   23/05/2011 26/03/2016 4430  

SDLP Patsy McGlone A 1 09/05/2007 04/03/2008   

SDLP Patsy McGlone   29/06/2009 25/03/2011 934  

SDLP Sean Rodgers A 1 10/09/2012 07/09/2015 1092  

SDLP Thomas Burns A 1 04/03/2008 29/06/2009 482 1263.50 

Sinn Fein Chris Hazzard A 1 15/04/2013 06/10/2014 539  

Sinn Fein Conor Murphy A 1 01/07/2002 28/04/2003   

Sinn Fein Conor Murphy   23/01/2012 02/07/2012   
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Northern Ireland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 
Party Name A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length of 

service 
Average Service per 

Political Party 
Sinn Fein Conor Murphy   14/09/2015 29/03/2016 659  

Sinn Fein Daithi McKay A 1 10/09/2012 14/09/2015 1099  

Sinn Fein Jennifer McCann A 1 23/05/2011 23/01/2012 245  

Sinn Fein John O Dowd A 1 09/05/2007 20/05/2008 377  

Sinn Fein Michaela Boyle A 1 02/07/2012 31/08/2014 790  

Sinn Fein Mickey Brady A 1 01/10/2007 21/01/2008 112  

Sinn Fein Mitchel McLaughlin A 1 09/05/2007 25/03/2011   

Sinn Fein Mitchel McLaughlin   23/05/2011 15/04/2013 2109  

Sinn Fein Paul Maskey A 1 20/05/2008 25/03/2011   

Sinn Fein Paul Maskey   23/05/2011 02/07/2012 1445  

Sinn Fein Phil Flanagan A 1 06/10/2014 29/03/2016 540  

Sinn Fein Sue Ramsey A 1 30/11/1999 04/07/2002 947  

Sinn Fein Willie Clarke A 1 09/05/2007 01/10/2007 145 750.58 

UUP Michael Copeland R 1 23/05/2011 06/10/2014 1232  

UUP Pauline Armitage R 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245  

UUP Ross Hussey A 1 23/05/2011 31/08/2014 1196  

UUP Roy Beggs Jnr A 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003   
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Northern Ireland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 
Party Name A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length of 

service 
Average Service per 

Political Party 
UUP Roy Beggs Jnr   09/05/2007 25/03/2011   

UUP Roy Beggs Jnr   06/10/2014 29/03/2016 3201  

UUP William Bell R 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245 1623.80 

Women’s 
Coal. 

Jane Morrice R 1 30/11/1999 28/04/2003 1245 1245.00 

   51     

     Average 920  

 No of individual members  42  Min 85  

     Max 4430  
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Appendix 8.2 Scotland: Members of PAC 1999-2016 

Party Name  A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length 
of service 

Service per political 
Party 

         

Con/ Ind Monteith Brian R  04/06/2003 02/04/2007 1398  

Conservative Davidson David R  13/09/2001 31/03/2003 564  

Conservative Fraser Murdo A  13/06/2007 10/12/2008   

Conservative Fraser Murdo   11/12/2008 22/03/2011   

Conservative Fraser Murdo   11/05/2011 16/11/2011 1566  

Conservative Goldie Annabel A  17/06/1999 08/01/2001 571  

Conservative Johnston Nick R  17/06/1999 10/08/2001 785  

Conservative Scanlon Mary A  16/11/2011 06/05/2016 1633 1086.17 

Green Harper Robin   04/06/2003 22/06/2005   

Green Harper Robin A  28/06/2006 02/04/2007 1027  

Green Scott Eleanor R  22/06/2005 28/06/2006 371 699 

Labour Baker Claire A  20/09/2007 01/05/2008 224  

Labour Barrie Scott R  17/06/1999 19/06/2002 1098  

Labour Boyack Sarah A  31/10/2002 31/03/2003 151  
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Party Name  A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length 
of service 

Service per political 
Party 

Labour Brankin Rhona   19/09/2002 31/03/2003   

Labour Brankin Rhona R  04/06/2003 27/08/2004 643  

Labour Craigie Cathie   17/06/1999 08/01/2001   

Labour Craigie Cathie R  02/10/2008 10/12/2008   

Labour Craigie Cathie   11/12/2008 24/06/2010 1200  

Labour Deacon Susan R  04/06/2003 02/04/2007 1398  

Labour Foulkes George A  03/10/2007 10/12/2008   

Labour Foulkes George   11/12/2008 22/03/201
1 

1265  

Labour Godman Trish R  20/09/2007 03/10/2007 13  

Labour Gordon Charlie   13/06/2007 20/09/2007   

Labour Gordon Charlie R  01/05/2008 01/10/2008 252  

Labour Gray Iain A  18/01/2012 03/09/2013 594  

Labour Griffin Mark A  22/12/2011 03/09/2013 621  

Labour Henry Hugh R  20/09/2007 10/12/2008   

Labour Henry Hugh   11/12/2008 22/03/2011   

Labour Henry Hugh   11/05/2011 21/12/2011   
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Party Name  A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length 
of service 

Service per political 
Party 

Labour Henry Hugh   18/09/2013 08/01/2015 1979  

Labour Jamieson Margaret   17/06/1999 31/03/2003   

Labour Jamieson Margaret R  04/06/2003 02/04/2007 2781  

Labour MacIntosh Ken A  03/09/2013 08/01/2015 492  

Labour Martin Paul   17/06/1999 13/06/2002   

Labour Martin Paul R  08/01/2015 06/05/2016 1576  

Labour McAveety Frank A  24/06/2010 05/05/2011 315  

Labour McDonald Lewis A  17/06/1999 12/09/2000 453  

Labour Mulligan Mary   28/10/2004 02/04/2007   

Labour Mulligan Mary R  13/06/2007 20/09/2007 985  

Labour Simpson Richard R  13/06/2007 20/09/2007 99  

Labour Smith Drew   11/05/2011 21/12/2011   

Labour Smith Drew A  08/01/2015 06/05/2016 708  

Labour Whitefield Karen R  14/09/2000 08/01/2001 116 807.76 

Lib Dem Hume Jim A  13/06/2007 02/09/2008 447  

Lib Dem Lyon George R  04/06/2003 29/06/2005 756  
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Party Name  A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length 
of service 

Service per political 
Party 

Lib Dem Raffan Keith R  08/01/2001 31/03/2003 812  

Lib Dem Robson Euan R  17/06/1999 08/01/2001 571  

Lib Dem Scott Tavish A  11/05/2011 06/05/2016 1822  

Lib Dem Smith Margaret R  30/06/2005 02/04/2007 641  

Lib Dem Stephen Nicol A  03/09/2008 10/12/2008   

Lib Dem Stephen Nicol   11/12/2008 22/03/2011 929 854 

SNP Adam Brian R  17/06/1999 08/01/2001 571  

SNP Adam George A  11/05/2011 04/09/2012 482  

SNP Beattie Colin A  11/05/2011 06/05/2016 1822  

SNP Coffey Willie A  13/06/2007 10/12/2008   

SNP Coffey Willie   11/12/2008 22/03/2011   

SNP Coffey Willie   11/05/2011 27/11/2014 2673  

SNP Crawford Bruce A  08/05/2014 26/11/2014 202  

SNP Don Nigel A  27/11/2014 06/05/2016 526  

SNP Doran James A  18/09/2012 27/11/2014 800  

SNP Doris Bob A  10/01/2013 08/05/2014 483  
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Party Name  A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length 
of service 

Service per political 
Party 

SNP Hepburn Jamie A  04/11/2010 22/03/2011 138  

SNP Keir Colin A  15/12/2011 06/05/2016 1604  

SNP Kidd Bill A  25/06/2009 04/11/2010 497  

SNP MacAskill Kenny A  04/06/2003 21/09/2004 475  

SNP McDonald Mark A  11/05/2011 15/12/2011 218  

SNP McLaughlin Anne A  26/02/2009 22/03/2011 754  

SNP McMillan Stuart   13/06/2007 10/12/2008   

SNP McMillan Stuart   11/12/2008 26/02/2009   

SNP McMillan Stuart A  08/01/2015 06/05/2016 1107  

SNP Paterson Gil A  27/11/2014 08/01/2015 42  

SNP Quinan Lloyd A  02/11/2000 31/03/2003 879  

SNP Torrance David A  27/11/2014 06/05/2016 526  

SNP Walsh Andrew A  17/06/1999 31/03/2003   

SNP Walsh Andrew   23/09/2004 02/04/2007   

SNP Walsh Andrew   13/06/2007 10/12/2008   

SNP Walsh Andrew   11/12/2008 25/06/2009 3046  
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Party Name  A/R  Start Date Finish Date Length 
of service 

Service per political 
Party 

SNP White Sandra A  04/09/2012 10/01/2013 128  

SNP Wilson Andrew R  17/06/1999 02/11/2000 504  

SNP Yousaf Humza A  11/05/2011 06/09/2012 484 828 

   36   Average 739.65  

      Min 13  

 No of induvial members 66   Max 2781  
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Appendix 8.3 Wales: Members of PAC 1999-2016 

Party 
 

Name 
 

 A/R 
 

 Start Date Finish Date Length of 
service 

Service per political 
Party 

Conservative Cairns Alun   23/06/1999 30/04/2003   

Conservative Cairns Alun A  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 2795  

Conservative Isherwood Mark A  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 1388  

Conservative Melding David A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Conservative Morgan Jonathan A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Conservative Ramsey Nick A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Conservative Asghar Mohammad A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Conservative Graham William A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Conservative Millar Darren   12/07/2007 31/03/2011   

Conservative Millar Darren A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 3137 1869 

Labour Andrews Leighton A  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 1388  

Labour Barrett Lorraine   29/03/2000 08/11/2000   

Labour Barrett Lorraine R  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1582  

Labour Chapman Christine A  23/06/1999 29/03/2000 280  

Labour Cuthbert Jeff A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Labour Davidson Jane R  29/03/2000 16/10/2000 201  
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Party 
 

Name 
 

 A/R 
 

 Start Date Finish Date Length of 
service 

Service per political 
Party 

Labour Davies Alun A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Labour Gibbons Brian R  23/06/1999 08/11/2000 504  

Labour Gregory Janice   27/11/2001 30/04/2003   

Labour Gregory Janice A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1877  

Labour Griffiths Lesley A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Labour Halford Alison R  23/06/1999 30/04/2003 1407  

Labour Hedges Mike A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Labour Idris-Jones Denise R  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 1388  

Labour James Irene   12/06/2003 31/03/2007   

Labour James Irene R  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 2746  

Labour Jones Ann A  09/11/2000 30/04/2003 902  

Labour Law Peter R  09/11/2000 27/11/2001 383  

Labour Lewis Huw A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Labour Lloyd Val R  27/11/2001 30/04/2003 519  

Labour Mewies Sandy   12/07/2007 31/03/2011   

Labour Mewies Sandy A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 3137  

Labour Morgan Julie A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Labour Neagle Lynne A  09/11/2000 27/11/2001 383  
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Party 
 

Name 
 

 A/R 
 

 Start Date Finish Date Length of 
service 

Service per political 
Party 

Labour Pugh Alun A  23/06/1999 29/03/2000 280  

Labour Rathbone Jenny A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Labour Sargeant Carl R  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 1388  

Labour Sinclair Karen R  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Labour Thomas Catherine R  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 1388 1275.2 

Lib Dem Bates Mick R  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 1388  

Lib Dem Black Peter   23/06/1999 08/11/2000   

Lib Dem Black Peter A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1862  

Lib Dem Burnham Eleanor   31/01/2002 30/04/2003   

Lib Dem Burnham Eleanor R  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1812  

Lib Dem German Mike A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Lib Dem Randerson Jenny A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Lib Dem Roberts Aled A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Lib Dem Williams Kirsty A  09/11/2000 31/01/2002 448 1429.29 

Plaid Cymru Davies Geraint R  23/06/1999 08/11/2000 504  

Plaid Cymru Davies Janet   23/06/1999 30/04/2003   

Plaid Cymru Davies Janet R  12/06/2003 31/03/2007 2795  

Plaid Cymru Davies Jocelyn   09/11/2000 30/04/2003   
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Party 
 

Name 
 

 A/R 
 

 Start Date Finish Date Length of 
service 

Service per political 
Party 

Plaid Cymru Davies Jocelyn   12/06/2003 31/03/2007   

Plaid Cymru Davies Jocelyn   12/07/2007 31/03/2011   

Plaid Cymru Davies Jocelyn A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 5427  

Plaid Cymru Franks Chris R  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Plaid Cymru Jenkins Bethan A  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Plaid Cymru Jones Alun ffred A  22/06/2011 05/05/2016 1779  

Plaid Cymru Ryder Janet R  12/07/2007 31/03/2011 1358  

Plaid Cymru Wigley Dafydd A  23/06/1999 30/04/2003 1407 1998.25 

      Average 1424.8  

 No of individual members 48   Min 201  

      Max 5427  
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Appendix 9 Statistics for Accountability Cube 

Appendix 9.1 Accountability Cube Summary Statistics 

 NI Scotland Wales Average 

Q1  4.8  5  4.6 4.8 
Q2-Q5 Weighted 1.34  1.92  1.47   

Q6-Q8 Weighted 0.74  0.61  1.09   

Q9-Q11 Weighted 0.73  0.56  0.67   

Q12-Q14 Weighted 1.14  1.2  0.41   

Q15-Q17 Weighted 0.07  0.11  0.15   

Q18 Weighted 0.39 4.41 0.19 4.59 0.27 4.06  

Total Information 
 

4.61 
 

 4.79  4.33 4.58 

No. of meetings 4.90  2.82  5.00  4.24 
No. of evidence 
Sessions 

3.16  3.09  5.00  3.75 

% Reports to 
Evidence Sessions 

3.00  1.70  3.09  2.60 

Attendance 3.84  4.57  4.44  4.28 
Length of Meetings 2.52  1.75  1.35  1.87 
Q20 5.00  4.70  4.90  4.87 
Q21 4.40  4.20  3.40  4.00 
Q22 4.30  3.70  3.80  3.93 
Q23 4.80  4.60  4.80  4.73 
Q24 4.90  4.90  4.63  4.81 
Q25 4.70  4.30  4.50  4.50 
Q26 4.60  4.30  3.20  4.03 

Total Discussion 4.18 4.18 3.72 3.72 4.01 4.01 3.96 
% Recommendations 
accepted 

3.91  4.53  4.41  4.28 

Q27 2.60  2.90  3.00  2.83 
Q28 3.40  3.00  3.40  3.27 
Q29 4.10  3.40  3.40  3.63 
Q30 3.90  4.90  4.60  4.47 
Q31 4.30  3.90  4.70  4.30 
Q32 4.30  4.10  4.60  4.33 
Q33 4.20  4.00  3.80  4.00 
Q34 4.10  4.40  4.70  4.40 

Total 
Consequences 

3.87 3.87 3.90 3.90 4.07 4.07 3.95 

Total Score  12.65  12.42  12.40 12.49 

 
  

    



407  

 

 

Appendix 9.2 Accountability Cube: Information 
Statistics 

Information N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

Q1 Northern Ireland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 
 Scotland 10 5.0000 0.00000 0.00000 

 Wales 10 4.6000 0.51640 0.16330 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.7000 0.48305 0.15275 

Q2R Scotland 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 

 Wales 10 4.5000 0.69921 0.22111 

 Northern Ireland 10 5.0000 0.00000 0.00000 

Q3R Scotland 10 5.0000 0.00000 0.00000 

Wales 10 4.4000 0.51640 0.16330 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 

Q4R Scotland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 

Wales 10 4.3000 0.67495 0.21344 

Q5 Northern Ireland 10 3.3000 1.252 0.39600 
 

Scotland 10 3.80 1.033 0.327 
 

Wales 10 3.60 1.265 0.400 

Q6R Northern Ireland 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 
 

Scotland 10 3.5000 1.50923 0.47726 
 

Wales 10 4.1000 0.73786 0.23333 

Q7R Northern Ireland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 
 

Scotland 10 3.9000 1.37032 0.43333 
 

Wales 10 4.4000 0.69921 0.22111 

Q8R Northern Ireland 10 4.6000 0.51640 0.16330 
 

Scotland 10 3.9000 1.37032 0.43333 
 

Wales 10 4.6000 0.69921 0.22111 

Q9R Northern Ireland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 
 

Scotland 10 3.9000 1.19722 0.37859 
 

Wales 10 4.1000 1.28668 0.40689 

Q10R Northern Ireland 10 4.6000 0.84327 0.26667 
 

Scotland 10 4.5000 0.70711 0.22361 
 

Wales 10 4.2000 0.78881 0.24944 

Q11R Northern Ireland 10 4.0000 1.15470 0.36515 
 

Scotland 10 4.1000 0.73786 0.23333 
 

Wales 10 4.3000 0.94868 0.30000 

Q12R Northern Ireland 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 
 

Scotland 10 4.4000 0.69921 0.22111 
 

Wales 10 3.8000 1.22927 0.38873 

Q13R Northern Ireland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 
 

Scotland 10 4.5000 0.70711 0.22361 
 

Wales 10 4.3000 0.48305 0.15275 
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Information N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

Q14R Northern Ireland 10 1.9000 1.37032 0.43333 
 

Scotland 10 4.5000 0.52705 0.16667 
 

Wales 10 4.3000 0.94868 0.30000 

Q15R Northern Ireland 10 2.6000 1.57762 0.49889 
 

Scotland 10 2.2000 1.22927 0.38873 
 

Wales 10 2.4000 1.50555 0.47610 

Q16R Northern Ireland 10 2.7000 1.63639 0.51747 
 

Scotland 10 2.8000 1.22927 0.38873 
 

Wales 10 3.3000 1.05935 0.33500 

Q17R Northern Ireland 10 4.1000 0.73786 0.23333 
 

Scotland 10 2.9000 1.37032 0.43333 
 

Wales 10 3.4000 1.17379 0.37118 

Q18R Northern Ireland 10 5.0000 0.00000 0.00000 
 

Scotland 10 3.1000 1.52388 0.48189 
 

Wales 10 3.7000 0.67495 0.21344 
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Information 
Sources 

    

Jurisdiction N Mean Std 
. Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

 

Northern 

Ireland 

10 4.4500 0.40483 0.12802 

Audit 

Report 

Scotland 10 4.6250 0.31732 0.10035 

Wales 10 4.2000 0.38730 0.12247 

      4.4250     

  Northern 

Ireland 

10 4.4680 0.32297 0.10213 

Audit 

Office 

Notes 

Scotland 10 3.7670 1.36225 0.43078 

Wales 10 4.3670 0.55532 0.17561 

      4.2007     

  Northern 

Ireland 

10 4.6660 0.31585 0.09988 

Face to 

Face 

Scotland 10 4.1650 0.70790 0.22386 

Wales 10 4.2000 0.91975 0.29085 

      4.3437     

  Northern 

Ireland 

10 4.5280 0.26301 0.08317 

Total 

audit 

Office 

Scotland 10 4.1860 0.55772 0.17637 

Wales 10 4.2570 0.54987 0.17388 

      4.3237     

  Northern 

Ireland 

10 4.5690 0.41696 0.13185 

Clerk Scotland 10 4.4670 0.59309 0.18755 

Wales 10 4.1330 0.54849 0.17345 

      4.3897     

  Northern 

Ireland 

10 2.4000 1.31299 0.41521 

Political Party Scotland 10 2.6330 1.21187 0.38323 

Wales 10 2.8990 0.98208 0.31056 

      2.6440     

  Northern 

Ireland 

10 4.5990 0.23226 0.07345 

Average Total 

Information 

Scotland 10 4.8030 0.11823 0.03739 

Wales 10 4.3330 0.31170 0.09857 

Unweighted      4.5783     
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Appendix 9.3 Accountability Cube: Discussion 
Statistics 

 

 
N 

 
Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Std. 

Error 
Mean 

No of meetings Northern Ireland 10 4.9000 0.00000 0.00000 
Scotland 10 2.8200 0.00000 0.00000 

Wales 10 5.0000 0.00000 0.00000 

No of evidence Northern Ireland 10 3.1600 .00000a 0.00000 

Scotland 10 3.0900 .00000a 0.00000 

Wales 10 5.0000 .00000a 0.00000 

Reports to 
evidence 

Northern Ireland 10 3.0000 .00000a 0.00000 

Scotland 10 1.7000 0.00000 0.00000 

Wales 10 3.0900 0.00000 0.00000 

Attendance Northern Ireland 10 3.8400 0.00000 0.00000 
Scotland 10 4.5600 0.00000 0.00000 

Wales 10 4.4400 0.00000 0.00000 

Length of 
meetings 

Northern Ireland 10 2.5200 0.00000 0.00000 
Scotland 10 1.7500 0.00000 0.00000 

Wales 
 

10 
 

1.3500 
 

0.00000 
 

0.00000 

Q21 Northern Ireland 10 4.4000 1.07500 0.34000 

Scotland 10 4.2000 1.03300 0.32700 

Wales 10 3.4000 1.07500 0.34000 

 

Q20R 

Northern Ireland 10 5.00 0.00000 0.0000 

Scotland 10 4.7000 0.94868 0.30000 

Wales 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 

Q22R Northern Ireland 10 4.3000 0.94868 0.30000 
Scotland 10 3.7000 1.56702 0.49554 

Wales 10 3.8000 0.78881 0.24944 

Q23R Northern Ireland 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 
Scotland 10 4.6000 0.69921 0.22111 

Wales 10 4.8000 0.42164 0.13333 

Q24R Northern Ireland 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 
Scotland 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 

Wales 10 4.6000 1.26491 0.40000 

Q25R Northern Ireland 10 4.7000 0.48305 0.15275 
Scotland 10 4.3000 0.94868 0.30000 

Wales 10 4.5000 0.70711 0.22361 

Q26R Northern Ireland 10 4.6000 0.96609 0.30551 
Scotland 10 4.3000 0.67495 0.21344 

Wales 10 3.2000 1.54919 0.48990 
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Appendix 9.4 Accountability Cube: Consequences 
Statistics 

 

N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

 Northern Ireland 10 2.6000 1.71270 0.54160 

Q27R Scotland 10 2.9000 1.19722 0.37859 

Wales 10 3.0000 1.05409 0.33333 

 Northern Ireland 10 3.4000 1.26491 0.40000 

Q28R Scotland 10 3.0000 1.24722 0.39441 

Wales 10 3.4000 1.26491 0.40000 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.1000 0.99443 0.31447 

Q29R Scotland 10 3.4000 0.51640 0.16330 

Wales 10 3.4000 0.69921 0.22111 

 Northern Ireland 10 3.9000 1.37032 0.43333 

Q30R Scotland 10 4.9000 0.31623 0.10000 

Wales 10 4.6000 0.51640 0.16330 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.3000 0.67495 0.21344 

Q31R Scotland 10 3.9000 0.73786 0.23333 

Wales 10 4.7000 0.48305 0.15275 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.3000 0.67495 0.21344 

Q32R Scotland 10 4.1000 0.73786 0.23333 

Wales 10 4.6000 0.51640 0.16330 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.2000 0.63246 0.20000 

Q33R Scotland 10 4.0000 0.81650 0.25820 

Wales 10 3.8000 0.63246 0.20000 

 Northern Ireland 10 4.1000 0.87560 0.27689 

Q34R Scotland 10 4.4000 0.84327 0.26667 
Wales 10 4.7000 0.48305 0.15275 

Recommendations 
Accepted  

Northern Ireland 10 3.9100 0.00000 0.00000 
Scotland 10 4.5300 0.00000 0.00000 

Wales 10 4.4100 0.00000 0.00000 
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Appendix 10 Evidence Sessions and Reports 

Appendix 10.1 Northern Ireland 

Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

2007 
      

Internal Fraud in Ordnance Survey 
of NI 

 
15-Mar-07 

 
18-Oct-07 

 
217 

 
13-Dec-07 

 
56 

 
273 

The Upgrade of the Belfast to 
Bangor Railway Line 

 
22-Mar-07 

 
31-May-07 

 
70 

 
21-Jun-07 

 
21 

 
91 

Outpatients-Missed Appointments 
and Cancelled Clinics 

 
19-Apr-07 

 
28-Jun-07 

 
70 

 
06-Sep-07 

 
70 

 
140 

Good Governance-Effective 
Relationships between Depts. and 
their Arm’s Length Bodies 

 
04-May-07 

 
06-Mar-08 

 
307 

 
24-Apr-08 

 
49 

 
356 

Job Evaluation in the Education and 
Library Boards 29-Jun-07  

29-Nov-07 
 

153 
 

24-Jan-08 
 

56 
 

209 
General Report on the health and 
Social Care Sector 2003-04 and 
2004-05 

06-Jul-07 

 
     

NI Road Safety Strategy 04-Sep-07 13-Sep-07 9 11-Oct-07 28 37 
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Transfer of Surplus Land in the PFI 
Education Pathfinder Projects 

11-Sep-07 04-Oct-07 23 22-Nov-07 49 72 

Older People and Domiciliary Care 31-Oct-07 31-Jan-08 92 28-Feb-08 28 120 
2008       
Social Security Benefit Fraud and 
Error 

23-Jan-08 21-Feb-08 29 10-Apr-08 49 78 

Electronic Service Delivery within NI 
Government Departments 

05-Mar-08      

NITB Contract to Manage the 
Trading Activities of Rural Cottage 
Holidays Ltd 

28-Mar-08 01-May-08 34 17-Jun-08 47 81 

Hospitality Association of NI-A Case 
Study in financial Management and 
the Public Appointment Process 

15-Apr-08 17-Apr-08 2 12-Jun-08 56 58 

Transforming Emergency Care in NI 23-Apr-08      
Managing Sickness Absence in the NI 
Civil Service 

22-May-08 29-May-08 7 26-Jun-08 28 35 

Transforming land registers-The Land 
Web Project 

18-Jun-08 18-Mar-10 638 13-May-10 56 694 

Warm Homes-Tackling Fuel Poverty 23-Jun-08 23-Oct-08 122 27-Nov-08 35 157 
Legal Practitioner Fraud Perpetrated 
against the HPSS 

04-Jul-08 04-Dec-08 153 05-Feb-09 63 216 
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Shared Services for Efficiency 24-Jul-08 13-Nov-08 112 11-Dec-08 28 140 
Delivering Pathology Services-The 
PFI Laboratory and Pharmacy Centre 
at Altnagelvin 

03-Sep-08 02-Oct-08 29 06-Nov-08 35 64 

Irish Horse Genetic Testing Unit Ltd- 
Transfer and Disposal of Assets 

10-Sep-08 08-Oct-09 393 19-Nov-09 42 435 

The Performance of the Health 
Service in NI 

01-Oct-08 12-Nov-09 407 21-Jan-10 70 477 

Road Openings by Utilities-Follow- up 
to recommendations of the Public 
Accounts Committee 

15-Oct-08 22-Jan-09 99 26-Feb-09 35 134 

Internal Fraud in Sports Institute for 
NI-Development of Ballycastle and 
Rathlin Harbours 

19-Nov-08      

Contracting for Legal Services in the 
Health and social care sector 

04-Dec-08 04-Dec-08 0 05-Feb-09 63 63 

2009       
Obesity and type 2 Diabetes in 
Northern Ireland 

14-Jan-09      

Public Service Agreements- 
Measuring Performance 

11-Feb-09 08-Oct-09 239 05-Nov-09 28 267 

Review of Assistance to Valence 
Technology: A Case Study on 

25-Feb-09 11-Jun-09 106 10-Sep-09 91 197 
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Inward Investment 

The Control of Bovine Tuberculosis in 
Northern Ireland 

18-Mar-09 26-Mar-09 8 11-Jun-09 77 85 

Review of Financial Management in 
the Further Education Sector in 
Northern Ireland from 1998 to 2007 

25-Mar-09 07-May-09 43 02-Jul-09 56 99 

The Investigation of Suspected 
Contract Fraud 

29-Apr-09 28-May-09 29 02-Jul-09 35 64 

The Management of Social Housing 
Rent Collection and Arrears 

06-May-09 17-Sep-09 134 15-Oct-10 393 527 

Review of New Deal 25 13-May-09 22-Oct-09 162 19-Nov-09 28 190 
General Report on the Health and 
Social Care Sector in Northern 
Ireland 2008 

10-Jun-09      

The Administration and 
Management of the Disability Living 
Allowance Reconsideration and 
Appeals Process 

17-Jun-09 14-Oct-10 484 25-Nov-10 42 526 

The Pre-school Education Expansion 
Programme 

19-Jun-09 14-Jan-10 209 25-Mar-10 70 279 

Bringing the SS Nomadic to Belfast 24-Jun-09 17-Sep-09 85 15-Oct-09 28 113 
A Review of the Gateway Process & 
The Management of Personal Injury 
Claims 

08-Jul-09 04-Feb-10 211 11-Mar-10 35 246 
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Resettlement of Long-Stay Patients 
from Learning Disability Hospitals 

07-Oct-09 25-Feb-10 141 15-Apr-10 49 190 

Improving the Strategic Roads 
Network-The M1/Westlink and M2 
Improvement Schemes 

 
 

04-Nov-09 

     

The Performance of the Planning 
Service 

25-Nov-09 03-Dec-09 8 21-Jan-10 49 57 

Improving Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy 

09-Dec-09 10-Feb-11 428 10-Mar-11 28 456 

2010       
Castlereagh Borough Council 14-01-10      
Campsie Office Accommodation and 
Synergy e-business Incubator (SeBI) 

24-Mar-10 20-May-10 57 09-Sep-10 112 169 

Organised Crime: developments 
since Northern Ireland Affairs 
Committee Report 2006 

01-Apr-10      

Combating Organised Crime 01-Apr-10 22-Apr-10 21 03-Jun-10 42 63 
Improving public sector efficiency- 
Good practice checklist for public 
bodies 

19-May-10      

The Management of Substitution 
Cover for Teachers: Follow Up Report 

26-May-10 16-Sep-10 113 04-Nov-10 49 162 

Measuring the Performance of NI 
Water 

16-Jun-10 24-Jun-10 8 27-Jan-11 217 225 

Schools' views of their Education and 28-Jun-10      
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Library Board 2009 
General Report on the Health and 
Social Care Sector in Northern 
Ireland 2009 

30-Jun-10      

School Design and Delivery 25-Aug-10      
Report on the Quality of School 
Design for NIAO 

06-Sep-10      

Review of the Health and Safety 
Executive for NI 

08-Sep-10      

Creating Effective Partnerships 
between Government and the 
Voluntary and Community Sector 

15-Sep-10 12-Oct-11 392 18-Jan-12 98 490 

CORE-A Case Study in the 
Management and Control of a Local 
Economic Development Initiative 

27-Oct-10      

Arrangements for Ensuring the 
Quality of Case in Homes for Older 
People 

08-Dec-10 16-Dec-10 8 03-Feb-11 49 57 

Examination of Procurement 
Breaches in NI Water 

14-Dec-10   27-Jan-11  44 

2011       
Compensation Recovery Unit- 
Maximising the Recovery of Social 
Security Benefits and Health Service 

26-Jan-11      

National Fraud Initiative 2008-09 16-Feb-11      
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Uptake of Benefits by Pensioners 23-Feb-11 07-Mar-12 378 18-Apr-12 42 420 
Safeguarding Northern Ireland's 
Listed Buildings 

02-Mar-11 23-May-12 448 04-Jul-12 42 490 

Reducing Water Pollution from 
Agricultural Sources 

09-Mar-11 15-Jun-11 98 09-Nov-11 147 245 

Promoting Good Nutrition through 
Healthy School meals 

16-Mar-11      

Continuous Improvement 
Arrangements in the NI Policing 
Board 

25-May-11      

Survey of Property Asset 
Management in Central Government 

01-Jun-11      

The Use of External Consultants by 
NI Departments Follow up Report 

15-Jun-11 08-Feb-12 238 18-Apr-12 70 308 

Managing Criminal Legal Aid 29-Jun-11 21-Sep-11 84 26-Oct-11 35 119 
The use of Locum Doctors by 
Northern Ireland Hospitals 

01-Jul-11 07-Dec-11 159 15-Feb-12 70 229 

The Transfer of Former Military and 
Security Sites to Northern Ireland 
Executive 

22-Nov-11 25-Apr-12 155 04-Jul-12 70 225 

DETI: The Bioscience and 
Technology Institute 

29-Nov-11 18-Jan-12 50 02-May-12 105 155 

General Report on the Health and 
Social Care Sector 

06-Dec-11      

Northern Ireland Tourism Board- 
Review of the Signature Projects 

13-Dec-11      
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

NIFRS: An Organisational 
Assessment and Review of 
Department Oversight 

20-Dec-11      

Average 2007-2011 74 50 152 49 64 213 
2012       
Continuous Improvement 
Arrangements in the NI Policing 
Board 

20-Mar-12  0    

Invest NI: A Performance Review 27-Mar-12 13-Feb-13 13 24-Apr-13 70 83 
NI Legal Services Commission's 
Accounts 2010-11 

09-May-12      

The National Fraud Initiative (NFI) 
Northern Ireland 

26-Jun-12      

NI Housing Executive Accounts 2011-
12 

06-Jul-12      

NIHE: Management of Response 
Maintenance Contracts 

04-Sep-12 12-Sep-12 8 20-Feb-13 161 169 

Collaborative Procurement and 
Aggregated Demand 

25-Sep-12 05-Jun-13 253 11-Dec-13 189 442 

PSNI: Use of Agency Staff 03-Oct-12 10-Oct-12 7 26-Mar-14 532 539 
The Safety of Services provided by 
Health and Social Care Trusts 

23-Oct-12 14-Nov-12 22 27-Feb-13   

Property Asset Management in 
Central Government 

13-Nov-12      

Review of the Efficiency Delivery 11-Dec-12      
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

Programme 
NI Legal Services Commission's 
Accounts 2011-12 

12-Dec-12      

2013       
ILEX Urban Regeneration Co Ltd 
2011-12 

07-Jan-13      

NI Library Authority 2011-12 14-Jan-13      
Belfast Metropolitan College Financial 
Statements for year ending 31 July 
2012 

30-Jan-13      

DRD: Review of an investigation of a 
Whistle-blower Complaint 

12-Feb-13      

Improving literacy and Numeracy 
Achievement in Schools 

19-Feb-13 13-Mar-13 22 29-May-13 77 99 

General Report on the Health and 
Social Care Sector 2012 

05-Mar-13      

NI Water's response to a suspected 
Fraud 

12-Mar-13 25-Sep-13 197 09-Apr-14 196 393 

DCAL: Management of Major Capital 
Projects 

22-Mar-13 26-Jun-13 96 09-Oct-13 105 201 

DHSSPS: Report on 2011-12 
Accounts of NI Fire and Rescue 
Service (NIFRS) 

08-Apr-13 24-Apr-13 16 25-Sep-13 154 170 

Sickness Absence in the NI Public 
Sector 

23-Apr-13      
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

NI Housing Executive Accounts 2012-
13 

      

Review of continuing improvement 
arrangements in Policing 2013 

03-Sep-13      

The Agri-Food & Biosciences Institute 
(AFBI) 

12-Sep-13 27-Nov-13 76 26-Feb-14 91 167 

Tackling Social Housing Tenancy 
Fraud in NI 

24-Sep-13 14-May-14 232 24-Sep-14 133 365 

Account NI: Review of a Public Sector 
Financial Shared Service 

01-Oct-13 22/01/2014 113 09-Apr-14 77 190 

NI Courts & Tribunals Service Trust 
Statement 2011-12 

10-Oct-13      

DOE Planning: Review of Counter 
Fraud Arrangements 

15-Oct-13      

Department of Regional 
Development: Archaeological Claims 

03-Dec-13      

Sport NI's project management & 
oversight of the St Colman's project 

10-Dec-13      

2014       
The future impact of borrowing & 
private finance commitments 

14-Jan-14      

Improving pupil Attendance: A follow 
up report 

25-Feb-14 12/03/2014 15 14-May-14 63 78 

Belfast Metropolitan College's Titanic 
Quarter PPP Project 

25-Mar-14 11/06/2014 78 06-Nov-14 148 226 

Safer Births: Using information to 29-Apr-14      
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

improve quality 
Continuous Improvement 
Arrangements in Policing 

06-May-14      

Improving Social Housing standards 
through Stock Transfer 

03-Jun-14      

National Fraud Initiative: Northern 
Ireland 

17-Jun-14      

Managing and Protecting Funds held 
in Court 

01-Jul-14 25/02/2015 239 21/04/2015 55 294 

Modernising Benefit Delivery in the 
Social Security Agency's local office 
network 

11-Nov-14      

NI Courts & Tribunals Service Trust 
Statement y/e 31 March 2013 

20-Oct-14 22/10/2014 2 10/12/2014 49 51 

Primary Care Prescribing 27-Nov-14 03/12/2014 6 03/02/2015 62 68 
2015       
Continuous Improvement 
Arrangements in Policing 

17-Feb-15      

DSD Advanced Land Purchases  15/02/2015  16/09/2015   
Cross border broadband initiative: the 
Bytel project 

03-Mar-15 18/03/2015 15 03/06/2015 77 92 

Protecting Strangford Lough 31-Mar-15      
DRD: The effectiveness of public 
transport in NI 

21-Apr-15 29/04/2015 8 10/06/2015 42 50 
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Name of Report Date of SAI 
Report 

Date of PAC 
hearing 

Days Audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
-PAC report 

Total Days 

General Report on the Health and 
Social Care Sector 12-13 and 13-14 

25-May-15 16/09/2015 114 25/11/2015   

Department of Education 
Sustainability of Schools 

30-Jun-15 11/11/2015 134 17/02/2016 98 232 

Northern Ireland Events Company 29-Sep-15 07/10/2015 8 10/02/2016 126 134 
Invest to Save 01-Dec-15 03/02/2016 64 03/03/2016 29 93 
2016       
The Governance of Land and 
Property in the NI Housing Executive 

07-Jan-16 20/01/2016 13 24/02/2016 35 48 

Average   67  117 184 
       
Total 2007-2016 125      
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Appendix 10.2 Scotland 
 

Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

2007/08       

S22       

The Mental Health Tribunal for 
Scotland Association 

      

Western Isles Health Board 29-Oct-07 07-Nov-07 9 08-May-08 183 192 
Scottish Arts Council       

Scottish Water       

S23       

Primary Care out of Hours Service 01-Aug-07      

Overseas staff in the NHS- 
preemployment checks 

 
01-Nov-07 

     

Overview of Scotland's health and 
NHS performance 2006/07 

 
01-Dec-07 

     

Edinburgh transport projects review 01-Jun-07      

Estate management in higher 
education 

01-Sep-07      
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

Managing long term conditions 01-Aug-07      

Dealing with offending by young 
people 

01-Aug-07 21-Nov-07 112    

Sustainable Waste Management 01-Sep-07      

Police call management: an initial 
review 

01-Sep-07 06-Feb-08 158 29-Jan-09 358 516 

A review of free personal and nursing 
care 

01-Feb-08 29-Oct-08 271 18-Dec-08 50 321 

Improving the school estate 01-Mar-08      

2008/09       

Improving energy efficiency       

Drug and Alcohol services in 
Scotland 

      

Financial Review of Scotland's 
collages 

      

A performance overview of sport in 
Scotland 

      

Managing increased prisoner 
numbers 

      

Review of major capital projects 24-Jun-08 08-Oct-08 106 19-Feb-09 134 240 

The First ScotRail passenger rail 
franchise 

28-Nov-08 14-Jan-09 47 11-Sep-09 240 287 

Central government's use of 
consultants 
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

A Review of the new General Medical 
Services contract 

      

A review of palliative care services in 
Scotland 

01-Aug-08   14-Jan-09 166 166 

Day surgery in Scotland       

Review of NHS diagnostic services       

Financial overview of the NHS in 
Scotland 2007/08 

      

Asset management in the NHS in 
Scotland 

      

Scottish fire and rescue authorities       

S22       

The 2006/07 audit of James Watt 
college 

      

The 2006/07 audit of Kilmarnock 
College 

      

The 2007/08 audit of Western Isles 
Health Board 

      

The 2007/08 audit of Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise 

      

The 2007/08 audit of VisitScotland 17-Dec-08 11-Mar-09 84 14-May-09 64 148 

The 2006/07 audit of the Queen's and 
Lord Treasurer's Remembrancer 

      

The 2007/08 audit of the Queen's and 
Lord Treasurer's Remembrancer 
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

National Fraud Initiative in Scotland       

2009/10       

Improving Public sector efficiency       

Protecting and improving Scotland's 
environment 

10-Feb-10      

Progress report on planning for the 
delivery of the XX Commonwealth 
Games 

01-Nov-09 27-Jan-10 87 07-Oct-10 253 340 

Improving civil contingencies       

Improving public sector purchasing       

Overview of mental Health services 14-May-09 07-Oct-09 146 19-May-10 224 370 

Scotland's public finances       

Review of Cairngorm funicular railway 01-Oct-09 02-Dec-09 62 03-Mar-10 91 153 

Review of orthopaedic services 01-Mar-10 09/06/2010 100 16-Nov-10 160 260 

Managing NHS waiting lists 24-Mar-10      

Overview of the NHS in Scotland's 
performance 2008/09 

01-Dec-09 24-Mar-10 113 05-Oct-10 195 308 

Managing the use of medicines in 
hospitals: follow-up review 

      

S22       

The 2008/09 audit of mental health 
tribunal for Scotland 

01-Dec-09 24-Feb-10 85 24-May-10 89 174 



428 

 

 

Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

The 2008/09 audit of Transport 
Scotland 

01-Dec-09 24/02/2010 85 20-May-10 85 170 

The 2008/09 audit of Registrars of 
Scotland 

10-Dec-09 16-Dec-09 6 12-Feb-10 58 64 

The 2008/09 audit of the Royal 
Botanic Garden Edinburgh 

      

The 2007/08 audit of Stow College       

       

2010/11       

Maintaining Scotland's roads: a follow 
up report 

      

The cost of public sector pensions in 
Scotland 

      

Edinburgh Trams: interim report 02-Feb-11 23/02/2011 21   21 

Improving energy efficiency: Follow 
up 

      

Getting it right for children in 
residential care 

02-Sep-10 10/11/2010 69 22-Feb-11 104 173 

Management of the Scottish 
Government's capital investment 
programme 

      

The Scottish Police Services 
Authority 

      

National Concessionary travel 07-Oct-10 22/12/2010 76 01-Mar-11 69 145 

The role of boards 30-Sep-10 24/11/2010 55 25-Jan-11 62 117 
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

The Gathering 23-Jun-10 15/09/2010 84 24-Feb-11 162 246 

Financial overview of the NHS in 
Scotland 2009/10 

      

Emergency departments       

Using locum doctors in hospitals       

S22 The 2009/2010 audit of the 
National Library of Scotland 

      

The 2009/10 audit of the Scottish 
government Consolidated Accounts 

      

National Fraud Initiative in Scotland 
2008/09 

      

Number of reports/ evidence 
sessions 

70 20     

Average 2007-2011 71  89  137 232 

2011/12       

Commonwealth Games Report 2       

Commissioning social care 01-Mar-12 25/04/2012 55    

The role of community planning 
partnerships in economic 
development 

03-Nov-11 18-Jan-12 76    

Modernising the planning system       

An overview of Scotland's criminal 
justice system 

06/09/2011 23/11/2011 78 08-Feb-12 77 155 
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

Scotland's public finances       

Transport for health and social care       

Review of community health 
partnerships 

      

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions       

Cardiology services 23-Feb-12 22-Jun-12 120 24-Sep-12 94 214 

Overview of the NHS in Scotland's 
performance 2010/11 

      

A review of telehealth in Scotland       

The 2010/11 audit of National 
Libraries of Scotland 

      

The 2010/11 audit of Registrars of 
Scotland 

      

The 2010/11 audit of the Crown office 
and Procurator Fiscal 

      

The 2010/11 audit of Disclosure 
Scotland 

      

The 2010/11 audit of the Scottish 
Government consolidated Accounts 

      

       

2012/13       

Health inequalities in Scotland 13-Dec-12 19-Dec-12 6 10-Apr-13 112 118 

Reducing reoffending in Scotland 07-Nov-12 21-Nov-12 14    
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

Scotland's colleges: current finances       

Managing ICT contracts 30-Aug-12 24-Oct-12 55    

Learning the lessons of public body 
mergers 

14-Jun-12 26-Sep-12 104    

Management of patients on NHS 
waiting lists 

21-Feb-13 13-Mar-13 20 09-May-13 57 77 

Prescribing in general practice in 
Scotland 

      

NHS financial performance 2011/12       

Protecting Consumers       

       

2013/14       

Modern Apprenticeships 13-Mar-14 28-May-14 76    

Reshaping care for older people 06-Feb-14 02-Apr-14 55 17-Jun-14 76 131 

Management of patients on NHS 
waiting lists- audit update 

12-Dec-13 29-Jan-14 48 03-Jun-14 125 173 

Scotland's public sector workforce       

Police Reform 14/11/2013 20-Nov-13 6 13-May-14 174 180 

NHS financial performance 2012/13 10/10/2013 29/01/2014 111 03-Jun-14 125 236 

Renewable energy       

Scotland's colleges 01/08/2013 06/11/2013 97 14-Mar-14 128 225 
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

Housing in Scotland       

Developing financial reporting in 
Scotland 

      

Scotland's key transport infrastructure 
projects 

21/06/2013 04/09/2013 75    

Managing early departures from the 
Scottish public sector 

      

Maintaining Scotland's roads       

The 2011/12 audit of Adam Smith 
College 

      

2014/15       

Update on developing financial 
reporting 

      

Commonwealth Games third report       

Superfast broadband for Scotland: A 
progress report 

      

The Scottish Government's purchase 
of Glasgow Prestwick Airport 

24/02/2015 25/03/2015 29    

Community planning: Turning 
ambition into action 

27/11/2014 21/01/2015 55    

NHS in Scotland 2013/14 30/10/2014 14/01/2015 76    

School Education       

Self-directed support       

Scotland's public finances: A follow-       
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

up audit 
Accident and Emergency: 
Performance update 

08/05/2014 01/10/2014 146 15/12/2014 75 221 

Preparations for implementing the 
Scotland Act 2012 

      

The 2013/14 audit of the Scottish 
police Authority 

      

The 2013/14 audit of 
NHS24:Management of an IT 
contract 

      

The 2013/14 audit of NHS Orkney: 
Financial Management 

      

The 2013/14 audit of Highland: 
Financial Management 

24/10/2014 02/02/2015 101 17/06/2015 135 236 

The 2013/14 audit of Scottish 
Government 
Consolidated Accounts: CAP futures 
Programme 

02/10/2014 08/10/2014 6    

The 2012/13 audit of North Glasgow 
College 

07/05/2014   12/10/2015  523 

2015/16       

Scotland's colleges 2015 02/04/2015 10/06/2015  28/09/2015 110 110 

The Scottish Fire and rescue Service 21/05/2015 27/05/2015 6    

Efficiency of prosecuting criminal 
cases through the sheriff courts 

25/09/2015      

Managing ICT contracts in central 18/06/2015 23/09/2015 97    
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

government: an update 
NHS in Scotland 2015 22/10/2015      

Implementing the Scotland Act 2012: 
an update 

10/12/2015      

Health and social care integration 03/12/2015      

Changing models of health and social 
care 

01/03/16      

The 2014/15 audit of the Scottish 
Police Authority 

18/12/2015 10/02/2016 54    

The 2014/15 audit of NHS24: update 
on the management of IT contract 

08/10/2015 20/01/2016 104    

The 2014/15 audit of the Scottish 
Government consolidated Accounts 

02/10/2015 09/12/2015 68    

The 2014/15 audit of NHS Tayside: 
Financial Management 

08/10/2015      

The 2014/15 audit of NHS Highland: 
Update on 2013/14 issues 

08/10/2015      

The 2013/14 audit of Coatbridge 
College: Governance of severance 
arrangements 

26/06/2015 28/10/2015 124 13/01/2016 77 201 

The 2014/15 audit of Glasgow Clyde 
College 

23/03/2016      

The 2014/15 audit of Edinburgh 
College 

23/03/2016      

The 2014/15 audit of Glasgow 
Colleges Regional Board 

23/03/2016      
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Name of Report 

 
Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report- PAC 
hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days hearing 
– PAC report 

Total Days 

       

Number of reports/ evidence 
sessions 

74 29 14 67  200 

Average 2011-2016       

Total session 3 and 4 144 49 33 74  219 
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Appendix 10.3 Wales 

Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

Protecting Public money in the LG 
Projects, Newport 

01/03/2007 12/07/2007 133 07/11/2007 118 251 

Wales Programme for 
Improvement Annual Report 05/06 

01/03/2007      

The Management of energy and 
water in Welsh local government 

01/03/2007      

Good Practice in Special 
Educational Needs Funding 

01/07/2007      

Review of the New General 
Medical Services Contract in 
Wales 

01/08/2007 18/10/2007 78 16/01/2008 90 168 

Police Data Quality 2006/07       

Tackling Delayed Transfers of 
care across the Whole System 

01/11/2007 22/11/2007 21 20/02/2008 90 111 

Report on the 2006/07 
Consolidated Resource Accounts 
of NAfW 

01/06/2007 13/12/2007 195 03/04/2008 112 307 

Minimising Healthcare 
Associated Infections in NHS 
Trusts in Wales 

01/11/2007 07/02/2008 98 07/05/2008 90 188 

National School Survey Results 
2007 

01/01/2008       
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

Wales Programme for 
Improvement Annual Report 2007 

01/03/2008      

The Arts Council of Wales- 
Supporting Major Capital Projects 

01/01/2008 13/03/2008 72 02/07/2008 111 183 

Increasing Physical Activity in 
Wales 

01/06/2007 05/06/2008 370 31/07/2008 56 426 

Delivering the Home Energy 
Conservation Act in Wales 

01/09/2007 15/05/2008 257 10/09/2008 118 375 

Tir Gofal 01/11/2007 17/04/2008 168 17/09/2008 153 321 
The National Fraud Initiative 01/05/2008   09/10/2008  161 
Follow up Review- Ambulance 
Service of Wales 

01/06/2008 17/07/2008 46 21/10/2008 96 142 

The Senedd 01/03/2008 19/06/2008 110 05/11/2008 139 249 
Funding for the Wales Millennium 
Centre 

01/10/2008 09/10/2008 8 10/12/2008 62 70 

Fleet Management Briefing 01/10/2008      
Are the devolved financial 
management arrangements in 
NHS Wales effective? 

01/09/2008   04/02/2009  156 

Home Oxygen Therapy Services 01/07/2008 13/11/2008 135 18/02/2009 97 232 
The management of chronic 
conditions by NHS Wales 

 
01/12/2008 

 
11/12/2008 

 
10 

 
18/03/2009 

 
97 

 
107 

Operations in the forestry 
Commission Wales 

01/11/2008 27/11/2008 26 25/03/2009 118 144 

Collaboration between HEI 01/01/2009 21/01/2009 20 30/05/2009 129 149 
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

Managing Sickness Absence by 
NHS Trusts- follow-up report 

29/01/2009 04/02/2009 6 23/06/2009 139 145 

Protecting NHS Staff from violence 
and aggression 

01/02/2009 25/03/2009 52 01/07/2009 98 150 

Ambulance Service in Wales 11/03/2009 18/06/2009 99 27/07/2009 39 138 
The Red Dragon Project 27/03/2009 01/10/2009 188 21/11/2009 51 239 
Interim Report on Maternity 
Services 

19/06/2009 18/11/2009 152 12/02/2010 86 238 

Communities First 06/07/2009 15/10/2009 101 23/02/2010 131 232 
Coastal Erosion and Tidal Flooding 
Risks in Wales 

29/10/2009 10/02/2010  
104 

11/05/2010 90 194 

Capital Investment in Schools 14/07/2010   03/12/2010  142 
Forestry Commission Wales: public 
Funding of Ffynone and Cilgwyn 
Woodlands 

01/08/2010 25/11/2010 116 08/02/2011  
75 

 
191 

       
Total 2007-2011 34  107  99 200 
       
Major Transport Projects 27/01/2011 23/03/2011 55    
Hospital Catering and patient 
Nutrition 

24/03/2011 04/10/2011 194 01/02/2012 120 314 

Business Improvement 
Approaches in the Public Sector in 
Wales 

02/05/2011      

Adult Mental Health Services- 07/07/2011      
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

Follow up report 
The delivery of ICT services and 
ICT projects under Merlin contract 

17/08/2011      

A Picture of Public Services 16/03/2010 22/11/2011 616 01/04/2012 131 747 
Progress in delivering the Welsh 
Housing Quality Standard 

13/01/2012 06/03/2012 53 01/09/2012 179 232 

Public Participation in Waste 
Recycling 

16/02/2012      

Health Finances 12/07/2012 27/11/2012 138 01/02/2013 66 204 
The Welsh Government's 
relationship with the All Wales 
Ethnic Minority Association 

18/10/2012      

Maternity Services (original 
19/06/2009) briefing June 2012 

12/06/2012 12/11/2012 153 01/02/2013 81 234 

River Lodge Hotel Llangollen 14/06/2012 10/07/2012 26 01/06/2013 326 352 
The educational attainment of 
looked after children and young 
adults 

22/08/2012      

Grants Management in Wales- 
interim report 

29/11/2011 29/11/2011  01/08/2012 246 246 

Grants Management in Wales 29/11/2011 31/01/2012 63 01/06/2013 487 550 
Civil Emergencies in Wales 06/12/2012 18/02/2013 74 01/07/2013 133 207 
Operations of the Forestry 
Commission Wales; Follow up 
Report 

17/01/2012      

Consultant Contract in Wales: 
Progress with securing the 

28/02/2013 19/03/2013 19 01/09/2013 166 185 
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

intended benefits 
Procurement and Management of 
Consultancy Services 

21/02/2013 18/04/2013 56 01/09/2013 136 192 

Caldicot and Went lodge Levels 
Internal Drainage Board 

08/10/2012 18/06/2013 253 01/10/2013 105 358 

Implementation of the National 
Framework for Continuing NHS 
Healthcare 

13/06/2013 08/10/2013 117 01/12/2013 54 171 

Follow up on above       
Governance arrangements in Betsi 
Cadwaladr Health Board 

27/06/2013 09/07/2013 12 01/12/2013 145 157 

Health Finances 2012-13 and 
beyond 

16/07/2013 05/11/2013 112 01/03/2014 116 228 

Unscheduled Care 12/09/2013 12/11/2013 61 01/04/2014 140 201 
Covering Teachers' Absence 17/09/2013 23/01/2014 128 01/05/2014 98 226 
Higher Education Finances 21/11/2013      
Children and Adolescent Mental 
Health Services: Follow up of 
safety issues 

11/12/2013      

Public Funding of Penmom Fish 
Farm 

18/12/2013      

The Welsh Government's Location 
Strategy 

25/03/2014      

The management of Chronic 
Conditions in Wales-An Update 

27/03/2014      

Public Funding of Cywain Centre, 
Bala 

17/04/2014      
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

European Structural Funds 2007-
013 

24/04/2014      

Good Scrutiny? Good Question!- 
Auditor General for Wales 
improvement study: Scrutiny in 
local Government 

29/05/2014      

Intra- Wales Cardiff to Anglesey Air 
Service: Interim Report 

Own Inquiry 25/03/2014 0 01/07/2015 463 463 

Senior Management Pay Own Inquiry 06/05/2014 0 01/11/2014 179 179 
Glastir 11/09/2014 02/12/2014 82 01/03/2015 89 171 
Scrutiny of Accounts 15/09/2014 22/09/2014 7 01/03/2015 160 167 
An overview of Governance 
Arrangements- Betsi Cadwaladr 
University Health Board 

04/07/2014 08/07/2014 4 01/02/2016 573 577 

Young People not in education, 
employment or training 

10/07/2014      

Health Finances 2013-2014 14/10/2014 11/11/2014 28 01/05/2015 171 199 
Delivering with less- the impact on 
environmental health and citizens 

28/10/2014      

Financial Management and 
Governance in Local Councils 
2012-13 

02/10/2014      

Managing the impact of welfare 
reform changes on social housing 
tenants in Wales 

08/01/2015 12/05/2015 124   124 

NHS Waiting Times for elective 
care in Wales 

27/01/2015 28/04/2015 91   91 

Continuing NHS healthcare- follow- 29/01/2015 03/02/2015 5 01/03/2015 26 31 
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

up report 
Managing early departures across 
Welsh public bodies 

10/02/2015 21/04/2015 70   70 

VFM of Motorway and Trunk Road 
Investment 

27/01/2011 03/03/2015 1496 01/06/2015 90 1586 

Responding to Welfare Reform in 
Wales 

01/01/2015 12/05/2015 131 01/07/2015 50 181 

Intra- Wales Cardiff to Anglesey Air 
Service: Final Report 

Own Inquiry  
20/01/2015 

  
01/07/2015 

 
162 

 
162 

Meeting the challenges facing 
Local Government in Wales 

27/01/2014 25/11/2014 302 01/10/2015 310 612 

The financial resilience of councils 
in Wales 

02/04/2015      

Welsh Government Investment in 
Next Generation Broadband 
Infrastructure 

 
28/05/2015 

 
30/06/2015 

 
33 

 
01/11/2015 

 
124 

 
157 

Achieving improvement in support 
to schools through regional 
education consortia- an 
early view 

03/06/2015      

A review of orthopaedic services 25/06/2015      
Scrutiny of Accounts 2014-15 10/07/2015 22/09/2015 74 01/12/2015 70 144 
Regeneration Investment Fund for 
Wales 

15/07/2015 12/10/2015 89 01/01/2016 81 170 

Supporting the independence of 
older people: Are councils doing 

15/10/2015      
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Name of Report Date of 
SAI Report 

Date of (first) 
PAC hearing 

Days audit 
report-PAC 

Hearing 

Date of PAC 
report 

Days Hearing  
– PAC Report 

   

Total Days 

enough? 
A Picture of Public Services 2015 17/12/2015      
Cardiff Airport 27/01/2016 02/02/2016 6 01/03/2016 28 34 
Wales Life Sciences Investment 
Fund 

25/02/2016 08/03/2016 12 08/03/2016  12 

Welsh Ambulance Service Trust - 
Annual Audit Report 2015 

12/02/2016      

A Review of the impact of private 
practice on NHS provision 

11/02/2016      

The development of Natural 
Resources Wales 

04/02/2016      

       
Total 2011-2016 60  134  166 276 
       
Total Average   121 60 128 256 
2007-2016       
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Appendix 11 Reports and Recommendations 
 

Reports and Recommendations 
 2006 07 2007 08 2008 09 2009 10 2010 11 2011 12 2012 13 2013 14 2014 15 2015 16 Total 

Northern Ireland            

# recommendations 58 260 211 171 20 92 79 45 63 47 1046 
# accepted 39 222 164 90 15 80 70 41 53 43 817 
% accepted 67.24 85.38 77.73 52.63 75.00 86.96 88.61 91.11 84.13 91.49 78.11 
Scotland            

# recommendations  37 37 122 30 28 15 43 14 3 329 
# accepted  22 35 111 27 28 15 43 14 3 298 
% accepted  59.46 94.59 90.98 90 100 100 100 100 100 90.58 

Wales            

# recommendations  110 69 30 25 44 114 108 92 83 675 
# accepted  105 65 29 25 40 97 93 72 69 595 
% accepted  95.45 94.20 96.67 100.00 90.91 85.09 86.11 78.26 83.13 88.15 
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Appendix 12 PAC Evidence Session Attendance 

PAC Attendance Evidence Sessions 2007-2016 

2006 07 2007 08 2008 09 2009 10 2010 11 2011 12 2012 13 2013 14 2014 15 2015 16 Total 

             

NI 
 
90.91% 83.22% 75.00% 69.70% 74.55% 70.91% 73.74% 84.09% 74.03% 72.73% 76.89% 

Scotland 
  

79.80% 75.42% 97.22% 96.59% 95.56% 97.22% 93.52% 92.59% 92.31% 91.14% 

Wales 
  

77.27% 83.64% 70.00% 89.00% 98.21% 91.88% 95.45% 100.00% 93.06% 88.72% 
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Appendix 13 PAC Evidence Session Timings 

Length of Evidence Sessions 
NI 2006 07 2007 08 2008 09 2009 10 2010 11 2011 12 2012 13 2013 14 2014 15 2015 16 Total 

        
    

Max Length 02:20:00 03:04:00 03:20:00 03:16:00 02:34:00 03:50:00 05:01:00 03:06:00 04:06:00 04:05:00 05:01:00 
Minimum Length 02:03:00 01:13:00 01:40:00 01:59:00 01:12:00 02:17:00 02:04:00 01:22:00 02:00:00 01:15:00 01:12:00 
Average 02:13:40 02:05:00 02:21:15 02:33:32 01:56:36 02:54:24 03:16:00 02:43:00 02:44:17 02:32:20 02:32:00 

            

Scotland            

Max time  03:31:00 03:00:00 02:29:00 03:10:00 02:59:00 04:01:00 02:25:00 02:45:00 03:35:00 04:01:00 

Min time  00:58:00 00:56:00 01:00:00 01:17:00 01:23:00 00:48:00 00:57:00 00:58:00 00:31:00 00:31:00 

Average time  01:58:40 01:55:20 01:54:00 01:50:37 02:19:12 01:32:37 01:46:55 01:29:45 01:45:05 01:50:15 

            

Wales            

Max time  02:26:00 02:44:00 01:37:00 01:33:00 01:56:00 03:50:00 02:45:00 01:57:00 02:39:00 03:50:00 

Min time  00:43:00 01:10:00 00:55:00 00:20:00 00:30:00 00:42:00 00:47:00 00:41:00 00:45:00 00:20:00 

Average time  01:41:05 01:37:05 01:17:40 01:07:00 01:11:56 01:43:39 01:24:14 01:17:21 01:28:35 01:25:24 
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