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High lights
- The realization of social auditing in the public sector requires clear legal frameworks.
- Advanced information and technological infrastructures provide the necessary foundation for the realization of social auditing in the
public sector.
- The realization of social auditing in the public sector requires an accountable organizational culture.
- Political will for transparency in performance facilitates the realization of social auditing in the public sector.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary landscape of public
governance, the concepts of accountability,
transparency, and public participation have
gained unprecedented importance.
Governments and public organizations are no
longer assessed solely on their financial
management capabilities but increasingly on
their ability to deliver social value, foster trust,
and ensure sustainable  development.
Traditional financial auditing, while essential,
does not fully address the broader societal
expectations regarding equity, environmental
stewardship, and citizen engagement (Bovens,
2007; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2008).
Social auditing—a participatory process
through which organizational
performance is evaluated against social,
ethical, and environmental objectives—
has emerged as a vital instrument for
enhancing governance legitimacy
(Ackerman, 2005). However, the
institutionalization of social auditing
within public sector organizations faces
significant challenges, particularly in
developing administrative cultures, where
legal frameworks, technological
infrastructure, and organizational
readiness may be underdeveloped.
Existing frameworks, such as the World
Bank’s Social Accountability Framework
and the International Framework: Good
Governance in the Public Sector (CIPFA
& IFAC, 2014), provide general guidance
but often lack operationally detailed
models adapted to the realities of public
institutions. This study aims to bridge that
gap by developing a conceptual model for
institutionalizing social auditing in public
sector organizations, capturing causal,
contextual, and intervening factors, as well
as strategies and outcomes, through a
grounded theory approach.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design: This study employed a
qualitative research design using the Strauss
and Corbin (1998) systematic grounded theory
method. This approach was chosen for its

ability to develop theory inductively from rich
qualitative data, making it particularly suitable
for exploring complex, multi-layered
governance phenomena like social auditing.

Participants: The participants comprised

15 experts selected via purposeful sampling,
ensuring representation from three critical
stakeholder groups:

1. Academic Experts (h = 6) —
Professors and researchers in public
sector accounting and auditing.

2. Public Sector Managers and
Auditors (n = 6) — Senior officials
from supreme audit institutions,
ministries, and municipal oversight

bodies.
3. Policy-makers and Standard-setters
(n = 3) — Representatives from

national standard-setting boards and
legislative audit committees.

Participation continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, meaning no new
categories emerged from the interviews.

Data Collection: Data were collected
through semi-structured in-depth interviews,
each lasting between 60 and 90 minutes. An
interview protocol guided the discussions,
covering themes such as:

e Perceived needs and challenges of

social auditing

e Legal and institutional prerequisites

e Strategies for embedding social
auditing in public sector governance

e Expected social, environmental, and
governance outcomes

Data  Analysis: Interviews  were
transcribed verbatim and analyzed using open,
axial, and selective coding. NVivo software
was employed to facilitate coding, category
development, and cross-case comparison.

e Open Coding: Identification of discrete

concepts and codes.

e Axial Coding: Linking codes into
categories under causal, contextual,
and intervening conditions.

e Selective Coding: Integration of
categories into the core phenomenon of
“Institutionalizing Social Auditing in
Public Sector Organizations.”
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Trustworthiness: The study ensured
methodological rigor through:

e Credibility: Member checking with
participants to validate interpretations.

e Transferability: Thick descriptions of
context to allow adaptation in other
settings.

o Dependability & Confirmability: Audit
trails and reflective memos to
minimize researcher bias.

RESULTS

The analysis yielded a six-dimensional
model of social auditing institutionalization,
supported by causal, contextual, and
intervening conditions, strategic pathways,
and identified outcomes.

Core Dimensions:

1. Transparency and Accountability —
Public access to operational and
financial  information;  structured
mechanisms for complaint handling.

2. Social Participation —  Citizen
Engagement in  decision-making,
feedback mechanisms, and
participatory forums.

3. Equity and Social Justice — Non-
discriminatory service provision and
equitable resource distribution.

4. Social and Environmental
Sustainability — Alignment with
sustainable development goals and
environmental policies.

5. Effectiveness and Efficiency of Public
Services — Resource optimization and
service quality improvement.

6. Integrity and Administrative Honesty
— Anti-corruption measures and
internal/external oversight.

Table 1. Core Dimensions of the Institutionalization
Model

Dimension Key Indicators

Access to information; public
reporting; complaint handling
mechanisms

Public consultations; participatory
budgeting; stakeholder forums

Equity & Social Fair resource distribution; non-
Justice discrimination policies

Transparency &
Accountability

Social Participation

Dimension Key Indicators
Environmental impact policies;
resource efficiency

Effectiveness & Service quality metrics; cost-
Efficiency effectiveness ratios

Anti-corruption systems;

whistleblower protection

Sustainability

Integrity & Honesty

DISCUSSION

The conceptual model developed in this
study contributes both theoretically and
practically to the growing body of literature on
social auditing in the public sector. In contrast
to many prior studies that have predominantly
focused on the financial dimensions of
accountability (e.g., Glynn, 1985; Jacobs,
2014), this research adopts a multi-
dimensional framework incorporating
transparency, participation, equity,
sustainability, efficiency, and integrity. This
broader scope aligns with the evolving
paradigm of public governance, where
legitimacy is increasingly tied to citizen
engagement and social value creation rather
than solely financial stewardship (Bovens,
2007; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2008).

1. Comparison with International Literature

Previous frameworks such as the World

Bank’s Social Accountability Framework and
the  International ~ Framework:  Good
Governance in the Public Sector (CIPFA &
IFAC, 2014) have emphasized transparency
and citizen oversight but often lacked an
integrated operational model adapted for
institutionalization within public
organizations. This study advances the
discourse by:

e Integrating causal, contextual, and
intervening factors that directly affect
feasibility and sustainability of social
auditing practices.

e Linking strategic approaches (policy,
institutional, educational,
technological, participatory) to
measurable social outcomes.

o Explicitly connecting social auditing
practices to SDG targets on
governance, peace, and strong
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institutions (SDG 16) and sustainable
communities (SDG 11).

2. Practical Implications

The model offers a policy-ready blueprint
for governments and oversight bodies to
design, implement, and sustain social auditing
systems. For example:

e Legislators can use the identified legal
prerequisites to draft enabling laws for
public access to information and
citizen oversight rights.

e Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) can
adopt  the  technological and
participatory strategies to enhance
public involvement in audit processes.

e Ministries and municipal governments
can institutionalize citizen feedback
mechanisms and integrate them into
service delivery performance
evaluations.

3. Theoretical Contributions

From a theoretical perspective, this study
contributes to accountability theory by
operationalizing the concept of social
accountability into actionable organizational
dimensions. It extends grounded theory
applications in public sector auditing research
by linking  micro-level organizational
practices (e.g., complaint-handling systems)
with macro-level governance outcomes (e.g.,
social trust, equity, sustainability).

4. Limitations and Opportunities for Further
Research

While the model is comprehensive, several

limitations merit acknowledgment:

e The sample was limited to experts with
direct exposure to public sector
auditing and policymaking in a specific
national context.

e Quantitative validation of the model’s
predictive capacity on governance
performance indicators was beyond the
scope of this qualitative study.

e The absence of direct citizen input in
the initial model-building stage limits
the bottom-up perspective, which
future research could address through

participatory action research (PAR) or
large-scale citizen surveys.

Future studies should test this model across
different  administrative  cultures  and
governance systems, possibly integrating it
with performance auditing frameworks and
public value measurement models.

CONCLUSIONS

This study develops a comprehensive
conceptual model for institutionalizing social
auditing within public sector organizations,
grounded in qualitative inquiry and informed
by global governance principles. The findings
underscore that successful social auditing
requires a multi-dimensional framework
encompassing:

1. Transparency and Accountability —
ensuring unrestricted public access to
operational and financial information,
supported by robust public reporting
mechanisms.

2. Social Participation — embedding
structured citizen engagement in
policy formulation, decision-making,
and oversight processes.

3. Equity and Social Justice -
guaranteeing fair distribution of
services and resources  without
discrimination.

4. Social and Environmental
Sustainability - aligning
organizational policies and practices
with environmental stewardship and
long-term community well-being.

5. Effectiveness and Efficiency of
Public Services — optimizing resource
utilization to  maximize social
outcomes.

6. Integrity and Administrative
Honesty — implementing rigorous anti-
corruption mechanisms and promoting
ethical conduct across all
organizational levels.

The model further integrates causal
conditions  (e.g., legal  frameworks,
institutional independence), contextual
conditions (e.g., organizational culture,
technological infrastructure), intervening
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factors (e.g., structural barriers, managerial
commitment), strategic approaches (e.g.,
policy reforms, participatory governance,
technology adoption), and outcomes (e.g.,
enhanced trust, reduced corruption, improved
service delivery).

Practical Contributions

The model offers policymakers and
oversight institutions a blueprint for
embedding social auditing into the core
governance structure, enabling them to
design legal instruments, establish
dedicated auditing units, and leverage
technology for citizen participation.

Limitations

The qualitative nature of the study, while
rich in depth, limits the generalizability of
findings. Cultural and institutional variations
across jurisdictions may require model
adaptation. Furthermore, the lack of direct
citizen input at the initial stage suggests that
incorporating grassroots perspectives could
strengthen future iterations.

Recommendations for Future Research
Subsequent studies should quantitatively
validate the model’s impact on governance
performance indicators and explore its
application across diverse political and
administrative systems. Comparative research
using cross-country case studies could
enhance the model’s international
applicability and contribute to the refinement
of global social auditing standards.
In conclusion, the proposed model
advances both theory and practice by
bridging the gap between normative
accountability ideals and operational
implementation frameworks, paving the
way for transparent, participatory, and
sustainable public governance.
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