
Synthesis : Ways and criteria for picking 
the right topic at the right time...

Emmanuel Sangra SFAO

WGEPPP Meeting
20-21 June 2024, Bucharest



1. Can ISSAI and IDI standards help us?

2. Best sources for identifying topics and making the most of them 

3. Establishing a strategy to facilitate selection

4. Using criteria to assess the identified topic

5. Learning from the past

6. Picking the winners : specificities by public policies and programs

Outline
Picking the winners…
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• Picking the winners by PPP… for evaluations or performance audits 
measuring impacts outside of the administration… 

• Very different context between our SAIs
- competence to audit policies
- experience
- size
- internal organization 

• From beautiful strategies to concrete topics…

Introduction
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ISSAI 300

36) Auditors should select audit topics through the SAI’s 
strategic planning process by analyzing potential topics
and conducting research to identify risks and problems.
…

ISSAI 3000 (points 89-95)

90) … audit topic selection process must consider the 
potential impact of the audit topic in providing important 
benefits for public finance and administration, the audited 
entity, or the general public with the resources available… 

1. Can ISSAI and IDI standards help us?

4



ISSAI Guide 3920 (points 8-15)
… SAI’s strategy covers several years and guides the auditor in the 
selection of topics, programms or themes for audit. …  The strategic 
planning process will normally result in an operational audit plan for 
the SAI covering one or more years…

ISSAI 300, 3000, 3920 rather vague on topic selection 
and very little on selecting topic by policies or 
programms...
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“The strategic audit plan may include topics that are not 
easily assigned to a single audited entity. A performance 
audit may focus on a single programme, policy, entity or 
fund, or may focus on outcomes or systems, looking 
across programmes, policies and entities that contribute 
to the outcome or system.”

More concrete – it is a good basis, especially for SAI 
with less experience– have a look!

IDI Handbook (INTOSAI Development Initiative)

Chapter 3: How do you select performance audit topics?
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2. Best sources for identifying topics
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1. SAIs themselves!

• Our colleagues auditors working in the specialized units (big SAIs). They have the 
best know about the policies they are auditing.

• Our colleagues data analysts (international comparison of the performance or of 
the expenditure of our policies, analyzing previous audits and inserting them into a 
map of the policy sector, Slovakia)

• Our colleagues auditors! Offer them the opportunity to suggest ideas (e.g. software 
for submitting ideas). But they should be motivated : meeting about their idea and 
informing them what happens with it. 

• Our colleagues from other SAIs (INTOSAI working groups, meetings with colleagues 
from the European Court of Auditors when auditing the performance of EU funds 
such as RRF)

And our family and friends who are involved in a public policy… 



2. Best sources for identifying topics
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2. Stakeholders

• Roundtables, meetings about topic where stakeholders are involved

• Surveys with a possibility to make suggestions

• Systematic identification of the stakeholder and discussion at the beginning of an audit 

3. Independant experts, universities

• Making general policy description with potential topics. Could be also done by auditors

4. Parliament 

• Not always very motivated to propose topics – and if so, important to be in a position to 
discuss the field and to focuss. We have to improve our relations with the Parliament 
(Romania). Discussion about topics is also a way to improve the interest



2. Best sources for identifying topics
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5. Agencies, administration

• Not so relevant for identifying new topics! Rather for discussing potential topics 
submitted by the SAI. Advisory board, meeting mixing external auditor, internal 
auditor, agency representative (India)
Don’t forget to integrate other control authorities (coordination)

6. Citizen

• Citizen proposition, whistleblowing. Good for our reputation. But be cautious: we 
cannot accept all the propositions… and we must explain what we did with them 
or why we refuse. If not, we have a problem of credibility. 

Analyzing official documents: yes of course but priority to bottom up approaches 
for selecting topic by public policies. Media often more fruitful! Important source of 
ideas: reports from other SAIs.



3. Establishing a strategy to facilitate selection
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Priorities area -

Top down

Stratggic area to public policies  (Slovakia

Annual thematic priorities



4. Using criteria for assessing a topic
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General Process : identification and continuous focalisation

If the SAI has few knowledge about a topic, it should be assessed - preliminary 
study to substantiate the relevance of topic (“topic exploration”). 

To decide to select or not a topic, criteria areuseful.

Topic selected and progressively focussed

3. Preparation

Focussing and 

methods



Criteria for selecting a public policy topic
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Ten criteria for the selection of a public policy topic
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Example for a selection: more than eight criteria must be met for a topic to be selected…



5. Learning from the past…
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• SFAO did an overview of selected topics (twenty years of evaluation “68 reports 
and 330 recommendations later”)

• Origin of the evaluations : 88% SFA0 - 12% (Government, Parliament)

• Source of the evaluations: who had the initial idea? Where did it come from ?
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Number of evaluations per group of tasks of the State and according 
to the resources allocated to them



17

Retrospective appreciation

• 65% of topics considered very good to well chosen

• 28% no opinion

• 7% poorly chosen

Identification of significant improvements Respecting political agenda
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time for decision-making?



For a SAI “picking the winners” by public policies implies ... 

• a great “stock” of ideas

• a strategy and clear criteria to legitimize the selection
• An intense cooperation 

– internal
– with other control authorities

• an assessment whenever prior knowledge about the intended topic is 
low

Conclusions
Picking the winners by policies topics…
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Not like that!



Conclusion : specificities by policies 
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1. Our main suspicion is that a policy is not achieving its objectives, i.e. 
- that its effects are not reaching those for whom it is intended or 
- or that it is costing too much in relation to its results.

2. We need a cross sectoral perspective. Public policies involve often many agencies.

3. Bottom-up approach without excluding 

4. Political agenda very important for the implementation of our recommendations

5. Also relevant for… 

6. Evaluation Managers in Agencies

7. Evaluators when the commissioned topic is large 

8. Ressources allocation for defining audits topics and auditing



What is missing,
what can we improve?

Thank you
for your attention
your contribution

your energy

nicht 



What does the IDI 
Handbook tell us?
Chapter 3: How do you select performance audit topics?
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What does the IDI 
Handbook tell us?
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What does the IDI Handbook tell us?
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