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Background and motivation

• Cabinet appointments are in the spotlight, not only in South Africa –
but do they matter and to what extent?
• We study this with audits, drawing on tools from a literature that 

assesses leadership effects in sports, business and government.
• Our focus is important for at least two reasons:
• Reliable information on the stewardship of public funds (and on objectives

and compliance) is a necessary foundation for effective service delivery.
• Citizens have a right to know how their money is spent.



How we did it

• We matched audit results from the Auditor-General of South Africa to all 
national departments for FYs 2006-7 to 2020-21 (using the ENE).
• To determine attribution, we researched the individual minister in charge 

for each month over this period (and Directors-General).
• Our statistical model tests whether ministers matter even when we 

account for portfolios and the years they were in charge, as well as DGs.
• Following Bertrand & Schoar (2003), we focus on ministers who ran at least 

two departments (but we vary this to ensure robustness).
• Individual effects for 28 out of 95 (30%) ministers, accounting for almost 

half of observations (others constitute the reference category).





Upward trend but with volatility
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Substantial variation in average outcomes 
across departments and ministers
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Headline results (in words)

• We test whether minister fixed effects are jointly significant, which is 
the case in all models and robustness checks (except in “placebo” 
regressions, when they should not matter).
• In a separate variance decomposition analysis, a full set of minister 

indicators explains 29% of overall variation in audit outcomes, 
compared to 32% for entity and 3% for year indicators.
• Also little evidence that leadership transitions are timed or targeted 

based on audit performance (although ministers obtaining clean 
audits are more likely to be moved to lower-performing entities).
→ Ministers “matter” and to a substantial extent.



Adjusted versus unadjusted minister scores
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Implications

• Despite limitations, our analysis highlights the importance of thinking 
beyond uniform systems, structures and procedures in analysing PFM 
and organisational performance more generally.
• Good governance depends not only on institutional design or legal 

frameworks, but also on who is in charge.
• Further work: add provinces and SOEs (closer to service delivery).
• Possible policy implications:
• Target audit activity also based on political risk (ministerial turnover and the 

past audit record of incoming ministers, including at provincial level)
• Develop performance audit capacity to boost accountability for results



Supplementary slides



Audit outcomes across national departments








