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ABSTRACT

Problem denial is the blame-avoider’s strategy of choice. If alleged harms can
be rebutted or reframed, the blame game is forestalled before it begins. In
current theory, problem denial is thought to be limited by plausibility and rep-
utation. If denials stretch credulity, or if the denier has a track record of denial,
the strategy will be short-lived. Conversely, this article investigates whether
problem denial is enabled by seniority within the machinery of government.
By observing how different tiers of UK central government respond to 235
inquiries by the Public Accounts Committee, it shows that the core executive
does indeed rebut more criticism than ordinary line ministries, whereas minis-
tries and administrative agencies show no difference. Qualitative analysis of
committee transcripts indicates that this is explained by lower relational dis-
tance between committee and finance ministry, which is regarded as an ally in
promoting value-for-money and so granted more licence to deny.

KEYWORDS Blame avoidance; bureaucracy; lightning rods; select committees; supreme
audit institutions

In the one defence ... we accept responsibility but deny that it was bad; in
the other, we admit that it was bad but dont accept full, or even any,
responsibility.

~ J. Austin (1957), on justifications and excuses

Problem denial is the first and most preferred strategy for political blame
avoidance (Bovens et al. 1999; Hood, 2011; Hood et al. 2016; McGraw,
1990, 1991). It involves pre-empting questions of who or what caused an
alleged harm by rebutting that any harm occurred in the first place. If the
case is convincing and the accountability forum suitably mollified, the
blame game can be forestalled before it has even begun.
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In current theory, problem denial is understood to be limited by both
plausibility and reputation. If denials stretch credulity in the face of man-
ifest evidence to the contrary, the strategy will be short-lived or even a
non-starter (Hood 2011). And if the government or officeholder has a
trackrecord of problem denials, doubts as to the credibility of their cur-
rent statements may also prevent closure - forcing the use of alternative
strategies of blame deflection.

In this article, we shift focus from constraints to enablers. Specifically,
we investigate whether seniority within the machinery of government
enhances the prospects for problem denial. Much prior research suggests
that seniority matters in blame management. Extensive work on delega-
tion, scapegoating and lightning rods, for instance, shows that organisa-
tional leaders possess options for self-preservation that foot soldiers lack
(Catino 2023; Cooper et al. 2024; Ellis 1994; Hinterleitner 2020; Mortensen
2016). In the case of problem denial, seniority may cultivate greater auda-
ciousness due to the self-confidence that comes from attaining highest
office, the reduced risk of being contradicted by any higher authority,
and, potentially, the lower relational distance between senior deniers and
the accountability forum to which they report.

We test the effect of seniority on problem denial using quantitative and
qualitative data relating to value-for-money auditing in UK central gov-
ernment. Using cross-classified multilevel logistic regression on 1,472 sep-
arate responses by three tiers of the government bureaucracy to 235
inquiries by the Public Accounts Committee of the House of Commons,
we find that the core executive does indeed rebut more criticism than
ordinary line ministries. However, there is no distinction between minis-
tries and administrative agencies. Qualitative analysis of 30 hearing tran-
scripts suggests that this asymmetry is explained by the committee’s
distinct attitude towards the finance ministry, which it regards as some-
thing of an ‘ally’ in promoting value-for-money elsewhere in government.
Being marginally more trusted than the main spending departments, HM
Treasury - as parliament’s ‘guardian’ in Whitehall (Constitution Committee
2013) - is emboldened to interpret events more freely. In terms of blame
theory, this implies that lower relational distance between accountability
forum and account-giver provides a more benign environment for prob-
lem denial, consistent with related research into the causes of regulatory
capture (see Ashworth et al. 2002; Black 2010).

The article proceeds as follows. The next section describes blame the-
ory in more depth and derives our hypotheses about seniority and prob-
lem denial. The third section describes the case context, dataset, and
empirical strategy. The fourth presents the model estimates and qualitative
evidence, and the fifth discusses theoretical implications.
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Blame avoidance, problem denial, and seniority

Theories of blame avoidance proceed from the assumption that politicians
and bureaucrats are reputationally risk averse (Hinterleitner 2020; Hood
2011; Weaver 1986). All else equal, officeholders facing moderate uncer-
tainty over outcomes will forego the opportunity to claim credit for future
policy successes if this protects against blame for failures. The origins of
this risk aversion are psychological. Constituents suffer from negativity
bias and hindsight bias, noticing mistakes more than successes and regard-
ing errors as more avoidable after the fact (James et al. 2020; Kahneman
2011; Soroka 2014). The media also report more bad news than good,
adding to the public’s dim view of government performance (Garz 2014;
Lengauer et al. 2012). And parliaments, state auditors, and other kinds of
‘waste-watchers, quality police, and sleaze-busters’ (Hood et al. 1999) all
publicise the problems of government more than the achievements (Elston
2024: 55-65). As a result, politicians become, as Kent Weaver (1986: 371)
first argued, ‘motivated primarily by the desire to avoid blame for unpop-
ular actions rather than by seeking to claim credit for popular ones’

Blame avoidance takes a variety of pre-emptive and reactionary forms.
Beyond the aforementioned strategy of delegation and scapegoating, there
is reliance on what Weaver (1988) terms ‘automatic government. This
means removing human agency from difficult or divisive matters by
resorting to automatic decision rules, such as adjusting welfare expendi-
ture by indexation. Another option is to deny the most contentious,
failure-prone or ‘thankless’ issues any space on the policy agenda in the
first place, which Hood (2011: 93) terms a strategy of ‘abstinence Other
possibilities include disguising any single actor’s culpability by using
‘many hands’ to deliver public policy - through partnerships, collabora-
tion and networked governance (Moynihan 2012) and privatisation
(although see James et al. 2016). Frequent re-organisation of government
(to disrupt and obscure responsibilities) and rigid adherence to rules (to
avoid culpability for discretionary acts) are also regarded as
blame-avoidance tactics (Catney and Henneberry 2012; Warwick 1975).
But ahead of all of these is what most scholars consider to be the choic-
est strategy for self-preservation: ‘problem denial’

Problem denial and its constraints

Problem denial involves disputing that avoidable harm has occurred in
the first place. This can take several forms (see Hood, 2011, ch. 3).
Boldest is to deny outright that the situation prompting the accuser’s ire
has in fact arisen. This may or may not involve dishonesty. Then there
are various ‘qualified denials’ (Bach and Wegrich 2019: 420), in which
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small concessions are made to fortify the main rebuttal. For instance, one
can argue that the accusation is premature, based on unrepresentative
data and outliers, uses a wrongheaded comparison, or fails to consider the
counterfactual of what might have occurred without the officeholder’s
intervention (Bovens et al. 1999). Another option is not to dispute the
bare facts but to challenge how they are being interpreted, with the aim
of ‘adjust[ing] the citizen’s perception of the undesirability of the conse-
quences of a policy’ (McGraw 1990: 122). And a third type of qualified
denial is to argue that harm felt in one domain is, or will be, compen-
sated by benefits elsewhere (McGraw 1991). This is similar to what Bovens
et al. (1999) describe as the broken-eggs-and-omelette argument. Finally,
any of these forms of denial can be accompanied by counterattack that
alleges partisanship, deliberate misrepresentation or incompetence on the
part of the accuser in order to discredit their allegations (Resodihardjo
et al. 2012).

As Hood (2011: 50) explains: ‘problem denial is perhaps the most
secure basis for blame avoidance, since if there is no perception of avoid-
able loss or harm, the issue of blame cannot arise’ But as well as poten-
tially halting the blame game in its tracks, there are several other advantages
to problem denial. One is that a compelling rebuttal could lead to credit
claiming, at least among friendly constituencies. As McGraw (1990: 130)
notes, An effective justification can turn a political loss into a political
gain’ by ‘draw[ing] the citizen’s attention to positive benefits for which the
official deserves credit’ Another advantage stems from the fact that the
alternative strategy of problem-acceptance-but-responsibility-denial usually
involves the officeholder ‘severing the causal link’ between themselves and
the harmful outcome (McGraw 1990: 130). This can be a difficult manoeu-
vre, and may imply that the accused was ‘absent on duty -
making problem denial the preferred alternative. Finally, as Gilad et al.
(2015: 473) argue, denying that a problem exists also avoids the need to
blame a scapegoat, which would risk inviting their retaliation with dam-
aging counter-accusation.

But if problem denial is the blame avoiders strategy of choice, it is
hardly an unconstrained option. Most obvious is the plausibility question:
is there a reasonable chance that rebuttal might work, given the size and
visibility of the alleged harm? As Hood (2011: 153) writes, ‘if everyone
can see that the roads are blocked or garbage is rotting uncollected in the
streets or the country is submerged under floodwater, problem denial is
hardly likely to be a viable option’ Accordingly, the main way of theoris-
ing problem denial to date has been the so-called ‘staged retreat’ model.
This regards problem denial as the first line of defence in an emerging
blame game, to be followed with additional strategies only ‘as and when’



WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 5

the first proves insufficient. After problem denial comes problem accep-
tance but responsibility denial, followed eventually by admission of
responsibility (Bach and Wegrich 2019; Hood et al. 2009, 2016). As Bach
and Wegrich (2019: 419) explain, being increasingly costly to the
blame-taker, these options are only used ‘if the existence or severity of a
problem cannot be plausibly denied anymore’ This is gauged, according
Hinterleitner (2017: 250), through a kind of ‘trial-and-error’ process,
whereby each additional concession is only made once continuing and or
intensifying public and media outcry makes it necessary.

Beyond plausibility related to the ‘facts of the case; a second, related
constraint is reputation. Even if each individual denial is viable on objec-
tive grounds, officeholders that habitually rebut criticisms may lose cred-
ibility, appear ‘tone deaf, arrogant, or just plain desperate. Hence, the
more this strategy is used, the flimsier the arguments may be seen to be,
and the more the officeholder provokes suspicion and invites scrutiny. As
Gilad et al. (2015: 455) observe, ‘audiences are more likely to trust an
organization that acknowledges its mistakes and credibly commits to
change its future actions! Therefore, as Hood (2011: 63-64) cautions,
problem denial is constrained by ‘the law of diminishing or even negative
returns, with short-term success capable of turning into difficulties fur-
ther down the line as political credit is used up’

Seniority and problem denial

If plausibility and reputation act as constraints upon problem denial, what
might encourage or enable this strategy? Much existing research into
blame management suggests that the viability of different options depends
on seniority. For instance, delegation to subordinates who can function as
lightning rods in the event of failure protects the top of the hierarchy at
the expense of the lower ranks (Bonazzi 1983; Catino 2023; Cooper et al.
2024; Ellis 1994; Hinterleitner 2020; Meers 2019; Mortensen 2016).
Conversely, any subordinate that wants to redirect blame ‘upwards to
leadership may be hamstrung by the lack of authority, resources and pub-
lic voice with which to make their case (although see Mortensen 2012).
Similarly, presentational strategies and ‘spin doctoring’ becomes more via-
ble when communications resources are readily available, again privileging
seniority (Heffernan 2006). And tactics such as policy abstinence, auto-
matic government, re-organisation, and outsourcing all depend on oftice-
holders possessing sufficient authority to instigate these choices.
Consistent with all this work, the hypothesis that we investigate below
is that the precursory tactic of problem denial is also more likely to be
deployed by government leaders than foot soldiers. In part, this is because
some of the reasoning listed above likely extends to the domain of
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problem denial, too. For instance, if, as Bovens ef al (1999: 1) claim,
failures are not always self-identifying but are constructed and ‘require the
revelation and interpretation of facts, the concentration of ‘PR’ resources
in the more senior parts of the machinery of government should provide
comparative advantage to leaders in seeking to rebut negative interpreta-
tions of events and outcomes. Without access to such resources, lower-tier
political or bureaucratic officeholders may be more hesitant to rebut
accusations.

But several other senior-subordinate differences also suggest a senior
advantage in problem denial.

Firstly, it takes self-confidence to deny harms by disputing consensual
views or indicating that an aggrieved party is guilty of exaggeration or
misrepresentation. To the extent that officeholders gain seniority by exhib-
iting unusually high levels of self-confidence, and/or increase in confi-
dence during their leadership tenure, willingness to deny problems should
increase at the top of organisations — especially in respect of more mar-
ginal cases where the factual basis for denial is more tenuous. An extreme
example of this is former British prime minister Boris Johnson’s initial
denial that social gatherings in 10 Downing Street during the Covid-19
pandemic represented a breach of his government’s own social distancing
regulations (see Bowman and Roe-Crines 2023). (Johnson was eventually
forced to admit the problem but deny responsibility, and ultimately lost
his premiership on the back of this ‘Partygate’ scandal.)

Secondly, any decision to use problem denial may also rest upon the
perceived likelihood of being contradicted by a credible third party. If the
denial will be swiftly disputed by an authoritative other, the strategy may
be unappealing. This is particularly relevant for subordinates within a
hierarchy facing the ever-present risk that a higher authority will with-
draw support and ‘throw’ the junior ‘under the bus’ Indeed, prior work
on delegation focuses on the empowerment of organisational chiefs, or
what Hood calls ‘the top banana, to deploy hierarchical structures for
self-preservation (Bonazzi 1983; Catino 2023; Ellis 1994; Hinterleitner
2020). Most well-known is Elliss (1994) book, Presidential Lightning Rods,
which provides a series of examples of US cabinet secretaries, especially
those in the ‘outer cabinet, taking the flack for the administration’s unpop-
ular measures. Hinterleitner and Sager (2015) and Dewan and Dowding
(2005) provide corroborating evidence of this in Australia and Britain,
respectively. Conversely, if problem denial comes direct from the top of
the hierarchy, without the possibility of being questioned or counter-
manded by any higher authority, problem denial may be unencumbered.

Thirdly and finally, where a specific accountability forum is involved in
adjudicating statements by the account-giver, the state of relations between
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these two parties may influence the choice of blame management strategy.
If there is high trust, the accused may be more emboldened to make
marginal rebuttals in the hope that the accountability forum will simply
defer to their judgement, and, if not, in the expectation that productive
relations will endure anyhow. Conversely, if trust is already low, the office-
holder may self-censor and stick to only the most unassailable denials,
fearful of being caught out by an already-suspicious overseer. A variety of
factors will influence the state of trust between accountability forum and
account-giver, but one possibility, indicated by research into regulatory
capture (Ashworth et al. 2002; Black 2010), is that trust will be higher
where there is low ‘relational distance’ between forum and account-giver.
Relational distance refers to the extent to which goals, interests and world
views overlap between two parties as a result of common training or
experience or social status (Black 2010; Erskine 2012). For our purposes,
if relational distance between the accountability forum and account giver
is lower for senior than subordinate officeholders, perhaps because of
greater overlap in social backgrounds, ideology or policy priorities, then
leaders may be more trusted than foot soldiers, and so receptivity to
problem denials will be greater.

For this variety of reasons, we expect that leaders faced with account-
ability pressures will deny problems more freely than subordinate mem-
bers of the same government, all else equal. This could manifest in at
least two dimensions. First, the most senor parts of government closest
to the chief executive - the inner-cabinet or ‘core executive’ (Dunleavy
and Rhodes 1990; Heffernan 2003) — may problem-deny more than the
rest of government (Hypothesis 1). And second, politically-led cabinet
departments may problem-deny more frequently than subordinate,
administratively-led agencies (Hypothesis 2). Indeed, on this latter point,
Hinterleitner (2020) finds a frequent ‘administrative bias’ in his compar-
ative study of blame games in Germany, Switzerland and the UK. And
Weller et al. (2021: 216) observe: “There is invariably a double standard
in politics where ministers rush to embrace successes as a manifestation
of their own leadership skill but blame failures on the alleged shortcom-
ings of their bureaucrats’ Our second hypothesis tests whether pattern is
not only evident in the responsibility-denial stages of blame games, but
also in precursory problem-denial.

Study context, data and methods
The Public Accounts Committee of the UK House of Commons

Performance auditing, also known as value-for-money auditing, is part of
the between-election accountability regime used in many established and
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emerging democracies (Kells 2011; Pollitt et al. 1999; Skeerbzek and
Christensen 2015; Talbot 2010). The aim is to provide ‘an independent,
objective and reliable examination of whether government undertakings,
systems, operations, programmes, activities or organisations are operating
in accordance with the principles of economy, efficiency and effectiveness,
and whether there is room for improvement’ (International Organisation
of Supreme Audit Institutions n.d., p. 2). Performance auditing results in
regular, standardised, transparent and at times highly critical performance
feedback to ministries and agencies, much of which is newsworthy and
sometimes headline-grabbing (Bringselius 2014; Gonzalez-Diaz et al. 2013;
Morin 2008). Given the need for more large-N research into blame games
in order to observe and compare the behaviour of multiple organisations
faced with a common set of accountability processes, performance audit-
ing provides a valuable and largely untapped empirical opportunity
(Skeerbaek and Christensen 2015).

In UK central government, performance auditing is a shared undertak-
ing by the 800-person strong National Audit Office (NAO; the UK’
‘supreme audit institution’) and the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) of
the House of Commons. First, the NAO selects topics for investigation,
undertakes the audit, provides a draft report to the relevant ministry for
fact checking, and then publishes its findings and recommendations.!
Next, the PAC holds its own inquiry, using the NAO’s work to interrogate
senjor officials (not ministers) in evidence sessions, and then publishing
a further report, typically containing 5-10 recommendations. Finally, the
government publishes a response to each PAC report, containing a
point-by-point acceptance or rebuttal. Since 2012, government has also
published periodic updates informing the committee of action taken in
response to previous reports (see Elston and Zhang 2023). Below, we
focus on recommendations from each PAC inquiry and the government’s
response to them (i.e. we don’t analyse the NAO stage of the process, or
the progress updates for government-accepted recommendations).

The PAC is among the oldest, largest, most prolific and most
high-profile select committees in parliament (Elston and Zhang 2023;
Gaines et al. 2019; Staddon 2015). Its Chair is always drawn from the
official opposition and has responsibility for leading the interrogation of
witnesses and promoting the findings of the committee in and beyond the
House, including through frequent media appearances (Hodge 2016).
Unusually for a legislative committees, a Treasury Minister holds ex offi-
cio membership of the PAC, so that government receives committee
papers directly (White and Hollingsworth 1999). (The minister attends
only once per parliament.) The remaining membership reflects the com-
position of the House, providing for a government majority - although
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rarely does the PAC struggle to reach consensus given the financial and
implementation-focused nature of its value-for-money brief (Hodge 2016).
(Indeed, more contentious discussion of policy objectives is outside the
remit of both the PAC and NAO.) Committee hearings with government
officials are televised, sometimes combative, and occasionally heated. On
one occasion during the period we study, proceedings were halted whilst
a bible was sought in order for a witness to be ‘put on oath’ mid-testimony.
Unsurprisingly, then, senior officials undertake ‘intensive dress rehearsals’
in advance of hearings (Rhodes 2011: 110), and the Treasury provides
permanent secretaries with guidance designed to ‘reduce the risk of diffi-
cult PAC hearings’ (HM Treasury 2015: 5-6).

Research design, data sources and variables

We adopt a mixed-methods design. We commence with quantitative
hypothesis tests, using logistic regression to establish whether seniority
within the machinery of government is associated with higher rates of
problem denial in response to performance audits. Then, to better inter-
pret the regression results, we qualitatively examine transcripts from a
sample of PAC hearings at which officials from different departments are
interrogated by committee members. The timeframe for both analyses is
the Conservative-Liberal Coalition Government, 2010-15.

Dependent variable

Our dependent variable in the regression analysis is a dummy indicating
whether the government accepted the PAC’s recommendation (1) or not
(0).> Rejection of a recommendation is taken as a proxy of problem
denial. Cases of ‘partial’ agreement were re-coded as ‘disagree, since at
least some of the PAC’s reasoning was being challenged by the govern-
ment. Other irregular responses, like the ‘welcoming’ or ‘noting’ the PAC’s
tindings, which typically occurred only in reply to the first recommenda-
tion of each report, were omitted.

Independent variables

As described, we expect the core executive to reject audit recommenda-
tions more frequently than the rest of government (Hypothesis 1), and
government departments headed by cabinet ministers to reject more than
administrative agencies run by senior bureaucrats (Hypothesis 2). We
therefore identified the ‘target organisation” for each recommendation, and
classified this as either a ministerial department or an arm’s-length agency
using the governments own directory, the List of Ministerial Responsibilities.
For each ministerial department, we further coded whether this was part
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of the core executive or not. Following Moran (2015), we defined the
permanent core executive as HM Treasury, the Cabinet Office, and the
Prime Minister’s Office/No 10 Downing Street. Instances where the PAC
addressed a recommendation to both a ministry and administrative agency
were re-coded as targeting a ministry only; and cases where a recommen-
dation targeted both core and non-core executive actors were re-coded as
core executive. Recommendations directed at bodies outside of the exec-
utive branch, like the BBC, parliamentary bodies, and the Royal Household,
were all excluded.

In order to enhance our model estimates, we gathered the following
supplementary data on other factors that may affect the acceptance or
rejection of PAC recommendations.

Firstly, government may respond differently to reports involving more
politically salient issues (Bringselius, 2014; Gonzalez-Diaz et al. 2013;
Morin, 2008). For instance, Monk (2012) provides some evidence that
inquiries in the Australian parliament that attract greater attention from
journalists are more likely to achieve policy impact (although Benton and
Russell (2013) fail to replicate this finding in the UK). To accommodate
media attention, we include a report-level continuous variable counting
the number of articles appearing in The Times and The Guardian news-
papers that refer to either the PAC or the preceding NAO reports. The
articles identified (from keyword searches in Factiva) were generally pub-
lished immediately prior to or following the audits’ release dates, but
sometimes inquires garnered more enduring interest. Articles on each
newspaper’s front page are double-weighted.

Secondly, the reputational risk of adverse audit findings may vary over
the political cycle. As Green and Jennings (2017: 175) explain, initially,
‘governments experience a largely blame-free honey-moon period, because
responsibility can be attributed to the outgoing administration.
Consequently, we construct a report-level binary variable measuring
whether the report was published in the election year.

Thirdly, the type of remedial action being recommended by the
Committee may influence the governments propensity to accept or reject
it (Benton and Russell 2013). We therefore classify the topic of each rec-
ommendation as either: (i) issue guidance and enforce controls; (ii) clarify
the government’s position and/or disclose information; (iii) undertake
analysis, research and/or data collection; (iv) improve contract manage-
ment of government suppliers; (v) improve internal management proce-
dures; or (vi) other (see Elston and Zhang 2023).

Fourthly, recommendations that require coordinated action among two
or more ministries or agencies may be less likely to be accepted, since
inter-departmental cooperation can be difficult (Bogdanor 2005; Kavanagh
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and Richards 2001). We therefore code whether each recommendation
required joint or unilateral action.

Several other factors that might affect propensity to accept or reject
PAC recommendations, such as committee leadership and the political
make-up of both the government and parliament, are largely controlled
for by our research design and timeframe. A single chair of the PAC
(Margaret Hodge) and single Comptroller and Auditor General (Amyas
Morse) were in post throughout the five years of the Coalition Government,
2010-15, during which time there was also only one prime minister and
deputy, one chancellor, and a general slowing in the rate of turnover in
other ministerial positions (Sasse et al. 2020). Organisational culture in
departments and agencies, attitudes towards learning from feedback, and
administrative capacity for deliberation and implementation might also
affect responses. We attempt to deal with these organisation-level factors
through our multi-level modelling.

Empirical strategy

Our dataset contains two separate nesting structures, and so is
‘cross-classified’ (Snijders and Bosker 2012). Each PAC recommendation
is associated with both the report from which it came, and the organ-
isation to whom it is directed. These nesting structures are independent
of each other, because the PAC often makes recommendations to parts
of government relevant to, but not primarily responsible for, the policy
issue under investigation. Figure 1 illustrates this for an excerpt of our
dataset. Observe how HM Treasury is targeted at least once in all three
reports in the data extract, and Cabinet Office features in two of them.
In this data structure, each individual unit (recommendations 65,
66, ... n) is not equally independent of each other unit in the manner
assumed by standard regression. To avoid biases in the parameter esti-
mates, we therefore employ cross-classified multilevel logistic

8th Report of 2010-12: 9th Report of 2010-12: 10th Report of 2010-
PAC reports ---> Customer First Programme: Financing PFI Projects in the 12: Managing the
Delivery of Student Finance Credit Crisis and the Treasury's Defence Budget and
Response Estate

PAC recommendations ---> 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89
\ [/ \ O ST NG\ |

\|/ = \ H ry || cabinet office | \\}
Target organizations --> Dept. for Business \\ Ministry of Defence

Student Loans
Company

Figure 1. Cross-classified data structure. Source: Based on coding of three PAC
reports issued during December 2010.
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regression. Our three-level model has two random-effects, one at the
report level and one at the targeted organisation level (Woltman
et al. 2012).

Qualitative analysis

Our regression analysis establishes the overall pattern of problem
denial for three tiers in the machinery of government - core executive,
cabinet departments, and arm’s-length administrative agencies. We
then use qualitative analysis of a sample of hearing transcripts to fur-
ther explore the results. The sample consists of all instances in which
the committee returned to the same topic on two occasions during the
2010-15 parliament.* For example, financial management in the
Ministry of Justice was covered in both 2011 and 2012, and the
Department for Health’s Cancer Strategy was examined in 2011 and
2015. This approach allowed us to monitor relations over time between
the committee and individual account-givers in respect of the same
topic and performance issues, and so observe any deterioration in
credibility as a result of serial problem denying or any ‘staged retreat’
as new evidence came to light. In total, we identified 15 such serial
inquiries, involving 30 hearing transcripts and amounting to 805 pages
of text. These were coded in NVivo for a range of themes, including
problem denial and problem acceptance, displays of incredulity from
the committee (e.g. interruptions, accusations of dishonesty), and
alternative blame management strategies (e.g. scapegoating). Lastly,
themes were compared across the three tiers of government - core
executive, ministerial departments, and administrative agencies - to
shed light on the regression results.

Results
Regression analysis

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for our quantitative dataset.
Government accepted 77% of the 1,472 recommendations made during
2010-15, after removing excluded cases. About one-fifth (22%) of recom-
mendations were directed to the core executive; four-fifths (80%) to min-
istries (including those in core executive); and, hence, 20% to arm’s-length
administrative agencies - principally non-ministerial departments, execu-
tive agencies and non-departmental public bodies (see Cooper et al. 2024
for definitions of these subtypes). The PAC specified remedial action in
96% of cases, most often suggesting more analysis (27%), disclosure of
information (27%), or the issuing of guidance to subordinate bodies
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Standard
Variable Mean (%) deviation Min. Max. N
Recommendation accepted (0.77) 0.42 0 1 1, 472
Core executive (0.22) 0.42 0 1 1, 472
Ministry (0.80) 0.40 0 1 1, 472
Type of action 1, 472
Analysis, research and (0.27) 0.45 0 1 1,472
data
Clarify and disclose (0.27) 0.44 0 1 1, 472
Contract management (0.05) 0.22 0 1 1, 472
Guidance and control (0.26) 0.44 0 1 1, 472
Internal management 0.11) 0.31 0 1 1, 472
Other (0.04) 0.19 0 1 1, 472
Coordinated action 1, 472
Individual (0.86) 0.34 0 1 1,472
Joint (0.10) 0.30 0 1 1, 472
Not specific (0.04) 0.19 0 1 1,472
Media attention 3.53 3.68 0 20 235
(report-level)
Election (report-level) (0.22) 0.42 0 1 235

Table 2. Multilevel regression models: recommendation acceptance.

Model | Model 11 Model I

Core executive 0.39** (0.11) 0.40** (0.11) 0.41** (0.12)
Ministry 0.94 (0.19) 0.90 (0.24)
Type of action

Analysis, research and data (Ref.)

Clarify and disclose 1.02 (0.22)

Contract management 0.60 (0.26)

Guidance and control 1.05 (0.23)

Internal management 0.93 (0.28)

Other 7.45 (9.78)
Coordinated action

Individual (Ref.)

Joint 1.23 (0.36)

Not specific 0.09 (0.13)
Media attention 0.97 (0.04)
Electoral cycle 2.57% (0.94)
Constant 8.44%** (2.25)
Variance level | (department) 0.09 (0.14) 0.10 (0.14) 0.07 (0.14)
Variance level Il (reports) 2.81 (0.54) 2.81 (0.54) 2.74 (0.57)
Log likelihood —688.48 —688.46 —682.60
Sample size (recommendations) 1,472 1,472 1,472
Number of reports 235 235 235

Reporting odds ratios.
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. Standard error in parenthesis.

(26%). Most recommended actions could be undertaken individually, with
only 10% requiring inter-organisational coordination. The average
media-attention score for each inquiry was 3.53 news stories per PAC
inquiry, with occasional outliers.
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Table 2 presents the cross-classified logistic regression models examin-
ing predictors of recommendation acceptance. Results are expressed as
odds ratios, where a value <1.0 indicates a reduced likelihood of the rec-
ommendation being accepted, which is our proxy for problem denial.
Model 1 regresses recommendation acceptance against the core executive
dummy. Model 2 regresses recommendation acceptance against the core
executive and ministry dummy variables. Model 3 is the same as Model
2 but also includes all control variables. The statistically significant coef-
ficients with a value below 1.0 for core executive across all three models
indicate that recommendations directed at HM Treasury, the Cabinet
Office, and the Prime Minister’s Office are less likely to be accepted than
those aimed at the rest of government. This is consistent with Hypothesis
1. Conversely, the results in Models 2 and 3 fail to support the second
hypothesis that cabinet ministries also problem deny more than adminis-
trative agencies. While the odds ratio for the ministries variable is still
<1.0 and so consistent with our prediction, the results are not statistically
significant.

Figure 2 graphs the predicated probability of recommendation accep-
tance with 95% confidence intervals. The predicted probabilities are
derived from Model 3, holding all control variable constant at their mean
value. The figure shows that the chance of the core executive accepting a
PAC recommendation is 70%, which is 11 percentage points lower than
for the remainder of the sample. Conversely, the predicted probability of
accepting a recommendation is nearly indistinguishable when comparing
ministries and arm’s-length bodies.

As previously discussed, performance auditing covers both low-salience
and ‘routine’ policy issues, and high-salience topics likely to attract a lot
of media, public and political attention. To better explore the impact of
salience on our results, Table 3 interacts the main predictor variables with
the media attention variable, and Figures 3 and 4 graph the revised

= 2

A Core executive B Not core executive @ Ministry = Not ministry

Figure 2. Predicted probability of accepting recommendations, with 95% confidence
intervals. Based on Model 3. Control variables held constant at mean value.
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Table 3. Multilevel regression model: Interaction between main predictors and media
attention.

Model IV

Core executive 0.41* (0.17)
Ministry 0.79 (0.23)
Core executive*Media attention 1.00 (0.08)
Ministry*Media attention 1.03 (0.06)
Type of action

Analysis, research and data (Ref)

Clarify and disclose 1.02 (0.22)

Contract management 0.60 (0.26)

Guidance and control 1.05 (.23)

Internal management 0.93 (0.27)

Other 7.38 (9.25)
Coordinated action

Individual (Ref.)

Joint 1.24 (0.36)

Not specific 0.10 (0.12)
Media attention 0.95 (0.06)
Electoral cycle 2.57% (0.95)
Constant 9.28*** (3.17)
Variance level | (department) 0.07 (0.14)
Variance level Il (reports) 2.73 (0.57)
Log likelihood —682.49
Sample size (recommendations) 1,472
Number of reports 235

Reporting odds ratios.
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. Standard error in parenthesis.
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Figure 3. Probability of accepting recommendations: Interaction between core exec-
utive and media attention. Predicted probability with 95% confidence intervals. Based
on Model 4 (Table 3). Control variables held constant at mean value.

predicted probabilities. As the overlapping confidence variables indicate,
our main findings with respect to seniority within the machinery of gov-
ernment are not moderated by our media salience variable. Media atten-
tion reduces the probability of accepting a recommendation in a manner
that is similar for all types of government bodies.
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Figure 4. Probability of accepting recommendations: Interaction between ministry
and media attention. Predicted probability with 95% confidence intervals. Based on
Model 4 (Table 3). Control variables held constant at mean value.

Qualitative evidence

Our regressions provide mixed support for the effect of seniority on prob-
lem denial. Expectations were confirmed for responses from the core
executive, but not in the comparison of cabinet ministries and adminis-
trative agencies. We now use our qualitative evidence to interrogate this
inconsistency.

Problem denial is a recurrent theme in committee hearings, particu-
larly towards the start. Often, the rebuttals are mild-mannered: T don’t
quite agree with that, and ‘That is not a characterisation that I recognise’
Sometimes they are more forceful: ‘It simply is not correct to say that...,
and ‘We made a strategic decision, on which you clearly have some dif-
ferences of view..., and ‘At the risk of being irritating, [name of commit-
tee member], I repeat again..” On one occasion, when a government
contractor was asked, ‘Are you disputing the [NAO’] findings?, the wit-
ness boldly replied: T am’ On another, when told that “You are rescuing
a shambles...; a permanent secretary retorted: ‘It is not a shambles’ After
the interrogator re-iterated, ‘It was a shambles, the reply was again: ‘No,
Im afraid that I am not going to accept that’

The basis for these rebuttals varies. Often, the audit judgement is said
to be outdated: “‘We are now a lot further on than the position described
in the [NAO’s] Report;” ‘there has been a whole 11 months of progress
since [that data was collected]’ Similarly, witnesses may concede past
mistakes as a contrast to current improvements: ‘A lot of the comments
in the Report on the historic situation are what I might call ‘a fair cop”
But the committee has become wise to this tactic of denouncing the
past to enhance the present, and the Chair complained bitterly during
one evidence session: ‘Everybody says - we get this endlessly in our
hearings - “totally wrong in the past, we have got it all much better in
the future”
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Alternatively, witnesses sometimes deny problems by drawing attention
to positive but overlooked aspects of the NAO’s evidence: [We] create[d]
a performance and efficiency programme, on which the Report congratu-
lates us, quite rightly’ Or they challenge the premise of a question or
comparison. For instance, asked about budget deficits in a new type of
autonomously-governed school, a witness from the Department for
Education quoted figures showing these were comparable in scale to defi-
cits in conventional schools. Similarly, sometimes the aim is to adjust the
benchmark against which performance is being harshly judged by explain-
ing the technical difficulties or trade-offs involved. For example, in an
exchange with the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority about project
delays and budget overruns, a witness argued: ‘We always have to balance
the sense of urgency with the sense of making sure it is done correctly’

Almost all such problem denials irk the committee. Sometimes, mem-
bers express immediate disbelief: “You make it sound as if everything is
very rosy, ‘It is almost like we are in parallel universes, “You are seriously
suggesting...?, and ‘This is the most Alice-in-Wonderland [evidence] ses-
sion.... Occasionally, the committee is so sceptical of the denial that they
openly question the honesty of the testimony they receive: ‘Somebody is
not telling the truth;’ ‘Some of [the answers] are dissembled a tiny bit;’
and ‘We are finding it really difficult to get what I would consider to be
totally frank answers from our witnesses today’

Moments of problem denial are often accompanied by an increase in
interruptions by committee members cutting across witnesses. Such inter-
ruptions are already commonplace, given the time-pressed nature of PAC
hearings, the length of the NAO reports that inform them, the number of
committee members wishing to ask questions, and frequent suspensions
while MPs are called to a vote in the House. But the rate of interruption
increases appreciably when the committee becomes sceptical or frustrated.
“This is gobbledygook, ‘Answer the simple question, and ‘We love to have
honest answers’ are some of the more severe interventions. Sometimes, a
series of interruptions occurs in such rapid succession that either the wit-
ness or another more sympathetic committee member asks that the rest
of the answer be heard before the new point raised by the interruption is
addressed. (We also coded the reverse situation of PAC questioners being
interrupted by witnesses, the incidence of which is a about a quarter that
of committee-led interruptions.)

The Chair is particularly quick to intervene if witnesses seem to dis-
pute facts and figures that have already received departmental clearance
through the NAO’ routine fact-checking consultations: “You signed off
that Report, [name of witness];’ and ‘But, [name], you signed off on the
NAO Report? Once, a witness who was new to their role and to appear-
ing before committee was prevented from providing updated but
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unaudited statistics: T am going to stop you because it is not in our
papers and not in the NAO Report, and one thing you need to learn here
[when appearing before the PAC] is that we ... take our evidence on the
basis of NAO evidence! At a different hearing, a more experienced official
was similarly rebuked: “You're the one who specialises in [providing] ‘new’
tigures [after the Report is complete]. We don't. We take solid, audited,
good figures’

Unqualified problem acceptance is rare in the sample that we exam-
ined. Very occasionally, a concession is made at the very outset of a ses-
sion, as if planned in advance. (Recall that NAO evidence is published
weeks or more prior to the PAC hearing, and witnesses prepare exten-
sively, including by receiving a briefing from the Treasury Officer of
Accounts - an official in the finance ministry whose role is discussed
further below.) Otherwise, if a witness remains steadfast in their defence,
the chair or their deputy may close a hearing with a strong reprimand:
Tt is simply unacceptable to say, “We couldn’t predict it;” or “It just hap-
pened”; and ‘It would be nice if there was an apology for the lost mil-
lions to the British taxpayer. Conversely, on at least two occasions (both
after particularly combative hearings) witnesses latterly sought to modify
their position. After giving evidence on a high-profile and problematic
welfare project (the ‘shambles’ referred to earlier), a permanent secretary
was asked why he thought his departments performance was acceptable.
The response was contrite: ‘T apologise if I gave that impression. I am
absolutely agreeing with you ... that this standard is not remotely accept-
able’ Similarly, in a hearing on cancer services, a witness from a health
agency concluded: T end where we began: I accept that, as a result of all
the restructuring [of the National Health Service], there was probably a
bit of a loss of momentum.... Consistent with the staged-retreat model
(Hood et al. 2016) and the idea of escalating concessions being made
reluctantly and only after ‘trial-and-error’ (Hinterleitner, 2017: 250), both
of these last-ditch admissions came after vociferous problem denial had
failed to mollify the committee.

Turning to the question of why the core executive differs from the rest
of government by undertaking more frequent problem denials: the tran-
scripts involving this handful of senior departments standout in several
respects. Firstly, the rate of interruption differs significantly when Cabinet
Office and HM Treasury give evidence before the PAC.® For the six hearings
where these departments were lead (rather than supporting) witnesses, the
average was 8 coded interruptions per hearing, compared with an average of
21 interruptions for the rest of the sample. Long, multi-paragraph responses
are also far more common when these senior departments give testimony.
Hence, rather than these more audacious problem deniers experiencing
more combative hearings with the PAC, the reverse appears to be the case.
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Secondly, both core executive witnesses and PAC members explicitly
refer to their shared interest in promoting value for money among other
spending Departments. For instance, in a hearing about decentralisation,
a Treasury official said:

It should be possible for the NAO and indeed this Committee and the
Treasury to check whether these data are being provided; if they are not, it

is the duty of all of us to hold the Department to account. (emphasis
added)

Here, the grouping of NAO, PAC and Treasury as parties jointly requir-
ing performance data from departments, plus the explicit reference to the
shared duty - ‘of all of us’ - to hold the rest of Whitehall to account,
clearly aligns the finance ministry with parliament and its auditor more
than with its peer cabinet departments. Similarly, at an earlier hearing,
the Treasury said of the government’s recent innovations in public service
delivery:

These issues present challenges for the Treasury, the Public Accounts
Committee, and the NAO, but I can’t believe it is beyond our wit to develop
a system that can give Parliament the necessary level of assurance about
how taxpayers’ money is spent. (emphasis added)

Again, it is for the trio of finance ministry, committee and auditor to
confront the shared challenge of protecting taxpayers; and it is up to their
combined ingenuity - ‘our wit' - to find solutions. Nor is this shared
mission new. Several witnesses referred to the historic alliance between
parliament and finance ministry, whereby arrangements for securing
accountability for public spending had been ‘agreed between the Treasury
and this Committee over very many decades, including via a ‘concordat
agreed between this Committee and the Treasury in 1932

Although such expressions of alliance mostly came from civil servants,
the committee itself alluded to the same view on several occasions. For
instance, the Chair spoke of how ‘we can all do our job better’ if account-
ability is clarified, and another member spoke of ‘a cosy consensus
between the Treasury and Committee about the need to slow the pace of
turnover in senior roles in Whitehall. Moreover, when Treasury officials
appeared as supporting (rather than primary) witnesses alongside a
spending department, the PAC often included them in the discussion as
something more akin to advisors than co-defendants. For instance, at the
start of one hearing about social security reform, the Chair directed the
first question to the Treasury by asking why it took so long to agree the
spending department’s business case. By immediately surfacing the finance
ministry’s doubts about the scheme before proceeding to the main testi-
mony from the department, the PAC utilised the Treasury as if
witness-for-the-prosecution. On other occasions, the committee’s
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heightened trust in the Treasury and Cabinet Office was evident when
they were asked to confirm that they would double-check other depart-
ments’ decisions before allowing them to proceed with policy reforms, to
which they dutiful replied: “We ... have a series of tests to run before we
approve’; ‘We shall not sign off a specific number until we see the final
business case;” and “There is a whole bunch of things that the Treasury is
always interested in ... before committing’

Thirdly, on at least two occasions, the Committee initiated discussions
with witnesses from the core executive that appeared to be motivated by a
desire to ‘compare notes’ about how the rest of Whitehall was performing.
In a hearing about major projects, the Cabinet Office was asked which ini-
tiatives were on its ‘hot list' as most at-risk of delay or cost overrun. After
receiving a short run through of the main concerns (which again included
the welfare ‘shambles’ above), the PAC Chair continued: ‘If you had asked
us [i.e. the Committee] the same question, we would have given you the
same list’ Similarly, in a discussion about preparations to meet lower spend-
ing allocations during the Coalition Governments programme of austerity,
a Treasury official noted that ‘departments are in slightly different places’
This prompted a lengthy exchange between several witnesses and commit-
tee members about which particular departments were ahead or behind the
pack: ‘The only one that we felt was really on top of it was Transport,
which had started early’ (PAC); ‘[Justice] started off very well’ (Cabinet
Office) and ‘“for the first time, I feel more confident about [Defence]
(Cabinet Office again); ‘You did not mention [Revenue] in your list of good
ones’ (PAC) ‘Or Education’ (PAC again); T would add Health, rather impor-
tantly’ (HM Treasury). Again, these discussions appear more as dialogue
between peers than interrogation of an agent.

There are institutional signs of this alliance, too. As well as the inclu-
sion of the Treasury minister as an ex officio (but absent) member of the
PAC, a senior civil servant, known as the Treasury Officer of Accounts,
attends all PAC meetings, briefs government witnesses in advance of evi-
dence sessions, arranges for government responses to the committee to be
published afterwards, and undertakes other liaison duties between com-
mittee and executive.” As White and Hollingsworth (1999: 126-127)
observe, the result is that ‘a number of officials from the Treasury are
intrinsically linked to the PAC, and sit on both sides of the fence ...
[reflecting] the close relationship between, and shared aims of, the PAC
and the Treasury’ (emphasis added). Indeed, the Treasury refers to itself
as parliament’s ‘guardian’ in Whitehall (Constitution Committee 2013;
Hood et al. 2023), protecting its interests in the face of insatiable demands
for increased financing from spending departments.

None of this should imply that the PAC doesn’t enjoy occasional cor-
dial relations with other departments outside of the core executive. And
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nor is it the case that the senior departments and Committee sit hand-in-
glove. Tensions can be found. In particular, the PAC can regard the
Treasury as too soft on departments, or too slow to intervene before
problems spiral out of control. ‘One of our frustrations in this Committee,
said the Chair, ‘is that you get allocated a sum of money [from the
Treasury] and as long as you live within it they do not give a toss, really,
what happens within that envelope’ But this complaint only reinforces the
committee’s general expectation of cooperation from the finance ministry,
and annoyance when the latter proves too hesitant at what the PAC views
to be its proper task.

Altogether, the most striking aspect of the entente cordiale between the
Public Accounts Committee, HM Treasury and Cabinet Office is that it
does not result in greater consensus about the specific errors uncovered
in performance audits relating to programmes run by the core executive.
It would be natural to assume, given the state of relations described above,
that these value-for-money zealots in parliament and executive would
tend to agree with one another about audit results more than is the case
with other departments. But the regression results reveal the opposite to
be true: spending departments and agencies accept more of the PAC’s
recommendations than the core executive does. To understand this para-
dox, we return to the concept of relational distance.

Discussion: relational distance and problem denial

We set out to investigate whether seniority within the machinery of gov-
ernment enables problem denial in the same manner as it often does for
other blame management strategies, like delegation and policy abstinence.
Our first idea was that self-confidence associated with gaining highest
office would embolden senior officeholders to problem deny more freely
than foot soldiers. We saw many instances of self-confident leadership in
the qualitative analysis above; but in order for this to explain the observed
inconsistencies in how different tiers of government respond to the PAC,
self-confidence would need to be most pronounced among the core exec-
utive, which problem-denies most often. Yet this was not the case. Indeed,
some of the most assured rebuttals (‘It was not a shambles ... I am not
going to accept that’) came from ordinary spending departments, and
even from a government contractor.

Our second, related idea was that gaining seniority would reduce the
risk of being scapegoated by any higher authority, in the manner of the
much-discussed ‘lightening rod” (Ellis 1994). Again, this might embolden
the would-be problem denier to pursue more audacious denials. But,
empirically, if this were the case we should find that arm’s-length admin-
istrative agencies problem-deny less than the rest of Whitehall, these being
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the lowest tier of the government hierarchy and the most easily scape-
goated in the Machiavellian tradition (Cooper et al. 2024; Mortensen
2016). Again, the null results for Hypothesis 2 refute this mechanism.

Our third expectation differed from the first two in that it related less
to an inherent advantage of seniority than a potential accompaniment in
some circumstances. Relational distance - ‘the degree to which [two par-
ties] participate in one another’s lives’ (Black 2010: 40) - could affect trust
between account-giver and an accountability forum. If shared interests
lead to greater trust between principal and agent, the latter may have
greater licence to rebut, explain and justify, rather than simply to concede.
That is, where relational distance is low and preferences and objectives
overlap, problem deniers may be emboldened by their expectation of a
more benign reception from a friendlier and more sympathetic overseer.

We find considerable support for this third explanation. Despite the
higher denial rate among the Treasury and Cabinet Office (confirming
Hypothesis 1), PAC hearings with these senior departments are less com-
bative and interrupted than those with other parts of government. Thus,
while more criticism is rebutted by the core executive, the committee is less
disbelieving of and frustrated by such denials compared with other depart-
ments that problem-deny less. This implies that the long-standing ‘special
relationship’ between the PAC and, particularly, the finance ministry creates
conditions in which bolder problem denials can be countenanced. Both
committee and core executive want to crack down on wasteful spending
and maximise value for taxpayers. This overlap in mission is reinforced by
the aforementioned overlaps in personnel. Moreover, each party takes the
opportunity to compare notes with the other about the spending depart-
ments that they jointly oversee. They each have the same data requirements
for measuring performance, and acknowledge a shared duty to hold depart-
ments to account based on that data, including by divining new oversight
arrangements to accommodate innovations in public service delivery. Finally,
when the Treasury is thought to be wavering in this joint endeavour, the
relationship with the committee becomes strained.

All of this suggests that, while problem denial is constrained by plausi-
bility and reputation (Bovens et al. 1999; Hood 2011; Hood et al. 2016;
McGraw 1990), it also enabled by trust. Where an accountability forum is
willing to ‘give the benefit of the doubt’ to an account giver whose motiva-
tions are unquestioned, the rate of problem denial will increase, all else
equal. Being ‘of one mind’ as to the need for expenditure restraint, the PAC
is more receptive to the Treasury’s arguments about why apparent errors
should not be regarded as such. Anticipating this friendlier reception, the
senior departments can regard problem denial as more viable than other
account-givers whose relations with the committee are less resilient.
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This is consistent with the literature on regulatory capture, which sug-
gests that relational distance significantly affects regulatory behaviour.
Where principal and agent are closer in background, status, and interests,
more trusting and less inquisitorial regulation can result (Ashworth et al.
2002; Hood et al. 1999). Our empirical results suggest a similar process
is at play when it comes to problem denial: if relational distance between
accountability forum and account giver is lower, then receptivity to prob-
lem denials will be higher and the strategy will be used more freely.

Conclusion

Problem denial is the starting place for many blame games; yet it is rel-
atively neglected in theoretical and empirical research. By focusing on
problem denial in the context of performance audits, we have sought to
explore potential enablers of this choicest blame avoidance strategy, whilst
also moving beyond the case study methodology that currently predomi-
nates in this literature. Analysing individual policy flops (Hinterleitner
2020), public service failures (Boin et al. 2010; Moynihan 2012;
Triantafillidou and Yannas 2023), or scandals resulting from personal mis-
conduct (Hood et al. 2016) has, of course, been hugely valuable in allow-
ing scholars to uncover, blow-by-blow, the unfolding of major blame
games. But in opting for a mixed-methods study of more routine perfor-
mance auditing, we have been able to examine the influence of a specific
variable (seniority) on problem denial tactics for a large number of
bureaucracies subject to the same accountability process, whilst holding
constant a variety of other relevant factors.

On the face of it, our empirical results partly support the idea that
seniority confers advantages on the problem-denier, given the increased
rate of rebuttal among the core executive compared with the rest of gov-
ernment. But the qualitative evidence points to a more nuanced explana-
tion, in which seniority masks the more fundamental enabler of problem
denial: trust resulting from low relational distance. In our case, relational
distance between accountability forum and account-giver was lowest for
senior actors within the machinery of government, rather than foot sol-
diers. But this need not be the case, and future research should seek
empirical opportunities to test the reverse situation in which subordinate
members of the organisational hierarchy enjoy lowest relational distance
with a powerful accountability forum. One example may be blame games
arising in the context of self-regulated professionals like medics or law-
yers, where shared training and experience among account-givers and
account-takers could increase receptivity towards, and understanding, of
the frontline’s problem denials.
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Limitations and next steps

There are several limitations to our analysis. One is that rejection of a
PAC recommendation remains but a proxy for problem denial, affording
large-N analysis but at the expense of qualitative nuance. For instance, it
is conceivable that government may accept that a problem exists in prin-
ciple, but regard this as either too difficult or too costly to remedy, and
so reject the audit recommendation in order to avoid the outlay of
resources. (Indeed, better-resourced departments are more likely to accept
and implement PAC requests; see Elston and Zhang (2025).) Another
challenge is that the types of audit recommendations submitted to the
core executive may differ in important but unobserved ways from those
submitted to the rest of Whitehall, biasing our comparison of how differ-
ent tiers of government respond to the PAC. We attempt to accommodate
this by controlling for the type of remedial action requested by the com-
mittee, but this may not entirely address the problem. And a third set of
limitations relates to the context of our study: the bureaucratic (rather
than ministerial) nature of the performance auditing process, the pro-
gramme of fiscal austerity which overshadowed the period that we exam-
ine, the particularly forceful personality of the PAC chair during this
time, and the hung parliament and coalition government which are
extremely rare in the British/Westminster context. All of these factors may
limit the external validity of our results.

Nonetheless, blame management in contemporary politics need not
only be studied through occasional, high-profile and high-stakes blame
games, in which significant failures of policy, public services or personal
conduct dramatically but temporarily grab public, media and political
attention. Though valuable, case evidence cannot easily substantiate the
blame theorists’ core contention that negativity bias and self-preservation
are ‘essential for a realistic understanding of the nature and workings of
political systems’ (Hinterleitner and Sager 2017: 587, emphasis added).
Rather, this requires much more ‘everyday’ data on blame, of the kind
explored above.

Notes

1. For a fuller account of the NAO and its performance auditing process, see
White and Hollingsworth (1999), Lonsdale (2008), and Dewar and Funnell
(2016).

2. Government responses mostly consist of explicit ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ state-
ments, followed by short justifications. This differs from the vaguer replies
typically sent to department-specific committees (Benton and Russell 2013).
Coding of responses was thus relatively straightforward, though some occa-
sional idiosyncratic replies still needed interpreting.
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3. One researcher coded the entire dataset and marked each code as either a
‘centre’ or ‘edge’ case, the latter (30 per cent) indicating cases that poten-
tially met criteria for two or more codes. A second researcher then blind
double-coded a randomly-selected 15 per cent of centre cases, and all edge
cases. For centre cases, an agreement of 90 per cent was reached without
discussion, with a Cohen’s Kappa value of 0.881. Thus, the first researcher’s
centre codes were retained unmodified. For edge cases, the initial agree-
ment was 70 per cent, with a Kappa of 0.634. All disputed edge codes were
then agreed through discussion. By convention, Cohen’s Kappa coefficients
of >0.81 are typically interpreted as “near perfect” agreement, while coeffi-
cients of 0.61-0.80 indicate ‘substantial’ agreement (Altman 1999; Landis
and Koch 1977).

4. To make the analysis manageable and avoid bias from outliers, we excluded
the few cases in which the committee returned to the same topic on more
than one occasion. We were also conservative in identifying serial inquiries,
excluding those on similar general themes (e.g. taxation) where the PAC
did not explicitly designate it's second inquiry as a follow-up” or ‘return to’
the issues discussed in the first. Typically, this is measured by a self-citation
in the preface to the second report.

5. The third permanent member of the core executive, the very small Prime
Minister’s Office, is not a lead witness for any of the sampled inquiries.

6. The 1932 concord between Treasury and PAC specifies when and how de-
partments can incur expenditure in advance of the relevant legislation be-
coming law (Hood et al., 2023, ch. 2). The motivation is that, sometimes,
to delay authorisation until a Bill is passed can undermine value-for-money.

7.  Historically, the Comptroller and Auditor General (the Head of the NAO)
was also a Treasury official, and the Exchequer and Audit Department a
unit within the Treasury, until the separate and independent NAO was cre-
ated in 1983 (Dewar and Funnell 2016).
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