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Abstract
Purpose – Through a case study on the governance structures of the UN, the purpose of this paper is to
develop a critique of Public and Private Bureaucracies Transaction Cost Economics (PPBTCE) (Williamson,
1999) as a theoretical lens to analyze internal oversight structures.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors explore “probity” and “independence” transactions’
attributes through historical narrative case-based research to answer the question – Why did numerous
attempts to strengthen the governance of UN internal oversight structures not relieve “probity” hazards?
Findings – The analysis shows that at the UN increasing and strengthening the governance of oversight
structures, i.e., incentives, did not relieve probity/ethics hazards as predicted in PPBTCE.
Secretaries-General and UN General Assembly, entities charged with oversight powers, systematically
trumpeted the UN Charter, breaching probity/ethics and disregarding the supervisory independence
prerogative of internal oversight structures, hence failing to contribute to the “common good” and to
protect the UN mission.
Originality/value – This paper is the first application of PPBTCE to internal oversight transactions within
an International organization context testing probity and independence attributes. The authors find that
“independence” outweighs the “asset specificity” attribute whenever decisions on the governance of internal
oversight arise. As far as sourcing decisions are concerned, the authority of the sovereign and the
independence of the judiciary as well as quasi-judiciary transactions are not transferable attributes and, thus,
cannot be contracted along with the actors’ ethics. PPBTCE should be modified to include, e.g. “virtues ethics”
behavioral assumption as a transaction costs’ reduction device and explanatory framework for “probity”
hazards, abandoning the opportunism behavioral assumption.
Keywords Ethics, Public sector, International organizations, Internal oversight,
Public and Private Bureaucracies Transaction Cost Economics
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The negative aspects of fraud and corruption have been attracting the attention of
researchers from different areas. Some of the literature reports intensive exploration of the
modus operandi of the auditing function in the context of organizations that collapsed in the
aftermath of serious and broad-reaching corruption cases (e.g. Neu et al., 2013;
Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010; Carnegie and Napier, 2010; Gendron and Spira, 2009;
Power, 2003; Graaf and Huberts, 2008; Grigorescu, 2008; Heath and Norman, 2004).
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Other strand of research has focused on how to construct ethical subjects to reduce
corruption through control-by-punishment and increased administrative controls, such as
auditing and inscription processes embedded in effective legal and institutional systems
(cf. Neu et al., 2015; Hopkin and Rodríguez‐Pose, 2007; Everett et al., 2006).

At the same time, the role that the ethics of actors of inscription processes plays in the
corruption has also merited the interest of researchers to counter-argue that control by
punishment, although necessary, is insufficient to combat corruption (cf. Grossi and Pianezzi,
2018; Hoskin, 2015; Sikka and Lehman, 2015; Chwastiak, 2015; Neu et al., 2015; Sargiacomo
et al., 2015; Roberts, 2015; Gabbioneta et al., 2013; Everett et al., 2006; Everett et al. 2007). In this
same vein, the application of the lens of virtues ethics to study the profession of certified
public accountants (Lail et al., 2017; West, 2017, 2018a, b) is advocating that the character
traits of accountants in action should be shaped by virtues and concern “the common good to
take into account the institutions and structures of contemporary society” (West, 2017, p. 344).

Building on this range of literature on fraud and corruption we analyze decisions on the
governance structures of the United Nations (UN) – an International Organization (IO)
whose role in the World Order is undeniable, and that entails an organizational context and
decision-making processes that are highly complex (Hosli et al., 2011; Potrafke, 2009;
Analoui, 2009; Torgler, 2008; Dreher et al., 2008).

Since its establishment over 70 years ago, the UN has experienced several events of
corruption and fraud widely reported by the media. Yet the world community has the
expectation of UN active contribution to the “common good,” the idea of good governance
envisaged by Aristotle – the “good of the polis and of citizen […] allows us to distinguish
just regimes from preverse ones […] through citizenship” (Sison and Fontrodona, 2012,
p. 214). The world community expects that the UN Charter, establishing the UN “rules of the
game” (Williamson, 1993, p. 113), allows for an institutional design that provides for good
governance and the grounds for the proper management and control mechanisms that
safeguard its “common good” mission.

In IOs, such as the UN, as well as in many other types of organizations, executive
(and legislative) decision-making powers design, shape and often mostly determine the
sourcing of the governance mechanisms that govern oversight transactions. Internal
oversight is among the management control mechanisms (Speklé, 2001) which the UN
General Assembly put into place shortly after its creation in 1944 (UN Document GA
Resolution 163 (II), 1947) intended to safeguard the UN’s mission and objectives.

Thereafter, the internal oversight underwent several reforms, all triggered by news of
corruption, exposing widespread problems of UN managers’ impunity and improprieties
(Grigorescu, 2008; Congressional Research Service – USA, 2007). The lack of “independence”
underpinning the internal oversight mechanisms was always a key weakness in the
forefront of the factors pointed to as causing the deficiency of the internal control
mechanisms. Auditors seek to protect the organization, in the spirit that “[n]o […] auditor
can afford to be without independence; he needs it as a judge needs it, in order to be
impartial and fearless in criticism” (Normanton, 1966, p. 298).

The degree of independence of the internal oversight – a fundamental aspect of its
governance (Gendron et al., 2001) – is also largely determined by the executive
decision-making powers. The Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA) frames the internal audit
transactions' independence attribute in the Independence and Objectivity Standard
regarding the requirements for the internal audit good governance: organizational
independence; and the direct interaction of the Chief Internal Audit with the Board.
The third dimension set by the standard – auditor’s objectivity, expresses concern with the
individual’s ethics/probity. Independence is, therefore, a fundamental attribute attached to
the outputs of the audit profession and is at risk of impairment under certain circumstances
(IIA – Institute of Internal Auditors, 2011).
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Notwithstanding independence being the heart and the lungs of oversight activities, there
are only a few studies focusing on decisions concerning the governance of the internal
oversight services within the public sector (e.g. Gendron et al. 2001; Neu et al., 2013). In the
private sector, a few used the lens of the Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) framework (Speklé
et al., 2007; Widener and Selto, 1999; Spraakman, 1997) to explore decisions on sourcing the
governance of internal audit services, but none tested or theorized independence in any of its
dimensions. This gap in the TCE literature is even more evident as Williamson’s (1999) Public
and Private Bureaucracies Transaction Cost Economics (hereinafter PPBTCE) addresses the
choice of modes of governance of public sector transactions such as sovereign and judiciary
transactions – instances that may be included in internal oversight, and there are no empirical
studies drawing on PPBTCE to study internal oversight in public sector.

Our analysis develops with the application of PPBTCE to explore the UN executive
(and legislative) power’s decisions regarding the sourcing and governance of its internal
oversight transactions. By doing so, we seek to answer the question: “Why did numerous
attempts to strengthen the governance of UN internal oversight structures not relieve
“probity” hazards?” By focusing on the executive (and legislative) power actors’ decision
making when facing widespread corruption problems and its impact on independence,
we contribute to the growing interdisciplinary research and conversation amongst
accounting, PPBTCE and ethics. More specifically, we offer a critical analysis of
PPBTCE’s opportunism behavioral and suggest ways forward by, instead, embedding in
it the concept of virtues ethics.

The paper proceeds as follows. In the next section, we develop the theoretical concepts
informing the analysis of our empirical study by framing Williamson’s (1999) PPBTCE
approach and introducing the ethical dimension in governance structures. Research
methods and methodology for the empirical research follow. The paper continues
with the presentation of our empirical study and discussion in the following sections.
We end with conclusions.

2. Public and Private Bureaucracies Transaction Cost Economics (PPBTCE)
and the ethical dimension within governance structures
In 1999, Williamson extended its original TCE theory to the governance of public sector
transactions such as “sovereign and judiciary transactions” (Williamson, 1999, p. 321). This
extension was based on the idea that, in comparative terms, public bureaucracy is the most
efficient governance structure for sovereign transactions. Sovereign transactions “are
endowed with indefeasible authority” (Wilson, 1989, p. 398), may include tasks such as the
judiciary and require the security of the state “to correct any defects in the institutions
themselves or in people’s use of them” (Miller, 2017, p. 125); furthermore, their outsourcing is
problematic, and the executive power is chiefly accountable. The attributes of sovereign
transactions include efficiency, equity, accountability and authority (Wilson, 1989, p. 358).

Judiciary transactions are those that are administered by the courts to produce or deliver
justice and constitute the output of the judicial branch of any “sovereignty.” The most
important attribute of judiciary transactions is “independence” (Williamson, 1999, p. 321).
This “independence” requires the systematic exercise of the “virtues ethics” according to
McCloskey (2006): “the virtues that we need if we are to develop from our initial animal
condition into that of independent rational agents [viz., prudence, temperance, and justice],
and the virtues that we need, if we are to confront and respond to vulnerability and
disability both in ourselves [courage, hope] and in others [love, faith], belong to one and the
same set of [seven] virtues, the distinctive virtues of dependent rational animals” (p. 307).

Sovereign transactions are afflicted by “asset specificity,” “uncertainty,” “frequency” and
“probity” contractual hazards (Williamson, 1999, p. 322), the latter being the novelty introduced
specifically for public bureaucracies’ governance structures insofar as “[d]iferential probity
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becomes evident in conjunction with extreme instances (of which are sovereign transactions
[…])” (Williamson, 1999, p. 322). How to identify “extreme instances” does not seem to be clear
in PPBTCE, as it is also not clear why probity is a function of an “extreme instance” and not a
function of all instances. In fact, all types of transactions carry moral dimensions and moral
consequences (McCloskey, 2011), as admitted by Williamson, who recognizes that probity is a
function of the executive power and an attribute of governance. In this vein, we suggest
internal oversight/auditing to be included among sovereign transactions.

“Probity,” defined as the “loyalty and rectitude with which […] a transaction is discharged”
(Williamson, 1999, p. 322), has three dimensions: vertical, in that the executive power may lack
confidence in the information and assessments of the staff (or the staff may be perceived) to be
non-compliant with the executive’s objectives; horizontal relates to the possibility that
counterparties may perceive a lack of authority of the executive, which may make the
activities of the executive’s contractor more difficult to carry out; internal, which implies “a
high standard of integrity that includes professional excellence to be exercised in the
organizational unit to which a task has been assigned” (Williamson, 1999). The absence of
loyalty places organizations and the public system at risk. The protection of the organizations’
mission and the relief of probity hazards depend upon internal cooperation and responsive
governance structures “to which reliable responsiveness to the president – goal congruence,
timely compliance […] can be ascribed” (Williamson, 1999, p. 323) so the well-designed public
bureau will have some built-in mission safeguards. This appears to indicate that the
underlying assumption is that added control mechanisms and incentives work in instilling
ethical behavior. Risk of breaches against probity is described as “inexcusable incompetence
or even betrayal” (Williamson, 1999, p. 324) that places the entire system at risk, and such
“breaches are punishable as treason” (Williamson, 1999, p. 324).

Both “loyalty and rectitude” are attributes that express the virtues of character (Audi, 2012;
Kesebir and Kesebir, 2012). Professional excellence is a virtue from the Greek “arête,” which
means excellence as “it refers to qualities that allow people to excel” (Hackett andWang, 2012;
Caza et al., 2004). A virtue encompasses more than just a simple selection of an action because
it does not demarcate ethics. It is about a way of being and making a certain good choice in all
circumstances (Freeman, 1994; Paine, 2004; McCloskey, 2006). Probity is described as a virtue
(Bruni and Sugden, 2013, p. 156) highly valued in trade; hence, it is “the subject of economics
[…] the study of human character and its virtues” (McCloskey, 1996, p. 188).

Virtues are considered to advance the well-being of both individuals and the society – the
“common good” (Aristotle and Ross, 2009; McCloskey, 2006; McCullough and Snyder, 2000;
Schuurmans-Stekhoven, 2011; Sison and Fontrodona, 2012; Whetstone, 2001), providing a
standard for assessing actions and managerial practices for enhancing ethical
decision-making ( Joseph, 2016; O’Toole, 2005). “As Aristotle noted […], for an action to
count as ethical, it must be done knowingly, be chosen for its own sake, and be done from a
fixed disposition to do the act” (Den Uyl, 2009, p. 357), practicing and learning by example
(Miller, 2017; McCloskey, 2006). When virtues are absent it may leave room for vices such as
the lack of rectitudinous and dishonest practices (Audi, 2012; Dupont, 2014).

Despite the inclusion of the novel “probity” dimension in PPBTCE, attached to leadership
and management action, and not to the actors’ behaviors, the behavioral assumption of
“opportunism – self-interest seeking with guile” (Williamson, 1999, p. 311), i.e. “[t]he
possibilities that economic agents will lie, cheat and steal” (Williamson, 1993, p. 101) was
maintained from the original TCE model. Opportunism, implying “[…] calculated efforts to
mislead, distort, disagree, obfuscate, or otherwise confuse” (Williamson, 1985, p. 47),
permeates all parameters of PPBTCE, is pervasive and may be unethical. “Opportunism” and
“probity” are opposite moral traits (Ghoshal, 2005; Romar, 2004; Sison and Fontrodona, 2012).
The first can be assimilated to a vice and the latter to a virtue. In TCE, preventing the
opportunistic hazards depends on the effectiveness of the monitoring and control of people
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enabled through administrative controls, reductive to bureaucratic control-by-punishment or
privatization control-by-contract and incentives, disregarding the actor’s customs and ethical
traits (Roberts, 2015; Bruni and Sugden, 2013; McCloskey, 2011; Romar, 2004; Chen et al.,
2002). As Moschandreas (1997, p. 49) claims, TCE fails “[…] to admit that self-interest seeking
individuals in positions of authority may exploit relations opportunistically […].. PPBTCE,
while working with both “opportunism” assumption and “probity” hazards simultaneously,
may lead to the self-fulfilling prophecy referred to by Ghoshal and Moran (1996), reinforcing
the opportunistic behaviors instead of promoting the prevalence of “probity.”

In PPBTCE, it remains unclear how the coexistence of the behavioral assumption of
“opportunism” and the “probity” contractual hazard work and interrelate, and how
opportunistic behavior is mitigated despite the fact that TCE does not assume opportunism to
be a universal trait of mankind (Williamson, 1985, 1993), but rather that some individuals may
behave opportunistically some time. This might be due to the fact that as Husted and Folger
(2004) observe, the social-psychological dimensions of the production of goods or services are
not dealt with in TCE. Opportunism is a moral hazard that, when it materializes, carries added
transaction costs, andmutatis mutandis, when probity/ethics materializes transaction costs go
down (Ghoshal and Moran, 1996; Werhane, 2000; Williamson, 1993). “[G]ood ethics, made
manifest in the context of economic relationships with others, is also good business” ( Jones,
1995, p. 417). Organization theory admits breaches of ethics on account of opportunistic
behavior (Roberts, 2015; Zhang, 2009; Foss and Klein, 2005; Ghoshal, 2005; Jones, 1995; Kay,
2019; Moschandreas, 1997; Ghoshal and Moran, 1996; Granovetter, 1985). The question then is
how to avoid opportunistic behavior and to practice ethics (Dupont, 2014; Sison et al., 2012).

Notwithstanding, according to Neu et al. (2015), Hopkin and Rodríguez‐Pose (2007) and
Everett et al. (2006), bureaucratic controls and inscriptions may help to develop disciplined
and ethical subjects. In PPBTCE, the governance structures govern transactions “as the
institutional matrix in which the integrity of a transaction is decided” (Williamson, 1996,
glossary). The public bureaucracy has an advantage in providing goods and services that
require a high degree of “probity” in the presence of highly incomplete contracts when
compared with full privatization for public sector transactions such as “[…] sovereign,
judicial […]” (Williamson, 1999, pp. 307-308). The alignment hypothesis is established in
terms that “[p]robity concerns will be relieved by governance structures […]” (Williamson,
1999, p. 323), i.e. added administrative control mechanisms and incentives.

Despite the proposed advances in TCE theory, to the best of our knowledge, PPBTCE has
not yet been empirically applied to study any aspect of the internal oversight in the public
sector. There are only a few studies applying TCE to study the sourcing of internal audit
services, most of them in the private sector. Speklé et al. (2007) surveyed a sample
of 66 companies in the Netherlands, replicating Widener and Selto’s (1999) study of
600 companies in the USA, seeking to determine the attributes that drive the decision to
insource vs outsource internal audit services. In so doing, they tested TCE’s asset specificity,
frequency and uncertainty transactions’ attributes. Speklé (2001) also drew on TCE to propose
a framework to explain various archetypical control constructs such as asset specificity,
arguing that “TCE and MC [management control] share a common interest in understanding
purposive control, and both are committed to the explanation of control structure choice”
(p. 420); and Spraakman (1997) developed an experiment applying TCE to test the usefulness of
internal audit findings for cost economizing. Nevertheless, neither of these studies explored the
sourcing of internal audit/oversight within the public sector and the independence attribute.

Williamson (1999) recognizes that PPBTCE is still in the infancy of its development: “The
use of extreme instances is intended to uncover important but hitherto neglected features
[…] The idea of ‘governance as integrity’ [emphasis in the original] […] has broader scope
than is evident from prior treatments. But while probity seems to resonate, it is also vague.
Applications need to be delimited. Operationalization is wanting” (p. 340).
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Fredland (2004) is among the few who have empirically tested PPBTCE to study the
increasing role of providing combat and support military functions to sovereign
governments. His conclusions bear on the significance of the probity hazards attached to
direct combat sovereign transactions that limit their outsourcing, and that “sovereignty is
at issue for both the importer and the exporter” (p. 215), thus corroborating Williamson’s
(1999) thesis that the outsourcing of sovereign transactions is problematic.
Also, Ruiter (2005) examined the applicability of PPBTCE to the public sphere.
“Probity” was analyzed with the help of the distinction between legal acts, rules regimes
and transactions to conclude that probity is a secondary attribute of public transactions
deriving from certain governance structures rather than a factor co-determining matching
governance structures.

Despite the implied claims that the theory is relevant, there is still the need to understand
how PPBTCE can be used in the public sector, namely, to analyze decisions affecting the
governance of internal oversight, which we address in the remaining parts of this paper.

3. Methodology
We begin with David and Han’s (2004) claim that “empiricists have not taken sufficient
advantage of the possibilities for longitudinal work in TCE” (p. 55) to support our strategy
to investigate UN decisions on the governance and sourcing of internal oversight in a
longitudinal across-context and across-time perspective. With the aim of confronting
variations in UN governance structures over a lengthy period of time (cf. George and
Bennett, 2005; Leonard-Barton, 1990), we carried out a longitudinal and in-depth case study
covering the period between the mid-1980s and 2008 built on historical narrative.

Evidence was organized into two complementary sets: primary data comprising
documents and archived records collected from the UN publicly accessible website
(https://search.archives.un.org), and secondary data gathered outside the UN such as reports,
newspapers and magazine articles, as well as other publications related to the topic under
analysis (see the Appendix for a full list of primary and secondary sources). We used multiple
sources of evidence so that we could triangulate evidence and enhance the quality of the study
(Yin, 2014; Miles et al., 2013). Collecting evidence from archival sources at the UN website
revealed a low intrusive method that provided detail and evidence of corroboration or
contradiction against data from other sources (cf. Merriam, 1998) and that allowed gathering
an enormous quantity of archived documents for the period under study. Archival data at the
UN website included: internal regulations and rules issued by the Secretary-General; internal
organizational charts; press releases; internal reports issued by the UN organs and
departments (such as Joint Inspection Union ( JIU), Board of Auditors (BOA), Office of the
Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), Office of Inspections and Investigations (OII), UN General
Assembly, Department of Management and Administration (DAM), Secretary-General, etc.);
meeting records, speeches and minutes of the UN Organs’ meetings: UN General Assembly;
United Nations Security Council (UNSC); working documents submitted to the General
Assembly for appreciation, approval, and/or resolution; General Assembly documents
and resolutions; UN Security Council’s (UNSC) resolutions; and the Independent Inquiry
Committee (IC) reports.

All these data and documents were retrieved electronically and printed, thereby allowing
analysis in a subsequent stage of our research. Primary data amounted to an estimated 30,000
pages. Every UN document collected is dated, thereby allowing us to build a sequential and
chronological historical account of events and to identify specific spans of time.

In order to collect secondary data from outside the UN, we searched the electronic
archives of general international press and specialized newspapers, such as The Financial
Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Economist, the International Herald Tribune, etc.,
using the keywords “UN reform,” ‘UN fraud,” “UN corruption,” “Oil-For-Food
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scandal,” “Inquiry,” for the same period under scrutiny. Additional secondary data
(e.g. Congressional Research Service – USA, 2005, 2007; Ahlenius, 2010; Childers and
Urquhart, 1994; GAO – US Government Accountability Office, 2004) were searched as
confirmatory data, counterfactual data or complementary data of certain events not
reported in UN official documents.

Secondary data amounted to approximately 10,000 pages. A case study database
containing the evidence was prepared to facilitate the organization of our inquiry (cf. Yin, 2014).
To augment the reliability of the information a chain of evidence was maintained (Yin, 2014).
This helped us to build our analytical narratives and to interpret and analyze them through the
lens of the PPBTCE framework; by interacting our empirical material with the theoretical
framework, we sought to put into evidence the close connection between empirical research and
emergent theory (cf. Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).

Publicly accessible written materials provided us with a large quantity of enduring and
official accounts about the changes that occurred in the UN internal oversight structures.
Such records are important insights on the decisions made by the UN executive power when
events of fraud and corruption unfolded and provide a very rich data source for our study.
By combining official UN written documents with other documentary evidence collected
outside the UN, we were able to obtain a fuller understanding of the actions undertaken by
the UN to reform its internal oversight governance structures.

By embracing a broad time period, we sought to spot the moments of significant change
and adaptation (cf. Williamson, 1999) in internal oversight structures, allowing the
construction of Figure 1. Through this historical exploration, we learned that there were five
pivotal moments (or distinct events), all of them determined by casualties of organizational
dysfunctions translated into severe cases of fraud and corruption and threats to the UN’s
reputation (cf. Lieberman, 2001). Departing from this periodization, we have gone through a
very detailed analysis, spotting all relevant facts connected with oversight at the UN, and
attempt to analyze these periods through the lens of PPBTCE.

4. The case of the internal oversight structures at the UN
Period mid-1980s to 1993: fragmentation of the oversight structures
Internal oversight transactions at the UN and elsewhere are infused with “probity,” and therefore,
according to Williamson (1999), they are sovereign transactions requiring the security of the
independence endowed to the Secretary-General by the UN Charter and the UN Convention on
Privileges and Immunities. This entails (cf. Williamson, 1999) indefeasible executive authority of
the Secretary-General received through the UN Charter compounded with the authority
specifically delegated by the General Assembly; irrevocable authority, since there is no provision
in the UN Charter allowing such a possibility; irreversible, as the Secretary-General cannot choose
at will since his authority is established by law, that is “the rules of the game” – the UN Charter
and the UN Convention on Privileges and Immunities.

Between 1985 and 1993, the General-Assembly, the BOA and the JIU at the UN claimed that
the four existing fragmented internal oversight structures lacked effective independence (cf.
Figure 1) ( JIU – UN Joint Inspection Unit, 1988, para. 163; UN document A/RES/47/211, 1992;
UN Document A/41/49, 1986; UN Document A/45/226, 1990; JIU – UN Joint Inspection Unit,
1990). The Secretary-General breached his vertical probity duty ( JIU – UN Joint Inspection
Unit, 1993; UN Document A/RES/47/211, 1992; UN Document A/RES/47/315, 1992) when he
continuously disregarded multiple recommendations for reform. Adverse news published in
the media on UN corruption problems in 1992 disclosed failures of probity at all organizational
levels and quite specific problems of UN managers’ impunity and improprieties (IO Watch
Website, 2014; Branigan, 1992a, b).

Actingwithin the purview of the UN Charter institutional framework, the General Assembly
encouraged the Secretary-General “to take urgent steps to strengthen the independence […]
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of the internal audit function” (UN Document A/RES/47/211, 1992, para 14) endorsing the
efforts of the BOA “to ensure that common auditing standards for the UN system
are consistent with those of recognized international auditing bodies” (UN Document
A/RES/47/211, 1992, para. 19). The UN senior officials’ resistance to accept independent
oversight (UN Document A/45/226, 1990) breaching IIA’s (IIA website) vital “Attribute
Standard 1,100 – Independence,” reached the media – internal auditors were being
precluded from exercising their professional duty.

From the perspective of PPBTCE, the failures can be seen as that of incomplete contracting
between the heads of the four internal oversight structures and the Secretary-General
(Williamson, 1999) ever since the internal oversight structures were first established at the UN:
lack of independence, understaffing, blurred lines of reporting and a general lack of
accountability concerning the enforcement of oversight recommendations ( JIU – UN Joint
Inspection Unit, 1993; Thornburgh, 1993a, b). Notwithstanding, the Secretary-General is the
highest administrative officer at the UN with explicit political powers in accordance with
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Articles 97 and 99 of the UN Charter (Fröhlich, 2007) and is thus entrusted with the power to
make decisions pursuant to all other main UN organs’ requests and recommendations
(Article 98 UN’s Charter), he does not exercise these powers to enforce the JIU’s and
Thornburg’s recommendations to strengthen the internal oversight capacities.

By 1993, the US arrears to the organization had reached $1bn, followed by the Russian
Federation with the second largest arrears (Thornburgh, 1993b). Faced with these funding
pressures and hoping to end the freeze on US contributions, the Secretary-General
Boutros-Ghali appointed Richard Thornburgh, former US Attorney-General, to head the
DAM, where the four fragmented internal oversight structures were hierarchically attached.
He assigned the Ford Foundation to conduct an external review of the UN, which set up a
commission headed by Paul Volcker, former chairman of the US Federal Reserve, and
Shijuro Ogata, former deputy governor of the Japan Development Bank. Both Thornburgh
and the Ogata-Volcker-Commission issued reports highlighting many of the same
weaknesses pointed out by the BOA and JIU. The Thornburgh report suggested the
appointment of an inspector-general to root out fraud, waste and abuse (Ogata and Volcker,
1993; Boutros-Ghali, 2008).

Thornburgh’s (1993a) report referred to a chronically fragmented and inadequate structure
for audit, inspection, investigation and program evaluation. It also raised the problem of the
lack of credibility of the audits considering the perceived lack of independence of the divisions,
and stressed what was noted in the Volcker-Ogata report: “Major donors, and indeed all
Member States, deserve the reassurance that […] their contributions are being wisely and
prudently utilized [which they can then convey] to their taxpayers, the ultimate supporters of
all United Nations activity” (pp. 29-31); but the reforms would depend not only upon the
exercise of the necessary political will by the Secretary-General, but also upon the member
states’ support for reform (Thornburgh, 1993b).

Thornburgh’s proposal for the appointment of an Inspector-General followed PPBTCE’s
prediction insofar as it was based on an increased bureaucratic control-by-punishment
approach (cf. Williamson, 1999). Although he also proposed the “adoption of a
comprehensive code of conduct” [as he saw it, an ethical problem (McCloskey, 2006)], the
emphasis of his solution was instead on increased administrative controls and incentives.
The events narrated in the following periods show that strengthened control mechanisms
did not work over ethics.

Period July 1993–August 1994: introduction of reforms in the internal oversight
Following the events described above, the Secretary-General announced the appointment of
an Assistant-Secretary-General to lead an independent OII whereby the four internal
oversight divisions were repositioned (UN Document ST/SGB/262, 1993). The new
Director-OII had a rank of Assistant-Secretary-General, one level below the rank of the
prior Under-Secretary-General-DAM, but reported directly to the Secretary-General. The
Secretary-General’s decision shows resistance to accord full independence to the new internal
oversight structure by determining that “[t]he Assistant-Secretary-General will work closely
with the Under-Secretary-General for Administration and Management” (UN Document ST/
SGB/262, 1993) meaning “subordinated to” with very limited freedom of action, i.e. lack of the
independence that internal auditors require (IIA – Institute of Internal Auditors, 2011). OII was
an arrangement more beneficial to the Director-DAM (the auditee) than to the Director-OII
(the auditor). In substance, this restructuring did not improve in anymanner the independence
of the internal oversight, nor did it reduce the transaction costs.

This move brought up the oversight structures in the hierarchy of the Secretariat
(see Figure 1): from a divisional level located under the DAM to the highest echelon of the
organization reporting directly to the Secretary-General’s position. Up to the point that the
integrity of the internal oversight transactions was administered within the remit and
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responsibility of the Secretary-General only, the probity hazards were limited to the
Secretary-General’s behavior and to the behavior of the Assistant-Secretary-General for OII.

The USA was not satisfied with this change and continued the pressure (Congressional
Research Service – USA, 2005). The media put it clearly: “The [US] Senate, in its version of
an appropriations bill passed in July, approved $44 million to repay a portion of US debts to
the United Nations, but conditioned funding on the creation of an independent UN office to
root out waste” (International Herald Tribune, September 30, 1993). The General Assembly
also expressed dissatisfaction (UN Document A/RES/48/218 A, 1993) “regretting” the
inadequacy of the Secretary-General’s dismissive report (UN Document A/48/452, 1993) and
recalling “the need to ensure respect for the separate and distinct roles and functions of
external and internal oversight mechanisms […]” (UN Document A/48/452, 1993, p. E) on the
basis of JIU’s report on UN accountability and oversight problems. JIU classified the existing
mechanisms “seriously deficient” and concluded that “rising criticisms and concerns”
clearly indicated a “crisis of confidence” among Member States about the UN’s deteriorating
management performance, which required urgent and far-reaching corrective action
( JIU – UN Joint Inspection Unit, 1993, p. 2). This circumstance suggests that the OII was not
properly designed in accordance with the professional auditing standards on independence:
its director was powerless between the power of the Secretary-General and the power of the
Under-Secretary-General-DAM. In fact, the Director-DAM could easily block or delay the OII
action through maneuvering the availability of funds or even blocking the disclosure of
certain adverse findings and recommendations.

The pressures upon the UN Secretary-General to improve accountability within the UN
continued to build, eventually paving the way to the establishment by the General
Assembly of the new OIOS in July 1994 (UN Document 48/218 B, 1994) to replace OII. This
structure, still in place today, was mirrored from similar positions of Inspector-Generals in
the US (Grigorescu, 2008), except for the reporting lines and budget appropriations.
In fact, full independence in the terms established by IIA’s standards was not accorded to
OIOS at this point as the head of the UN OIOS reported administratively to the UN
Secretary-General and functionally, through the Secretary-General, to the General
Assembly (UN Document 48/218 B, 1994). Notwithstanding, Boutros-Ghali asserted that
OIOS was established “enjoying complete operational independence in the conduct of its
duties” (Boutros-Ghali, 1996, p. 1).

The new OIOS was created with controversy among the decision makers because of the
powerful new oversight regime that had been forced (by the USA) upon the UN. This unease
was evident in the great interest in the choice of the first head of the OIOS (Preston, 1995).
Others viewed the newly created oversight mechanism with enthusiasm: “[…] The United
Nations now will have what many in Washington have long argued for: an independent
office to oversee its fiscal and management operations […] U.N. member states will have to
keep a watchful eye on its performance, safeguard its independence and aggressively follow
up on its findings. A serious, workable instrument, is in place” (Funk and Laurenti, 1994).

Since July 1994 and until 2008, the new structure was headed by an Under-Secretary-General,
appointed by the Secretary-General, confirmed by the General Assembly, with a five year,
non-renewable, term appointment, reporting to the UN Secretary-General directly and through
her/him to the UN General Assembly. The first appointee to Director-OIOS had no managerial
experience in his national diplomatic service. He neither had any professional auditing or
investigative credentials, expertise, experience or accomplishments, nor any evidence was ever
provided to validate the legitimacy of this important UN accountability appointment (IO Watch
Website, 2014). This reveals the probity hazards embedded in the internal oversight contract:
the appointee did not have the skills required in the General Assembly’s resolution. This was a
failure of “vertical probity” (Williamson, 1999, p. 323) right from the beginning. By doing so, the
Secretary-General and the UN General Assembly had increased the uncertainty of the internal
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oversight functioning and, therefore, the transaction costs as well, because the risks of
reputation and failure were very high (cf. Williamson, 1999).

The new OIOS organization chart came in December 1995 (UN Document ST/SGB/
Organization, Section OIOS, 1995) as follows (see Figure 1): the Under-Secretary-General
and its Office; the Audit and Management Consulting Division, the Evaluation Unit, the
Investigation Division, and the Monitoring and Inspection Unit. The JIU – UN Joint
Inspection Unit (1995) pointed out the advantages of consolidating the small four internal
oversight units at the UN Secretariat.

OIOS’ terms of reference (UN Document 48/218 B, 1994) is an incomplete contract
(Williamson, 1999, p. 311) from the very start: the “operational independence” concept, although
mentioned, was neither defined nor specified (for instance in reference to auditing professional
standards), and was even impaired, as OIOS was also not granted the crucial power to decide
on its own budget. Also, the “cause” for “removal” of the Under-Secretary-General-OIOS was
not specified, allowing a high degree of discretion to the Secretary-General, thus confirming
Williamson’s (1999, p. 336) prediction of low autonomy as far as the autonomy of executives in
a public bureaucracy is concerned. It is a tripartite contract involving the General Assembly,
the Secretary-General and the Under-Secretary-General for OIOS increasing the transaction
costs, the agency costs and increased potential conflicts, and, therefore, probity hazards.
It required more interactions and cooperative efforts than previously. With this arrangement,
the new OIOS had enlarged the scope of responsibility for internal oversight: the General
Assembly became a new party to the tripartite internal oversight contract, and the probity
hazards, whatever they ought to be, would have a bearing upon the General Assembly’s
behavior, as well.

Internal audit, monitoring, inspections and evaluation of OIOS’ transactions, fit
Williamson’s (1989) sovereign transactions definition. Given the institutional design of the
UN, which does not provide for separation of the executive from the judiciary powers, as
both are endowed to the Secretary-General, investigation transactions lack the full judiciary
independence accorded in institutional systems with clear separation of legislative,
executive and judiciary powers. Missing the full integrity and independence dimension
associated with the production of the output and the separation of powers respectively – a
likely classification for the investigation transactions as entrusted to OIOS, we suggest, is
“quasi-judiciary” transactions.

Period 2004–2005: outsource of the inquiry into the Oil-For-Food Programme (OFFP)
Background of the Oil-For-Food Programme. In April 1995, the UNSC established the OFFP
under the remit of the United Nations Secretariat (UNSC’s Resolution 986), an intended
temporary task that lasted from December 1996 to the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. It was
built as a means to bridge the gap between diplomacy and force relief of the negative impact
on the Iraqi population of the UNSC sanctions, in the form of restraints on trade, placed on
Iraq at the time of its invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and maintained after the Gulf War. It
represents for the UN the greatest enterprise it undertook in terms of the size of financial
and human resources, number and variety of entities involved and, above all, the complexity
of its organization and management (Congressional Research Service – USA, 2005).

The internal monitoring and oversight of the OFFP was entrusted by the UN
Secretary-General to the UN Office of the Iraq Program, but still under the
Secretary-General’s authority, to the UNSC’s Iraq sanctions committee (a subsidiary
committee established by the UNSC under its remit of responsibility), and to the OIOS
reporting to the Secretary-General, and through him to the General Assembly. The BOA and
the JIU also had oversight responsibilities in the sphere of their respective mandates.
This arrangement was defective in many aspects: OIOS, the only internal oversight
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mechanism endowed with the power and resources to investigate fraud and corruption by
the General Assembly had no direct access to either the General Assembly or to the UNSC.
The UNSC’s Iraq sanctions committee was charged with the responsibility of reviewing and
approving transactions, but without being required to take action in case of violations
(Meyer and Califano, 2006). The Secretary-General found himself in a conflict of interest,
being responsible for the UN Office of the Iraq Program, the executive branch of the OFFP
and the OIOS, the oversight branch. The OIOS was, therefore, in a quandary over its
oversight of the OFFP and to counter this vicious circle, the OIOS should be made to report
directly to the General Assembly and to the UNSC.

As early as 2000, UN oil overseers alerted the UNSC to suspicions of illegal oil surcharges
by the Iraqi government, but nevertheless, the UNSC members unanimously approved the
contracts (International Debates, 2005). The media started to warn about serious problems
concerning the mismanagement and lack of oversight of the OFFP, and an emerging major
scandal from late 2002 (Hosenball, 2002; Rosett, 2003a, b). It was evident that there was a
lack of transparency in the workings and decisions of the UNSC 661 Committee, and
Secretary-General Annan was given direct authority to sign off on all goods not itemized on
a special watch list, putting a veil of secrecy over billions of dollars in contracts. The scandal
exploded in early 2004 after an Iraqi newspaper published a list of about 270 people
including UN officials, politicians and companies alleged to have perhaps profited from
the illicit sale of Iraqi oil during the OFFP (BBC News Website, 2013). The pressures in
the media forced Secretary-General Annan to respond, proposing an internal inquiry to be
carried out by the Investigation Division of the OIOS. However:

[…] in response to criticism that the in-house inquiry already in place was insufficient, Annan said
a wider investigation was needed to ‘prevent an erosion of trust and hope that the international
community has invested in the organization’. The [Security] Council has shown no enthusiasm for a
comprehensive inquiry that inevitably would look into the activities of middlemen and banks,
many of whom are from some of its principal countries […]. (Hoge, 2004a, b, c, d, e).

The crisis had a severe impact on the UN and blame was spread amongst the actors:
Secretariat, UNSC, UNSC permanent members, Member States in the General Assembly,
OIOS, General Assembly’s Fifth Committee and outside contractors. Notwithstanding,
none of the external oversight bodies at the UN (the JIU and BOA) audit reports mentioned
any findings of fraud and corruption during the seven years duration of the OFFP.
Instead, OIOS had reported some instances of mismanagement within the OFFP, although
it had not conducted comprehensive reviews (IIC – Independent Inquiry Committee into
the United Nations Oil-For-Food Programme et al., 2005). Relevant to this lack of oversight
is the fact that both the Secretary-General and the UNSC had direct executive and
oversight responsibilities in the OFFP management. The Secretary-General was in an
apparent conflict of interest position.

The secretary-general’s role. While facing the threats to his personal position with many
voices outside the UN calling for his resignation (IO Watch Website, 2014; Coleman, 2004;
Hoge, 2004a, b, c, d, e; Lederer, 2004; Miller, 2004), and under pressures from the USA, the
Secretary-General took the lead and the decision to contract out “an independent high-level
inquiry (IC) to investigate the administration and management of the OFFP in Iraq”
(UN Document Security Council Resolution 1538, 2004) on the basis of only apparent
concerns about the lack of independence of OIOS. Once again, Paul Volcker was appointed
the chair of the IC on an attempt to increase general perception, inside and outside the UN, of
independence and integrity of the outcome of the investigation. Simultaneously, the
Secretary-General terminated OIOS’ ongoing investigation (Letter to UNSC members, UN
document Letter to UNSC members, President of the Security Council, 2004) without formal
explanations, despite the fact that it was the governance structure in place (and the only one)
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with statutory mandate and responsibilities entrusted by the General Assembly to conduct
audits and investigations.

The Secretary-General established the terms of reference and the scope for the inquiry,
acting in apparent conflict of interests: the contract not only failed to specify any assessment
or evaluation of the operational oversight of the OFFP (Farley, 2005; Fox News, 2005;
Gardiner, 2005) but also failed to specify the procedures that would be adopted to follow up
any recommendations to emerge from the inquiry (IIC – Independent Inquiry Committee
into the United Nations Oil-For-Food Programme et al., 2005). According to Meyer and
Califano (2006, p. 244), “The IIC’s investigation was independent. Its investigative methods,
reports, and conclusions were not subject to the supervision of the UN, member states, or
any third party.” This apparent “full” independence positioned the IC in a void of sovereign
power and, therefore, without any enforcement powers. The IC took a stance of
transparency said to be necessary to repair the UN’s reputation: “[C]ommittee conclusions
and analysis would need to be made public in their entirety” (Volcker et al., 2006, p. xiv).
Meyer and Califano (2006) stated that “almost from the start, questions arose about the
design of the Program and its administration” (p. x). This fundamental and founding aspect
of the OFFP has never been the object of any review, audit or analysis inside or outside the
UN. The estimated cost of this inquiry was $36m, involving the work of more than 70 staff
over nearly two years (Meyer and Califano, 2006, p. 244).

With this decision the Secretary-General, as well as the UNSC, might have avoided the
General Assembly undertaking the inquiry under its direct remit of responsibility: they
opportunistically set the stage in a way that better protected their personal positions and
interests, namely, considering that the Secretary-General’s position was being questioned at
the time. For the UNSC, the IC might have been the best solution to protect its members’
diverging interests that were nevertheless united by a collective problem, which had been
their direct responsibility in the management of the OFFP over a period of more than seven
years. The Secretary-General, having contracted out the IC, breached the “rules of the game,” a
breach of vertical probity, and went beyond his remit of authority, trumpeting the General
Assembly’s authority, and, by the same token, also the OIOS’ authority and independence.

The Independent Inquiry Committee’s lack of power. The IC’s contract explicitly embodied
elements of both audit – sovereign transactions – and criminal (illicit or corrupt activities),
and administrative investigations – judiciary transactions (Williamson, 1999). It was sought
to determine: whether there were procedures violated for the processing and approval of
contracts under the OFFP; whether personnel, agents or contractors had engaged in any
illicit or corrupt activities; and whether the accounts of the program were maintained in
accordance with financial regulations and rules of the UN.

The independence attribute attached to any judiciary inquiry could have been in
the back of the mind of those pressing and calling for an “external” entity to carry out the
inquiry, assuming that, as the IC had an external autonomous structure, the independence
was thereby assured. But this was not the case. The IC could not be endowed by the General
Assembly with the “security and the authority of the state” (Williamson, 1999) as it was an
outsider entity working under an outsourcing type of contract. The IC was not independent
from the Secretary-General, had no subpoena powers, had no power to produce a judgment,
had no sentencing power and had no enforcement power – attributes unique to judiciary
transactions. These attributes that should exist in the IC’s inquiry were not present in the
“outsourcing” contract established between the Secretary-General and the IC. These powers
are endowed only to the Secretary-General through the UN Charter and cannot be
sub-delegated. Most importantly, the power to waive both the functional and the diplomatic
immunities accorded to UN staff is also exclusively endowed to the Secretary-General, and
the Charter has no provision allowing the Secretary-General to delegate any of these powers.
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In contrast, OIOS would have been better equipped and more powerful to conduct the
inquiry, because it was endowed with the power to investigate by the General Assembly,
the legislative body of the UN, and through the Secretary-General could, therefore, exercise
subpoena and judgment powers for disciplinary measures or for turning the case over to
the New York State judiciary authorities (Meyer and Califano, 2006, p. xiv).

The inquiry into the OFFP was an idiosyncratic transaction (single transaction requiring
specific specialized professional knowledge) (Williamson, 1985, p. 79). The decision
contradicts Williamson’s prediction that the public bureaucracy is the most efficient mode
for organizing sovereign and judiciary transactions (Williamson, 1999).

Period 2005–2008: creation of the Audit Advisory Committee and of the Ethics Office
In the aftermath of the OFFP inquiry, at the end of 2005, the General Assembly decided to
establish an “Independent Audit Advisory Committee” (IAAC) to assist it in discharging its
oversight responsibilities. It also requested the Secretary-General to propose the terms of
reference and ensure coherence with the outcome of the ongoing review of oversight and
report to the Assembly. Moreover, at the same time, the General Assembly approved the
resources for the establishment of an Ethics Office (UN Document A/RES/60/248, 2005,
Para. 164).

The setting-up of the Ethics Office followed shortly after the IAAC establishment’s
decision had been taken, positioning it (the Ethics Office) under the remit of the Secretary-
General’s authority. Recognizing “[t]he Charter of the United Nations, in Article 101,
paragraph 3, provides that all staff members are required to meet the highest standards of
efficiency, competence and integrity […] basic principles governing the conduct of staff
members are spelled out […]” (UN Document A/60/568, 2005, p. 2). In a set of staff rules and
regulations including the UN system standards of conduct, the Secretary-General justified
the creation of the Ethics Office “to ensure ethical conduct, more extensive financial
disclosure for United Nations officials and enhanced protection for those who reveal
wrongdoing within the Organization” (UN Document A/60/568, 2005, p. 2). He explained that
“[t]he objective of the ethics office will be to assist the Secretary-General in ensuring that all
staff members observe and perform their functions in consistency with the highest
standards of integrity, as required by the Charter of the United Nations” (UN Document
A/60/568, 2005, p. 5).

How the Ethics Office could help enact ethics in the UN environment and ethical
behavior in the UN staff was not clarified. The JIU – UN Joint Inspection Unit (2010)
concluded: “[e]stablishing the ethics function is not enough however; […] A necessary
corollary is the understanding of and adherence to the principles and practices of ethical
behaviour by all staff members (including executive heads), as well as consultants and
contractors, elected officials and oversight bodies” (p. 1). The creation of an ethics office
was a desperate attempt at rebuilding reputation in the wake of the OFFP scandal.
However, the UN was unable to give the staff a relevant ethical framework from which
they could learn and develop appropriate behavioral frames (McCloskey, 2006). The
transaction costs added by this ethics office were redundant and unnecessary to the
fulfillment of the UN mission.

The effective set-up of the IAAC materialized only two years later, in 2008. This new
oversight governance structure was hierarchically positioned above the OIOS (see Figure 1),
but OIOS’ contract was not modified in any of its dimensions. Its terms of reference included
the prerogatives of monitoring of the internal oversight as well as advisory functions
regarding management of risk and internal controls, financial reporting, the BOA’s
reporting and cooperation with all oversight bodies.

With this new structure, a shift and rebalancing of powers was implemented among the
Secretary-General, the OIOS and the General Assembly (cf. Figure 1). The OIOS lost some of
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its independence as far as the power of initiative in building its work plan is concerned.
The areas and subjects to be audited and the funding are now monitored by the IAAC, a
political governance structure. In sum, the integrity of the internal oversight transactions
are now governed within an ambiguous triangular set-up in which OIOS, with an eminently
professional oversight approach, reports administratively to the Secretary-General and
functionally to the IAAC, and in which the strategic aspects of its mission are decided by the
General Assembly through the mediation of the IAAC. The complexity for OIOS operations
has greatly increased the transaction costs because more coordination and interactions are
now necessary.

5. Discussion
The study examines the decisions of the executive (and legislative) powers at the UN to
strengthen the governance of internal oversight structures from 1993 to 2008. It involves an
analysis of both the insourcing and the outsourcing of internal oversight services, with the
aim of boosting the perception of internal oversight organizational independence through
the increase of administrative controls as well as through its operational capacity in the
aftermath of (and as a response to) fraud and corruption events.

Executive powers insourcing decisions during the period highlight that adaptation had
been central to the organizational response to externalities, confirming the alignment
between sovereign transactions’ attributes and governance structures as predicted in
PPBTCE (Fredland, 2004; Williamson, 1999). The outsourcing of the investigation of the
OFFP scandal decision in 2004, on the contrary, shows misalignment between transactions
and governance structure, an issue observed in the literature (Speklé et al., 2007; Fredland,
2004; Williamson, 1999). The outsourcing of the OFFP inquiry decision, an idiosyncratic
sovereign and quasi-judiciary transaction, failed to work for the inquiry. This event
demonstrates that the authority of the sovereign and the independence of the judiciary as
well as quasi-judiciary transactions are not transferable attributes and cannot be
contracted (cf. Fredland, 2004). By the same token, the actors’ probity/ethics cannot also be
contracted/negotiated (cf. McCloskey, 2006). Contrary to widespread practice, this event
shows that outsourcing oversight services do not guarantee an independent appraisal,
the independence being an attribute intrinsic to the actors’ behavior, and not to the
externalization of the entity entrusted to inquire. This inquiry brought high transaction
costs that, in economizing terms, could have been avoided; the UN was already equipped
with the OIOS governance structure duly empowered by the General Assembly to carry out
audits and investigations with indefeasible sovereign authority, had the Secretary-General
not impaired its independence, and had the General Assembly and the UNSC enforced the
direct access and reporting of OIOS to the General Assembly, banning its hierarchical
dependence on the Secretary-General.

An ambiguous and highly politicized climate around the governance of the internal
oversight highlights a paradox. On one hand, the lack of independence of the
internal oversight structures as a rational argument for reforms was used throughout the
period analyzed, whenever fraud and corruption manifested at the UN (namely, by the JIU,
the BOA and the UNSC) (cf. Neu et al. 2013). On the other hand, the Secretaries-General and
the UNSC opportunistically hampered the independence of the internal oversight
structures, which served as breaches of probity, to prevent the effective implementation of
an internal oversight process. This paradox is due to the fact that the UN Charter’s
institutional design positions the Secretary-General in a constant conflict of interest
between the political and the executive (including the judiciary) powers it entails
(Fröhlich, 2007). This defective institutional design is aggravated, whenever the
Secretary-General behaves opportunistically /unethically, hampering the independence of
the internal oversight.
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Notwithstanding, increased administrative controls did not produce the intended benefits
for the organization (cf. Sison and Fontrodona, 2012), and did not reduce the probity hazards,
contradicting Williamson’s (1999, p. 323) theory that probity hazards are relieved by
governance structures. In the same vein, our findings show no evidence of improved
management control efficiency and effectiveness despite the fact that the internal oversight
transaction costs have increased steadily over a period of more than 20 years. This is in
opposition to findings of Neu et al. (2015), Hopkin and Rodríguez‐Pose (2007) and Everett et al.
(2006), who argued that increasing internal controls, and inscriptions within bureaucratic
structures help constructing ethical subjects for curbing fraud and corruption.

In fact, only in 2005 was the nature of the root problem – ethics – spelled out clearly when
the Secretary-General created the Ethics Office admitting that “[s]taff members expressed
concern about the ethics climate within the United Nations in 2004 integrity perception
survey […] recent events have created the imperative to establish new mechanisms to
improve ethics within the Organization” (UN Document A/60/568, 2005, p. 2). These
statements confirm Grossi and Pianezzi’s (2018, p. 96) claim that “corruption is more about
the conscience and ethics of the actors” and prevailing studies on the role actors’ ethics play
in fighting corruption (Roberts, 2015; Hoskin, 2015; Neu et al., 2015).

The appropriate purpose in connection with oversight transactions at the UN, the “common
good” (Sison and Fontrodona, 2012), or “goal congruence” (Williamson, 1999), is enacting
virtuous mechanisms in order to keep the UN organization free of fraud and corruption and
maintain the integrity of its mission. The alignment hypothesis in PPBTCE is attained
assuming that there are no probity hazards as far as the governance of sovereign transactions
is concerned. This also would allow for a reduction of the transaction costs associated with
internal oversight structures to a minimum so that resources available could be channeled to
activities linked directly with the mission and goals of the UN. To this end, internal oversight
would have to perform the reporting functions well (cf. West, 2017), and at minimum cost
(efficiency in TCE terms), which also implies that two conditions have to be met: the contracts
between the internal oversight structures and the Secretary-General should allow for the IIA
institutional framework, in particular, the IIA – Institute of Internal Auditors (2011) attribute
standard on Internal Auditors Independence and Objectivity not being violated by the
executive power, and the independence of OIOS was necessary to safeguard the probity and
the excellence of the internal oversight services (cf. Hackett and Wang, 2012).

The Secretary-General and the UNSC utilized or exploited their political power to counter
the independence of the internal oversight in several instances with a negative impact on the
UN image and its “common good.” Either the actor acts virtuously, though not adding
transaction costs (Williamson, 1999), or acts unethically, causing additional transaction
costs (Williamson, 1985). The co-constructs of opportunism as a behavioral assumption and
probity as contractual hazard within PPBTCE are counter-productive. They are mutually
exclusive and produce contradictory outcomes when analyzing a case with both attributes.
TCE reflects a realist position that humans often behave badly/opportunistically (Ghoshal,
2005; Jones, 1995; Romar, 2004). If an opportunist behavior is assumed, control mechanisms
are perceived as the only solution to misbehavior, whereas a focus on the ethics of
individuals could lead to new and more effective alternative solutions. “Opportunism”
is the moral hazard of probity failures; hence, the emphasis of PPBTCE should be on
probity/ethics rather than on opportunism.

The independence of the internal audit process was continually hampered. Internal
auditors and investigators were unable to block or curb corruption at the UN because they
were prevented from doing their job (Hackett and Wang, 2012), insofar as their organizational
independence was continuously trumpeted by the Secretaries-General. The Secretary-General
is the chief executive officer of the UN Secretariat, a position established by the UN Charter,
which includes the provisions for his/her appointment but does not include the provisions for
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his/her removal/dismissal. The decision of the Secretary-General to create the Ethics Office in
2005 was motivated by external pressures and self-interest, and according to McCloskey
(2006, p. 340), “[A]ristotle and other philosophers concerned with virtue persuasively argue,
actions undertaken solely for external reasons cannot be considered virtuous, because they
are coaxed or coerced, carroted or sticked.”

All things considered, the Secretaries-General were well aware of the cases of fraud and
corruption going on at the time of the events. They were also conscious of the claims for
improving the operational capacity and the independence of the internal oversight
structures through the BOA and JIU oversight reports, thus having had the necessary
information to exercise practical wisdom and make the decisions that could have
safeguarded the mission of the organization. Yet, they did not follow this course of action:
the pattern of behavior of the Secretaries-General was similar – they were most sensitive to
external pressures (in 1993 and 2004 for the contracting out of the IC), and therefore acted
opportunistically, protecting their personal position instead of the organization. Up to the
creation of the Ethics Office, they did not take any action toward constructing an ethical
environment within the UN. No strategy was designed to protect the mission and the
reputation of the UN.

6. Conclusions
This study critically analyses the applicability of PPBTCE to cases of executive
(and legislative) powers’ decisions of governance and sourcing of internal oversight services
at the UN and contributes to the literature in a number of ways, by pointing out its
limitations but also suggesting ways forward. First, it complements and extends PPBTCE
not only by advancing clarifications of why internal oversight are “sovereign” and
“judiciary” transactions in practice but also by adding a third, hybrid type of transaction
warranted in the case – the “quasi-judiciary” transactions to accommodate the investigation
transactions conducted within the remit of OIOS at the UN. Furthermore, the case
contributes to PPBTCE by bringing to the forefront two attributes/hazards of the internal
oversight transactions: “independence” and “probity.” Based on our findings, we contend
that “probity” hazard should not be defined and theorized as attached to the transaction, but
rather to the actors; moreover, “independence” attribute/hazard emerged from our analysis
as a necessary addition to the PPBTCE, conveying the three dimensions of the IIA
Independence and Objectivity Standard.

Second, the study contributes to prevailing literature on auditing, as it shows that
“independence” and “probity” are fundamental transactions’ attributes intrinsic to any
organization, whether public or private. We concluded that these two attributes outweigh “asset
specificity” (high specialized resources), whenever sourcing of internal oversight is at stake,
thereby contradicting earlier studies in the field (Speklé et al., 2007; Widener and Selto, 1999).
The authority of the sovereign and the independence of the judiciary as well as quasi-judiciary
transactions are not transferable attributes and cannot be transacted, along with the actors’
probity/ethics. We, therefore, argue that in order to work, inquiries (such as that of OFFP) would
have to be set up as judiciary and sovereign transaction governed within an oversight
governance structure that can be positioned under the remit of the UN Charter and the UN
Convention on Privileges and Immunities to partake of the authority of the sovereign. Our
findings open new avenues for research on the development of ethical principles and processes
in the area of internal oversight and should be further developed and explored.

Finally, the study contributes to the literature on fraud and corruption as well as, to the
interdisciplinary conversation between accounting, ethics and PPBTCE by confirming the
role actors’ ethics play in fighting corruption (cf. Grossi and Pianezzi, 2018; Roberts, 2015;
Hoskin, 2015; Neu et al., 2015). In fact, despite the increasing efforts to improve governance,
which includes the creation of an ethics office in 2005, the probity hazards were not reduced.
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This is an outcome predicted by PPBTCE, which stems from the assumption that ethical
behaviors are absent (cf. Roberts, 2015; Bruni and Sugden, 2013; McCloskey, 2011; Romar,
2004; Chen et al., 2002). The way forward would be to incorporate virtue ethics (McCloskey,
2006). Such an extension would allow PPBTCE to abandon the opportunism behavioral
assumption (cf. Duran and McNutt, 2010; Melkevik, 2019; Ghoshal, 2005; Romar, 2004).
Avoiding opportunistic behavior at the same time as enacting actors’ virtuous behaviors
should work against corruption (cf. Audi, 2012; Karayiannis and Hatzis, 2012).

In addition to the above contributions, there are also important implications for practice.
Our findings reveal that reform of the UN Charter, embodying the institutional design, is
warranted. The UN has been discussing institutional reform for more than 30 years, and yet
there have been no substantially new institutional reforms that have made a positive impact.
We claim that institutional changes at the UN should be twofold: the empowerment of the
General Assembly with the full control over the internal oversight and provisions to
accommodate the consideration of ethical traits for the appointment of the Secretary-General
and UNSC representatives, where breaches of ethics would lead to dismissal. The latter
institutional change implies that an ethical referential framework should be adopted
beforehand. Additionally, we suggest that the UN should create some sort of civil society
scrutiny mechanism to help oversee and protect its mission.

Further research to confirm and/or capture other differentiations in comparison to
Williamson’s original set is suggested in order to refine theory. Longitudinal studies across
context and time, and sectional analyses in the international public sector, both in IOs within
the UN system and elsewhere (namely, in the EU), as well as at the state level, are of
particular interest. Carrying out these studies would further our understanding of the
predictive power of the PPBTCE theory and of the role of ethics. Future research applying
institutional and/or organizational behavior theories may also help to unveil aspects other
than those discussed herein.
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