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Once upon a time there was a king who had an 
accounting background. One evening, while 
taking his usual stroll alongside the main canal of 
the metropolis, he unusually wondered as to how 
much milk it would take to replace the canal water.  
On the basis of his rough calculations, which he 
made there and then, he concluded that if each 
household in the metropolis contributed just ten 
litres of milk, the canal would be brimming with it. 
Decision was taken right away and orders to that 
effect were issued making participation mandatory 
so that the project gains the necessary ownership 
of the city dwellers. The canal was got cleaned for 
the milk to flow seamlessly. The next day, 
however, to the bewilderment of all and sundry, 
but to the great annoyance of the king, the canal 
stood empty and muddy. There was not a drop of 
milk in it! What happened? Public auditors 
undertook the forensic audit and after a lot of brain 
teasing, and more than a sample-based audit, they 
concluded, with close to absolute assurance that 
the household 'A' did not bring in its share 
assuming, quite logically, that the rest of the 
households in the city would bring their share of 
milk and hence nobody would ever know that it 
(the household-A) did not contribute anything.  
The rest of the households, concluded auditors, 
this time with reasonable assurance, proved 
equally wise and this in (sanity) prevailed across 
the population!

Decision making in the public sector is fraught 
with risks as decisions may be taken with a 
perceived level of personal and intuitional 
competence which in reality, when viewed and 

reviewed by others, questioned and argued, may 
not be in existence or lacking to a considerable 
extent. As in the above example, there is always a 
possibility that decisions, despite having far-
reaching impact, would have been made 'there and 
then', without even a semblance of homework, 
analysis and/or evidence. The problem is 
compounded when, at times, such decision-
making by managers is dubbed and hyped as 
'heroic' while they are extolled for being 'movers 
and shakers' and 'doers.' There are arguments in 
favour of taking a (wrong) decision rather than not 
taking it at all or procrastinating it to some future 
time, if possible, in a given scenario and thus 
robbing the organization of time and the benefits 
that could well have accrued had the decision been 
taken at the appropriate time. A stitch in time saves 
nine, goes the saying.  This decision-making 
approach has strong appeal to the modern 
sensibilities that may well deride the living 
Hamlets. It is argued that, in this age of 
information technology and artificial intelligence, 
if the intention is to take a decision and not just 
pass the buck hither and thither, necessary data and 
information can be made available comparatively 
in a more convenient fashion. However, it is also a 
reality that haste may well make waste and many a 
time, albeit with the benefit of hindsight, wrong 
decisions come to haunt the organizations as much 
as the decision(s) they preferred not to take or 
decisions they took to not take some particular 
decision, effectively adopting the policy of 'wait 
and see' by allowing the things take their own 
course. In fact, decision making, at individual or 
organization level, can best be described in the 
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Auditors for instance, in all audit settings, and in 
all audit types, are encouraged to use their 
professional judgement-take decisions. Auditing 

Decision making in the public sector has its own 
dynamics; rather it is said, at times with a lot of 
exaggeration mingled with a degree of cynicism, 
that it lacks the dynamism that is so characteristic 
of the corporate sector. One big fallacy here is to 
assume the existence of the desired level of 
competence which is a prerequisite to take a 
decision or to perform some task. There is a visible 
tendency to assume that everything is either 
already understood or has just been made crystal 
clear and is now fully understood after a couple of 
hours' brain-storming. Therefore, the decisions 
made will (have to) be logical, rational and in the 
best interest of the organization while in fact these 
may not be if touched and evaluated on the 
touchstones of two variables-consciousness and 
competence.

beautiful lines of the great poet, T.S. Eliot who 
noted that, “What might have been is an 
abstraction; Remaining a perpetual possibility; 
Only in a world of speculation.   What might have 
been and what has been; Point to one end, which is 
always present.”

guidelines repeatedly proclaim that these do not 
replace the use of professional judgment by the 
auditors. However, are the auditors actually 
employing professional judgement when faced 
with a situation like, for instance, the conflicting 
audit evidence or are they just employing wrong 
intuition and considering it as professional 
judgement not knowing that it is unconscious 
incompetence that is mis(leading) and mis 
(guiding) them? Who is going to evaluate this? It is 
quite complex as there are in fact several steps 
involved in achieving the desired level of 
competence as have been explained through 
Figure-I. This is quite relevant especially in 
organizations with vague responsibilities, 
unstructured job descriptions and a subjective 
personalized performance evaluation system. 
Consider  for  instance ' the  unconscious 
incompetent' manager in the public sector. All of a 
sudden, he/she has been made the head of a 
procurement committee on account of his/her 
being in the service for quite some time, little 
realizing that he/she has no direct exposure in the 
procurement and may well be totally unaware, if 
not completely ignorant of the niceties and the 
complexities involved. The situation may add 
worrisome dimensions if the procurement is of 
some technical and specialized nature. Decisions 
however will be taken as there is no other option 
and resultantly the 'unconscious incompetence' or 
even the 'conscious incompetence' will lead to 
'wrong intuition' (e.g. assuming that the 
procurement has achieved the necessary value for 
money) and 'wrong analysis' (e.g. performing or 
designing a defective bid evaluation system) and 
the end result would be anything but an efficient, 
economic and effective procurement. Conscious 
competence leads to unconscious competence and 
right analysis then is transformed to right intuition. 
However, it comes with a lot of concerted hard 
work in the right direction. Malcolm Gladwell, the 
best-selling author, in his book, The Outliers 

Figure-1

ECOSAI
CIRCULAR 2021

SPRING ISSUE

  PAKISTAN

1https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_stages_of_competence#/media/File:Competence_Hierarchy_adapted_from_Noel_  
Burch_by_Igor_Kokcharov.svg; also see, https://www.gordontraining.com/free-workplace-articles/learning-a-new-skill-
is-easier-said-than-done/ (accessed on 30.06.2021)
2Malcolm Gladwell, 'Outliers: The Story of Success'; See Chapter 2, “The 10,000 Hour Rule' (italics own)
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(2008) considered that, “the idea that excellence at 
performing a complex task requires a critical 
minimum level of practice surfaces again and 
again in studies of expertise. In fact, researchers 
have settled on what they believe is the magic 
number for true expertise: ten thousand hours”. 
Unlike what may be generally understood and 
believed, taking decisions that are based upon 
conscious competence and sound analysis may not 
come naturally to the managers and assuming that 

it will come as flying comes to the birds, may prove 
to be a recipe for decision disasters. Individual-
specific trainings and structured on-job 
mentorship would need to be designed and 
scrupulously monitored to help an individual 
manager move up the ladder so that he/she is able 
to at least achieve the 'conscious competence' level 
which then will provide the basis for sound 
analysis to the ultimate benefit of the organization 
and its stakeholders. 
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