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Abstract

This study examines the role of internal public audit in supporting public institutions during crisis situations,
with particular reference to the COVID-19 pandemic. The research focuses on how the pandemic affected
the organization, functioning, and priorities of internal public audit structures in Romania. The study uses
a documentary and descriptive research design, based on secondary data drawn from official reports,
institutional documents, and data centralized by the Central Harmonization Unit for Public Internal Audit.
The analysis examines changes in the number and type of audit missions, the functioning of internal audit
structures, and the adaptation of audit activities during the state of emergency and the pandemic period.
The findings indicate that the pandemic led to changes in the conduct of audit missions, including reduced
on-site activity, greater reliance on document-based work, and increased use of teleworking. The results
also show a decrease in assurance missions and a relative increase in advisory and ad-hoc activities,
suggesting a shift in the role of internal audit from traditional control toward support, guidance, and risk
management. At the same time, the data reveal an expansion in the number of public institutions with
established internal audit functions, despite the operational difficulties generated by the crisis. The study
contributes to the literature by highlighting the adaptive role of internal public audit in crisis contexts and
by emphasizing its relevance for organizational resilience, institutional accountability, and continuity of
public services. From a practical perspective, the findings suggest the need to strengthen internal audit
capacity, improve digital audit procedures, and integrate internal audit more clearly into public-sector crisis
preparedness frameworks.
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Introduction

Although the COVID-19 pandemic generated major disruptions in the functioning of public institutions,
the way in which internal public audit adapted to these crisis conditions remains insufficiently clarified,
especially in relation to the Romanian public sector. The central research problem addressed in this article
concerns the extent to which internal public audit structures were able to continue their activity, adapt their
procedures, and support public institutions in managing risks, ensuring compliance, and maintaining oper-
ational continuity during the pandemic. Therefore, the main research question guiding the study is: How
did the COVID-19 pandemic influence the organization and activity of internal public audit in Romania,
and what role did internal audit play in supporting crisis management in public institutions?

The purpose of this article is to analyze the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on internal public audit
activity, with a focus on the changes that occurred in the number, type, and conduct of audit missions, as
well as in the functioning of internal audit structures. In order to achieve this purpose, the study pursues the
following objectives: first, to examine the main challenges faced by internal public audit during the pan-
demic;
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second, to analyze the transformations in audit missions and working procedures during the state of emer-
gency; third, to assess the evolution of internal public audit structures in Romania based on official data;
and fourth, to highlight the implications of these changes for crisis management, institutional resilience,
and public-sector accountability.

The article is structured as follows. The first section reviews the relevant scientific literature on internal
public audit, crisis management, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on audit activities. The second
section presents the research methodology, emphasizing the documentary and descriptive nature of the
study and the use of secondary data. The third section discusses the main results regarding the evolution of
internal public audit during the pandemic, with reference to changes in audit missions, working practices,
and institutional structures. The final section presents the conclusions, practical implications, limitations of
the study, and directions for future research.

1. Review of the scientific literature

Internal public audit has gained increasing scholarly attention as a key governance and risk-management
function within public sector organizations, especially under the disruptive conditions imposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Historically, internal audit research in the public sector focused largely on govern-
ance, control, and operational effectiveness, identifying internal auditing as a mechanism for enhancing
transparency and accountability within government organizations and local authorities (Burlacu & Neagu,
2007; Ionita et al., 2009; Stanila et al., 2025). Systematic reviews indicate that internal audit research ex-
panded over the past decade, emphasizing its role in governance and operational effectiveness across mul-
tiple levels of public administration, including local and central governments, yet still highlighting gaps in
crisis-specific contexts (Pazarkis et al., 2021).

During the pandemic, internal public audit assumed a heightened role as public institutions faced unprece-
dented uncertainty, resource constraints, and ever-changing regulations (Burlacu et al., 2025). Case studies
demonstrate that in the Romanian public sector, internal audit became a crucial element in institutional
crisis responses by providing assurance and counseling to decision-makers, ensuring the best use of limited
resources and supporting organizational adjustments to maintain service delivery (Farca & Dragos, 2020).

Empirical research from public universities in the United States offers further evidence of internal auditors’
strategic involvement in crisis management. In this study, chief audit executives leveraged their functions
to provide institutional and emotional support to staff, secured technical and financial backing from lead-
ership, and adjusted audit operations to address the pandemic’s challenges.

The findings highlighted the need for agile internal audit practices, enhanced communication with manage-
ment, and strengthened data analytics skills in crisis environments, demonstrating how internal audit con-
tributes to organizational resilience beyond traditional compliance roles (Hancu-Budui et al., 2020).

Parallel research from the private sector—while not public audit-specific—supports the view that internal
auditors play a broader role during crises by supporting risk assessment, communicating risk insights, and
adjusting audit operations to emerging risks under pandemic conditions. In the context of remote work and
other disruptions, internal auditors have been shown to provide unique assurance and consulting services
that help organizations manage crisis-related risks and maintain operational continuity (Radulescu et al.,
2020).

Moreover, literature focused on managerial control systems and internal audit highlights how crises like
COVID-19 expose existing weaknesses in control and planning, reinforcing the need for internal audit
functions to integrate more adaptive risk management and strategic planning into their core practices to
build institutional resilience and ensure efficient use of public funds during disruptions.

Beyond internal public audit specifically, research on supreme audit institutions and external oversight
bodies also underscores how audit functions overall were tested by the pandemic, necessitating adaptations
to remote working, rapid response, and pro-active engagement with emergency spending and governance
challenges. These studies collectively illustrate the importance of audit functions—internal and external—
as key pillars of crisis governance and risk management in both public and private sectors.

In summary, although internal public audit research in crisis contexts remains relatively limited in volume,
existing empirical and case-based studies converge on several themes: (1) the expanded role of internal
audit during crises as a provider of assurance, counseling, and strategic insights; (2) the need for adaptive
audit methodologies and enhanced competencies, including communication and data analytics; and (3) the
contributionn of internal audit to organizational resilience and effective risk management under crisis con-
ditions.

182



S¢,

NI

é(p\NA&/(,A
E BASIQ 2026 International Conference
RS on New Trends in Sustainable Business and Consumption

o\

2. Research methodology

This study uses a documentary and descriptive research design, based exclusively on secondary data. The
choice of this methodological approach is justified by the objective of the article, namely to analyze how
internal public audit activity in Romania was affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and how audit structures
adapted to the constraints generated by the crisis.

The research does not rely on primary data collected directly by the authors through questionnaires or in-
terviews. Instead, the analysis is based on official documents, institutional reports, and data centralized by
the Central Harmonization Unit for Public Internal Audit, as well as on relevant academic literature con-
cerning internal public audit, public-sector governance, and crisis management during the pandemic. There-
fore, the study should be understood as a secondary-data analysis, rather than a mixed-methods empirical
investigation.

The main data sources used in the article include official information regarding the activity of internal
public audit structures during the pandemic, especially data on the number and type of audit missions car-
ried out, the way audit activities were conducted during the state of emergency, the functioning of internal
audit structures, and the institutional arrangements through which the internal public audit function was
established. These data are used to identify the main changes produced by the pandemic in the organization
and functioning of internal public audit in Romania.

The analysis covers two complementary periods. First, the study examines the immediate effects of the
COVID-19 crisis during the state of emergency in 2020, when public institutions were directly affected by
restrictions, teleworking arrangements, reduced physical interaction, and urgent regulatory changes. Sec-
ond, the article considers the subsequent evolution of internal public audit structures using the most recent
available official data, in order to observe whether the pandemic period was followed by changes in the
institutional organization, functioning, and types of audit missions performed. This distinction is necessary
because the article does not analyze only the short-term emergency period, but also the broader evolution
of internal public audit activity in the years following the crisis.

The methodological procedure consisted of three stages. In the first stage, relevant academic literature and
official documents were reviewed in order to define the theoretical and institutional context of internal
public audit during crisis situations. In the second stage, official statistical data were extracted and orga-
nized according to the main analytical dimensions of the study: the number of audit missions, the type of
audit missions, the functioning of audit structures, and the forms through which the internal audit function
was established in public institutions. In the third stage, the data were interpreted descriptively, with em-
phasis on identifying trends, changes, and institutional implications.

The analysis is mainly based on descriptive statistics, including percentages, absolute values, and compar-
ative interpretation across available years and institutional categories. The results are not intended to estab-
lish causal relationships, but to provide an overview of the transformations experienced by internal public
audit during and after the pandemic period. Consequently, no inferential statistical tests, regression models,
or primary-data-based thematic analysis are applied.

This methodological approach allows the study to highlight the role of internal public audit in crisis man-
agement from an institutional and documentary perspective. However, several limitations must be acknowl-
edged. First, the research depends on the availability, accuracy, and consistency of official secondary data.
Second, the study focuses on the Romanian public sector, which limits the generalizability of the findings
to other administrative systems. Third, because no primary data were collected from auditors or public
managers, the analysis cannot capture in-depth individual perceptions regarding the practical difficulties
encountered during audit missions. Future research could address these limitations by using interviews,
surveys, or comparative cross-country analyses.

3. Results and discussion

In the case of Romania, multiple researches have focused on the external audit activity, more precisely on
the transformations that have occurred in the functioning of the Court of Accounts, referring to digitization
(Lazar & Popescu, 2021), the actual conduct of the activity and missions (Culea & Constantin, 2021) or on
the use of social media to communicate during the pandemic (Hancu-Budui et al., 2020). Given the limited
resources of the public sector, especially those available at the local level (Moldovan, 2016), the high level
of uncertainty that characterized this period, the multitude of new tasks assumed or new ways of performing
certain tasks, as well as the changes and difficulties generated in the national public procurement system
during the pandemic (Farca & Dragos, 2020), the importance of the internal public audit activity for the
correct assessment of the risks assumed at the organizational level and providing advice to decision-makers
is becoming increasingly clear.
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The research was based on data collected from a number of 109 respondents, of which 84.40% come from
the central public administration, and 15.60% from the local public administration. The study included
responses from various types of public organizations, namely 4 ministries out of the total of 25 in which
the internal public audit function was operating at that time, 7 autonomous administrative authorities out of
a total of 36, as well as 8 associative structures out of the 53 existing with an internal public audit function.
The research also included 6 county councils out of the total of 38, 15 municipalities out of 101, one sector
out of the 6 existing, 24 cities out of 152 and 35 communes out of the total of 224 administrative-territorial
units in which the internal public audit was operational. 57.80% of respondents stated that there were no
differences between the number of missions carried out during the state of emergency and the approved
plan, 31.19% stated that fewer missions were carried out compared to the plan and only 0.92% stated that
they carried out more audit missions than was proposed in the plan; 10.9% of respondents stated that they
did not carry out audit missions during the state of emergency (Figure no. 1).

70.00%
60.00%
50.00%
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00% -
0.00%
More Less There are no We did not carry
differences out missions during
the state of
emergency

Figure no. 1. Missions carried out during the state of emergency compared to the approved plan,
2025

During the state of emergency, the way in which audit missions were carried out also changed, not only
their frequency. Thus, only 14.68% of respondents stated that audit missions were carried out in the same
way as before, 58.72% resorted to short visits to collect information and documents (most of the work being
carried out on the basis of those documents) and 15.60% carried out audit missions only on the basis of
documents, without carrying out on-site visits (Figure no. 2). Internal audit missions remained the main
concern of the audit structure (according to the answers of 69.72% of respondents), while for 13.76% of
respondents methodological work was predominant, followed by administrative work (9.17% of
respondents) or other activities (for 7.34% of respondents). To help public entities better manage the
difficulties generated by the state of emergency, audit structures carried out assurance missions (48.62% of
respondents), informal advisory missions (37.61%), formal advisory missions (6.42%) or other types of
activities (23.85%). The main problems that respondents faced during the state of emergency were the
effective conduct of internal audit missions (39.45%), organizing teleworking/working from home
(12.84%), adapting the internal audit plan to the new realities (11.93%) or other problems (9.17%).
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Figure no. 2. Activity of audit structures during the state of emergency, 2024

Data centralized by the Central Harmonization Unit for Public Internal Audit show several substantial
changes related to the establishment of internal audit structures in the public sector: the number of public
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13.192 in 2024, and 11.608 institutions have actually established this function (compared to 9.841 in the
previous year).
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Regarding the actual form of establishment of public internal audit structures, the number of public
institutions that established this function through their own structure decreased from 1.704 in the previous
year to 1.683 in 2024, the number of those that established the function through the superior hierarchical
body increased from 3.847 to 5.094, the number of public institutions that established the public internal
audit function through a cooperation system increased from 4.290 to 4.831, while the number of public
internal audit structures in a cooperation system remained constant at 56 (Table no. 1).

A considerable decrease is observed regarding public institutions that established the public internal audit
function through service contracts; the specific services contracted in this regard have decreased almost 10
times in the last 2 years, from 114 institutions that had such contracts in 2022 to 11 institutions in 2024.

Table no. 1. Establishment of the internal public audit structure

2021 2022 2023
Number of public institutions that are required to
establish a public internal audit function 11686 11495 13192
Number of public institutions that have
established a public internal audit function 9696 9841 11608
Number of public institutions that have
established an internal audit function through 1712 1704 1683

their own structure

Number of public institutions that have

established an internal audit function through a 4244 3847 5094

superior hierarchical body

Number of public institutions that have

established an internal audit function through 114 60 11

service contracts

Number of public institutions that have

established an internal audit function through a 3627 4290 4831

cooperation system
Source: Central Harmonization Unit for Public Internal Audit

The data presents a rather positive picture despite the complicated epidemiological context. Thus, the
number of public institutions where public internal audit is functioning increased from 7.598 in 2022 to
9.539 in 2024, while the number of public institutions where public internal audit exists but does not
function or does not exist at all has decreased in the last 2 years.

The effects of the pandemic on public internal audit activity are however visible when we refer to the
number and type of audit missions carried out (Table no. 2).

The total number of missions carried out decreased from 13.177 in 2023 to 11.487 in 2024; regarding the
type of missions carried out, the most affected seem to be assurance missions, the number of which de-
creased from 11.098 to 9.177. On the other hand, the number of advisory, evaluation or ad-hoc missions
carried out during the pandemic increased.

Table no. 2. Number of audit missions carried out in public administration, 2021-2023

2021 2022 2023
Total number of engagements 11187 13177 11487
performed
Number of assurance 8495 11098 9177
engagements performed
Number of advisory 2595 1971 2191
engagements performed
Number of evaluation 97 108 119
engagements
Number of ad hoc engagements 803 677 691
performed

Source: Central Harmonization Unit for Public Internal Audit
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Conclusions

This study analyzed the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on internal public audit activity in Romania,
using a documentary and descriptive research design based on secondary data, official reports, and infor-
mation centralized by the Central Harmonization Unit for Public Internal Audit. The objective was not to
measure causal relationships, but to identify the main institutional and operational changes that occurred in
internal public audit during the pandemic and in the subsequent period.

The results show that the pandemic influenced both the number and the way in which internal public audit
missions were carried out. During the state of emergency, a significant part of audit activity was affected
by restrictions on physical interaction, the expansion of teleworking, and the need to adapt audit procedures
to exceptional circumstances. The data indicate that some public institutions carried out fewer audit mis-
sions than initially planned, while others continued their activity through short visits, document-based pro-
cedures, or remote working arrangements. These findings suggest that internal public audit structures had
to adjust their working methods in order to maintain institutional control and advisory functions under crisis
conditions.

The analysis also shows changes in the type of audit missions performed. The number of assurance missions
decreased, while advisory, evaluation, and ad-hoc missions became more relevant during the crisis period.
This evolution indicates that internal public audit was not limited to its traditional verification role, but also
supported public institutions through guidance, methodological assistance, and adaptation to new risks.
Therefore, the pandemic highlighted the importance of internal public audit as a mechanism that can con-
tribute to risk awareness, institutional accountability, and continuity of public-sector activity.

At the same time, the official data reveal an increase in the number of public institutions that established or
maintained internal public audit functions in the years following the pandemic. This suggests that, despite
the operational difficulties generated by the crisis, internal public audit remained an important component
of public-sector governance. However, the findings should be interpreted cautiously, because the study is
based on secondary data and descriptive indicators, without primary evidence collected directly from audi-
tors, managers, or public officials.

The main contribution of the article is that it provides a structured overview of how internal public audit
activity in Romania evolved during a period of major institutional disruption. From a practical perspective,
the results underline the need to strengthen internal audit capacity, improve digital and remote audit proce-
dures, and integrate internal public audit more clearly into crisis preparedness and risk management frame-
works. Public institutions should ensure that internal audit structures are not treated only as compliance
mechanisms, but also as advisory and preventive tools in periods of uncertainty.

The study has several limitations. First, it relies exclusively on secondary data, which limits the depth of
interpretation regarding the practical experiences of internal auditors during the pandemic. Second, the
analysis is focused on Romania, which reduces the possibility of generalizing the findings to other admin-
istrative systems. Third, the available data are mainly descriptive and do not allow the formulation of causal
conclusions regarding the direct impact of internal audit on institutional resilience or crisis performance.

Future research could extend this analysis by using primary data collected through interviews or question-
naires addressed to internal auditors, audit managers, and decision-makers in public institutions. Compar-
ative studies between Romania and other European countries could also provide a broader understanding
of how internal public audit adapted to crisis situations. In addition, future research could examine the long-
term effects of digitalization, remote audit practices, and advisory missions on the effectiveness of internal
public audit in the public sector.

Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAl) usage statement:

ChatGPT (version 5.0) was responsibly used for language improvement. After this process, the authors
reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full responsibility for the content of the present article.
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