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Audit Culture

‘A visionary book. Two anthropologists piece together a global jigsaw: how for 25 years practices of accountability have been transforming almost every aspect of organisational and personal life. A brilliantly lucid, vigorously argued critique, clear-eyed about the structures that undermine us.’

—Marilyn Strathern, Emeritus Professor of Social Anthropology,
University of Cambridge

‘A new and compelling argument for why so many institutions continue to be spellbound by rankings and metrics – despite the cultural carnage they cause in schools, hospitals, universities, corporations and governmental agencies. How can we halt this “death by audit” craze that has swept through modern society like a deadly virus? In this thought-provoking book, the authors develop a radical agenda that will strike fear into number-loving technocrats around the world.’

—Peter Fleming, author of Dark Academia: How Universities Die

‘The expansion of audits, indicators and rankings has become a pressing issue for governance and democracy. Cris Shore and Susan Wright build on decades of work to provide a powerful and definitive critical diagnosis of the effects of this audit culture on individuals, public organisations and society. Their book should be essential reading for scholars and policy makers.’

—Michael Power, Professor of Accounting, London School of
Economics and Political Science

‘If you want to go and see a film, choose a university or find the best restaurant, you are likely to consult some sort of ranking … In this timely work, Shore and Wright ask us to question this contemporary common sense and the market managerialism that lies behind it. Can we imagine a world without audit, one in which our choices are not counted, and trust does not rely on numbers?’

—Professor Martin Parker, University of Bristol Business School
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Series Preface

As people around the world confront the inequality and injustice of new forms of oppression, as well as the impacts of human life on planetary ecosystems, this book series asks what anthropology can contribute to the crises and challenges of the twenty-first century. Our goal is to establish a distinctive anthropological contribution to debates and discussions that are often dominated by politics and economics. What is sorely lacking, and what anthropological methods can provide, is an appreciation of the human condition.

We publish works that draw inspiration from traditions of ethnographic research and anthropological analysis to address power and social change while keeping the struggles and stories of human beings centre stage. We welcome books that set out to make anthropology matter, bringing classic anthropological concerns with exchange, difference, belief, kinship and the material world into engagement with contemporary environmental change, capitalist economy and forms of inequality. We publish work from all traditions of anthropology, combining theoretical debate with empirical evidence to demonstrate the unique contribution anthropology can make to understanding the contemporary world.

Holly High and Joshua O. Reno


Preface

This book arises from our concern about the negative effects of audit culture on contemporary society. Audits are typically portrayed as objective instruments for promoting trust, accountability, transparency, and good governance but our research shows the opposite. As we demonstrate, the rise of audit since the 1980s, particularly in the public sector, has fuelled the spread of managerialism, marketisation and the development of new forms of capitalism. Rather than promoting efficient services that better serve the public interest, audit has produced a dysfunctional system that is undermining public sector organisations, destroying professional integrity and autonomy, and fostering new forms of audit capitalism while raking in enormous profits, particularly for the large accountancy firms. The key instruments of auditing – indicators, rankings, targets, numbers – appear to give people the power to make objective choices and rational decisions, but the development of audit processes has hollowed out democracy. We endorse the original purpose of audit to ensure financial probity, sound management of resources, the exercise of fiduciary responsibility, accountability, and trust. However, these principles have been progressively undermined as audit was untied from its original moorings, became instrumentalised as a tool of governance, and colonised ever increasing areas of everyday life. The aim of this book is to critique this audit culture, identify ways to curtail its spread, and suggest alternatives that will restore professionalism, public accountability and participatory forms of governance.

The book represents the culmination of research and analysis over thirty-five years. Our interest in audit culture began when higher education was undergoing profound changes variously labelled Thatcherism, New Public Management and neoliberalisation. We turned to our discipline, anthropology, to make sense of what was happening in our own university workplaces and to our profession. The 1985 Jarratt Report (Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals et al. 1985) began the process of streamlining university management by converting vice chancellors into chief executive officers, personnel departments into ‘human resource management’, disciplinary departments into ‘cost centres’, and academics into ‘units of resource’. Simultaneously, a raft of new auditing systems were implemented so that one year universities faced a Research Assessment Exercise, the next year a Teaching Quality Assurance audit (to ensure standards were being maintained despite rising student numbers and worsening staff–student ratios), and the third year an audit of the institution’s financial and operational efficiency and standards.

We witnessed first-hand how the mission of the university was being undermined and recast in the alienating language of business and accountancy. Anthropologist Laura Nader (1972) has proposed ‘indignation’ as a valid motivation for critical research, especially if it provokes curiosity about the bureaucratic systems and hidden hierarchies that shape society. Indignation at the assault on our professionalism was our motivation for examining the often-opaque forces driving changes to our workplace, discipline, and profession. We began thinking and working together about these developments in the late 1980s through a series of workshops and conferences organised by UK’s Group for Anthropology in Policy and Practice (GAPP). These events examined the transformations of public sector organisations and professions under Thatcherism. In a series of articles and chapters (Shore and Wright 1999, 2000, 2004, 2021; Shore et al. 2005), we mapped and monitored the rapid spread and mutation of audit-led managerialism. We continued studying these processes even after leaving the UK (Sue to Denmark and Cris to New Zealand). Projects conducted over many years in Europe, Australasia, and the Asia-Pacific region, explored how professions and organisations were transformed by policies aimed at driving competitiveness in the global knowledge economy.

There are strong elements of reflexivity and ‘anthropology at home’ in our critique of audit culture. Following Nader, we use our personal experiences as a springboard for ‘studying up’ and systematically study the way audit culture impacts on our own lives, livelihoods, and workplaces. This entails tracking the multiple actors, agencies, organisations, and political interests that are involved in audit processes. We research the genealogies of these issues by trawling the policy documents, briefing papers, parliamentary reports, newspaper articles, academic and grey literatures, and other materials produced by these actors and organisations. The statistics in these sources also often provide a basis for critiquing the way audit processes use numbers. We supplement this documentary information by interviewing key actors involved in the issues. In this sense, we have adopted an ‘anthropology of policy’ approach (Shore and Wright 1997, 2011), one that identifies the epistemic communities that form around policies and their implementation. This approach follows the way major events unfold and how contestations over keywords and practices associated with audit move through time and space and, in the process, transform the core concepts and values that define an organisation and how it is governed. The disciplinary and conceptual sources of inspiration for this approach are diverse. We owe much to the work of Foucault and governmentality theorists (Rose, Burchell, Miller, Dean) and equally to Gramscian and cultural Marxist approaches to the analysis of hegemony, ideology, language and contestation, as developed in cultural studies (Williams, Hall, Clarke). We also draw on the work of sociology and philosophy of science (Espeland and Sauder; Hacking), geographers (Harvey, Peck), political economists and critical accountants (Power) and, of course, anthropologists (Merry, Strathern, Scott).

Where this book differs from our previous work is in its broader, more comparative framework. We examine how audit works across different scales (from the global to the individual) and sectors (education, health, industry, the military). This bigger canvas enables us to theorise connections between audit, new forms of capitalism, and transformations in regimes of governance and power. This book is a warning about the dangers of audit culture and how it is shrinking the space for meaningful public discussion, reducing public accountability to a set of bureaucratic templates, and hollowing out democracy. On a more positive note, it also identifies ways to achieve whole-system reform, restore professionalism, reframe accountability, and renew public trust.

Cris Shore and Susan Wright
28 March 2023


1

Introduction: Audit Culture and
the New World (Dis)Order


Rankings are part of a global movement that is redefining accountability, transparency, and good governance in terms of quantitative measures … they diminish the salience of local knowledge and professional autonomy, they absorb vast resources, and they insinuate and extend market logic. (Sauder and Espeland 2009: 80)



Quantification, statistics and numerical ratings have long served as instruments of state power. However, the past four decades have seen an extraordinary rise in the use of numbers as performance indicators for managing companies and governing organisations and populations within and beyond the state. Modern management involves creating calculative mechanisms that translate everyday activities into numbers and score sheets, or what has been referred to as ‘governing by numbers’ (Porter 1996; Miller 2001). Anthropologists and theorists of power have long recognised that seemingly mundane routines can have the most profound impact not only on how people are governed but on how they internalise those external mechanisms of governance. Whether it is collecting points to win the ‘WAL-MART Employee of the Month’ certificate, managers using performance appraisals to ‘stack rank’ employees against each other and weed out under-performing colleagues, universities counting academic publications to brand themselves as ‘world class’, or the number of emoticon smileys that a service department receives being used as a measure of customer satisfaction, enumeration and classification lie at the heart of such everyday forms of management. The use of indicators and rankings has become pervasive; not only are they used as instruments in the internal management of organisations but also in external representations of their quality, efficiency and accountability to the wider public. As Sally Merry (2011: S52) noted, ‘indicators are rapidly multiplying as tools for measuring and promoting reform strategies around the world’. Their use as instruments for monitoring and managing individuals’ performance and their behaviour is also multiplying, as people are encouraged to think of themselves as calculating, responsible, self-managing subjects. There is also an element of gratification and pleasure, at least for those who perform successfully in terms of the chosen measures, and this gives these calculative regimes affective as well as disciplinary purchase. If the practices of modern accounting and financial control have long been integral to the world of corporate management, their widespread adoption and proliferation in other contexts, and their increasingly pervasive subjectifying effects on individuals and organisations represent a new phase in the development of neoliberal governance. These mundane practices provide critical insights into regimes of governance, the operation of power, and the rationality of auditing and assessment – which has become a fundamental organising principle of society. We term this rationality and its effects ‘audit culture’.

In this book, we trace how the calculative principles and technologies of measuring, rating and ranking travelled from education to the military and industry and, despite appalling failures, were further translated into the public sector during the 1980s and beyond. As Nikolas Rose and Peter Miller observed in their seminal essay on power beyond the state, these ‘calculative practices … should be analysed as “technologies of government”’ (1992: 183). That is, they are part of the machinery of modern bureaucratic power that helps to bind technical solutions to moral imperatives. As Rose and Miller argue, such calculative practices do more than simply provide solutions to the problematics of government: they also embody a particular kind of political rationality, one that has its own moral form and epistemological character (or understanding of the nature of the objects and subjects to be governed), as well as a particular language and set of idioms. Understood in the broadest sense, calculative practices are ‘a kind of intellectual machinery or apparatus for rendering reality thinkable in such a way that it is amendable to political deliberations’ (Rose and Miller 1992: 179). Indeed, one of the greatest achievements of audit culture has been to ‘render thinkable’ radically new ways of measuring, calculating and governing individuals and organisations for managerial purposes. While these calculative practices make government reforms operable, they also recast political programmes as mundane administrative and technical matters to be dealt with by experts, thereby masking their ideological content and removing them from the realm of contestable politics (Burchell 1993; Shore and Wright 1997a; Miller 2001). Since the 1990s, such political technologies have been expanded to become vehicles for assessing the quality and organisational effectiveness of municipal services, hospitals, schools, NGOs (non-governmental organisations) and businesses. Today, the creditworthiness of charities, utility companies, airlines, universities and even entire countries is measured and rated. All have been reduced to numbers and competitively ranked in league tables. Use of these technologies has intensified as governments and other organisations have sought to mobilise their assets to compete more successfully in the global knowledge economy. As a result, and as Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate, a vast new industry of profitable activities in measuring, accounting, ranking and benchmarking has emerged across numerous professional fields (see also Olds 2010; Robertson et al. 2012). Equally importantly, a new management-inspired language of governance has come to dominate organisations, one that typically ‘confuses “accountability” with “accountancy” so that being answerable to the public is recast in terms of measures of productivity [and] “economic efficiency”’ (Shore 2008: 281). Starting with an emphasis on the three ‘E’s of ‘economy’, ‘efficiency’ and ‘effectiveness’, these have been combined with new constellations of words like ‘value for money’, ‘return on investment’, ‘innovation’, ‘transparency’, ‘responsibility’ and ‘quality’. The new semantic clusters that these concepts create when combined can be seen as the building blocks of contemporary neoliberal ideology (see also Bruneau and Savage 2002: 12).

To analyse these developments, we address six related sets of questions:

1.   What can we learn about these audit practices by examining their origins and spread?

2.   How should we theorise audit culture, analyse its effects and differentiate it from more conventional forms of ‘governing by numbers’? How does audit relate to other trends that are reshaping the contemporary world, such as the uses of big data and algorithms, increasing concerns about risk, compliance and productivity, or debates over financialisation and the regulatory role of the state?

3.   Who are the auditors and ‘rankers’ today and how do they operate? Who are the main actors that comprise this new industry, and what role do international auditing and accountancy firms and other ranking bodies play in shaping its development?

4.   Why do governments, policy makers and managers continue to use these audit and accountancy practices despite evidence of their flaws? What are the rationales that drive and legitimate their deployment, and how are they reshaping sectors such as public administration, education, and health and wellbeing?

5.   What kinds of subjects do these calculative practices of audit assume or seek to create? How are organisations or individuals constructed as ‘accountable’ and ‘free’ agents who succeed by mobilising their resources to optimise ‘what counts’?

6.   Finally, we ask, where is this trajectory leading and is its relentless expansion inevitable? Just as Max Weber (2013 [1903]) warned about the ‘iron cage of bureaucracy’ as both a cause and effect of rationalisation and modernity, are audit’s imperatives for accountability producing a new ‘glass cage’ of coercive transparency? How can we reclaim the professional autonomy and trust that audit practices appear to strip out of the workplace? Is it possible for professionals to sustain critical practice when what ‘counts’ in rankings no longer reflects the central role and purpose of a professional and public institution?

Towards a Theory of Audit Culture

The interaction of these contemporary processes of enumeration, ranking and governance, the economised and competitive relationships they create, and the new forms of performance and accountability these give rise to, can be usefully analysed and understood through the concept of audit culture. As we use the term, ‘audit culture’ refers to contexts where the principles, techniques and rationale of financial accounting have become dominant features of the way society is organised. This includes the ways to measure quality in the provision of public services, the ‘quality of life’ or the success of military interventions. From a theoretical perspective ‘audit culture’ should not be viewed as a type of society alongside alternatives such as ‘feudal society’, ‘capitalist society’, or ‘post-industrial’ society. Rather, it is a rationality of governance and corresponding set of dispositions and practices. It therefore refers to a condition, and to the constellation of processes that create that condition. This is similar to what Foucault (1980) called a ‘formation’ or dispositif. Put simply, audit culture refers to contexts where auditing has become a central organising principle of society, and where work and life are increasingly structured through the techniques, rationalities and language of accountancy (Shore and Wright 1999, 2000, 2015b). This set of processes and practices is dynamic and agentive, so the relations they create and the patterns they produce are never fixed or settled but are continually in-the-making.

Like many anthropological concepts, ‘audit culture’ combines both ‘emic’ (insider) perspectives and etic (external) perspectives: it is both an experiential phenomenon for those who have been made into ‘auditees’, or subjects of external scrutiny, and an analytical model that helps identify and theorise key processes and trends that are reshaping everyday social behaviour, cultural practices and power relations. In saying this, we are not suggesting that audit culture is either monolithic or uniform; audit and accounting work in diverse and complex ways and their meanings and ramifications shift according to context. For example, there is a world of difference between an audit of a company’s consolidated financial statement and an audit of a hospital’s clinical practices. Nor are we seeking to map or label a range of audit cultures as if each context constituted a discrete or bounded entity. Instead, we use the concept to refer to processes that have strong family resemblances in Wittgenstein’s (1953) sense of the term; that is, where each incidence entails some forms of economic logic and some instrumental techniques of enumeration and commensuration. When combined, these form systems of accountability that are both individualising and totalising, but the precise constellation of features and how they work together vary, as do the politics of their adoption and resistance.

The expansion of auditing into new areas of work and life is more than simply ‘policy transfer’: audit brings with it a wholesale transformation in the ways in which individuals, organisations and even countries are managed and governed, what we term a ‘domaining’ process. The chapters in this book illustrate how such ‘domaining’ often produces unanticipated and even perverse effects on individuals and organisational behaviour, particularly when people are continually incentivised to compete and measure their performance according to decontextualised numerical targets. As Albert Einstein allegedly remarked, ‘not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted’. The important issue to probe is what audits and rankings bring into focus and what they render invisible or unsayable. This is where auditing and ranking also become questions of governance and power.

Audit Culture and New Forms of Capitalism

One of the first scholars to identify and analyse the rise of auditing and its effects on society was Michael Power, a professor of accounting and philosopher at the London School of Economics. Writing about Britain in the early 1990s and reflecting on more than a decade of radical Conservative governments under Margaret Thatcher and John Major, Power noted the extraordinary proliferation of formal auditing and monitoring systems. As well as traditional financial audits, the UK now had ‘environmental audits’, ‘public spending audits’, ‘waste management’ audits, ‘democracy audits’, ‘technology and computing audits’, ‘teaching audits’, ‘academic audits’, ‘value for money’ audits, ‘land and water resource audits, media audits, medical audits – even stress audits’ and ‘audits of auditing systems’ (Power 1994: 1). These trends continued under the New Labour governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown (1997–2010) and spread to many other countries, particularly those that embraced the doctrines of New Public Management and neoliberal policy goals. Power further developed this analysis in The Audit Society (1997), describing audits as ‘rituals of verification’ and noting their often contradictory effects. Paradoxically, these new instruments for ensuring good governance, transparency and trustworthy reporting often generated the opposite: poor governance, opaque decision making, increasing cynicism and mistrust. The replacement of practices based on professional judgement and autonomy by more transparent and formal systems of audit and inspection seemed to be producing a spiralling regress of trust (O’Neill 2002).

Audit culture is not only closely bound up with the introduction of New Public Management (NPM), it is also tied to the emergence of new forms of capitalism. As David Harvey (1989), Robert Reich (1991) and others have noted, the 1990s saw a major shift in capitalism from large corporations to more flexible and fluid forms of organisation. In place of multinational corporations with large, fixed costs in plant, land and labour, companies restructured around a small central management team which outsourced all aspects of the design, production and distribution of goods and services. Focusing on the production of a brand (best exemplified by the footwear and apparel company Nike), operations were reorganised through proliferating chains of contracts and subcontracts extending around the world. A company’s central team managed these supply chains at a distance through contracts that set clear performance targets and output measures. How the subcontractors achieved these targets was not the company’s responsibility or concern: all they required were minimal points of commensurability for the value chains to work (Tsing 2006). A further development entailed dividing companies into ‘front office’ and ‘back office’ and outsourcing the latter’s activities to another company. That company further divided activities into ‘front’ and ‘back’ in an ongoing process of splitting and subcontracting – with consultants earning fees at every stage in forming these contract chains (Chong 2012). In short, a new approach to organising production and extracting ‘value’ emerged which provided a useful method that could be applied elsewhere.

These new forms of corporate management were translated into new ways to organise and govern the public sector and provided a model that was also echoed in the reorganisation of the state. In the UK in the late 1980s, Mrs Thatcher’s government introduced a series of reforms, called the ‘Next Step Initiative’, to radically overhaul central government. Parts of the state bureaucracy were hived off as ‘agencies’ that were then contracted to provide the public services previously delivered by government ministries. These were managed at a distance through contracts with clear performance and output targets. In time, this process of what Pollitt et al. (2001) called ‘agencification’ was extended to local government and throughout the public sector. The government also engaged in public– private partnerships (PPPs) and private finance initiatives (PFIs) to build and run public infrastructure, including roads, hospitals, prisons and schools, while keeping the costs off the country’s balance sheet (see Chapter 6). The terms of the contracts, however, often resulted in much higher costs to the public (Pollock 2004) through what were effectively state-guaranteed forms of rent extraction (Christophers 2020; see also Chapters 4 and 6) or what Wright (2008, 2016) calls years of ‘taxpayer-funded risk-free capitalism’.

Agencification, privatisation and rent-seeking opened up new spaces of opportunity for private sector firms to extract value from public sector work. In contrast to the corporate model for outsourcing, where a large number of firms initially bidded for and won contracts to provide public services, over time a small number of increasingly large companies (including Serco, Tarmac, Group 4 and Carillion) came to dominate the field in the UK. For example, Serco, a FTSE 250 company listed on the London Stock Exchange, has contracts in the defence, justice and immigration, transport, health and citizen services sectors, and has used its UK experience to expand, with over 50,000 employees now working on some 500 contracts in Europe, North America, the Asia Pacific and the Middle East (Serco 2022). Having grown so large, some of these firms now hold a dominant position in the market for state services and are deemed ‘too big to fail’ – or at least, they cause chaos when they do fail. A good example of this is the UK construction company Carillion, which went into receivership in January 2018 leaving a £1.5 billion deficit and a £1 billion hole in its pension fund. This was one of the largest government contractors, responsible for numerous building projects for hospitals and roads, and for providing public services, including serving 32,000 school meals a day. The Big Four international accountancy firms (PwC [PricewaterhouseCoopers], KPMG, EY [Ernst & Young] and Deloitte) had collectively charged Carillion a total of £71 million for work carried out in the 10 years prior to 2018 (Marriage 2018a). KPMG had earned £29 million as the company’s external auditor between 1999 and 2018, and had recently issued a clean bill of health for the company, despite the fact that at the time of the audit Carillion had allegedly been insolvent for two years. It had a current debt of £7 billion and just £29 million in cash (O’Dwyer 2023). Four months later, Carillion issued a ‘catastrophic profit warning triggered by an £845m writedown’, and nine months after that the company collapsed (Plimmer and Rovnick 2018). The government’s response to the profit warning had been to issue three further contracts worth £1.3 billion in an attempt to save its hundreds of big projects (MacAskill 2018). These new contracts included helping build the government’s high-speed (HS2) rail line to the north of England, and providing catering, hotel and mess services at 233 military facilities for the Ministry of Defence. KPMG’s role in Carillion’s collapse was subsequently investigated by the UK’s Financial Reporting Council (FRC) which issued KPMG with a £14.4 million penalty – one of the largest fines in UK audit history – and a severe reprimand for misconduct (Budaly 2022). The tribunal concluded that the five senior KPMG managers who carried out the Carillion audit had ‘acted deliberately and dishonestly in the creation of false documents and the making of false representations’ to the FRC (O’Dwyer 2022b). KPMG had already been fined more than £34 million for misconduct in the UK in the previous four years, and had also settled a £1.3 billion negligence claim from Carillion’s liquidators (O’Dwyer 2023). As Britain’s former Labour Party leader noted, this outsourcing of contracts to private providers who are ‘too big to fail’ has ‘done serious damage to our public services and fleeced the public of billions of pounds’ (quoted in MacAskill 2018).

If agencification was a strategy for breaking up and outsourcing large public bodies to enable the private capture of public assets, the next step was to turn these agencies into profitable rent-seeking entities. Within this process audit has played an increasingly important role. As a principle, audit is supposed to ‘serve the public interest by promoting trust and confidence’ in the probity and integrity of the financial transactions of individuals, organisations and markets (EY 2021). It is also meant to provide an objective mechanism for ensuring the accuracy and reliability of accounting systems, financial reporting and legal compliance. Auditors themselves are expected to embody ethical standards covering their integrity, objectivity and independence. As the anthropologist, Marilyn Strathern put it, audits are where ‘the financial and the moral meet’ (Strathern 2000b: 1). Yet while the imperatives of audit have compelled private companies to demonstrate their compliance with formal requirements for accountability and transparency, as we show in this book, audit also provides a space where companies can evade public accountability and cover up their fraudulent and illegal activities. Indeed, the key claim for audit is that it promotes economy, efficiency and effectiveness and yet, as this book illustrates, every audited sector has experienced spectacular losses and financial collapses, often greeted with remarkable political and institutional indifference.

In mediating this relationship between public accountability, governance and new forms of capitalism, audit has come to take on a new role. The rise of systems of auditing and ranking has been accompanied and fuelled by the growth of international firms specialising in credit ratings and accountancy. These include, at one extreme, the various credit rating agencies that have now consolidated into the ‘Big Three’ firms of Moody’s, Standard and Poor’s, and Fitch. These agencies measure the creditworthiness of countries and organisations and their letter-grades, ranging from ‘AAA’ to ‘D’, communicate the agencies’ view of the level of credit risk. These opinions affect the rates of interest at which a country can borrow money, sometimes with seriously deleterious consequences, as for example in February 2012 when Fitch downgraded Greece from ‘CCC’ to ‘junk’ status, thereby massively increasingly the country’s already unsustainable level of national debt (Paphitis 2012). At a more micro level, credit reference agencies with Dickensian-sounding names such as ‘Paydex’, ‘Experian Intelliscore’, ‘Dunn and Bradstreet’, ‘Equifax’ and ‘Call-Credit’ score the creditworthiness of individuals to determine a person’s eligibility for a mortgage, personal loan or credit card. In the field of banking, most banks and lenders today rely on the international ‘FICO’ score system to make credit issuing decisions (FICO being an acronym for the Fair Isaac Corporation, a measure of consumer-credit risk developed by engineer Bill Fair and mathematician Earl Isaac in the 1950s). Perversely, if someone suspects that their low credit rating is based on inaccurate information and requests a credit check, that check itself can result in a drop of up to five points, lowering their credit rating even further (Brown and Tarver 2021).
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