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Ministry Business Planning Audit Criteria

The ministry business planning audit criteria have been developed by the staff of the Office of the Auditor General of Alberta to use in its examination of ministry business plans and related processes. Audit staff will use professional judgment in their application, and will consider the relevancy of each criterion to the particular engagement.  In exercising judgment, auditors should consider the ministry size, nature of the related sector, and ministry culture and practices, as well as informal and formal processes used by the ministry. 

Business planning is an important element of the government’s accountability framework. Effective business planning processes establish the goals for the organization and maximize the probability of achieving those goals. 

These audit criteria set out the key elements and characteristics of a ministry business plan and the processes for developing and implementing the plan. They are consistent with Alberta Finance guidance, established good practice in the Government of Alberta, current literature on business planning, and advice from the business planning community. The criteria that apply to the content of the plan expressly state it; all other criteria apply to the planning and implementation processes. 

1. Vision, mission, core businesses and goals are clearly defined.
1.1 The ministry business plan includes a vision statement of the ministry’s preferred future, the mission of the ministry, and its core businesses and goals. 

1.2 The mission of each organization (ministry, department, board, authority, etc.) clearly defines the purpose and reason for existence of the organization and is consistent with relevant legislation, regulations, government policy and other authorities. 

1.3 Core businesses are major groupings of related strategies and activities/programs that collectively contribute to the ministry mission and provide the primary framework for achieving results and allocating resources. The contribution that each core business makes to the ministry’s mission and legislative mandate is clear.

1.4 Each core business has one or more goals and a set of strategies for achieving the goal(s). Goals are clearly stated in terms of desired outcomes. They embody the desired end results the core businesses aim to achieve in fulfilling the ministry’s mission. 

2. The role of the ministry and each of its component entities are specified.
2.1
The reporting relationship of each organization within the ministry is defined and agreed to by the parties to the relationship. Each organization is held accountable for successful development and implementation of its contribution to the ministry business plan. Expected results are stipulated and agreed to.

3. Programs that will be delivered to achieve core business goals are specified.
3.1
The business planning process includes specification of the major programs that will be delivered within each core business, including the: overall intent or rationale; identified needs; key activities intended to contribute to the achievement of the outcomes; inputs; outputs of the key activities (products or services); target population; immediate or short-term outcomes that stem from the outputs or activities; medium- and long-term outcomes and related performance measures; and cost of resources required to carry out the activities or produce the outputs. 

4. Risks to achievement of business plan goals are identified.

4.1 Critical aspects of the environment impacting the ministry, such as those areas appearing in the government-wide environmental scan, are identified and monitored. 

4.2 All significant risks that could limit the achievement of goals are identified and assessed.

4.3 The result of analysis of environmental trends, risks and internal capacity is used to develop or revise business plan goals, strategies or targets. The business plan includes a summary of the key trends and risks impacting the plan. 

4.4 The ministry periodically reviews its mission, core businesses, goals, strategies and performance targets in light of the changing environment and the risks that may inhibit achievement of business plan goals, and takes action to mitigate, reduce or address impacts.

5. Business plan strategies focus on the longer term and are designed to achieve business plan goals while mitigating risks.
5.1
Strategies are the broad actions, groups of activities, or initiatives undertaken by the ministry to accomplish ministry goals. The ministry business plan includes strategies to mitigate, reduce or address risks to achievement of goals. 

5.2
Strategies in the three-year business plan include actions for the second and third (and possibly subsequent) years, in addition to the first year.

6. Ministry business plans are congruent with the government business and fiscal plans.
6.1
Ministry business plan components are demonstrably consistent with the components used in business plans across government and with the government’s instructions for preparing business plans.

6.2
The ministry’s mission, core businesses, goals and strategies are congruent with the mission, core businesses, goals and strategies in the government’s business plan and with overall policy direction in the government business and fiscal plans. Implementation of ministry strategies will achieve the desired outcomes of the government business plan.

6.3
Ministry business plans include strategies, where applicable, to ensure the goals of the government’s cross-ministry initiatives are achieved.

7. Past performance is incorporated into the business planning process. 
7.1 The ministry business plan includes clearly defined performance measures and targets linked to the core businesses and goals. Targets should be challenging and attainable. (See Performance Information Audit Criteria for more information.)

7.2 Program performance assessment results are taken into account in business planning and budgeting decisions. Performance reports are used to identify risks and areas for improvement.

7.3 Decisions concerning the allocation or reallocation of resources include the results of program performance assessment, including the evaluation of program effectiveness and efficiency where appropriate.

8. The business planning process optimizes involvement of staff and stakeholders.

8.1 Opportunity is provided for the public and stakeholders to provide input into the ministry business plan. Consultation results are considered when developing goals, programs, strategies and performance measures and targets. 

8.2 Information about clients and stakeholders, such as client satisfaction, needs and expectations, is assessed and incorporated into business planning processes.
8.3 The business planning process leverages dialogue within the ministry and between stakeholders to identify risks to achievement of business plan goals and to encourage action to reduce those risks.
8.4 The staff responsible for implementing the business plan, are involved in developing it.

8.5 Strategies impacting other ministries are reviewed with them early in the planning process to ensure strategies are coordinated wherever required. Opportunities to work collaboratively are optimized.

9. The ministry business plan is clearly communicated.

9.1 The ministry mission, core businesses, goals, strategies, performance measures and targets are clearly communicated throughout the ministry and are understood by those responsible for implementation of the plan. 

9.2 The business plan clearly communicates to the public the outcomes that will be achieved within each of the ministry’s core businesses, the strategies that will be implemented, how performance will be assessed, and the cost of delivering each core business.

10. The ministry business plan includes a consolidated income statement and the costs of core businesses. 

10.1 Ministry business plans include consolidated income statements. 

10.2 The business plan references and consolidates all entities that report to the Minister.

10.3 Ministry costs are allocated on a systematic and rational basis to core businesses. The amounts allocated to each core business are not materially misstated.  

11. Budget decisions are linked to business plan goals and strategies.

11.1 Resources are allocated to core businesses, and their goals, planned strategies, and actions.

11.2 Options for implementation of the business plan are identified and analyzed. Analysis should, in general, be consistent with criteria for business case analysis.
11.3 Proposals for budget increases for new or existing programs or initiatives are based on an analysis of need, demand, expected impact, benefits and resource requirements. Service demand or volume increases are accompanied by supporting data.

11.4 Decisions concerning budget increases and reductions are based on objective assessment of the effectiveness and efficiency of programs, analysis of client needs, and impacts of increases or reductions, as well as overall government policy considerations.

12. Internal plans are comprehensive and support implementation of the ministry business plan.
12.1 Internal planning facilitates implementation of the ministry business plan. It supports ministry directions in terms of activities that support business plan strategies and ongoing programs, outputs and their expected impacts, key milestone dates, financial and other resources budgeted, expected revenues, desired outcomes, and performance measures and targets. 

12.2 Internal plans (e.g., business or operational plans of department, division, branch, agency, authority, board, etc.) are congruent with the ministry business plan, and identify how the ministry will implement its business plan. Collectively, the plans of the organizations of the ministry demonstrate commitment to ministry goals. They collectively address all of the ministry’s business processes within its core businesses, and all the major components of the ministry’s budget. 

12.3 Internal plans assign clear responsibilities for implementation and accountability for results.

12.4 Standard plan components are used throughout the ministry to facilitate understanding of linkages between the ministry plan and internal plans. 

12.5 Internal plans are integrated with the ministry’s business planning, budgeting, management reporting and control processes, and human resource management, information management/technology and capital plans. Financial information is consistent with the ministry business plan budget and Estimates.

12.6 Internal plans identify key pieces of information that need to be collected to determine the progress of the programs or initiatives toward achievement of the desired outcomes. Performance indicators show whether an output was produced and the outcomes are unfolding as expected, or serve as an early warning that the planned results are not occurring.

12.7 Internal plans reflect a commitment to continuous improvement, including measures to assess the efficiency of processes.
13. Internal planning is coordinated and engages ministry staff.
13.1 Guidance is given to those responsible for preparing internal plans. Managers have sufficient training and/or experience to understand the planning aspects of their roles. 

13.2 Internal plans are developed with the direct involvement of the staff responsible for their implementation and reflect management commitment. 

13.3 Planning documents at all levels (e.g., department, division, branch, unit, agency, authorities, etc.) are coordinated with the ministry business plan. 

13.4 Internal plans are clearly communicated as required and the responsibilities for implementing the plans are assigned. The plans provide the basis for individual performance expectations. 

14. Implementation of the business plan is monitored and risks to achievement are effectively managed.
14.1 Performance is regularly monitored and reported. Performance information (e.g., inputs, outputs, expenditures, service levels, program impacts, productivity, etc.) is recorded, analyzed and reported on an ongoing basis to managers accountable for the programs. Actual results are compared to planned results and action is taken to improve performance that falls short of target.

14.2 Information systems satisfy management's need for timely, reliable and relevant information to monitor and report on performance at each level of the organization. Reports highlight significant performance indicators at each level of management and link operational and financial results.
14.3 Budgetary control systems provide timely and accurate reports on actual and forecast expenditures compared to budgets. Variances are highlighted and corrective action is taken where appropriate. Expenditures are managed to prevent spending authorities from being exceeded.

14.4 Cost information is adequate for such purposes as evaluating alternatives, resource allocation, setting user fees, cost recovery rates, managing assets, measuring efficiency of continuing operations and benchmarking with other departments, agencies or governments.
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