RESEARCH METHOD

1.0 Introduction

This study uses multiple methods to derive data in order to extract the
richness of the experience of those whose working lives are connected
in some way with the market for audit services and the audit product.
Surveys, focus group interviews and face-to-face interviews are the
methodologies employed to gather the data that are then analysed using
various techniques—quantitative and qualitative.

1.1 Sample

To reflect as wide a range of opinions as possible, this project sought the
participation of representatives of key stakeholder groups from the supply
and demand sides of the market for audit services, encompassing: users of
audit reports (for example, financial advisors, financial planners, lenders,
analysts, investment managers, stockbrokers and private investors);
purchasers of audit and assurance services (for example, management,
directors and audit committee members); suppliers, representing the Big
Four and non-Big Four firms; and regulators.

Participants were drawn primarily from the following sources: nominees
from the industry partners, purchased databases, data collected from
the Connect 4 database and professional association membership lists. In
total, 7296 records were purchased from the Fairfax and Accountable List
Brokers’ databases, covering finance professionals, chief executive officers
and directors. An additional 2530 records on directors and audit committee
members of listed companies were collected by the researchers using
Connect 4. We also approached relevant professional associations for their
assistance in securing the participation of their membership. Participating
professional associations were: the Institute of Chartered Accountants in
Australia, CPA Australia, Australian Shareholders’ Association, Financial
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Planners Association of Australia Limited, Securities and Derivatives
Industry Association, the Association of Financial Advisors Limited,
Australian Bankers” Association, Group 100, Australian Securities
Exchange and the Financial Services Institute of Australasia. Typically,
these professional associations contacted their membership on our behalf
to participate in interviews or surveys.

As different sources were accessed, it was expected that there would
be overlapping listings, as it was likely that stakeholders would belong to
more than one group.

While effort was made to reduce the possibility of multiple listings,
privacy legislation prevented us from eliminating overlapping listings.
We also encountered difficulties in recruiting participants. There was
reticence to participate in this project, with many of those contacted
declining the opportunity to participate. The extent of our difficulties is
clearly evidenced by the numbers reported in the following sections.

1.2 Research design

Data for this project were collected using a mixed-method approach,
combining focus groups, telephone and postal surveys and in-depth
interviews. The advantages of methodological triangulation were outlined
in the previous section. These three techniques were conducted in four
phases, using the strengths of each technique to build an understanding
of the issues.

Table 2.1 Four phases of the study

Phase Technique

Phase 1: July - November 2006 Focus groups

Phase 2: December 2006 — February 2007 In-depth interviews (pre-survey)
Phase 3: April - May 2007 Mail and telephone survey
Phase 4: May — November 2007 In-depth interviews (post-survey)

and focus groups of junior auditors

The project was sequenced in this way to first allow the scoping of the
project in the Phase 1 focus groups. While the broad themes had been
identified at the inception of this project (that is, the expectations gap,
business acumen, company law reforms and risks faced by suppliers and
users), the focus groups provided the setting to explore issues of concern
and to generate ideas within these broad themes. Since focus groups do not
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provide much opportunity to probe issues, in-depth interviews were also
conducted (Phase 2) to develop a better understanding of the issues. To
ascertain the views and concerns of a wider cross-section of stakeholders,
mail and telephone surveys were conducted (Phase 3). Finally, as a
culmination to the data-collection process, we allocated the opportunity
for additional in-depth interviews and focus groups to consolidate the
findings of the earlier phases.

The following sections outline the scope of the questions and the type
of participants in the focus groups, in-depth interviews and survey.

1.3 Focus groups

Scope of questions

Phase 1 focus group participants were asked to consider three broad
questions relating to:

* audit services
* the audit expectations gap
* therisks faced by suppliers and users.

The specific questions used as a starting point for discussion were:

* ‘What types of audit or audit-related services are wanted by
shareholders and management to enhance the credibility of financial
statements?’

* ‘Are there other audit or audit-related services that are wanted by
shareholders and management?”’

* ‘Do you believe a gap in expectations still exists? If so, in what areas
and among which groups?’

* ‘Can the gap be closed? Does it need to be closed? What are the
mechanisms that can help to manage expectations or narrow the gap?”’

* ‘What are the major risks faced by: i) audit suppliers, and ii) other
participants in the market for audit services (for example, users,
preparers)?’

Each session was approximately 1.5 hours in duration, and different
approaches were used to elicit responses from participants, including
individual assessment and group discussion. These procedures facilitated
the identification of relevant issues, which were then developed and
pursued further during the interviews and in the survey.



14|

THE FUTURE OF AUDIT

The purpose of Phase 4 focus groups was to glean the opinions of
auditors of their perceptions of staffing issues and industry and client
knowledge. The inclusion of junior auditors in this project is significant
as these individuals provide the cornerstone of the future of auditing
in Australia, and their views on the attraction and retention of quality
audit staff are important. These auditors are also in direct interaction
with audit clients and can therefore provide insights into the day-to-day
auditor—client working relationship. The following questions were used
to facilitate discussion with the junior auditors.

* ’‘How is it that you came to be employed at your current firm?’

* ‘What are the factors that cause you to stay employed at this firm?’

* ‘Do you personally know anyone who has left the employ of this
firm? If so, what factors caused them to leave the employ of this firm?’

* ‘Are you thinking about leaving the employ of this firm? If so, what
are the factors that led to this thinking?’

* ‘What factors are key to an audit firm retaining your employment?’

* ‘Does your firm seek to retail all employees? If so, how do they do it?
If not, why not?’

* ‘Do you think it is important to have client knowledge in completing
a quality audit?’

* ‘How do you gain that client knowledge?’

* ‘Are there any other ways to gain this knowledge not utilised by your
firm?’

* ‘In terms of your learning about client-specific issues through
interactions with clients, can you share some of your experiences
(both good and bad) or relate any examples?’

* ‘Do you think it is important to have industry expertise (for example,
in banking, media, marketing)?’

* ‘How do you gain that industry expertise?’

* ‘Are there any other ways to gain this expertise not presently used by
this firm?’

Where permission was received from the focus groups, the sessions were
tape-recorded and transcribed for analysis.

1.3.2 Participants

Phase 1 focus group participants were drawn primarily from the
nominees provided by the industry partners and the databases. Five
focus group sessions were held: two in Sydney, two in Melbourne and
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one in Brisbane. It was also planned to conduct one focus group session
in Perth, but difficulties were experienced in obtaining a sufficient
number of participants within a reasonable time frame. In total, there
were 23 participants, though the numbers of participants in each session
varied. The difficulty experienced in securing participation, however,
was evidenced by the number of contacts that had to be made to secure
these 23 participants. One hundred and twenty contacts were made,
which reflected initial contact and follow-ups. Details of the focus group
participants are provided in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2 Phase 1 focus group participants

Stakeholder groups
Location (no. of sessions) Total no. of Users Purchasers | Suppliers
attendees
Sydney (2) 10 1 1
Melbourne (2) 10 5 2 3
Brisbane (1) 3 2 1
Total 23 13 5 5

Phase 4 focus groups comprised junior auditors drawn from Big Four
firms. Three sessions were held—two in Melbourne and one in Sydney. In
total, 25 junior auditors participated in these sessions.

Table 2.3 Phase 4 junior auditor focus group participants

Stakeholder group
Location (no. of sessions) Total no. of Suppliers
attendees (junior auditors)
Sydney (1) 10 1
Melbourne (2) 15 2
Total 25 3

1.4 Interviews

1.4.1 Scope of questions

The interviews provided an opportunity to probe issues in more depth.
In total, 58 interviews were conducted, providing ‘richness’ to the data
that could not be accomplished solely through questionnaires and focus
groups. Each interview was approximately one hour in duration. This
time limit was set partly to provide scheduling certainty to the potential
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interviewees—all with limited time to devote to such a commitment—
and partly to minimise fatigue for interviewers and interviewees. Given
the volume of interviews to be covered, the interviews were staggered
across two broad periods: December 2006 — February 2007 and May 2007
— August 2007. Spreading the interviews over time also facilitated the
opportunity to refine questions as new ideas or issues came to light.
Given the time constraint for the interviews and our aim to probe issues
in depth, it was also necessary to be conservative in terms of the number
of questions that could be asked. Hence, once we believed that we were
in receipt of consistently similar responses for a question, the question
was replaced. This facilitated greater circulation of a broader range of
questions within a limited time frame, but did eliminate quantification of
the percentage of interviewees whose responses to a particular question
fell into particular categories (for example, agreement/disagreement) and
any scope for statistical analysis of interviewee responses. Some questions
were, however, maintained consistently across the periods.

The questions asked in the interviews were broadly classified as being
about: expectations gap, law reform, business acumen and risks. The
following are questions representative of those asked during the interviews.

* Materiality drives the levels of work external auditors have to do
and affects the assessments they make. Given that potentially many
shareholders do not understand the concept of materiality, should
this be a concern for the accounting profession? Can you suggest
ways to address this concern?

* To what extent, if at all, do auditors and regulators have different
perspectives on how financial statement audits should be conducted?
If there is a gap, what is its nature? If this gap is a problem, what
changes need to be made?

* In your view, do external auditors have sufficient knowledge of their
clients” business and operations? If this is an area of concern to you,
can you identify ways in which it could be addressed?

* To what extent, if at all, do you agree that the current required
regulatory processes and procedures distract external auditors from
the objective of the audit, which is to give reasonable assurance of the
credibility of financial statements?

* To what extent, if at all, is there sufficient competition in the market
for quality audit services?

* To what extent, if at all, is attracting and retaining high-quality staff
a concern for the auditing profession?
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Where permission was received from participants, interviews were tape-
recorded. The responses to the interview questions were analysed using
content analysis techniques.

1.4.2 Participants

The participants were drawn from the nominees provided by the industry
partner, the databases and the professional associations’” membership.
Three hundred and thirty-two initial and follow-up contacts were made,
giving rise to 58 participants. Interviews were conducted in Perth,
Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne. Details of the interview participants
are provided in Table 2.4.

Table 2.4 Interview participants

Stakeholder groups
Time Total Users | Purchasers | Suppliers | Regulators
December 2006 — 18 8 3 4 3
February 2007
May 2007 — August 2007 40 7 15 15 3
Total 58 15 18 19

Interview data from the focus groups and the face-to-face interviews were
analysed using a qualitative software package, Nvivo 7.

1.5 Surveys

1.5.1 Scope of questions

A questionnaire was used to garner the views of a wide section of
stakeholders. The instrument comprised more than 50 questions. Section
A of the instrument asked respondents to indicate the stakeholder group
to which they belonged. Section B asked questions covering:

* the scope and value of external financial audits:

— in this section, respondents were provided with a range of services
that might be provided by auditors and asked whether they
perceived that each service would be best provided by auditors
and whether the value of the service warranted an additional fee.
Respondents were also given the opportunity to list additional
services. This section also asked respondents a series of statements
pertaining to expectations about the external financial statement
audit, including expectations about the assurance that the audit
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provided, auditors’ responsibilities, the aspects of an audit that
provided value and the complexity of audited financial statements,
notes and the audit report. Respondents were asked to rate their
level of agreement or disagreement for each statement, using a five-
point Likert scale.

e perceptions of business acumen:

— respondents were asked to rate their perception of the business
acumen of audit partners and also of junior auditors on a five-
point scale, ranging from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). In addition,
respondents were asked to rate how confident they were that an
auditor would detect all material fraud and also all material errors.
Respondents were asked to provide a numerical percentage for
these two questions.

* the legal and regulatory environment for audit services:

— in this section, respondents were asked their perceptions of the
effect of regulatory and market changes on a series of items, such
as improving the credibility of financial statements, enhancing the
quality of audits, reducing the number of corporate failures and
adding value to a company’s business operations. Again, a five-point
Likert scale was used to capture responses. As not all respondents
would necessarily have been aware of the regulatory changes,
respondents were also asked to indicate whether they were aware
of: i) the introduction of legally enforceable auditing standards in
Australia; and ii) the reforms pertaining to auditor independence.

¢ general questions relating to the provision of audit services:

— these general questions asked respondents whether they perceived
that external financial statement audits represented value for money,
and whether there was a lack of competition in the market for audit
services. Two open-ended questions were included to gain insights
into the future directions of auditing in Australia. Respondents
were also provided with an opportunity to comment on the issues
that they believed the audit profession had to address to ensure
that auditing was highly valuable and to comment on the way audit
services were provided and regulated in the future.

Respondents were also asked a series of biographical questions, which
were captured in Section C. A copy of the questionnaire is provided in
the Appendix to this report. The questions were largely mirrored in the
telephone survey.
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1.5.2 Participants

The sample for the mail survey was drawn from the professional
associations and the databases. Mail questionnaires were sent to 19 300
stakeholders. Of these, 335 questionnaires were returned to sender for
various reasons, including wrong addressee details and the person no
longer worked there. A total of 1202 completed questionnaires were
returned, but 37 did not indicate the stakeholder group to which they
belonged. Given the likelihood that stakeholders could appear on more
than one listing, our introduction letter to respondents apologised for
the duplication of requests that they might receive and instructed them
to respond only once. We also relied on the professional associations to
distribute the questionnaires to their membership, and therefore the
timing of distribution was beyond our control. As the distribution of
questionnaires would be done at different times, we could not reliably
examine for non-response bias.

The sample for the telephone survey was drawn from nominees from the
industry partners and the databases. The conduct of the telephone survey
was outsourced to a social and market research firm with the expertise
and resources to cater for the number of telephone calls. A sample of 3616
names and contact details was provided to the firm. When contacted,
approximately 36 per cent of the sample did not wish to participate. Due
to other reasons (for example, difficulties in contacting individuals, wrong
numbers), the telephone survey resulted in 350 responses.

Table 2.5 provides details of the participants in the mail survey and
telephone survey.

The difference in the mix of stakeholder groups between the telephone
survey and the mail survey is not unexpected given that the telephone
survey sample relied primarily on the databases, which contained more
finance professionals and directors.

Table 2.5 Survey participants

Stakeholder groups
Survey Total Users Purchasers Suppliers
Mail 1165 769 204 192
Telephone 350 171 164 15
Total 1515 940 368 207
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Despite this differing proportion of representation between the telephone
and mail surveys, the majority of respondents came from users (62 per cent),
with almost one-quarter of all responses from purchasers (24 per cent) and
14 per cent from suppliers to the market for audit services (Table 2.6). In
all, more than 1500 people provided positive responses, suggesting there
was considerable penetration into the market for audit services via the
various survey techniques. As indicated, in addition to these telephone
and mail respondents were those involved in focus groups and in one-on-
one interviews.

Table 2.6 Number and proportion of total responses

Number Percentage
1 Users 940 62
Purchasers 368 24
Suppliers 207 14
Total 1515

1.5.3 Focus groups with junior auditors

During the initial focus groups, it became clear that it would be valuable to
explore some issues with early recruits to the profession. For this purpose,
peer groups of early recruits from three of the Big Four firms were made
available through the auspices of the professional bodies partnering in
this ARC linkage project. From the first Big Four firm, 10 suitable staff
made themselves available; from the second Big Four firm, seven suitable
staff made themselves available; and from the third Big Four firm, eight
suitable staff made themselves available. A single focus group interview
was conducted at each of the three Big Four firms’ premises with these
more junior auditor cohorts.

1.5.4 Biographical descriptive data

With respect to the large group of users, a substantial portion of them
(approximately one-third) described themselves as private investors,
while approximately one-quarter of the total represented users who
were involved in advising or managing investment portfolios and might
be considered as professional rather than retail investors. The members
of a final large group of users categorised themselves as accounting
professionals and differentiated themselves from financial advisors or
analysts.
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The private investors group represents what has been argued in the
literature as generally those who are less sophisticated, whereas the other
two groups might be regarded as more informed or expert.

Table 2.7 Number and proportion of user responses

Users Number Percentage of Percentage of
total responses | user responses
1 | Accounting professional and 388 26 41
other
2 | Financial advisor, analyst, 237 16 25
lender, planner, investment
manager and stockbroker
3 | Private investor 315 21 34
Total 940 63 100

In regard to the responses from purchasers, approximately half were
either the CEO or CFO of a listed company, with a little less than one-
third of the responses from audit committee members or directors of the
company. The remaining 19 per cent were other purchasers, who were
typically members of the senior management of companies. This group,
therefore, represented senior management and director-type individuals
with decision perspectives reflecting those positions (Table 2.8).

Table 2.8 Number and proportion of purchaser responses

Purchasers Number Percentage of Percentage of
total responses | purchaser responses
1 | Audit committee member 11 7 30
or company director
2 | CEO or CFO 186 12 51
3 | Other 71 5 19
Total 368 24 100

In all, with respect to the suppliers to the market of audit services, there
were more than 200 responses. The majority of these came from the
non-Big Four suppliers and were drawn principally from membership
lists provided by two of the sponsoring organisations—the Institute
of Chartered Accountants in Australia and CPA Australia. Privacy
requirements were observed in the handling of these lists. Approximately
20 per cent of the responses came from the Big Four suppliers. As will be
indicated later, there are some notable differences in responses to certain

| 21
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questions between these two groups of suppliers to the market for audit
services.

Table 2.9 Number and proportion of supplier responses

Suppliers Number Percentage of Percentage of
total responses | supplier responses
1 | Auditor (Big Four) 44 3 21
2 | Auditor (non-Big Four) 163 10 79
Total 207 14* 100

* Rounding error

1.5.5 Focus groups with junior auditors

All of the more junior auditor peer focus group members were currently
working in audit in roles ranging from senior accountants to assistant
managers. The average time with their firms was approximately three
years, but ranged from one to six years, with the range for working in
audit specifically ranging from one to five years.

1.5.6 Reading of and reliance on financial statements

With respect to the reading of and reliance on financial statements by
users, the majority agreed with the proposition that they read annual
reports and audited financial statements (Table 2.10). This was so even
when the respondents were private investors. The extent of the reading
of financial statements did, however, potentially reflect the research
methodology used, which would have been biased in favour of sampling
from those users who were more rather than less interested in financial
statements. This is so because the lists from which potential participants are
drawn come from within the business community, including professional
accounting bodies.

Given this possible bias in the sample selection, it is interesting to note
that there is some consistency in a relatively low professed reliance on or
usage of audited financial statements for decision making. On average,
approximately half of users indicated such reliance or usage.

With respect to purchasers, the level of reading of audited financial
statements was high; indeed, the responses suggested near universal
agreement. The level of reliance was also high, particularly among audit
committee members and company directors.
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With respect to suppliers, again, there was a high level of reading of
audited financial statements, but a lower level of reliance or usage, with a
particularly low level reported from non-Big Four suppliers.

Table 2.10

A. users’ responses by subgroup (per cent)

Responses on reading and reliance of financial statements

Statements Total users Accounting | Advisors, and Private
professionals so on investors
and other
No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Do you read annual 12 88 13 87 14 86 9 91
reports and audited
financial statements?
Do you use or rely 47 53 52 48 46 54 41 59
on audited financial
statements in your
decision making?
B. Purchasers' responses by subgroup (per cent)
Statements Total Audit CEO/CFO Other
purchasers committee
and directors
No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Do you read annual 5 95 4 96 4 96 9 91
reports and audited
financial statements?
Do you use or rely 38 62 30 70 41 59 43 56
on audited financial
statements in your
decision making?
C. Suppliers’ responses by subgroup: firm size (per cent)
Statements Total Big Four Non-Big Four
suppliers
No Yes No Yes No Yes
Do you read annual 6 94 7 93 6 94
reports and audited
financial statements?
Do you use or rely 57 43 42 58 61 39
on audited financial
statements in your
decision making?

|23
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1.5.7 Demographic information with respect to respondents

Withrespect toage groups (refer to Table 2.11), the median age of respondents
for users and purchasers was in the forty-five to fifty-four year old age
bracket and this was true for those who professed to holding accounting
qualifications or were professional users of financial statements. Private
investors were typically older, with more than half of these respondents
sixty-five years or older.

The median age of audit committee members and directors was also
somewhat older, at fifty-five to sixty-four years, with CEOs/CFOs typically
forty-five to fifty-four years old. Suppliers were typically younger, with
the median age of all suppliers being thirty-five to forty-four years.
The younger age group was particularly noticeable among the Big Four
suppliers (see Table 2.11).
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1.5.8 Educational credentials of respondents

With respect to the educational background of respondents in the
telephone and mail questionnaire survey, not unsurprisingly, a substantial
proportion of all users were university or college educated, with almost
80 per cent professing to have at least an undergraduate qualification (see
Table 2.12). Again, this could be reflective of the sampling technique used
in the study so that a disproportionate number of responses came from
well-educated respondents. This same pattern is also true of purchasers,
where again almost 90 per cent of all purchasers indicated that they held
at least an undergraduate degree and more than half of the purchasers
indicated that they held a postgraduate qualification. This was true
also for the sub-categories of audit committee members and directors of
companies and the CEOs/CFOs.

Similarly, suppliers in the market for audit services also possessed
significant qualifications, with almost 90 per cent of suppliers claiming
to hold at least an undergraduate degree. There was a marked distinction
between Big Four and non-Big Four respondents, with very few Big
Four respondents holding a postgraduate qualification (as distinct
from a professional designation) and well more than half holding an
undergraduate degree. With respect to the non-Big Four, the existence of
postgraduate qualifications was more common. Overall, a very high level
of qualifications was shown for suppliers in the market for audit services.

|27
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1.5.9 Conclusion

The sample of respondents used in the research was drawn broadly from
three groups: the initial focus groups were purposely sampled individuals;
the in-depth interviews (both pre-survey and post-survey) were purposely
sampled from individuals expert in the market for audit services, including
purchasers, users and suppliers as well as standard setters and regulators;
and the telephone and mail surveys, which were a (broad but not deep)
mechanism to achieve large-scale responses.

The structure of the questions asked was developed principally from
the input of the key stakeholders, who formed the partnership to create
this ARC linkage grant, but were refined and more keenly focused through
the initial screening of questions and the use of focus groups.

Ultimately, the number of responses was broad, with more than 1500
participants involved at some stage of the project.

In terms of sampling bias, the present authors acknowledge that the
use of the sampling frames did induce responses from those who are
more likely to have an interest in financial statements, are more likely to
have financial expertise and are better educated generally than the wider
population—at least in some instances. As is evident from the educational
qualifications data, the data reported are beyond the educational
credentials of the average Australian citizen and resident. With this
potential bias acknowledged, it is argued that the sample is broad and
deep and represents an interest group whose responses can help inform
the debate about the market for audit services and policy surrounding
this area.

2.0 Limitations

As with all research, certain limitations exist. For instance, in terms of
the mail survey, there is no assurance that the addressee completed the
questionnaire themselves, or that it was completed with due diligence,
without fatigue and without the potential effect of ‘socially desirable
responses’. In terms of the telephone survey, there can be no assurance
that the responder was indeed the target of the call or, again, that the
phone survey was taken seriously and responded to without perceived
‘socially desirable responses’ being given.
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In terms of the face-to-face interviews with stakeholders, not all
participants were asked the same questions and even the same questions
could have been asked in different ways by the same interviewer across
time and by different interviewers. Again, the possibility that perceived
‘socially desirable responses’ were given was present, as was the possibility
that the presence of the interviewer influenced the responses in some way
and in differential ways depending on the identity of the interviewer. All
interviewees were invited to make open-ended responses to all interview
protocol questions and also, as part of the concluding aspects of the
interview, were invited to raise any other issues. It is possible that these
open-ended responses have been interpreted incorrectly by the authors as
relevant to topics not intended by the interviewees. While all interviews
have been faithfully transcribed, it is possible that not all intonations or
emphases have been captured accurately. The authors obviously have not
been able to represent hand gestures or other communications through
body language in this report. These are all limitations common to the
research methodology used in this study.

While every endeavour was made to ensure that there was
representation of the identified stakeholder groups (users, purchasers,
suppliers, standard setters and regulators), we were not able to test this
statistically. We are, however, confident that a wide spectrum of opinion
from within these stakeholder groups has been captured. If there is a bias in
terms of participant selection, it could be that for some interviewees there
is an over-representation of people with particularly strong accounting/
financial expertise. This is so because of the self-selection process of
people motivated to be involved in this type of study and because the
organisations providing contact details tend to have more dealings with
such people.

The quotations have been taken from lengthy interviews and while
they have been placed in relevant contexts there has been need to edit or
truncate some of these quotes for reasons of length and grammar.

Wherever relevant, the quotations have also been adjusted to ensure
the interviewee, his or her related organisation and/or organisations within
which examples have been used have been made anonymous. This is so
other than when names of people or organisations have been identified as
being on the public record.
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