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The Impact of Time Budget and Time Deadline Pressures on Audit 

Behaviour: UK Evidence 

 

Abstract 

Purpose: A survey is here systematically conducted to analyse auditors' perceptions of 

Dysfunctional Auditing Behaviour (DAB). As a result of many accounting scandals and litigations 

faced by audit firms, we seek to assess whether factors leading to DAB are embedded in audit 

firms' practices.  

Design/methodology/approach: The sample used in this study comprises auditors at all levels of 

employment with the Big Four audit firms in the United Kingdom (UK). DAB is analysed using 

two signals/indicators: premature sign-off and under-reporting of chargeable time. Time budget 

pressure and time deadline pressure are the factors considered here as potentially pushing auditors 

to exhibit DAB. A careful and considered analysis and interpretation is here articulated. 

Additionally, the sample individuals are divided into audit trainees and experienced auditors to 

assess any potential differences in the perception of DAB that reflect the experience factor.   

Findings: Coordination with internal auditors, different perceptions between audit trainees and 

experienced auditors of dysfunctional behaviour, working during their personal time, and the box-

ticking exercise are among the findings that may help practitioners to understand the reasons 

behind dysfunctional behaviour and identify measures to mitigate it.    

Originality/value: The study can aid concerned executives and audit partners to minimise DAB 

related to different time pressures by casting light on the key ethical issues. The study is conducted 

on a sample of the Big Four firms in the UK covering all organisational structure. It assesses if 

experience plays a role in the perception of DAB. 

Key words: Big Four, Auditors' behaviour, Time pressures 
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Introduction 

The accountancy profession continuously faces concerns about Dysfunctional Auditing Behaviour 

(DAB) in the audit practice. The challenging audit environment engenders a high turnover at audit 

firms, leading to a decline in audit quality (Paino et al., 2012). Competition among audit firms 

imposes pressure on audit fees as firms decrease budgeted proposals to get and retain assignments; 

audit quality is thus affected (Houston, 1999). Fewer audit hours are unlikely to lead to the same 

audit output, and imposing time pressure on audit teams may lead to reduced audit quality (Paino 

et al., 2010). On the other hand, audit firms should prepare attainable budgets to avoid DAB (Yuen 

et al., 2013).  

Concerns about auditors' behaviour have been explored and the results have debated over an 

extended time period. The quality of an audit (AQ) is a delicate issue for both field professionals 

and researchers partly because of the difficulties in measuring it (Broberg et al., 2016). The main 

objective of this research is to assess whether audit firms' common practices lead to DAB. Such 

practices can be, and not limited to, time budget and time deadline instructions, planning and 

staffing audit assignments, and coordination among team members. The role of auditors has been 

a controversial issue, especially after recent accounting failures (WorldCom, Enron, Parmalat SpA, 

Waste Management Inc., Xerox Corporation, and Société Générale) (Ball, 2009). In relation to 

these scandals and lawsuits, the question is frequently asked: ''where were the auditors?'' This 

survey's aim is to gain insights into the basic understanding of external auditors about chargeable 

time reporting. The survey includes statements aimed at assessing auditors' behaviour and their 

perception about Time Budget (TBP) and Time Deadline Pressure (TDP) factors and the resulting 

DAB. The Big Four audit firms in the UK represent almost 90 of the auditee market share (Beattie 

et al., 2003); thus, the British market is one of the leading markets in which a major impact of the 
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Big Four auditors' behaviour on different stakeholders is observed. Accordingly, the sample of this 

study covers only Big Four auditors working in the UK, unlike other studies related to DAB that 

cover small/medium audit firms (Paino et al., 2010) and those studies that did not differentiate 

between Big Four and non-Big Four auditors (McNamara and Liyanarachchi, 2008). Having a 

sample for the UK market will not help to identify the most valid reasons behind DAB, since non-

Big Four audit firms do not have a significant market share of the audit industry, bus also the 

sample has been stratified between experienced and audit trainees to identify any potential 

differences in DAB between these two groups of auditors. Factors pushing experienced auditors 

to engage in DAB might not be the same for audit trainees. Thus, this study helps to identify factors 

among different levels of auditors.  

Our results highlight the factors that auditors believe are embedded in the context of the 

professional accountancy practice that pressure them to behave in a dysfunctional manner. 

Initially, it is noted from the sample characteristics that audit firms prefer qualified auditors rather 

than auditors with graduate degrees. Only 35% of auditors finished a graduate degree while 68% 

possessed a professional qualification. This gap between graduate degrees and professional 

qualifications could be due to the nature of the accountancy profession. Accountancy firms', 

especially the Big Four, most highly attributes for hiring is passing the CPA/ACCA examinations 

(Metrejean and Noland, 2019). It is interesting to note that, based on the survey, auditors 

knowingly, and not unintentionally, commit DAB. It is evidenced that auditors facing time budget 

and time deadline pressures tend to work significantly during their personal time. Among the most 

common audit problems, “box-ticking” or complying with the 'form' rather than the 'substance' of 

the provisions (Reddy, 2019), practices or audit methodology, are not exercised significantly as 

per the survey results. The audit methodology and the style of audit testing, whether risk-based 
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approach or the integrated audit approach, of the Big Four firms appear to have no significant 

impact on DAB. Comparing the responses of experienced auditors and audit trainees regarding 

who is responsible for DAB, the results show that experienced auditors have a tendency to blame 

junior auditors more for DAB. Experienced auditors perceive that deadlines are ethically met when 

managers and senior auditors coordinate while junior auditors have an opposite perception, which 

may reflect their minimal involvement in budget setting and preparation. In the conclusion, we 

reflect on the important implications of these findings.   

The structure of the study is as follows: literature review and theoretical framework, research 

design, elaboration on descriptive statistics, results, and concluding comments. 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework     

Time pressures and dysfunctional behaviour 

 

Organisations, and not only audit firms, should break the wall of silence in relation to negative 

behaviour of their executives as well as their associates (Pope and Burnes, 2013). Dysfunctional 

behaviour is driven by many factors such as the type of training delivered to employees, existence 

of ethical culture, existence and implementation of code of ethics and compensation plans (Sadler 

and Barac, 2005; Fatima, 2019). Sweeney and Pierce (2006) discover that firms do engage in 

several defence mechanisms that are characterized each by a series of mixed messages and signals 

in order to avoid dealing with integral cost and quality conflicts. These mechanisms are 

implemented in the auditing process by having their elements embedded in the routine activities 

all throughout the different levels inside the firm. Regardless the mixed signals in relation to cost 

and quality, auditors should not accept light explanations from employees (Labuschagne and Els, 

2006) just for the sake of meeting tight deadlines.    
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As for Dysfunctional Auditing Behaviour (DAB), Bowrin and King II (2009) investigate three 

drivers leading to DAB that are time pressure, task complexity and audit effectiveness. The results 

indicate a negative relationship among time pressure, task complexity and audit effectiveness. In 

other words, the less time pressure is imposed on auditors, the more audit quality can be obtained. 

And this applies on the assignment complexity as well. Margheim and Pany (1986) find that the 

Non-Big Eight auditors exercise more DAB than Big Eight auditors do. The perceived importance 

of the audit steps lead to a dysfunctional behaviour as well. DAB is exercised in less important 

audit steps. Coram et al. (2003) find that there is a high level of time-budget pressure exerted on 

auditors during their work, and occasionally this latter have lead to “reduced audit quality 

practices” which had serious implications on the quality of the auditing procedure and practice. 

One of many signalling factors of DAB is the Pre-mature sign-off that is highly associated with 

time budget pressure (Gundry and Liyanarachchi, 2007). When DAB is exercised, it is expected 

to have a reduced audit quality practices. Margheim and Pany (1986) indicate that audit steps that 

are considered to be of insignificance to the audit are more likely to be prematurely signed off than 

other necessary steps.  

Ponemon (1992) argue that not only time pressures can lead to dysfunctional behaviour but also 

peer pressure  have the most substantial impact on the act of underreporting of time. The study 

reveal another signalling proxy of DAB that is underreporting of time behavior is surely marked 

and observed when simulating normal auditing conditions. Svanberg and Ohman (2013) discover 

that underreporting of time is positively related to time budget pressure as auditors are keen to 

finish their assignments with the most efficient output. Sweeney and Pierce (2006) find that time 

record manipulation is not a solitary form of DAB but involves multiple kinds of dysfunctional 

behaviors.  
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Due to scarcity of resources, certain limitations arise in the auditing field causing time budget 

pressure. To overcome time budget pressure, auditors tend to under-report chargeable time by 

switching chargeable hours among assignments (Paino et al., 2010). Pierce and Sweeny (2004) 

find that budgets are less important than is reported in previous studies because tight budgets can 

be implemented when there is overstaffing but not in conditions of employee shortage. TBP 

influences AQ, the results indicating that auditors facing higher TBP are more likely to engage in 

AQ-reducing behavior such as premature sign-offs and under-reporting of time. 

Paino et al. (2019) conclude that the style leadership at audit firms and the audit review process 

are factors leading to DAB rather than meeting budgets.  Agoglia et al. (2015) provides some 

evidence suggesting that under-reporting of time is not considered a signal of firm commitment 

but managers’ encouragement for seniors’ evaluations.  Lightner et al. (1982) analyse auditor 

behaviour relating the consequences thereof to social, ethical and motivational factors. It was 

concluded that the feasibility of meeting time budgets is the most explanatory variable. This was 

due to accountants' unwillingness to be seen as incompetent, their efforts to maintain at least 

perceived good quality service to the client, and their efforts to maintain high assignment 

realisation. The feasibility of meeting the time budget was also linked to personal normative beliefs 

and the willingness of auditors to disapprove or approve under-reporting behaviour.  

Coram et al. (2004) analysed Reduced Audit Quality (RAQ) against two factors: time budget 

pressure and the risk of misstatement. RAQ is measured in relation to accepting doubtful audit 

evidence and truncating audit sample size. The results show that accepting doubtful evidence is 

directly affected by time budget pressure. Auditors tend to minimise samples when there is a low 

risk of misstatement. What minimises DAB is the number of workshops, trainings and seminars 

(Svanstrom, 2016).  For Herrbach (2001), the character of audit seniors plays a major role in 
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damaging the audit profession's image. Defining AQ reduction by audit seniors and elements of 

the psychological contract between auditors and audit firms, Herrbach (2001) concludes that all 

psychological elements, except that is integral to salary, are negatively related to an increase of 

DAB leading to AQ reduction. Soobaroyen and Chengabroyan (2006) conclude that as budget 

tightness increases so too does premature sign-off but only up to a certain threshold as premature 

sign-off decreases at very high levels of budget tightness  

Junior auditors V/S experienced auditors  

Gundry and Liyanarachchi (2007) notice that lower levels auditors engage more often in unethical 

practices than did their senior counterparts which may be explained by the difficulties they have 

when interpreting the acceptability of client explanations. Houston (1999) examine the joint effects 

of the fee pressure and the client risk on the planning judgments and decisions of audit seniors, 

since these variables are extremely important in planning audits and especially in a competitive 

audit environment. Houston (1999) find that, according to the budgeted audit hours and the 

inherent risk assessments of the seniors, these latter are less responsive to the increased risk in the 

presence of any fee pressure. Lee (2002) concludes that junior auditors are encouraged to practice 

professional scepticism in allocating chargeable audit hours.  

Kelley and Margheim's (2002) results reveal an inconsistency between the perspectives of the 

senior and junior auditors. Staff auditors perceive TBP more when seniors are involved in budget 

setting. Senior auditors believe that there is less TBP on staff auditors when they are involved in 

budget planning. Otley and Pierce (1996) provide further evidence on time pressure. According to 

audit seniors surveyed, meeting deadlines is a significant factor in their performance evaluation. 

The findings of the study reveal that if seniors were not involved in AQ reduction behaviour and 
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URT, budgets would be attained far less frequently. Umar et al. (2017) conclude that time budget 

is considered a major factor leading to DAB. 

Theoretical framework 

The foundation behind company audits is often explained by the mobilization of agency 

theory (Arnold and de Lange, 2004). The latter is explained by the control and the asymmetry of 

the information between the two parties involved which are the principal, meaning the 

shareholders, and the agents, meaning the directors. The conflict existing between these parties is 

managed usually by multiple incentives, bonds and monitors. The auditors, in general, tend to 

behave honorably because any kind of dysfunctional behavior can alleviate their capital and their 

capacity to earn economic rents. Audit firms have insignificant public information, where their 

mode of work, contracts, composition and internal relationship are confidential (Werner, 2009). 

Auditing firms have been shown to control adjacent markets in order to sell consultancy services 

to their clients. All of this explains why the auditing model requires supervision where its success 

is measured by revenues, profits and market shares and not by the usual social goals and politics. 

However, the quality of audits is dependent on the organizational values and staff’s processes, not 

only on individual technical skills (Rangone, 2019).  

Accounting can only be performed with the existence of an 'accountant'; accordingly it is 

considered a human activity. The human nature of accounting is needed to be part of the accounting 

theories (Deegan and Unerman, 2011). The relationship between institutions and their external 

environment is explained by the stakeholders' theory (Freeman, 1984). Employees, bankers, 

creditors, political groups and many individuals or group of individuals are an example of potential 

stakeholders. Gray et al. (1996) defines stakeholder as any human agency that may have an interest 

or affect an organization. Wijnberg (2000) emphasizes that organizations should be liable to their 
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stakeholder only. Having said the latter, organizations are not liable only to their shareholders but 

also to their stakeholders.  

Stakeholders' theory have been used in different types of research methodologies (Freeman, 1984). 

The stakeholder theory is used in our research to assess the relationship between the organization 

'the audit firm' and one of the most significant stakeholders; 'their auditors'. How auditors behave 

when facing time pressures and how such behaviour leads to dysfunctional and unethical acts. 

 Based on the critical review of the literature, two research questions are developed in the research 

design section of the paper. 

Research Design 

Research questions 

The main research questions of this study are: 

RQ1:  Do audit common practices, imposed time budget and time deadline pressures, include 

factors leading to DAB?   

RQ2: Is there a change in the perception of DAB between audit trainees and experienced 

auditors?  

Survey and sample 

The survey constructed for this study consists of statements to measure auditors' DAB against time 

budget and time deadline pressures. Collection of the survey statements is done by attending 

training seminars of big four audit firms to arrange for on-site visits which help in avoiding delays 

in responses. Two accounting scholars, who have similar studies in DAB, have reviewed the 

survey then validated by an audit partner to assess its relevancy. In addition, a pilot study was 

conducted to assess its appropriateness to meet the study's objective (Mohamad et al., 2019 and 

Green et al., 2017) 

The survey is conducted in collaboration with the Big Four accountancy firms in the UK, since 

they represent 90% of the auditee market share (Beattie et al., 2003). The survey was sent to 
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external auditors at all levels ranging from junior auditor to partner level. Auditors employed at 

the Big Four are anticipated to be working on more complex clients and facing time related 

pressure in addition to other pressures due to the wide range of portfolio of clients and line of 

industries they audit (Kornberger et al., 2011). The survey yielded 145 usable questionnaires out 

of 167 questionnaires sent out to auditors. Additionally, the sample is stratified into two groups: 

audit trainees and experienced auditors. Audit trainees are those who possess not more than two 

years of experience in accountancy and experienced auditors represent the remaining sample of 

the survey (senior accountants, managers/directors and partners).  

Measurement tools 

A five points Likert scale is used to measure the level of respondents' agreements with the 

mentioned statements where 1 stands for Strongly Agree, 2 stands for Agree, 3 stands for No 

Opinion, 4 stands for Disagree and 5 stands for Strongly Disagree. The Independent t- test is used 

to analyse any significant differences between the two groups. In addition to the Independent t- 

test, for robustness and generalization purposes, OLS regression is used to support the initial 

findings of the significant statements that are affected by the experience factor.  

Descriptive Statistics 

The results in Table I indicate that the overall response rate for the four audit firms is 87%, 

considered a very good response rate when compared to other studies exploring auditors' behaviour 

(Otley & Pierce 1996; Fisher 2001; Herrbach 2001; Kelley & Margheim, 2002; Coram et al., 2004; 

Pierce and Sweeney 2004; see Table I). Table I also indicates that the survey response is evenly 

distributed across the four firms, aiding generalisation and avoiding the phenomenon whereby 

responses from a single firm dominate the whole sample. 
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Insert Table I around here 

Table II clearly highlights the sample diversity with regard to individuals progressing to post-

graduate degrees and to professional qualifications. Only 35% of auditors finished a graduate 

degree while 68% possessed a professional qualification. The difference between graduate degrees 

and professional qualifications is due to the nature of the accountancy profession. Accountancy 

firms care more for recruiting and retaining audit candidates with professional qualifications rather 

than those who possess post graduate degrees. 

 

Insert Table II around here 

The breakdown of the level of auditors comprising the sample of this empirical study is presented 

below. 

 

Insert Table III around here 

Results 

Table IV presents the results for a set of statements related to time budget pressure.  

Under-reporting of Chargeable Time When facing Time Budget Pressure-All Respondents 

It can be noted that auditors believe that they should not engage in any kind of DAB including 

under-reporting of chargeable time (S1).  Nevertheless, senior and junior auditors intentionally 

and knowingly commit under-reporting of chargeable time when they face time budget constraints 

(S2). This behaviour might reflect the absence of a proper system to deal with such issues. Some 

studies report that when auditors face time budget pressure, senior auditors expect junior auditors 

to resolve things themselves (McNair, 1991).   

It is interesting to note that the act of under-reporting chargeable time is committed in a way that 

does not affect other audit engagements and assignments (S3 and S6). The manipulation of 
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chargeable hours, when facing time budget pressure, is done by recording chargeable hours as non-

chargeable ones. In other words, if auditors are working on multiple audit assignments where 

budgets are flexible, they prefer to shift chargeable hours to a non-chargeable hours' category when 

facing time budget pressure rather than recording the chargeable hours on other assignments. It 

shows that auditors care more for assignment profitability than their utilisation rate: 

utilisation/recovery rate is understood as the amount of fees audit firms charge their clients over 

the standard hourly rate. This could be due to the auditors' unwillingness to be seen as incompetent. 

They put-in extra effort to maintain a good percentage of assignment realization and to finish audit 

assignments within budget frames. The feasibility of meeting the time budget is also linked to 

personal and ethical beliefs and auditors' willingness to disapprove or approve the under-reporting 

behaviour (Lightner et al., 1982). 

Further evidence of DB in terms of under-reporting of chargeable time can be found in response 

to statement 8. It is noted that auditors do not shift hours among different clients but tend to record 

chargeable hours as non-chargeable. The existence of time budget pressure pushes auditors to work 

chargeable hours from their personal time; also considered non-chargeable hours.  Working in 

their personal time may affect auditors negatively in respect of other areas of activity in the 

accountancy profession (professional development, continuous learning or accomplishing higher 

academic degrees/professional qualifications) and consequently affect AQ.  

Budget tightness is also one of the factors leading to DAB (S4). The experience factor does not 

appear to have a major impact on under-reporting of chargeable time when facing time budget 

pressure (S5). The mean and median responses to S5 were here very close. A senior auditor stated, 

for clarification: 
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''Logically with time and experience, yes, they learn how to do things faster, however 

they are simultaneously assuming new roles and responsibilities at a faster rate than 

they actually get time to master their previous roles. So in this case I don’t know exactly 

what to answer because even though it would take them less time, there are other 

constraints especially in understaffed situations (which occur almost always).'' 

Auditors committing DAB are still concerned to resolve any unexpected audit findings implying 

misstatements during an audit assignment even if they are facing time budget pressure (S7). 

Auditors appear ready to work from their personal time (S8), avoid manipulating other 

assignments' chargeable hours (S6) and to solve unexpected issues regardless of time budget 

pressure. But one interesting comment was made by an audit trainee: 

''If the other assignment has a flexible budget and the same manager is overseeing the 

project, then I can resolve outstanding matters even when time pressure exists''. 

In other words, auditors are willing to commit DAB but not at the expense of not covering all 

major risks they face during an audit assignment.  

Pre-Mature Sign-Off When Facing Time Budget Pressure-All Respondents 

The second set of statements (S9 to S16) assesses auditors' perceptions of DAB in relation to pre-

mature sign off. There is no clear opinion on whether auditors pre-maturely sign off an audit step 

without mentioning any omission in procedures required (S9). Also, responses did not show any 

clear indication as to whether auditors are willing to reduce the time required in certain audit 

procedures if they are facing time budget pressure (S11). A senior auditor stated: 

''I believe it depends on the employee's character. However, usually when auditors 

check information/especially clients' documents and document their work they know 

they are held liable for it and generally do check this correctly unless (a) they do not 

have the experience and have been assigned a risky or technical section - which 

happens quite often - and therefore they miss important elements or (b) they do not 

care about their career in audit and are willing to take a risk on their reputation.'' 
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Coram et al. (2004) report that the accepting of doubtful evidence by auditors is directly affected 

by time budget pressure. Auditors tend to minimise sample sizes under pressure when there is a 

low risk of misstatement. 

The same result applies in respect of communication with the clients and auditees' management 

(S12). The results show no clear indication as to whether auditors may or may not accept light and 

insufficient explanation from clients. Such behaviour may be exercised to avoid time budget 

constraints and to pre-maturely sign off an audit procedure. Again, this can be due to auditors not 

willing to appear incompetent (Lightner et al., 1982). It is worth mentioning that auditors are 

required to communicate with corporations' management and with those charged with governance, 

in particular with those responsible for preparing the financial statements (ISA 260 and AU 380). 

It is interesting to note that the response in relation to box-ticking exercises shows no clear opinion 

(S16). Box ticking (as opposed to substantive audit work) is historically understood to be a 

common problem in audit practice (McNair, 1991). 

Echoing the earlier findings with respect to those auditors willing to work from their personal time 

and not to harm other audit assignments when facing time budget pressure, the results show that 

auditors are not willing to perform superficial reviews of clients' documents even if they might be 

facing tight budgets constraints (S11). It is of note that external auditors are not willing either to 

insufficiently document a technical misstatement or to declare in their working papers that a certain 

audit step has been performed while in fact it was not even when facing time budget pressure 

(S14). 

Despite that pressure, based on this survey, auditors are not willing to perform superficial reviews 

(S11) or to accept light evidence from clients (S12). It is noted that auditors are willing to work 
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and to perform substantive tests faster in order to meet deadlines to avoid pre-mature sign off of 

audit steps. 

It is concluded from the above results that when time budget pressure exists, auditors are willing 

to commit DB. The results show that the majority of acts of DB, within the time budget context, 

do not significantly affect the technical side of the audit process. Under-reporting of chargeable 

time plays a significant role in adequate costing of audit assignments which will consequently 

affect client portfolio and AQ. Under-reporting of chargeable time may give a false indicator about 

budgeted fees, required number of hours for every auditor, the level of expertise required for every 

assignment. In other words, an audit assignment may show profitable figures at the clearance stage 

while in fact excessive hours have been spent without being recorded properly; and consequently 

will harm future assignment negotiations between  audit firms and their clients.  

Insert Table IV around here  

Pre-Mature Sign-Off When Facing Time Deadline Pressure-All Respondents 

Table V includes a set of statements related to time deadline pressure. It can be noted that auditors 

do not reduce the sample size, without documenting the reduction, for time deadline purposes (S1). 

When auditors are working in a low risk environment, they are encouraged to use their professional 

scepticism to manage an audit assignment. In a low risk environment, sample size and materiality 

thresholds can be adjusted so less work is performed (Elder et al., 2010).  

Auditors tend not to fictitiously declare in their working papers that they have accomplished a task 

that they have omitted to do due to meeting tight deadlines (S2). The response to S2 supports the 

response to S1 in that, based on the survey, auditors do not reduce the sample size or fictitiously 

document accomplished audit procedures. 
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Documentation of the audit methodology is not a major factor leading to time deadline pressure 

(S3). An experienced audit manager mentioned the following: 

''A major section of an audit assignment budget is allocated to certain audit steps 

related to audit methodology. Sometimes the massive documentation in this section 

may push some junior auditors to prematurely sign off some steps to meet tight 

deadlines. I doubt we can find a solution for our massive documentation in the 

methodology section. We, as Big 4, are known for our methodology that helps us to 

understand the client and its business environment before we start auditing the 

accounts.'' 

Meeting time deadlines leads to a lack of balance in the lives of auditors (S4). The response to S4 

in table VI substantially echoes the reported responses in S8 (Table IV) related to time budget. It 

is clearly noted that time budget pressure and meeting time deadlines lead auditors to invest in 

their personal time. A senior auditor put things as follows:  

''During the high season of audit, not only do we invest from our personal time, but 

also we may have no life besides continuous work to meet very tight deadlines.''  

Regardless of whether other members of the audit team are committing DAB, the results show no 

clear indication as to whether auditors are affected by other team members prematurely signing-

off audit steps (S5).  

When facing time deadlines, auditors might be asked by their superiors to do substantive tests 

faster (S6). Respondents did not definitively state whether instructions from superiors generated 

DAB or not. Responses to S6 can be usefully compared to the responses to S1. It is implied that 

auditors may reduce sample size only if they are instructed to do so by their superiors.  Again, 

reducing sample size, if exercised according to auditing standards and audit methodology, is not 

considered DAB. 
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The length of time booked for audit assignments is not deemed adequate (S7). The time allocated, 

taking into consideration tight deadlines, is playing a role in pushing auditors to commit DB 

through pre-mature sign-off of audit steps. One response to S7 from a senior auditor is as follows:  

''Definitely no. Audit assignments are booked quite often without a full detailed plan 

taking into consideration the level of expertise of the employee and it only focuses 

usually on fieldwork time. It does not usually include review time, coaching, team and 

client meetings and discussions, documenting and wrapping up the file. It also 

assumes that employees will face no challenges and that they are 100% effective and 

efficient.'' 

Other studies conclude that tight deadlines and length of assignment play a significant role in audit 

efficiency. McDaniel (1990) states that listed companies, for example, need to finalise their 

accounts and issue their audited financial statements before a very tight date after the fiscal year-

end. In the audit profession, time deadline is a continuous pressure factor imposed on auditors to 

finalise audit assignments in compliance with professional standards. It is also revealed that time 

deadline is considered to be a significant factor threatening quality behaviour (Pierce and Sweeney, 

2004).  

There is no clear opinion about the existence of a margin for insufficient documentation. Auditors 

are expected to have full sufficient technical documentation with no allowable space for 

insufficient documentation (S8). Other studies conclude that time pressure plays a positive role in 

reducing un-useful data (Glover, 1997). Results show that only the time pressure factor may affect 

auditors' judgments. In summary, when auditors are dealing with non-diagnostic information, the 

time pressure factor has a positive impact by pushing auditors to eliminate data that is not useful, 

leading to a reduction in judgmental bias. In the case of auditors dealing with diagnostic 

information only, the results supported previous studies that it significantly reduces but does not 

eliminate dilution. 



 18 

Increased competition between audit firms is perceived to be a major factor in enhancing time 

deadline pressure (S9). The results show that external auditors perceive that tough competition 

among audit firms is playing a significant role in the setting and accepting of tight deadlines. It 

should be mentioned here that tight deadlines are imposed not only by the clients themselves due 

to reporting dates but also by audit firms themselves (Pierce and Sweeney, 2004). Audit firms 

might sign up for tight deadlines to push their staff to finish assignments as early as possible 

(increasing their reputation) and to allocate them to a maximum number of assignments to increase 

the firm's market share. A senior manager highlighted a related type of pressure: 

''I actually think that it is the fee pressure that is driving increasing competition.  The 

fee pressure is based on the state of the economy, which then results in some firms 

reassessing their strategy, considering whether to concentrate on increasing market 

share and 'buy' audits (performing them at a loss), or whether they seek to control their 

cost base, working on making the audits they have more efficient and profitable (e.g. 

leveraging work to lower grades when ‘rising stars’ have been identified that could do 

the work with appropriate supervision.'' 

From responses to the survey, it can be noted clearly that time deadline pressure leads to behaviour 

that violates the code of conduct (S10). Auditors believe that clearing an audit assignment within 

the time allocated, with the presence of tight deadlines, is accomplished with a violation of code 

of conduct.  

The relationship between internal and external auditors is not helping in minimising the effect of 

time deadline pressure. Responses to S11 suggest that external auditors are not relying on internal 

auditors' work. This can be the result of the rising role of the internal audit function at the expense 

of external audit work: for Holm and Laursen (2007), internal control mechanisms, as a result of 

promulgations, have extended the role of the internal auditors who have gained a supervisory role.  

International Standard of Auditing 610 (ISA 610) and Statement of Auditing Standards 500 (SAS 

500) have allowed external auditors to rely more on internal audit work. 
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The responses to S12, regarding the tendency to focus on risky areas, indicate “agreement” that 

pre-mature sign-off occurs mainly in non-risky areas (see S13). Nevertheless, a senior manager 

commented in relation to S13: 

''A point to note here is that audits are meant to be planned to be risk-focused, so that 

more work is performed in an area likely to result in a misstatement as opposed to 

focusing effort in a non-risky area.  My answer is ‘no opinion’ since I think auditors 

tend to focus on risk areas as it’s what they are supposed to do, and not to save time.'' 

From the responses to S12 and S13, auditors may use different techniques when facing time 

deadline pressure. One of the techniques is applying the risk-based approach rather than auditing 

the full set of accounts with no consideration of the distinction between relatively risky/low risk 

areas. The final audit output will include terms such as 'reasonable assurance' and 'material 

misstatement', indicating that there is no audit with full coverage and assurance of every business 

cycle. It is implied that DAB is more likely in low risk areas where auditors believe they have least 

responsibility and liability. But this approach can be stretched producing weak audits. Corporate 

governance mechanisms may be relied upon to reduce audit work. Cohen et al. (2007) conclude 

that auditors tend to lower the level of testing where there is an effective corporate governance 

function, as in the case of the presence of other effective control systems and a low inherent risk 

level. The moral reasoning of external auditors can also impact here. Lord and DeZoort (2001) 

conclude that the level of tolerance of misstatement is higher when auditors have a lower level of 

professional and organisational commitment due to social influence. Coram et al. (2004) conclude 

that auditors tend to minimise sample sizes for testing when there is a low risk of misstatement. 

Lee (2002) explores the case of junior auditors, under a risk-based auditing approach, being given 

the freedom as professionals to decide on their time allocation in the context of the budget. The 

guidance from the centre was that time should be used efficiently to obtain the possible evidence 

that might reduce material misstatement. This gave junior auditors the ability to decide either to 
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limit or to expand their work in areas not material to the accounts. Junior auditors were found to 

show commitment in compliance with audit methodology on the one hand but to in effect reduce 

AQ (in the practice of irregular auditing) on the other - but only in areas not deemed material to 

the accounts. 

External auditors perceive that time deadlines are becoming very tight and practically unattainable 

(S14 and S16). This could be due to the tough competition (S9). DAB here likely takes place if the 

time deadline has to be met (S10). Time deadline pressure is directly related to pre-mature sign-

off where audit firms have been imposing pressure to complete and to start another assignment 

(Pierce and Sweeney, 2004). Also, Otley and Pierce (1996) found that time budgets were generally 

perceived as demanding. 

Responses to statements 15 and 17 indicate a clear agreement on the unattainability of time 

deadlines when set without consultation. When senior auditors and audit managers coordinate 

work, time deadlines can be met ethically without committing DAB. These results highlight the 

issue of communication between auditors and their superiors in relation to managing audit 

assignments and minimising time deadline pressure.  

Auditors perceive that meeting deadlines is becoming a demanding target and that these deadlines 

may be applicable when there is overstaffing but hardly in the context of staffing shortages (Pierce 

and Sweeney 2004). The shortage of auditors at audit firms can be due to the tough competition in 

the accountancy profession (S9). It is leading to high turn-over at the audit firms as a result of 

DAB (Paino et al., 2012). There is a lack in the relationship between senior and junior auditors 

(Kelley and Margheim, 2002). Audit trainees perceive more time pressure when seniors are 

involved in budget setting, while senior auditors believe that there is less time pressure on junior 
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auditors when they are involved in budget planning and deadline setting. For audit structuring, 

there is a negative relation between junior auditor perception of time pressure and senior auditors' 

involvement in preparing different cycles to be audited.  It is assumed that if there is less senior 

job structuring, there is a high junior auditors' perception of time pressure. It is due to auditors 

feeling that audit planning and deadlines have been set without consultation. Kelley and Margheim 

(2002) note that there is a big gap between senior and junior auditors. While seniors believe that 

if they participated in budget preparation the pressure will be less on junior auditors, the results 

suggest the opposite. Otley and Pierce (1996) find in this regard that if seniors are not involved in 

audit reduction behaviour and under-reporting of time, budgets would never be attained. 

The level of agreement to S18 is consistent with S5. There is no clear opinion as to whether DAB 

arises when auditors are working fast. S18 highlights the assumption that DAB can result from an 

unintentional mistake when auditing procedures are performed quickly. It aligns with the response 

to S5 concerning whether auditors are affected by other auditors working fast to meet deadlines. 

It can be concluded from the above analysis of different questions that the hypothesis set for the 

time deadline independent variable has been substantively supported. There is a positive 

significant relationship between time deadline pressure and auditors' DAB. The DAB is manifest 

more in certain audit cycles than in others. 

Insert Table V around here 

Under-reporting of Chargeable Time when facing Time Budget Pressure- 

Audit Trainee v/s Experienced Auditors 

Table VI highlights significant difference between the two groups of auditors when facing time 

budget pressure. It can be noted that the responses to two questions varied significantly as between 
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the audit trainees and experienced auditors (S5 and S14). For S5, where the issue of under-

reporting chargeable time and experience is explored, responses varied significantly. Experienced 

auditors perceive that audit trainees have a greater tendency to under-report chargeable time.  

The result of S5 goes along with the results of Gundry and Liyanarachchi (2007). They mention 

that lower levels auditors, compared with senior auditors, are expected to engage more in 

dysfunctional behaviour due to the complexity of transactions. Also, Houston (1999) find that, 

according to the budgeted audit hours and the inherent risk assessments of the seniors, senior 

auditors are less responsive to the increased risk in the presence of any fee pressure. It is expected 

that audit trainees, whom are considered new auditors, would avoid replying or declaring they are 

under-reporting chargeable time. The significant variance can be also a result of the knowledge 

and expertise of audit trainees in the audit profession. Some activities exercised might be DB but 

audit trainees themselves might not perceive these as DAB but with added experience they may 

do so. 

The same argument applies in relation to the pre-mature sign-off scenario. There is a significant 

difference between audit trainees and experienced auditors concerning whether auditors declare in 

their working papers that they have performed a control procedure when in fact they have not done 

so. Lee (2002) concludes that junior auditors are encouraged to exercise professional scepticism 

in allocating chargeable audit hours whether it applies to control procedures or not. Audit time is 

allocated more to risky areas. This can be due to most of the field work and working paper 

documentation being performed and completed by audit trainees and junior auditors. Experienced 

auditors work less on working papers and focus more on managing the whole assignment, 

communication and meeting with management and their superiors, and managing other audit 

assignments. Experienced auditors have a tendency to believe that audit trainees pre-maturely sign-
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off audit steps - they are continuously reviewing the work of audit trainees and apparently have 

found evidence of DAB or strong suspect it in this respect. 

Insert Table VI around here  

Under-reporting of Chargeable Time when facing Time Deadline Pressure- 

Audit Trainee v/s Experienced Auditors 

Table VII summarises the significant differences in responses between audit trainees and 

experienced auditors when facing time deadline pressure. It is interesting to identify a significant 

difference in the level of agreement when a statement is directed towards a specific group of 

auditors rather than to auditors on a pooled basis. Responses to S6 indicate significant differences 

between audit trainees and experienced auditors. It can be noticed that experienced auditors' 

responses indicate that they scarcely ask audit trainees to perform tasks faster to meet deadlines. 

On the other hand, audit trainees’ responses indicate that experienced auditors do ask this of 

trainees. Since this question is related to the behaviour of senior (experienced) auditors only, audit 

trainees may reply with relative clarity as they are not the ones whose behaviour is in question. 

Within the same context, Kelley and Margheim's (2002) results reveal inconsistency between the 

perspectives of the senior and junior auditors. Junior auditors perceive time pressure more when 

seniors are involved in budget setting. Senior auditors believe that there is less TBP on junior 

auditors when they are involved in budget planning. Experienced auditors may believe that 

admitting to such instructions to other team members to work faster may harm their reputation. 

This kind of DB may expose experienced auditors to potential liability. 

There is also a significant difference (p≤0.5) between audit trainees’ and experienced auditors' 

responses when it comes to reliance on internal audit work (S11). Again, such variance is expected 

due to the nature of the statement. Experienced auditors tend to rely more on internal audit work 
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compared to audit trainees. When external auditors decide to rely on the work of internal auditors, 

it is their responsibility to assess the competency of the internal audit team and the quality of their 

work (ISA 610). It is the experienced auditors' role, rather than that of audit trainees, to assess and 

set the level of reliance on internal audit work. As part of conducting scoping meetings with clients 

at the acceptance/continuation stage, experienced auditors assess the complexity of clients, volume 

of transactions and the competency of employees involved in the process of financial statement 

preparation. Based on this assessment, experienced auditors decide on whether or not to rely on 

internal auditors' work. An audit budget and plan is prepared taking into consideration the level of 

reliance on internal auditors so that some audit steps might be excluded from the activities of 

external auditors. This whole assessment and planning process is prepared by experienced auditors 

rather than audit trainees, which may explain the significant difference between the responses of 

the audit trainees and experienced auditors. 

Insert Table VII around here  

Tables VIII is presented to show the regression results between the identified correlated factors 

leading to DAB when facing TBP and TDP and the experience factor. Gender, type of audit firm 

amongst the Big Four, graduate degree (if the participant holds a graduate degree), and 

qualification (if the participant is holding a professional qualification) are added as control 

variables. The OLS regression supports the initial independent t-test results (S5 & S14 from Table 

VI) and (S6 & S11 from table TVII). The regression test has been conducted on all survey 

statements that might lead to a DAB. The above-mentioned statements show a significant 

relationship when comparing the mean value between audit trainees and experienced auditors 

(independent t-test value). The significant relationship between the experience factor and DAB 

statements is also supported under OLS testing.  
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Insert Table VIII around here  

Concluding Comments: Discussion, Research Limitations and Implications 

The survey results offer insights into the accountancy profession and how some practices lead to 

DAB. The initial findings of the survey indicate that audit firms prefer qualified auditors to auditors 

with graduate degrees. In this regard, only 35% of auditors participating in the study finished a 

graduate degree while 68% possessed a professional qualification. This gap between graduate 

degrees and professional qualifications could be due to the nature of the accountancy profession. 

Accountancy firms', especially the Big Four, most highly attributes for hiring is passing the 

CPA/ACCA examinations (Metrejean and Noland, 2019). It is also indicated that the more auditors 

accumulate experience, the less audit firms can retain this group of auditors. The findings suggest 

that auditors understand that DAB is evident in audit practice. Auditors' perceptions concerning 

DAB are analysed in relation to time budget and time deadline pressures.  

Interestingly, the survey revealed that auditors knowingly commit DAB. The results indicate that 

auditors believe that they should not commit any under-reporting of chargeable time when facing 

time budget constraints. It is evidenced that respondents facing time budget and time deadline 

pressures tend to work significantly during their personal time. Conducting better training 

programs to improve the detection of any type of ethical deviations (Bowrin and King II, 2009) is 

considered one tool to prevent DAB. Box ticking or the fake completion of audit steps, is not 

exercised significantly, per the survey results. This may be due to the effective review process 

exercised by experienced auditors over the work of audit team members and the extensive training 

and workshops that audit firms are conducting to mitigate such acts. 
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It is perceived that working during personal time might help junior auditors to finish an audit 

assignment within the expected parameters. It is the responsibility of the audit firm to show justice 

and to behave in fairness. Accordingly, the employees will provide better services than their 

expected duties (Namazi and Rajabdorri, 2019) that will lead to more profits by the audit firm. 

Working during personal time can lead to indirect losses for the audit firm in the longer term, as 

firms will not be aware of the actual hours spent on every assignment. This act will negatively 

affect the work-life balance of auditors, potentially leading to a high turnover at audit firms and 

the loss of talented auditors. According to Coram et al. (2003), there is a need to place a suitable 

and correct value on the audit function in order to guarantee safe and adequate time budgets that 

might lead to a better work-life balance.  

The responses to the survey indicate that the audit methodology and the style of conducting the 

audit, whether it is a risk-based approach or integrated audit, appears to have no significant impact 

on DB (mean and median around 3). Audit methodology is being transmitted to auditors via a 

massive number of training events, and these events could help auditors at all levels to minimise 

DB. Coordination between different levels of auditors in preparing budgets and allocating tasks is 

shown to have a negative relationship with DAB. The communication among auditors plays a vital 

role in minimising DAB. The communication by those charged with governance appears to have 

no significant impact on DAB. Respondents still prefer to perform the audit steps themselves with 

no heavy reliance on other parties, even if the latter is allowed within the auditing standards. 

Audit partners continually prepare tight budgets, knowing that their staff members will do their 

best to finish the assigned tasks within set budgets. This fee pressure is transferred from the audit 

firms' senior partners to junior auditors. Such behaviour may initially increase or maintain market 

share, but it can impact audit quality negatively. External auditors worldwide have provided 



 27 

evidence settling many high-profile lawsuits. Perhaps the best-known example is the collapse of 

Arthur Andersen after the famous Enron case (Aubin, 2013). There is an increasing business risk 

for audit firms worldwide. Claims and lawsuits are not limited to corporations only; regulators and 

liquidators are bringing lawsuits on behalf of investors, leading to big settlements (Aubin, 2013). 

Thus, although auditors tend to commit some aspects of DAB in order to avoid affecting the audit 

assignments’ profitability or at the expense of audit quality, their behaviour has a severe indirect 

impact on audit quality. Working during personal time is considered a dysfunctional behaviour 

act, since auditors do not record the actual time spent on audit assignments. Such behaviour leads 

to less time availability for auditors to have some time to accomplish professional qualifications 

and to enhance their auditing skills by attending training workshops that will have a direct positive 

impact on audit quality.     

The results of the Independent t-tests supported by the OLS regression test show significant 

differences in the mean value responses between audit trainees and experienced auditors, 

indicating that the experience factor significantly influences committing DAB in the context of 

TBP and TDP. Experienced auditors have a tendency to blame junior auditors for DAB. Survey 

responses suggest that, with added experience, auditors tend to perceive better the acts of DAB 

and they behave accordingly. With added experience, the perception of DAB is clearer to 

experienced auditors, thus leading to less DAB. Our results contradict those of Gundry and 

Liyanarachchi (2007), who state that lower-level auditors engage more often in unethical acts. The 

experience factor shows to have a significant impact on the level of actual completion of tests of 

controls, the senior auditors' instructions to junior auditors to operate faster to meet tight deadlines, 

and the reliance on internal auditors. Although it is allowed to rely on the work of the internal 

auditors (ISA 610), junior auditors rely less on the work of internal auditors. Not relying on the 
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internal auditors' work when facing time pressure can lead to DAB. Experienced auditors are aware 

of this risk, and accordingly, they do rely on the work of internal auditors.   

Our research has focused on the behaviour of external auditors employed at the Big Four. Some 

studies argue that auditors at small firms exercise more DAB in comparison with Big Four auditors 

(Baldacchino et al., 2016). The results of this study highlight the factors embedded in the audit 

practice that lead to DAB. The findings can be used as a tool to aid audit practitioners and partners 

to illuminate the specific factors leading to DAB and therefore help their auditors avoid exercising 

similar acts. In addition, the study highlights the pressures faced by Big Four auditors. 

Respondents' quoted personal opinions are stated to help those charged with governance to 

introduce some mechanisms that may help external auditors build a better work-life balance and 

to manage different pressures effectively. Similar research could be conducted on auditors working 

at non-Big Four firms to assess if similar factors leading to DAB exist between the two group of 

auditors. Another approach would be conducting interviews that may give a clearer idea about 

factors leading to DAB. Interviews may unhide factors leading to DAB that might not be part of 

the survey's statements.     
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