
 1 

FARview Podcast Series, written report: #9 Wim Gijselaers 
Mutual understanding leads to powerful research 
FAR Conference Q&A and Follow-up 
 
In the FARview Podcast Series, FAR staff members conduct interviews with academics and 
professionals regarding the practical relevance of academic research in the field of auditing.  
 
In this podcast, our guest is professor Prof. dr. Wim Gijselaers. Gijselaers is professor of 
educational research at the School of Business and Economics at Maastricht University. His 
research focuses on educational innovation in higher education, social determinants of team 
cognition and team performance, and judgment and decision making in management and 
accounting. 
 
Gijselaers answers the questions that could not be answered after his presentation during the 
FAR Conference, due to time constraints. Although this interview was planned to be an 
extension of the Q&A-session, it evolved into a broader podcast. So, this podcast went 
beyond answering the remaining conference questions. This written report contains an edited 
and abbreviated transcript of the interview. 
 
Key points made by Gijselaers 
 
• ‘If young people in the hierarchy feel disconnected with the group, they tend to withhold 

important pieces of information. This doesn’t happen on purpose, it just happens. They 
might not even know they are withholding important information. 

• As a partner of an audit firm, I would put substantial effort in the analysis of the client at 
the beginning of the audit, then sit together with the team and communicate the risks and 
tell the team what I think is important. Then, one or two weeks later already, I would plan 
another meeting. I would show my interest in them, from a factual perspective.  

• In previous interview-studies, juniors told us that they felt really lucky with a partner if he 
knew their name, if he made time to talk, didn’t look at his phone screen all the time but at 
them, and interpreted feedback as being genuine. 

• Sometimes the partner faces a lot of budget pressure and has less or no time for 
appropriate attention for the team. Then it is also important to have invested in the 
beginning and made clear that there might be moments that the partner might seem a bit 
rude, due to the stressful calendar. 

• The only way research findings will work in practice is if the practitioners get a sense of 
understanding what is driving the scientists, and the other way around. My experience 
shows that if you keep investing and start to appreciate each other’s strengths, then new 
research practices can develop which you might have never seen before, and which can 
become very powerful.’ 

 
What are the most significant drivers for having less reflexivity, in the context of 
ineffective teams? 
‘When talking about team reflexivity, you should keep in mind that it is normally being 
defined as the extent to which group members reflect upon and communicate about their 
objectives, the related decision-making processes and the way they should adapt to the 
situation they are in. So, how can it be that some groups don’t engage in reflexivity? There 
are three explanations at three different levels. The first is at the level of the firm. The second 
is at the level of the audit engagement. The third is at the level of the team as a social entity.  
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Looking at the firm level, there are structural and cultural features. The structural features are 
typically time and budget pressure. If the pressure goes up, the likelihood that the team will 
reflect decreases. The cultural features are the norms which have been developed within the 
firm about the way disagreement should be expressed. When pressure increases, people 
typically tend to start to search for comfort and avoid conflict. As a counteraction, firms, in 
their policymaking, should do everything they can to support their professionals. In their 
culture, at the firm level, there should be alignment between what they espouse (verbally 
express) and what they enact (behaviorally express). The official message they are giving 
should be similar to what they are showing in everyday practice. 
 
At the engagement level, it is about the complexity of the audit and the way they use their 
decision tools, which might put them into the situation of the illusion of control. When they 
feel they are in control concerning the whole process, reflexivity is not usually expected to 
happen, because it is not necessary. That requires that in the early stages of the audit, senior 
staff should put a lot of effort in diagnosing the situation they are in and the partner provides a 
briefing for the team, in which the expectations from the team are expressed. And there 
should be a follow-up meeting on how things are going.  
 
The third level which could explain a lack of reflexivity is the team as a group. Teams tend to 
always look for comfort. They create routines which help them to create comfort, even though 
they may have to deal unpleasant situations, like in a bad marriage. The same could apply 
here. In terms of counteractions, as said, partners should be much more involved in helping 
teams at the beginning. And second, teams should learn that there is a difference between 
being comfortable and trusting the other. Team leaders should create a sufficient level of trust 
and safety.’ 
 
You mean psychological safety? 
‘Yes, but psychological safety is not equal to coziness. It could be that someone really 
disagrees with what a person is saying and asks the person to explain what he is saying 
without making it personal. That is very difficult to do. So, it is about being critical, because 
people want to help each other.’ 
 
How can a balance be created in a discussion? 
‘Sometimes, you receive signals that a great discussion is developing and participants 
experience a lot of fun while having a challenging debate. The delicacy in avoiding 
destructive or negative conflict lies, for example, in the jokes being told. The jokes should not 
be about the other. A joke should reduce the tension within the group. Disagreement should 
be explained, made factual. You should be explicit on what points you disagree. And your 
body language should be such that you are expressing an interest in the other person. You 
express that you want to hear the other person’s view because you are interested and you trust 
each other.’ 
 
When many people work from home, it is difficult to send and receive these social cues? 
‘The most important cues stem from eye contact. In a Zoom-session, for example, that is 
nearly impossible. People rarely look into the camera. The lack of eye contact also makes that 
people ask themselves why they should say something. They give up. The success depends on 
the session leader, who should dedicate some time to social talk at the beginning of a meeting. 
The problem is that when every leader starts doing at the start of every session, it becomes  
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obvious that this has been learned at a management training. It is not authentic. A leader 
needs to be aware of that. It is easily forgotten by leaders what impact this has on others.’ 
 
The meta-analysis you presented during the conference also showed that, right? 
‘Yes. But what I didn’t mention during the session, was that a couple of years ago I had a 
PhD-student who examined how people behave during online courses in a global 
organization. We found that the higher you are in the hierarchy, the more you talk in an online 
setting, even if people didn’t know each other’s position within the organization. They didn’t 
realize how intimidating that was to the younger people. The consequence of this observation 
is that people should be aware of their behavior and the impact it has on others. I constantly 
emphasize this, because I try to make clear that there is a very strong connection between how 
people behave in group sessions and the way the perform as a group.  
 
One of the fascinating aspects of the auditing environment is that the higher you are in the 
hierarchy, the more dependent you are on the information that has been collected and 
interpreted in the lower parts of the hierarchy. We know from research that if the young 
people in the hierarchy feel disconnected with the group, they tend to withhold important 
pieces of information. This doesn’t happen on purpose, it just happens. They might not even 
know they are withholding important information. This also directly relates to the importance 
of reflexivity. With reflexivity you create moments during which it is attempted to analyze 
how the group is functioning. The difficulty lies in the fact that it should not be a discussion 
where I would, for example, say that I noticed that you were very silent. That is in fact a 
direct attack. Then you feel like you’re back in high school. It is difficult for a leader to be 
aware of this. Many leaders forgot how it was when they were young. They often don’t see 
that a younger person might actually provide a signal that he or she doesn’t know, when 
asking a question. If hierarchical audit teams don’t pay enough attention to the social nature 
of their work, they run the risk of a suboptimal flow of information, while the partner is 
dependent on the quality of the information flow.’ 
 
Should there be protocols for reflexivity? 
‘As a partner of an audit firm, I would put substantial effort in the analysis of the client at the 
beginning of the audit, then sit together with the team and communicate the risks and tell the 
team what I think is important. Then, one or two weeks later already, I would plan another 
meeting, just to ask how things are going, by asking factual questions about what they are 
doing and what their experiences are. I would show my interest in them, from a factual 
perspective. If I hear something familiar, I would tell them that I’ve seen something like that 
in the past, tell them what the specific case was and ask them what they think is going on. 
That is a different way of showing interest than asking how a person is doing. That is just a 
hollow phrase. In previous interview-studies, juniors told us that they felt really lucky with a 
partner if he knew their name, if he made time to talk, didn’t look at his phone screen all the 
time but at them, and interpreted the feedback as being genuine. This fits into a lot of research 
that finds that authentic interest in the work a person is doing is very important.’ 
 
It works both ways, I guess. Partners also need to give in order to receive? 
‘Partners could make explicit that they have seen similar cases in the past, as mentioned. 
However, sometimes the partner faces a lot of budget pressure and has less or no time for 
appropriate attention for the team. Then it is also important to have invested in the beginning 
and made clear that there might be moments that the partner might seem a bit rude, due to the 
stressful calendar. This also gives them some credit.’ 
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You like to refer to the aviation industry, as presented during the FAR conference. And 
you are also interested in the medical profession? 
‘One interesting aspect from the medical profession is that they noticed that many 
professionals didn’t want to use checklists. They took too long to complete and weren’t 
helpful. However, they found out that it depends on the way the checklist is specified and 
designed. We also examined the use of checklists in auditing. We found that depending on the 
way a checklist is designed, the checklist can even deteriorate the audit process. People often 
don’t like checklists. There are also checklists for driving your car. Nobody uses them. Of 
course, we need regulation, tools and oversight, but then there is still the human factor. That 
isn’t rocket science. It is about the fundamentals of engaging in interaction with others, how 
the leadership is viewed.’ 
 
This brings us to another Q&A-question. The composition of the team doesn’t matter, 
it’s really the leadership that is the main driver? 
‘Team composition research has taught us one lesson: you can’t predict performance from 
team composition. Only when the team leader has created the right processes, then maybe - in 
hindsight - you might say that team composition played a role. People tend to forget how they 
performed in primary and secondary school, depending on the teacher they had. And why was 
that?: researchers say that it depends on the way you got attention from the teacher. Good 
leaders create a sense of belonging to a team and they often do that within 15 minutes. 
Already then people know they want to work with that person. And the mechanism behind 
that is that people note that their contribution is valued, that they are being heard and that the 
team leader is sensitive to their emotions.’ 
 
Do you think that team composition with weak and strong performers leads to better 
performance as the diversity affects team reflexivity? 
‘The classic view on teams is that they need diversity. Research shows that diversity 
sometimes helps. But if you combine all research results, you will find zero correlation. It 
depends. Diversity helps, but it is depending on whether the leader has created a climate 
where people are trying to get the most out of each other, and depending on whether the 
leader wants to invest in the underperformers. It’s not an off-the-shelf-product.’ 
 
You provided some interesting reflections concerning research at the end of your FAR 
conference presentation. You mentioned that constructing a shared language is a 
valuable asset.  
‘I think FAR should try to create a situation that would make them unique, where the firms 
are creating their questions together with academics, such that when the answers are given, it 
helps both academics and the firms. In my experience, it takes many years to accept and 
respect the other party. It takes many years to learn their language and concerns. And then it 
takes time to figure out how what they are saying fits into a particular theoretical framework. 
The moment that happens, you have a connection, then both practice and academia win by the 
research. I love the moment when I see that theories work in practice. In business, academics 
still think they own the theories. If practice doesn’t behave according to theory, we consider 
that to be a misfunctioning of practice. My point is that audit firms work very hard and want 
to improve, and science might help them to do it even better. But the only way it will work is 
if the practitioners get a sense of understanding what is driving the scientists, and the other 
way around. My experience shows that if you keep investing and start to appreciate each 
other’s strengths, then new research practices can develop which you might have never seen 
before, and which can become very powerful.’ 
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For the FAR Conference presentation, please refer to:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BptOlueEds0 
 
The Foundation for Auditing Research (FAR) is an autonomous research institute that is 
focused on developing and disseminating scientific knowledge concerning audit quality. FAR 
pursues these objectives by facilitating relevant and rigorous academic audit research via 
collaboration between academia and audit practice 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BptOlueEds0

