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KEY TAKE-AWAYS

Auditing standards require that auditors’ reliance on a
specialist is commensurate with the specialist’s competence. In
assessing competence, auditors encounter cues diagnostic of
the specialist’s social status but less so of competence. In an
experiment, we manipulate specialist status and find that
auditors mistake status for competence unless they are
prompted to separate the constructs. This raises the possibility
that auditors could over-rely on high-status specialists.
However, auditors also assess high-status specialists as more
influential and, when the specialist disagrees with the client,
they rely more on high-status specialists because of this
perceived influence. Thus, high-status specialists can increase
auditors’ willingness to challenge the client by providing a
strong ally. Additional analyses suggest that auditors are
aware that they rely on the specialist’s influence rather than
competence, indicating that auditors do not use the process
that auditing standards envision to evaluate and rely on
specialists.
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