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Human Capital Development in Auditing: A Qualitative Study of
Learning Mechanisms, Challenges, and Differences across Audit
Firms

ABSTRACT:

Human capital is the most crucial input in auditing. While auditors possess skills and
competencies when entering the audit firm, on-the-job learning is crucial for the further
development of human capital. While prior research has typically focused on one specific
learning mechanism, there is a lack of a comprehensive and holistic view of how learning
currently manifests in the audit practice. Using 23 semi-structured interviews, this study
provides an overview of key learning practices in audit firms, the differences in learning
practices between audit firms of different sizes, and barriers to learning in audit firms. This
study helps researchers to understand the institutional setting of learning in audit firms and to
identify future avenues for research. Furthermore, this study helps practitioners in identifying

barriers to learning that may warrant attention.



I. INTRODUCTION

In their effort to uphold their public responsibility and provide high-quality assurance, audit
firms’ most important input is their human capital (e.g., Francis 2011; Knechel, Krishnan,
Pevzner, Shefchik, and Velury 2013). When auditors enter the profession, their ability is mainly
shaped by skills and expertise developed through education. Over time, auditors further
develop their skills and expertise through multiple ways of on-the-job learning in the audit firm
(Dierynck, Kadous, and Peters 2024; Westermann, Bedard, and Earley 2015). More
specifically, Dierynck et al. (2024) specify that learning in audit firms can be categorized across
two dimensions: (1) the location of learning (i.e., on the engagement or off the engagement),
and (2) the role of others (i.e., passive or active). Off-the-engagement learning with an active
role of others includes learning from performance evaluations, training, and mentoring,
whereas off-the-engagement learning with a passive role of others includes learning from
socialization. On the other hand, on-the-engagement learning with an active role of others can,
for example, include learning from consultations or audit reviews. Finally, on-the-engagement
learning with a passive role of others can include learning from experience, interactions with
the client, or interactions with the team. This study investigates how the different types of
learning in the auditing profession manifest in the everyday audit practice and where challenges
arise.

Whereas prior literature typically focuses on one learning mechanism at a time (e.g.,
audit reviews or audit consultations) (cf. Dierynck et al. 2024), our study aims to provide a
more comprehensive and holistic view of how learning currently manifests in audit practice.
We conducted 23 semi-structured interviews with audit firms' Learning and Development
(L&D) specialists and auditors from two Big 4 and four mid-sized audit firms in the
Netherlands. By gathering insights from both L&D specialists, junior auditors, and senior

auditors, we are able to assess the learning objectives envisioned by audit firms and the extent



to which these objectives are achieved. Furthermore, obtaining observations from both Big 4
audit firms and mid-sized audit firms enables us to investigate differences in learning across
these types of firms. Given the differences in the organizational setting of Big 4 audit firms and
mid-sized audit firms — for example in terms of services, clients, specialization, culture, training
and development, and fees (e.g., Basioudis and Francis 2007; Che, Hope, and Langli 2020;
Lawrence, Minutti-Meza, and Zhang 2011) — there are likely differences across audit firm
types.

The interviews reveal a strong consensus that on-the-job learning — specifically during
the execution of audit tasks — constitutes the most important driver of auditor development.
Within this form of on-the-engagement learning, it is difficult to disentangle the learning from
active versus passive support from others, as many auditors report a process in which both are
integrated. The direct supervisor’s role appears particularly influential during this type of
learning. However, despite the recognized importance of learning during the execution of audit
tasks, several constraints persist, including the quality of supervision, the team’s physical
dispersion, staff turnover, and the limited engagement in self-reflection. Auditors also learn
through interactions with clients, although the extent of such learning varies across client types
and individual auditors. Junior auditors typically do not learn from internal or external quality
reviews because they are not directly involved. Yet, when they do participate, they report
meaningful learning gains, indicating an underutilized learning opportunity. Overall, on-the-
engagement learning appears to be relatively consistent across different types of audit firms.

With respect to off-the-engagement learning, we observe greater variation across audit
firm types. Training programs generally fall into two categories: (1) curricula aimed at
developing audit-specific skills, and (2) training designed to update auditors on current
technical or regulatory developments. While all audit firms provide update-oriented training,

the availability of structured audit-skills curricula appears to be greater for larger audit firms.



Larger audit firms also offer substantially longer onboarding programs—typically two to three
weeks—compared with the one- to two-day onboarding provided by smaller firms. Overall,
smaller firms seem to place greater reliance on on-the-engagement learning, whereas larger
firms invest more heavily in formalized training structures. In addition to formal training,
mentoring is commonly offered. Across our sample, two mentoring models are evident. All
audit firms employ a coach-style mentor who supports the auditor’s professional development
and well-being. Some firms also assign a “buddy” mentor who serves as an accessible contact
for day-to-day questions, especially during the first phase of an auditor’s career. Also, all firms
employ a similar performance evaluation structure that consists of a cycle of setting goals,
developing and gathering feedback, and evaluating performance. However, variation exists in
whether performance is tied to financial incentives for junior auditors.

This study contributes to the literature and practice in several ways. Firstly, the study
provides researchers and practitioners with a clearer and more holistic understanding of how
learning unfolds in audit firms by offering an overview of day-to-day learning practices. This
insight helps researchers design studies that more accurately reflect audit practice and to
identify promising avenues for future research. Secondly, the study adds to the literature
comparing Big 4 and mid-sized audit firms by examining how learning practices differ across
these types of firms (e.g., Basioudis and Francis 2007; Che, Hope, and Langli 2020; Lawrence,
Minutti-Meza, and Zhang 2011). Thirdly, this study contributes to practice by highlighting
constraints that may hinder learning and that may warrant attention.

This study is closely related to Westerman et al. (2015), but adds a meaningful
contribution to it in multiple ways. First, Westerman et al. (2015) only interviewed audit
partners. Our study adds the perspective of L&D specialists and junior auditors to this. The
perspective of L&D specialists provides us with an understanding of the strategic choices

around learning in audit firms. The perspective of the junior auditor provides us with insights



into how learning is perceived by junior auditors, pointing to specific challenges that senior
auditors may not be aware of. Second, Westerman et al. (2015) only interviewed auditors from
Big 4 firms. Our study adds to this by also providing the perspective of mid-sized audit firms
and showing that learning practices vary by audit firm size. Third, while Westerman et al.
(2015) focus more on the changes in learning in audit firms over time, our study focuses on
providing an overview of the learning practices in place in audit firms.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a theoretical
background and an overview of the prior literature. Section 3 details the study’s participants,
the development of the interview protocol, and the procedures used for data analysis. Section
4 provides the insights obtained from the interviews, structured based on the Auditor Learning
Framework (Dierynck et al. 2024). First, we present insights regarding on-the-engagement
learning, including learning during the execution of audit tasks, learning from clients, and
learning from quality reviews. Second, we present insights regarding off-the-engagement
learning, including training, onboarding, mentoring, and performance evaluation. Last, section
5 concludes and discusses our results, including avenues for future research.

II. BACKGROUND AND PRIOR LITERATURE
Human Capital Development and Workplace Learning in Auditing

Classic models of auditor expertise conceptualize performance as a function of ability,
knowledge, motivation, and the task environment (Bonner and Lewis 1990; Libby and Luft
1993). Within this framework, experience matters only insofar as it produces learning. That is,
durable changes in knowledge structures, judgment processes, or behavior. Importantly,
experience alone is often insufficient: learning requires feedback, interpretation, and
abstraction from specific cases to more generalizable knowledge (Waller and Felix 1984; Libby
1995; Dierynck et al. 2024). In auditing, this transformation is particularly challenging because

auditors operate in environments characterized by time pressure, high workload, cost—quality



tradeoffs, and delayed or ambiguous feedback about decision quality (McNair 1991; DeZoort
and Lord 1997; Grohnert 2017).

To capture these realities, recent research conceptualizes auditor development as
workplace learning (e.g., Westermann et al. 2015; Grohnert 2017; Dierynck et al. 2024). This
perspective is especially relevant in auditing because much learning occurs informally,
embedded in production work, social interaction, and organizational routines rather than
through formal instruction alone (Eraut 2000, 2007; Hicks et al. 2007). Yet, despite its
centrality, workplace learning has historically received limited direct attention in the auditing
literature, with insights scattered across studies of audit review, consultation, training,
mentoring, and client interaction.

The Auditor Learning Framework

To integrate these fragmented insights, Dierynck et al. (2024) developed the Auditor Learning
Framework (ALF), which organizes auditor learning processes along two fundamental
dimensions: (1) the location of learning (on-the-engagement versus off-the-engagement) and
(2) the role of others in the learning process (active versus passive). Crossing these dimensions
yields four learning contexts and nine distinct learning processes that are particularly salient in
auditing.

The first dimension, the location of learning, captures whether learning occurs while
auditors are performing primary audit tasks (on-the-engagement) or outside those tasks (off-
the-engagement). On-the-engagement learning is typically informal, incidental, and
constrained by production pressures, whereas off-the-engagement learning is more deliberate,
structured, and designed explicitly for development (Eraut 2007). The second dimension, the
role of others, captures whether learning is actively facilitated through guidance, feedback, or
instruction, or whether it arises passively as a by-product of observation and interaction

(Sambrook 2005).



The ALF identifies nine learning processes within these four contexts. Off-the-
engagement learning with an active role for others includes learning from training, mentoring,
and performance evaluation, while off-the-engagement learning with a passive role includes
socialization. On-the-engagement learning with an active from others includes learning from
audit review and consultation, whereas on-the-engagement learning with passive others
includes learning from experience, teams, and interactions with clients. Rather than treating
these processes as substitutes, the ALF emphasizes that they are interdependent and jointly
shape auditor development. In this study, the ALF serves as a conceptual lens for examining
how learning is structured and experienced in audit firms, where learning opportunities arise
or break down, and how these processes vary across organizational contexts.

Learning on the Engagement: Experiential Learning under Constraints

A central implication of recent literature is that learning during the execution of audit
tasks (i.e., on-the-engagement learning) is likely to be both highly consequential and inherently
constrained (e.g., Grohnert 2017). On-the-engagement learning provides auditors with concrete
task experiences, which are essential for building procedural knowledge and professional
judgment (Libby 1995; Bonner, Libby, and Nelson 1997). However, the audit environment
exhibits low “environmental validity” (Grohnert 2017). Low environmental validity among
others implies that stimuli are complex and changing, errors are rare or difficult to observe, and
feedback is often indirect or delayed (Shanteau 1992). As a result, auditors may struggle to
accurately infer which actions led to successful outcomes.

Experiential learning theory (Kolb 1984) suggests that experience translates into
learning only when it is accompanied by reflection and abstraction. Yet, time pressure and
engagement turnover may severely limit opportunities for reflection in auditing, increasing the

risk that experience remains local and fails to generalize across engagements (Daudelin 1996;



Dierynck et al. 2024). This tension highlights the importance of learning processes that embed
feedback and explanation into engagement work itself.

Two such processes, audit review and consultation, involve an active role for others and
serve dual purposes of quality control and development. Prior research shows that audit review
improves judgment accuracy and can foster learning, particularly when reviews are timely and
interactive (Brazel et al. 2004; Payne, Ramsay, and Bamber 2010; Lambert and Agoglia 2011).
However, review is also a persuasive and evaluative process, in which preparers may focus on
satisfying reviewer preferences rather than understanding underlying issues, potentially
attenuating learning (Rich, Solomon, and Trotman 1997; Gibbins and Trotman 2002).

Similarly, consultation, whether with peers, managers, or specialists, can broaden
auditors’ problem representations and expose them to alternative perspectives (Emby and
Gibbins 1988; Knechel and Leiby 2016). Yet, auditors do not always seek advice to learn; they
may consult to justify preferred positions or manage impressions, limiting knowledge transfer
(Lee 1997; Kadous, Leiby, and Peecher 2013). These insights suggest that the learning value
of on-the-engagement processes depends not only on their existence but also on how they are
enacted and perceived by auditors.

Learning from the engagement also occurs passively through team and client
interactions. Audit teams function as apprenticeship-like settings in which junior auditors learn
by observing discussions, listening to how issues are resolved, and gradually participating in
more complex tasks (Anderson-Gough et al. 1998; Westermann et al. 2015). Learning in teams
depends critically on psychological safety and leadership behaviors that encourage junior
auditors to ask questions and speak up (Nelson et al. 2016; Gissel and Johnstone 2017).
Interactions with clients further contribute to learning by developing auditors’ industry
knowledge and communication skills, although power dynamics and client characteristics may

unevenly shape these opportunities (Bonner and Lewis 1990; Bennett and Hatfield 2013).



Off-the-Engagement Learning: Designed Development and Transfer

In contrast to on-the-engagement learning, off-the-engagement learning is more
deliberately designed to foster development. Training programs, mentoring relationships,
performance evaluation systems, and socialization processes provide structured opportunities
for auditors to acquire knowledge, reflect on performance, and form professional identities
(Eraut 2007; Dierynck et al. 2024).

Training research in auditing highlights that learning effectiveness depends on
instructional design and feedback quality. Explanatory feedback and self-explanation improve
the acquisition of procedural knowledge and facilitate transfer to practice (Bonner and Walker
1994; Earley 2001; Borthick et al. 2006). However, the benefits of training materialize only if
knowledge transfers back to the engagement environment, which may be impeded by billable-
hour pressure and limited time for application (Baldwin and Ford 1988; Blume et al. 2010).

Mentoring serves both developmental and socialization functions in audit firms,
supporting career progression, role modeling, and psychological support (Scandura and Viator
1994; Viator 2001). Yet, mentoring relationships can also generate role stress or conflicts,
particularly when mentors simultaneously act as evaluators (Dirsmith and Covaleski 1985;
Viator 2001). Performance evaluation systems similarly shape learning by signaling which
skills are valued and by allocating developmental resources, but biases in evaluation and
discomfort with negative feedback may limit their effectiveness as learning tools (Kida 1984;
Tan and Libby 1997; Andiola and Bedard 2018).

Implications for the Present Study

A final implication of the ALF is that learning processes are embedded within
organizational contexts. Audit firms differ in size, client portfolios, specialization, and training
infrastructure, which may shape how learning is structured and prioritized (Basioudis and

Francis 2007; Lawrence et al. 2011; Che et al. 2020). Larger firms may have greater capacity



to invest in formal onboarding and structured training curricula, whereas smaller firms may
rely more heavily on learning embedded in engagement work. At the same time, core on-the-
engagement learning processes, such as supervision, review, teamwork, and client interaction,
are fundamental to audit production and may therefore be more similar across firm types.

Taken together, the ALF and the underlying learning theories suggest that auditor
development is shaped by a constellation of interdependent learning processes, each subject to
distinct constraints. Prior research has largely examined these processes in isolation. By
contrast, our qualitative approach allows us to examine how learning mechanisms coexist,
interact, and are experienced by auditors and L&D specialists in practice. Using the ALF as an
organizing framework, we investigate (1) how different learning processes are structured
within audit firms, (2) where auditors perceive learning to be most effective or constrained, and
(3) how learning practices differ between Big 4 and mid-sized audit firms. This perspective
provides a richer understanding of the institutional setting of auditor learning and helps identify
opportunities for future research and practice.

III. METHOD

Participants
We conducted semi-structured interviews with 23 individuals from two Big 4 audit firms and
four mid-sized audit firms in the Netherlands.!* Table 1 provides an overview of the
interviewees.® Four interviewees are employed as L&D specialists in their audit firms. The rest
of the interviewees are employed as auditors, with roles ranging from junior assistant to partner.
Important to note is that some of the more senior auditors have a role within L&D and are

therefore included in the sample. These roles, for example, include giving training sessions.

Participants were recruited with the help of the Foundation for Auditing Research.

Approval from the institutional review board was obtained before doing the interviews.

To avoid recognizability concerns, auditors are classified as junior when working at a level below manager
and senior when working at the manager level or above, instead of by their exact function level. Similarly, to
avoid recognizability concerns, we do not use interviewee identification numbers when citing an interviewee,
but only the firm identifier.



Also, not all firms have L&D specialists employed. In that case, we often spoke to a senior
auditor or partner responsible for Learning and Development. Obtaining information from
L&D specialists is useful for our study as they (1) typically have a good overview of the
different learning practices at the audit firms, (2) know what the audit firm aims to achieve
with the different learning practices, and (3) are aware of potential challenges regarding
learning in the audit firm. In contrast, the perspective of the auditors provides us with views on
(1) how learning in the audit firm is perceived by the auditors, (2) whether the audit firm's
intended goals are met, and (3) whether there are challenges that the L&D department is not
aware of.

Development of the Instrument

Our interview instrument is developed based on the Auditor Learning Framework that
originates from Dierynck et al. (2024). That is, we divided the interview into two parts. The
first part of the interview focused on off-the-engagement learning, and the second part focused
on on-the-engagement learning. Participants were always asked to first describe the learning
practices by themselves. Based on that, the interviewers followed up with questions aimed at
gaining deeper insight into the interviewees' perceptions and experiences of the learning
practices. When the interviewee does not mention a specific learning practice from the Auditor
Learning Framework (Dierynck et al. 2024), the interviewers actively ask about such a learning
practice. At the end of the interview, the interviewees are asked which learning practice they
think is most important, whether they experience challenges with learning in the audit firm,
where they see room for improvement, and whether there is something that was not discussed
during the interview that they would like to add.

Data Collection

Interviews were conducted between the end of 2024 and summer 2025 through Microsoft

Teams. On average, the interviews lasted 45 minutes (ranging from 22 minutes to 63 minutes).
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In all cases, at least two of the authors were present during the interviews. During the
interviews, one researcher acted as the primary interviewer, asking the questions and following
up on the answers. The other researcher(s) took notes and asked occasional follow-up questions
when they saw the need for further elaboration. All interviewees were provided with an
information letter and gave consent for the interview and the recording of it. During the
interview, the information provided in the information letter was always repeated, and
interviewees were informed that the results would never be reported back to their audit firm on
an individual basis.

Data Analysis

The interviews were coded based on the Auditor Learning Framework (Dierynck et al. 2024).
That is, the information was divided into the categories Performance Evaluation, Training,
Mentoring, Socialization/Onboarding, Experience, Interaction with Clients, Review (both
Consultations and Audit Review). During the coding, it followed that learning from experience
and learning from the team during the engagement were rather interconnected. Hence, these
are coded as Learning during the Execution of Audit Tasks. No forms of learning that were not
included in the Auditor Learning Framework were identified during the interviews. The
information for every learning practice was then summarized and synthesized.

IV. RESULTS

On-the-Engagement Learning

Based on our interviews, we find that learning during engagements occurs through both active
and passive involvement of others (e.g., colleagues). Moreover, the interviews indicate that
these active and passive forms of support are closely intertwined in learning that takes place
while executing audit tasks. Hence, we first discuss this type of learning without making a
distinction between learning with and without others. Next, we discuss two forms of learning

with an active role for others, namely, learning from clients and quality reviews.
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Learning during the execution of audit tasks
The majority of interviewees emphasized the importance of learning that occurs during the
execution of audit tasks, with nearly all identifying it as the most important learning
opportunity in auditing. An auditor from Firm 3 clearly illustrates that with the following
example:

“Look, you learn of course — you can have had a hundred thousand trainings about

exactly how independence works. But only by actually doing it, thinking about it, and

working with it, do you really learn from it.” (F3)
Although most audit firms do not appear to have a predefined structure for this type of learning,
auditors nonetheless describe a largely similar pattern in how it occurs. First, when a junior
gets assigned a certain task during the engagement, a more senior auditor is made responsible
for coaching this junior. In most cases, the same person is also responsible for reviewing. Such
a senior auditor is usually one level in rank above the junior auditor, corresponding to having
approximately 2-3 years more work experience. After the task is assigned, the senior auditor
typically checks in with the junior auditor to explain the task, if needed. During this check-in,
certain parts of the task (e.g., reviewing a few invoices) may be completed together, enabling
the junior auditor to replicate the process for the remaining items. After this, the junior auditor
proceeds with executing the task independently, consulting the senior when questions arise.
Once the task is completed, the senior reviews the work and provides feedback where needed.
Throughout this process, the junior auditor may also refer to prior-year audit work for guidance.
Also, in the Big 4 firms, the junior auditors sometimes use the audit guide of their firm to get
information about how the task should be performed. It becomes clear from the interviews that
the part in which active coaching and explanations are given to the junior auditor is crucial for
both the junior’s learning and their performance. Several auditors voiced clear opinions about
this topic, for example:

“I think you can look at last year’s file to see how you’re supposed to do something,
but then you still don’t understand the background. And you’re not yet making

12



connections. When you actually explain it to someone, they gain much more insight.
Like, okay, how does something like this really work? Then it clicks. And then you
start making connections. And you can apply those connections in other situations as
well.” (F3)

“And I also always think: if the work hasn’t been done properly, then it’s probably
related to the guidance that person received beforehand. That likely didn’t go well or
wasn’t communicated effectively.” (F3)

Although the general structure of learning during the execution of audit tasks seems to
be similar, there are notable differences in how juniors approach the learning opportunity and
how seniors provide coaching. When it comes to junior auditors, some show a preference for
first tackling questions on their own. For example, this auditor is always trying to figure out an

approach themselves:

“No idea how this works, but I’ll see how I want to approach it. And then I'll take it
from there, so to speak.” (F2)

On the other hand, some auditors emphasize that they appreciate never having to figure
something out entirely on their own, as guidance is always available:
“And whenever I run into something, I can just immediately ask, ‘Hey, I have a
question, do you have a few minutes?’ The answer is almost always yes. Then they
coach you a bit on how it should be done. So yes, I personally think that’s a really nice
system. You don’t have to figure everything out on your own.” (F4)
From the point of view of the senior, several different strategies were also mentioned. An often-
mentioned strategy was to ask the junior questions regarding the audit task. The aim was for
the junior auditor to first identify the relevant audit risk before deciding on the best approach.
“I first ask the person, ‘What’s the risk?’ ... So I'm basically trying to get them to

think a bit. And then, as our conversation progresses, we actually come to a conclusion
together about how to proceed, instead of me giving the answer right away.” (F2)

The L&D specialists all seemed aware of the variety of ways in which coaching on the job was
given to their junior auditors. One mid-sized audit firm particularly voiced that there is little

structure around coaching on the job, and that they were trying to improve this aspect. More
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specifically, they were considering in which way L&D could do something to ensure that the
learning opportunities that arise during the execution of the audit truly materialize:

“We’re also looking at how we can strengthen that learning on the job, and how we
can offer more opportunities geared toward on-the-job learning.” (F2)

Besides learning from the tasks assigned to the junior auditor himself or herself, the
junior auditor can also learn from tasks not assigned to him or herself. More specifically, it was
voiced multiple times that auditors can learn from picking up things discussed in the team.

“Because you learn so much just by being there and picking up on certain discussions
from others, even indirectly.” (F3)

During the interviews, we identified several constraints to learning during the execution
of the audit. These constraints include the quality of the supervision, the physical location of

the team, turnover, and the degree to which auditors reflect.

Quality of supervision. The importance of the quality of the supervision and coaching
during the execution of the audit tasks was voiced multiple times by both L&D specialists and

auditors. The auditors even shared that they saw this as influential to a junior auditor’s career:

“Yes, after about a year, I can more or less tell who trained them (the junior auditors).

You notice that the quality of guidance has a direct effect on the quality of employees’
work a few years down the line. You don’t see it now, but you do see it after a few
years.” (F1)

“One senior or experienced staff member has plenty of time to give guidance, while
another is so busy that someone simply can’t be properly guided. And I think it’s a
shame, because you’re judged on that as well, of course. That’s because you didn’t
receive good guidance, you can’t perform your work at the same level as others —
and you’re essentially disadvantaged because of it.” (F3)

It is important to note that this effect is not expected in all firms. Especially in one firm, an
auditor mentioned that the junior-senior dyads rotated so often that everyone is expected to

receive guidance of similar quality:

“It’s not the case that an assistant only works with one or two experienced assistants.
The number of colleagues is so large that there are many different collaborations
throughout the year.” (F2)

14



Also, the differences in the quality of supervision clearly affected junior auditors' experiences

in the audit firm. For example:

“In the past, I’ve had someone say to me: ‘Okay, you’ve now had an explanation from
me. You have last year’s example. So, I don’t expect any further questions from you.”
(F4)

“Yes, up to now I’ve had really nice seniors. You don’t have to block time in their
calendars to set something up, but I do know that they [other supervisors for whom
you need to block time in their calendars] are there.” (F4).

The interviewees attribute the differences in the quality of supervision to different
factors. First, an often-voiced reason is the personality of the senior who needs to provide
guidance. It seems that not all seniors enjoy giving guidance, or lack the social skills to
effectively communicate their guidance. A L&D specialist shared that they are aware of this

affecting the quality of guidance and supervision:

“If you have people who don’t really enjoy guiding others, you can see that the way
they mentor and the effort they put into it is completely different from people who
genuinely enjoy mentoring junior assistants.” (F1)

Similarly, the difference in skills needed to effectively give guidance is noted by junior

auditors receiving guidance:
“Some people are better at conveying things than others. I think that’s mainly what it
comes down to. Something can be very simple, but if you can’t explain it well
yourself, you really notice the difference.” (F4)

Also, a junior shared that when it was clear that someone was not open to questions or did

seemingly not enjoy coaching, this led them to ask fewer questions:

“It also really depends on who I’m asking and whether I feel comfortable enough
with that person to ask such a question.” (F6)

In most firms in our sample, senior auditors receive training in providing coaching and
mentoring to junior auditors. Also, in most cases, a senior's ability to provide coaching and
mentoring is taken into account in performance evaluations. Besides these quality control
mechanisms, differences between auditors seem stark based on the above views from both

L&D specialists and auditors.
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A second factor contributing to quality differences in supervision arises from the time
pressure on auditors. It was often mentioned that one of the first things that is limited in times
of high time pressure is the coaching and guidance provided to junior auditors. This would lead
junior auditors to ask fewer questions and to be provided with less guidance:

“With her (the supervisor), 1 really noticed that if she was busy, I wouldn’t ask a
question so quickly. She made it quite clear when she didn’t want to be disturbed, so
I would think three times about which question I was going to ask.” (F6)

“Then someone is busy and says, ‘Yes, just look at last year.” (F3)

Also, in periods of time pressure, some seniors would rather do something themselves instead

of explaining it to the junior auditor, taking away a possible learning opportunity for the junior:

“Most people really do take the time for you, but sometimes it’s like, ‘I’ll look at that
later,” and then you never get the explanation at all, for example.” (F6)

Physical Location. Before COVID-19, the entire audit team would typically work
together at the client’s office. Many interviewees reported being separated from their team after
COVID-19 more often. Named causes for this include the higher tendency to work from home
or the office after COVID-19, and not all team members being assigned the same period to
work on the engagement. Not working from the same location is seen to negatively affect
learning during the engagement in two ways. First, it makes it more difficult for juniors to ask

questions on the spot, and makes it more difficult for seniors to see when someone is struggling:

“It’s good for the dynamics. And also, you can ask questions right away. And
sometimes people are thinking out loud, and that leads them to ask questions. So,
when you’re sitting together, the quality just improves.” (F1)

“If you really want to explain something, especially when the questions come every
10 minutes, then you just want to have that person next to you, because well, working
remotely isn’t going to work in that case.” (F2)

“Because if I'm in the office and I have a question, the manager is next to me, I’'m
going to go to them and ask them. But if I’'m from home, I have to ask them to walk
to a meeting room and call them on Teams and things like that.” (F5)

“Often, just by looking around the team, you immediately know, ‘Alright, that person
1s working well,” and someone else is stuck and basically waiting to ask their question.
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And then you think, this is taking too long, I’ll just ask the question myself. You don’t
see that when people are working from home.” (F6)

Second, the informal learning that occurs through listening to team discussions is naturally

more difficult when team members work from separate locations:

“Many assistants — not all of them, of course — but you do see that many prefer to
work from home. But that’s exactly what we should try to prevent. We need people to
come to the office, to the client, to be together with the team. Because you learn so
much just by being there and picking up on certain discussions from others, even
indirectly.” (F3)

The impact of working from home also becomes apparent when auditors discuss the impact of

COVID-19 on the development of auditors. Specifically, auditors point out severe

consequences for the generation that started their careers during this period:

“Everyone who started between September 2019 and September 2022 has the same
level of knowledge.” (F1)

It is often mentioned during the interviews that audit firms recognize the limitations of working
from home. Hence, many shared that they are limiting the extent to which auditors are allowed
to work from home to a maximum of one or two days per week after seeing negative

consequences from working from home.

“Because there were people who worked very little at the office. You barely ever saw
them there. And you could clearly see a connection between their development and
the fact that they were working from home.” (F2)

Besides the audit firm’s awareness of the problems regarding working from different physical
locations and learning, this problem does not seem entirely avoidable. More specifically, a
manager from one firm shared that they had a certain amount of work outsourced to other
countries. The local team remained fully responsible for supervising and coaching the team

members at the offices abroad.

Turnover. Audit firms are often confronted with high turnover (e.g., Khavis and Szerwo

2025; Ma, Wan, Wang, and Zhao 2024; Nouri and Parker 2020). When turnover becomes too
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high, this can lead to shortages at certain functional levels. This can cause problems for learning
during the execution of the audit tasks, as this is largely dependent on the structure of the team.
That is, for supervision, you need sufficient auditors of different levels to coach each other.
When gaps in this structure exist, it can lead to challenges. For example, one auditor shared

missing guidance in an engagement where one function layer was missing:

“I really miss having someone who also helps me, so to speak... You’re basically
missing someone at that middle layer.” (F2)

Also, when there is a too big seniority difference, the junior and senior auditor do not level

sufficiently anymore, leading to challenges in coaching.

“Or perhaps I’ve drifted so far from the thinking level of this youngest assistant —
because we do notice that quite a bit as well — that at some point the gap just becomes
too big, so to speak.” (F1)

This stresses the importance of carefully planning audit teams so that all levels are

sufficiently represented.

Reflection. Given that learning during audit execution is viewed as most important, and
in light of the well-documented role of reflection in learning (e.g., Daudelin 1996; Anseel,
Lievens, Schollaert 2009), it is relevant to examine the extent to which auditors engage in
reflection. Our interviews indicate that auditors engage only minimally in self-reflection on
their learning after an audit engagement. For example, a junior auditor voiced just moving on

after every engagement:
“I actually never do that (engaging in reflection). You finish it and that’s it. You
basically move on to the next project.” (F6)

A L&D specialist expects that it is difficult to engage in reflection when no structure to do so

is offered, due to the large time pressure present in auditing:

“Well, I think the honest truth is that there’s so much pressure on people. The budgets
are tight. There are more clients than we can handle. Often the topics are complex as
well. So, is there time and space to lean back for a moment? No, I don’t think so.”
(F1)
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Despite the lack of structures to engage in self-reflection, some junior auditors see the
importance of engaging in self-reflection. For example, a junior auditor explains engaging in

reflection after every engagement:

“For myself, I do have a sheet where I keep track of my experience per client — which
area I worked on and what mistakes I made there, for example. So that I don’t make
the same mistake again next time. So, I do that myself; it’s not something offered by
(firm name), 1 would say.” (F4)

Similarly, another auditor raised that due to the high time pressure, they had no time to engage

in reflection:

“That’s also something I personally struggle with a lot. Because you just roll from one
audit into the next. ... My schedule is really full for the entire year. ... And I’ve now
reached a point where I’ve told my office management that I’'m stuck in my
development at the moment. Because all ’'m doing is executing.” (F2)

Despite the lack of self-reflection, usually some form of feedback is provided at the end of the
engagement. For most firms, auditors can request feedback via a predefined form at the end of
every engagement. They are usually required to do so if they have worked a certain minimum
number of hours on the engagement. This feedback is typically also part of their performance

evaluation. For example, for one of the firms, this threshold is 32 hours:

“Well, it’s largely your own responsibility /fo engage in reflection], but it depends on
how you look at it. Because of course we do have our feedback systems, where the
rule within /name firm] is that if you’ve spent more than 32 hours on an engagement,
you have to request feedback through that tool. And then you request feedback from
the person who coached you, generally speaking.” (F4)

Also, several auditors mention engaging in a reflection on the overall engagement after the
engagement is finished. This is usually more focused on what went well and what could be

improved in the engagement, instead of the learning aspect:

“I do have to say, with a few clients we are trying to do that evaluation more often
now. Not necessarily focused on the learning effect — what someone learned — but
more in general: how did the audit go, what went well, what could be improved. I
actually think it would be good to include what someone has learned, but that’s not
standard practice.” (F1)
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“And what we do after completing an audit engagement is evaluate the entire
engagement. It’s not so much on an individual level, but more about how the
engagement went overall — where we might want to make adjustments in the team,
in the approach, or in the way of working.” (F2)

In summary, audit firms do not seem to provide a structured approach to self-reflection. Yet,
some auditors do feel the necessity to engage in reflection, which can be difficult due to the
high time pressure. Audit firms do have mechanisms in place for auditors to request feedback
after an engagement, facilitating some form of reflection. However, reflection may lose much
of its power when it happens after the fact rather than in the moment. Similarly, the engagement
as a whole is usually reflected on. Based on this, it seems that audit firms have structures in

place that would allow them to also structure self-reflection, if desired.

Learning from clients
When it comes to learning from clients, there seems to be a consensus among the interviewees
that interactions with clients are important for the development of multiple soft skills. One of
these skills concerns asking questions to audit clients about or for audit evidence. Both a
manager and a junior auditor shared experiences about what this development looks like:
“You can see that in the beginning it’s very much like: someone goes somewhere,
asks a question, gets an answer that makes no sense, and then comes back and has to
go again. So, you see that at the start — and it’s actually a bit funny. ... Everyone
goes through that.” (F3)
“I actually find that the most challenging part. I also go to my senior quite often,
because I asked, okay, how can I best phrase this question so that I really get the
answer [’'m looking for?” (F4)
Another often mentioned soft skill is engaging in difficult conversations or discussions with
the client. During the interviews, it was voiced that difficult conversations lead to learning
opportunities, as well as finding a way to cope with more difficult clients:
“What teaches me a lot now is mainly having the less pleasant conversations — really
having to engage in the discussions. I'm finding myself dealing with that more and

more as [ move toward a supervisor role. So those are real learning moments for me.”
(F2)
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“One client is not the same as another — and the same goes for people. I currently
have a client with a rather tough CFO. But if you involve him in the process in the
right way, it works out. That’s something you must learn by doing.” (F1)
Although there seems to be a consensus regarding the potential to develop soft skills,
there is more variation in the extent to which auditors think they can develop hard skills (e.g.,
audit-related knowledge) from interactions with clients. Some auditors do not experience the
possibility to learn hard skills from their clients, as illustrated by this auditor:
“But in terms of technical knowledge, I won’t easily learn much from my client. I
usually go to the client to ask for clarification about how they approached something,
rather than for them to fully explain how something works.” (F4)
On the other hand, others share that they do gain knowledge from their clients, especially about
the practicalities of bookkeeping:
“You also often notice that clients are RAs as well — at least in business control et
cetera— almost all of my clients, actually. So, the way they explain things, how they
record items, those posting flows. You learn a great deal from that too, because you’re

really working with the bookings yourself.” (F4)*

“Then you really learn much more about the story behind the figures and why people
have done certain things or processed certain items in the numbers.” (F4)

This view is also confirmed by someone responsible for L&D:
“The learning doesn’t come only from us; it actually also comes from our clients,
because they provide explanations about how they carry out a particular process or
activity.” (F6)
Part of the variation in the extent to which people perceive the opportunity to gain hard skills
in interactions with clients seems to stem from characteristics of the client. More specifically,
the extent to which the client has the time to explain something to a junior auditor, as well as
the extent to which the client wants to. This is clearly illustrated by the two experiences shared
by auditors:
“I think, I mean, the problem is, it depends on which client you go to. Some clients

are, like, a bit, like, people-oriented, let’s say, and they really want to teach juniors
something. So when you send them to the client and they come back an hour later and

RA is the Dutch equivalent of a CPA, and is typically acquired after two and a half years of executive
education (i.e., post-master's) and three years of practical audit experience.
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you’re like, oh, well, is everything okay? And they’re like, oh, yeah, you know, they
were just explaining to me in quite a lot of detail about how to, like, see these
transactions in the bigger picture, like drawing out T accounts and explaining it in
quite a lot of detail. ... But it could be also, if you interact with clients, you could get
an angry client or a grumpy client or a client who just doesn’t respect junior
colleagues.” (F5)

“That step (asking the client for explanations) has really become bigger. And you
notice that clients aren’t always too happy about it either, because they also face
scarcity.” (F1)

The importance of learning from clients becomes especially apparent from the practice that one
audit firm shared. More specifically, this audit firm shared having specific clients that are very

useful in auditor learning, and charging them lower audit fees in return:

“We have a couple of (industry name) clients. And I’m just very honest about it. Fee-
wise, we should never be able to do them. But they are our training clients. And that
sounds very strange to say, but they have a relatively low fee. Because there’s an RA
and an AA, just the two of them on the financial administration. And we agreed that
the fee stays this, as long as you simply accept that they ask questions and that you
explain things.” (F1)3

Learning from quality reviews

It follows from the interviews that junior auditors usually do not actively engage in external or
internal quality reviews. However, in most firms, the findings of the reviews are communicated
in more general terms during plenary sessions:

“And that is a summary of all the files that were reviewed. What are the things that
came out of that? And what do we all need to pay closer attention to?” (F3)

“And it can take different forms. It really depends. It can just be a call that everyone
has to dial into. It can also be part of the learning sessions you have, so to speak.” (F3)
“In the technical consultation or quarterly meeting, if there is a special or important
report from the AFM, for example, then we include it and try to share it with each
other right away.” (F6)

Another (complementary) approach is to discuss key takeaways from previous reviews with
the team at the start of the audit:

“I do think that even a senior would be much less involved in that. It’s more the more
experienced seniors and managers, etc., who have most of the contact about it. But

5 AAis a Dutch professional title for accountant-administrative consulent, more focused on the compilation

of financial statements mostly for small and medium enterprises.
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often, when you have a team kick-off and you start the new year again, there are
always some key takeaways they share, saying: ‘Yes, this is what came out of last
year. So we need to pay more attention to this year.” (F3)

Contrary to general practice, one senior auditor describes engaging juniors in reviews as a

learning opportunity:

“When there is an OKB (engagement quality review) or another type of quality
inspection, I also simply have the assistant or the audit senior prepare the initial
response. They mark all the flags in the file, and then they can respond to them. And
of course, I go through all of it afterwards. But yes, there is huge learning potential in
that for them as well. ... Not the entire team, but a number of colleagues who can
handle it and who can learn something from it.” (F1)

Also, a junior auditor mentions being involved in an external review due to capacity constraints

and sees this as a great learning opportunity:

“Last year I did have an internal quality review on one of my files. Normally, I
wouldn’t have been involved in that, but the senior manager on that client had left the
firm and the supervisor for that client had also left. So I was basically the only one left
under the partner to help with it. And I really learned a lot from that.” (F2)

In summary, the interviews show that while junior auditors are usually not involved in quality
reviews, there exists a potential learning opportunity in quality reviews for junior auditors,

which is currently often not utilized.

Off-the-Engagement Learning

Training

The most prominent type of off-the-engagement learning is training. During the interviews, the
auditors and L&D specialists described a wide variety of training offered to auditors. Also,
although there seems to be a similar structure for on-the-engagement learning between audit
firms, there is a stark variation in the type and structure of training offered to auditors. Many
of these differences seem correlated with audit firm size. The largest variation between firms
is in the extent to which training activities are developed to only update, or also educate the

auditors. That is, one form of training is meant to update auditors about new regulations,
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communicate key points of attention coming from inspections, or address potential problematic
parts in the audit, as explained by this L&D specialist and junior auditor:

“So, these are also topics that are driven by what we refer to as current developments.
In the case of sustainability, for example, that is indeed a current development for us.
They can also be driven by signals — signals arising from internal file reviews or
frequently occurring consultations.” (F1)

“Every three to four weeks we also have an assistant training session where they
explain relevant matters, any new things we need to know, or simply topics that are
proving more challenging. We then receive training on those. ... So basically, these
are small sessions that usually last about two hours.” (F6)

An important characteristic of this type of training is that there is no fixed curriculum every
year, but that the topics are decided on throughout the year. On the other hand, there is training
focusing on a set curriculum, besides the training focused on current developments. These
programs are focused on providing the knowledge and (soft) skills needed to perform at the
level that the auditor is currently at in their career. These programs often run until someone is
promoted to manager and has received training for the manager level. The structure of these

programs is clearly explained by one of the auditors:

“You’ll notice that when you start at (name firm), they generally assume you’re not a
lateral hire but that you’re joining from the very beginning. So you start as an Assistant
1 at (name firm), and you receive training for the audit areas you’ll be working on that
year. As a first-year assistant, you can be absolutely sure that you’ll be testing areas
like cash or accounts receivable. ... And each year the training is adjusted to the audit
areas and tasks you’ll be performing that year. And that’s how you progress. For
example, once you move up to senior, you increasingly focus on risk — such as
assessing risks during an audit or figuring out how to prepare the audit plan. ...
Whereas when you become a manager, you shift much more—though not
exclusively—toward areas such as how to manage a team.” (F3)

Whether such a curriculum is offered, and how extensive it is, seems to be correlated with audit
firm size. The bigger audit firms seem to provide more education on audit skills, as compared
to the smaller firms. The smaller firms note relying more on the formal education that their

auditors have or are following (e.g., Bachelor, Master, Post-Master):
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“Well, first of all, you have the educational programs they follow, which is a major
component. And in addition to that training, we also have technical meetings that they
organize themselves.” (F2)

Some of the mid-sized firms in our sample do provide a curriculum, but usually less intense
than what is being described by the Big 4 firms. In general, besides the variation in
extensiveness of the curriculum, the training consists of a combination of in-class sessions and
e-learning. These training moments are generally offered throughout the year, to match the

training to the audit phase:

“And that is adjusted to the phase you’re in. So, during the planning phase, for
example, you receive specific courses so that you’re familiar with the work before you
start. And in this way, the training is tailored to each phase.” (F4)

The form of training seems to vary, from more interactive training in which the auditors apply
the provided knowledge in cases to more passive presentations. The interviewees highlighted

a preference for more interactive training:

“There are also in-person trainings where we work interactively, really working
through a case. I generally prefer those as well. And when it’s a full-day presentation,
it can be quite a long and demanding day to stay focused the entire time. When you
work interactively on a case, you feel much more like you’re actually engaged in
something.” (F4)

“The whole trainings that we did, I did not find them very interactive and they were
very long, and so much info provided in like eight hours, and you had to travel to a
whole other city. So wake up like at 5.30 or 6 in the morning to be there on time and
things like that to attend those trainings.” (F5)

Those involved in providing training explained that most training is set up to be interactive:

“And of course, the PowerPoint also covers the theory. But after each segment of
theory, there is a practical exercise where you apply what you’ve just learned. And if
it’s really about knowledge, such as how to find certain things or what a form looks
like—which may be new to them—we also try to include that in a sample file.” (F3)

Besides the training focused on education offered by some of the audit firms, all audit firms

offer sessions focused on current developments. Which, for example, focus on new regulations:

“These sessions are mainly focused on new developments. For example, if the NBA
has issued new guidance, say on fraud and corruption, that will be reviewed. They
cover how certain things should be documented and which questions we should ask
the client.” (F2)
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These are usually offered around four times a year, and last around two to three hours. While
the education training is usually tailored to a specific functional level, this training is offered
to all audit employees together, or sometimes separately for those below the manager level.
The larger group makes it difficult to make the training interesting and relevant for the entire

group, as voiced by multiple auditors:

“What you notice is that during the technical training days, if you keep up with your
studies, let’s say, you’re basically already aware of all these new developments. You’re
in a large group—about 250 people—so, of course, the content has to be relevant to
everyone. And that can be quite challenging.” (F1)

“Most of the time it’s applicable. Sometimes I also think it’s more for the advanced
assistants, because I’'m currently a junior assistant and I don’t really need to request
data that often yet, or I’'m not working with those things—we will learn those later.
Sometimes there’s content that’s interesting to hear, but I’ve never done it or
experienced it myself.” (F6)

While both the educational training and training focused on current developments have a
mandatory character, most audit firms also offer voluntary training opportunities. For example,
there are in-class and e-learning trainings that auditors can sign up for. Especially the bigger
firms have platforms that offer training on a wide variety of topics, essentially providing an on-
demand knowledge source. However, both auditors and L&D specialists report that this is not

often utilized, potentially due to the pressure of making billable hours:

“And everyone here has access to a learning environment within (name firm), where
you can freely take e-learnings and look up information, completely without
obligation. So if people want to know something, they can look it up in that learning
environment and, for example, complete an e-learning. ... Now, [ know that in practice
there is little time for it and that it happens rarely. But it is possible.” (F4)

“We do see the development needs—they want to develop, they want to train. They
really do. But you also notice that the pressure of billable hours hits so hard that they
think: where am I supposed to find the time?” (F2)

Onboarding
Onboarding is the process of integrating a new employee into an organization. It involves

helping them to get started, feel prepared, and become productive in their role. As for training,
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we observe stark variation in onboarding processes, which appears to be correlated with firm
size. Whereas all firms have onboarding training, this varies from one or two days for the
smaller audit firms to two to three weeks for the bigger audit firms. For the smaller audit firms,
the focus is usually more on getting to know the organization and finding one's way in the
organization. This training, for example, includes an introduction to the tools used during the

audit:

“I think it’s about two days in total. We actually have a complete onboarding program
where they come together for two days, mainly to get to know each other, to get to
know (name firm), and to learn the tools. After that, there’s also an online environment
where you have to complete a certain number of trainings on how specific tools work.”
(F2)

It’s a kind of start-up program for when people join. And in that program, they
basically learn who (name firm) is and what all our departments stand for. (F1)

Besides the aforementioned program, small audit firms mention relying more on on-the-job

learning and guidance to get people started in their job:

“For the people who join, yes. There’s an onboarding period of a few days. During
that time, they are also introduced to the audit methodology and the audit file we use.
And in addition, there’s a lot of sitting together with an experienced assistant. They
explain how we record and document things, starting with the simplest financial
statement items—cash and cash equivalents, for example. And from there, we try to
gradually develop them with the more complex topics. So, it involves a lot of on-the-
job training.” (F2)

On the other hand, the bigger firms have more extensive onboarding programs, which typically
also include learning auditing skills. Such training typically includes providing the knowledge
required to audit simple financial statement line items, but also provides soft skill training.
Furthermore, these programs aim to form connections among the group of new employees.
Contrary to the strategy used by the mid-sized audit firms, the goal of these onboarding

programs is to reduce workload for the teams:

When new starters join [name firm], they actually go through a two-week program to
prepare them before they start participating in audits. This way, for example, they
already know what a line audit is, which saves the teams a lot of time explaining it.
(F3)
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These bigger firms benefit from their larger number of recruits when providing onboarding.
For example, this allows them to split the group based on prior knowledge, to provide tailored

training. An example of this includes bookkeeping training:

“One part of that curriculum is a day program, which is the bookkeeping training.
What they actually do is, out of those [number of starters] people, I think on day 1 or
2 of the first two weeks of training, they take a kind of test or assessment. Based on
that test, their knowledge level is determined so that they receive accounting training
that matches what the individual person needs. This is because there’s such a wide
range of skill levels among the people joining /name firm].” (F3)

Also, the nature of training during onboarding seems more formalized within the bigger audit

firms, for example, by including assessments:

“So then we have to do those assessments. Everyone has to sit them in a kind of exam
setting, and there’s someone supervising. That’s how we carry out the assessments.
They mostly cover topics like, for example, how you would test inventory.” (F4)

Overall, the intense program offered by the bigger firms seems to be appreciated by the

auditors:

“So you can see that in that short period, because it’s so intensive and back-to-back,
you really learn a lot. And I liked that, because it gives you more confidence when
you’re actually sitting with the client.” (F4)

Mentoring

Another form of off-the-engagement learning with active participation from others offered to
auditors is mentoring. In all audit firms in our sample, there is a mentoring system present. A
distinction can be made between two types of mentoring. On the one hand, there are mentors
who have a coaching role and are usually involved in the performance evaluation of the auditor.
On the other hand, there are mentors who serve as a buddy, and are responsible for helping the
auditor get to know the audit firm. In all audit firms in our sample, there is a ‘mentor as coach’
system in place. Some audit firms also have a mentor as buddy system in place. In most of

these firms, the mentor acting as buddy and the mentor acting as coach are not the same person.
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In a ‘mentor as coach’ system, the mentor is often responsible for the overall
development and well-being of an employee. In some cases, the mentor and mentee also
actively work together on engagements, but this is not always the case. The role of ‘mentor as
coach’ is clearly explained by two mentors and one mentee:

“Yes, that’s right, everyone has a coach—basically a performance coach. And yes, that
person keeps track of your overall development. You also discuss your goals with
them, like what you want to achieve in the coming year, and so on. But also just your
general well-being. I’'m also a coach for a number of younger colleagues, where |
monitor their development as well. I work with them a lot, so that makes things easier.”
(F1)

“I personally have seven mentees. And with one of them, for example, I’'m working
on two engagements together. Or they’re on the same two engagements as [ am, so |
see them a lot. But with another mentee, for instance, I don’t have any engagements
together at all. So with them I have to make more of an effort—especially because I'm
almost never at the (city name) office—to actually schedule moments to meet. To see
how things are going, where I can help, or whether there are any issues. Most of them,
or at least I, have built up such a good relationship that if something really comes up,
they will come to me. And it doesn’t necessarily have to be something negative. It can
also be something positive, like ‘I passed my thesis’ or ‘I passed this or that exam.”
(F3)

“Well, for example, I have an ESG ambition—a very strong preference to start
working in that area within (audit firm name). Those kinds of things I would
immediately bring to him. Like: could you help me with your network? How do I
move more in that direction? Who can I contact for that? ... If I don’t agree with the
planning. ... Or if you’re not doing well privately, for instance.” (F4)

The ‘mentor as buddy’ system is more operational in nature and usually focused on the
first period of employment. As illustrated by the two auditors cited below, this is more focused
on day-to-day questions:

“And especially for new colleagues, during the first two or three years you also have
what we call a ‘professional mentor,” or a buddy. They help you with the day-to-day
things. Who you should ask for this, who you should ask for that.” (F1)

“A buddy system basically works like this: young people who join the firm are paired

with someone slightly more senior—two or three years older. So you have someone
you can shadow during the first few weeks, and someone you can ask questions.” (F2)

Performance Evaluation
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Another potential learning opportunity for auditors is their performance evaluation. Almost all
audit firms follow a similar structure when it comes to performance evaluation. The
performance evaluation usually consists of three stages. First, auditors, often together with their
performance coaches, create development goals for the upcoming year. The auditors can select
which areas they want to work on:
“So, then they can choose for themselves. I want to learn how to write management
letters, I want to learn how to work on certain audit areas. And after that, in
consultation, we look at which assignments fit with that and whether it fits into the

schedule. Basically, it’s like this: for everything someone asks, you should do your
best to make it happen.” (F1)

Next, the auditors must request feedback during the audit engagement. Most audit firms have
a rule that every engagement with more than, for example, 40 or 60 hours needs to be covered
by feedback. Feedback is requested via a predefined form at the end of the engagement, usually
from the person who supervised them the most during that engagement (i.e., the person
responsible for coaching during the execution of the audit tasks). Third, the performance
evaluation takes place. In most cases, the performance coach is responsible for gathering

feedback and proposing a score:

“In the end, it’s up to the performance coach, based on the job profile and on
performance. And they do collect feedback — in principle from eighty percent of the
managers and external accountants the person has worked with. Eighty percent of the
time needs to be covered.” (F1)
This score is discussed and finalized during a roundtable conversation with all performance
coaches of that level and more senior people. Afterwards, a performance evaluation
conversation takes place with the auditor to explain their score and performance. Most audit

firms use a one-to-five scale, where one is lowest, and five is highest. The audit firms typically

aim at a normal distribution, but indicate they struggle with giving people lower scores:

“And when a 2 is very difficult, they think: well, it’s just at the lower end of a 3, so
let’s put it at the lower end of a 3. And 1s and 2s — people find those very difficult.
And that’s understandable, of course, from an interpersonal perspective: it’s simply
hard for people to judge others very strictly and critically. So 1s are hardly ever given.
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... I think it’s much more about the interpersonal aspect again, so people find it
difficult. Because you work together with people in a team, you work with people on
the work floor, and you still have to do assignments together. So giving honest and
critical feedback is quite difficult.” (F2)

In most firms, a financial incentive is tied to the performance score, such as a raise or bonus.
Some firms also deliberately choose to refrain from giving scores or financial incentives to

junior auditors, to stress the learning aspect of the job:

“And that (financial incentives) only starts at the higher job levels, indeed, with the
idea that those first years are mainly meant for learning and developing, and less
focused on performance.” (F4)

Synergies Between On- and Off-the-Engagement Learning

So far, on- and off-the-engagement learning have been discussed separately in this study.
However, it is important to note that, based on the interviews, these two forms of learning are
clearly interconnected. That is, on-the-engagement learning benefits from off-the-engagement

learning, and vice versa. Several auditors describe this interaction:

“And I also think that the theory you learn can immediately be linked to something in
practice. So you get an immediate example. I think that’s what makes the combination
of theory and practice in auditing such a good match—because it clicks, and you
understand the theory much better since you’ve already seen it in action.” (F3)

“Often, when you just listen, you don’t retain much—probably only about 20%. But
often, you can pick out just the things you need because you recognize them from your
work. You think, “Oh, I need to do this in this way.” (F4)

“Of course, you also have the studies you’re doing. And because you take certain
courses where you learn the theory and then see it in practice, you really notice that
you start to see the connections and make the links.” (F3)

“For example, assistants may have just taken an exam on a certain topic, and then they
happen to have a client where that topic comes up. Then you really notice that they’re
at such an advantage.” (F1)

Differences Between Big 4 and Mid-sized Audit Firms

Throughout the analysis of the different types of learning, we reflected on the differences
between learning in Big 4 and Mid-sized firms to a certain extent. Based on this, it seems that

Big 4 audit firms offer more extensive onboarding and formal training (off-the-engagement
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learning), while Mid-sized audit firms tend to place greater reliance on on-the-engagement
learning. Besides this, we also asked participants who had experience with audit firms of
different sizes about their experiences. The conclusion that off-the-engagement learning is
more structured at Big 4 firms also resonated from this:

“No, that was very different (at the Mid-sized firm) in that respect, because you didn’t
really have a learning-objectives system anyway. So, it was more about how you were
doing as a person, how you experienced things, and if all of that was going well and we
were satisfied, then that was it.” (F1)

“They’ve set that up really well at (name Big 4 firm). When I moved from (name mid-
sized firm) to (name Big 4 firm)—I worked at (name mid-sized firm) for three years—I
thought, wow. That (the off-the-engagement learning structure) was actually what
impressed me the most.”(F3)

Also, Big 4 audit firms are able to offer more specific types of training, while at smaller
firms, the training tends to be more generic:

“At (name Mid-sized firms), you tend to have more general training, which is less
specifically focused on sectors.” (F2)

When it comes to on-the-engagement learning, there seem to be fewer differences between Big

4 and Mid-sized firms. Some participants specifically mention here that it is the colleague who

is coaching you on an engagement that is particularly important for the quality of learning:
“Well, at both places you’re really dependent on your colleagues. It just depends on who’s
there, what their attitude is like, whether you get along with someone, and whether

they’re open to helping you and so on. And that’s something you need a bit of luck with,
I think.”(F1)

“It still depends on things like how good people are at giving feedback, how good they
are at mentoring people, and how good they are at developing people.” (F2)

However, a potential benefit of learning on-the-engagement in a mid-sized firm was also
voiced. Due to the smaller teams and smaller engagement teams in smaller audit firms, junior
audit teams work on multiple financial statement line items, instead of just focusing on one.
Also, they might receive more information about the client and other financial statement line
items, due to the small team size:

“Our assistants, so to speak, get involved with a lot of items in the financial statements.

For example, within a single engagement period of two to three weeks, they may work
on many different items in those financial statements. Because they work in smaller
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teams, a lot of information is shared during the engagement, which allows them to gain
knowledge. Even if it doesn’t directly relate to their own tasks, they still pick up a lot
from what is discussed around them.” (F2)

Hence, junior auditors at smaller audit firms might sooner be able to understand the big picture
than junior auditors at bigger firms.

V. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
This study builds on the Auditor Learning Framework (Dierynck et al. 2024) by providing an

overview of how the different learning activities are structured within audit firms and how
auditors perceive these learning structures. Using 23 semi-structured interviews, we elicit the
perception of the different learning activities from Learning and Development specialists,
junior, and senior auditors. Below, we draw conclusions based on the interviews and offer
implications for research.

The Auditor Learning Framework divides learning into on-the-engagement and off-the-
engagement, and with an active or passive role for others (Dierynck et al. 2024). We first
discuss on-the-engagement learning. There is a clear consensus that learning during the
execution of audit tasks is the most important form of learning for auditor development. For
this type of learning, it seems difficult to separate learning with an active or passive role of
others. The role of the direct supervisor on the task seems particularly crucial. Although the
importance of this type of learning is recognized, several constraints are identified, namely the
quality of the supervision, the physical location of the team, turnover, and the engagement in
reflection. Further, auditors can learn from interactions with the clients, but the extent to which
this occurs seems to vary by client type and the individual auditor. Next, junior auditors usually
do not learn from internal or external quality reviews, as they are not involved in this process.
However, when they are involved in this process, they report learning from this, signaling a
learning opportunity. Concerning variation in learning practices, we find that on-the-

engagement learning is relatively similar across audit firm types.
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The results regarding on-the-engagement learning have several implications for
research. First, researchers should pay attention to the important interconnection between
learning with an active and passive role for others during the execution of tasks in the
engagement, as well as the connection between receiving an explanation before starting the
task, being able to ask questions during the task, and receiving feedback (i.e., review) after the
task. More specifically, when studying these processes in isolation (e.g., focusing on the review
part), careful consideration of what is outside of the scope of the study is also warranted.
Second, research could focus on how audit firms can optimize the quality of supervision, as
this is often voiced as a concern. Similarly, learning seems more difficult when the team is not
working from the same location. However, this seems unavoidable due to developments
regarding working from home and outsourcing. Research could examine how learning can be
optimized when auditors are physically apart. Third, there seems to be variation in the extent
to which individual auditors can learn from their clients. As our study did not identify the
sources of this variation, future research could dive into this and examine how learning from
clients can be optimized.

Regarding off-the-engagement learning, we find more variation across audit firm types.
First, when it comes to training, there seem to be two types of training: a curriculum that
focuses on developing audit skills, and training focused on updating based on current
developments. Whereas all audit firms offer training focused on updating, offering training
based on a curriculum for audit skills seems to be associated with audit firm size. More
specifically, the extent to which such a curriculum is offered seems to increase with firm size.
Similarly, the length of onboarding training varies from one to two days for smaller firms to
two to three weeks for bigger firms. In summary, it seems that smaller firms rely more heavily
on on-the-job learning, whereas bigger firms rely more on formal training. Besides training,

auditors are typically also offered mentoring. Generally speaking, two types of mentoring exist
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in our sample. All audit firms use a mentoring system where the mentor is seen as a coach and
is responsible for both the development and well-being of the auditor. Some audit firms also
provide their junior auditor with a mentor who can be seen as a buddy and is more responsible
for day-to-day questions. All firms employ a similar performance evaluation structure.
However, variation exists in whether performance is tied to financial incentives for junior
auditors.

The results regarding off-the-engagement learning have several implications for
research. First, this study points to a difference in formal training between Big 4 and mid-sized
audit firms, thereby adding to the literature on the effects of firm size. Future research could
examine the implications of formal training on auditor development, career, and audit quality.
Second, our study shows an important feature of mentoring in the audit setting, where the
mentor often also plays a role in the performance evaluation cycle. Future research could
examine the implications of this dual role. Third, some firms deliberately choose not to provide
financial incentives to junior auditors to emphasize the learning aspect of the job. Research
could investigate whether this indeed improves learning and ultimately performance.

In summary, this study provides an overview of the status quo of learning in audit firms,
from the perspective of L&D specialists, junior, and senior auditors. This helps researchers
understand the institutional context and points to new opportunities for future research.
Additionally, this study contributes to practice by highlighting learning constraints within audit

firms that may benefit from targeted attention.
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TABLE 1

Overview of Sample

Firm Firm Size Role Interview Length (minutes)
1 Mid-size L&D specialist 60
1 Mid-size Senior 46
1 Mid-size Senior 32
1 Mid-size Senior 40
2 Mid-size Senior 42
2 Mid-size L&D specialist 36
2 Mid-size Senior 55
2 Mid-size Junior 50
3 Big 4 Senior 61
3 Big 4 Senior 46
3 Big 4 Senior 55
4 Big 4 L&D specialist 54
4 Big 4 Junior 43
4 Big 4 Junior 39
4 Big 4 Senior 46
5 Mid-size L&D Specialist 60
5 Mid-size Junior 49
5 Mid-size Junior 63
5 Mid-size Senior 44
6 Mid-size Senior 46
6 Mid-size Junior 22
6 Mid-size Junior 24
6 Mid-size Junior 27

Notes: Table 1 provides information about the interviewees. An auditor is classified as junior when working at a
level below manager level and is classified as senior when working at the level of manager or above.
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