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AUDITOR TASK PRIORITIZATION: THE EFFECTS OF TIME PRESSURE AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL OWNERSHIP

ABSTRACT

We study how auditors prioritize their tasks and how differential task prioritization affects auditors'
judgment performance. We leverage Conservation of Resources theory to build our predictions
and test these predictions using three experiments with over 350 professional auditors. The first
two experiments focus on investigating whether task prioritization affects auditors' judgment
performance. Across two settings, we manipulate task order and find that prioritizing an easy task
leads to lower judgment performance than prioritizing a difficult task. In our third experiment, we
give auditors discretion over task ordering and find that they tend to prioritize easy tasks over
difficult tasks. Easy task prioritization is further exacerbated under higher time pressure and is
least prevalent in conditions where time pressure is lower and psychological ownership is
enhanced.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Auditing standards require auditors to plan and control their work effectively (American Institute
of Certified Public Accountants [AICPA] 2012). Work planning is vital to an effective and
efficient audit and implies that auditors must determine the order in which they will complete the
audit tasks assigned to them. Typically, audit tasks assigned to an auditor vary in task difficulty.
Task difficulty refers to the amount of attentional capacity or cognitive processing that a task
requires (Kahneman 1973; Bonner 1994; Bonner 2008, p. 159). Despite that ordering audit tasks
is a core aspect of an audit engagement, virtually no research directly examines the performance
effects of task ordering and how auditors order tasks that vary in difficulty. In this study, we first
investigate whether the ordering of easy and difficult audit tasks influences auditors’ judgment
performance. Second, we investigate whether auditors prioritize easy or difficult audit tasks and
how this prioritization is interactively determined by time pressure and psychological ownership.

We leverage conservation of resources (COR) theory to investigate our research questions
(Hobfoll 1989; 2001). The basic tenet of COR theory is that individuals have limited resources
and are motivated to protect their current resources and acquire new resources. Halbesleben et al.
(2014) propose a goal-focused definition of resources and define resources as ‘anything that helps
an individual to attain a goal.” In an auditing setting, we focus specifically on cognitive resources
such as cognitive capacity, motivation, willpower, self-discipline, and vigilance. Those resources
are known to be (i) crucial to successfully complete an audit task and (ii) a scarce resource
implying that auditors are motivated to protect these resources, which is the basic tenet of COR
theory (Halbesleben et al. 2014; Hurley 2015; 2019; Mullis and Hatfield 2018). COR theory
further states that executing a task depletes cognitive resources but also produces cognitive

resources upon completion of the task. At this point, task difficulty enters the equation as a difficult



task depletes more cognitive resources than an easy task but also produces more cognitive
resources upon task completion (Hobfoll et al. 2018; Hurley 2019; Mullis and Hatfield 2018).

As completing easy tasks is often considered a minimum to stay in the audit profession,
completing easy tasks only provides minimal rewards. Thus, when auditors prioritize easy tasks,
they deplete resources without significant resource gains. This resource depletion activates a
defensive posture: auditors will conserve their remaining resources by reducing cognitive effort
on the subsequent difficult task. Reducing cognitive effort results for instance in taking shortcuts
when applying the audit procedures, being less skeptical, and not consulting colleagues when
needed. Reduction of cognitive effort will impair an auditor’s performance in the difficult task as,
all else equal, performance in difficult tasks is sensitive to the invested cognitive effort. Auditors
that first approach the difficult task are expected to have sufficient cognitive resources to do the
easy task. They are also unlikely to suffer from depleted resources when starting the easy task
because the completion of the difficult task is expected to generate significant resource gains.
Overall, as prioritizing the easy task leads to a situation where an auditor’s cognitive resources are
diminished when reaching the difficult task, we predict based on COR theory that easy task
prioritization will impair overall auditor performance.

When auditors have discretion over task ordering, they trade off the resource losses and the
potential future resource gains associated with the tasks in their task set. According to the primacy
of resource losses principle, which is a core principle of COR theory, immediate resource losses
are disproportionately more salient compared to potential resource gains (Halbesleben et al. 2014;
Hobfoll 1989; 2001). As a result, the immediate resource losses of difficult tasks loom
disproportionately larger than those of easy tasks, inducing auditors to prioritize easy over difficult

tasks. This leads to the prediction that auditors will prioritize easy tasks, all else equal (H1).



Time pressure is endemic in the auditing environment (DeZoort and Lord 1997; Pietsch
and Messier 2017). COR theory predicts that when job demands are high, such as in conditions
with higher time pressure, auditors will more defensively attempt to protect their cognitive
resources (Demerouti et al. 2001). One such defensive attempt involves overly focusing on
minimizing the resource losses associated with a given task, instead of trading off those losses
against resource gains (Lee and Ashforth 1996; Rubino et al. 2012). As a result, under higher time
pressure, the principle of primacy of resource losses is expected to be stronger, leading to our
second prediction that higher time pressure will exacerbate auditors’ easy task prioritization (H2).

Broadening the auditors’ view in a way that potential resource gains are better incorporated
can help to counter the primacy of resource losses. Psychological ownership, which in our setting
is defined as an auditor’s feeling that a task is theirs (Pierce et al. 2001; 2003), could be helpful
here. Psychological ownership will increase the potential resource gains associated with a difficult
task more than the potential resource gains associated with an easy task. The reason is that auditors
will experience a greater feeling of efficacy and effectance after completing a difficult task when
they feel the task is "theirs" (Pierce and Jussila 2011; Pierce et al. 2009). Therefore, psychological
ownership could potentially alleviate easy task prioritization. However, trading off potential
resource gains with immediate resource losses is unlikely to occur when time pressure is higher
because higher time pressure induces a narrow focus on resource losses. (e.g., Lee and Ashforth
1996). As a result, we predict that easy task prioritization is most prevalent when time pressure is
higher, followed by when time pressure is lower and psychological ownership is limited, and least
prevalent when time pressure is lower and psychological ownership is enhanced (H3).

We conduct three experiments to test our predictions. In the first two experiments, we test
whether easy task prioritization reduces task performance. Study 1 features a setting with two tasks

that strongly differ in task difficulty and where potential learning effects are absent due to the



different nature of the tasks. Study 2 complements Study 1 and uses two tasks that are similar in
nature, where learning effects could be present, but vary in difficulty. This setup allows us to keep
other task-specific differences constant but potentially introduces learning effects. Combining
Study 1 and 2 allows us to understand the performance effects of easy task prioritization. Study 3
uses the same tasks as Study 2 and gives auditors discretion over task ordering. This setup allows
us to investigate whether auditors prioritize easy tasks and how this task prioritization is
interactively determined by time pressure and psychological ownership.

Study 1 is a 1x2 between-participants experiment with 114 professional auditors.
Participants need to execute two tasks: an audit of cash balances as the easy task and step one of a
goodwill impairment test as the difficult task. We manipulate the order in which participants
conduct these tasks as either easy-difficult or difficult-easy. We find that performance in the easy
task does not differ depending on whether the easy task is prioritized or not. However, performance
in the difficult task is lower when the difficult task is conducted after the easy task. Furthermore,
and in line with our theory, the performance difference in the difficult task manifests itself in
detecting ‘deep issues’, which require a relatively larger amount of cognitive resources, but not in
detecting ‘surface issues’, which require less cognitive processing. As easy task prioritization does
not influence performance on the easy task but does lead to weaker performance on the difficult
task, overall task performance is impaired by easy task prioritization.

Study 2 is a 1x2 between-participants experiment with 75 professional auditors. As in
Study 1, we manipulate the task order as easy-difficult or difficult-easy. In both tasks, participants
have to verify the mathematical accuracy of discounted cash flow models. Difficulty across tasks
is varied by changing the number of information cues. Since both tasks are similar, there are
potential learning opportunities between tasks, implying that considering performance over the

two tasks is most appropriate to test for performance effects of easy task prioritization as



participants naturally perform better in the second task. In line with our predictions, we find that
the overall performance is lower when the easy task is prioritized compared to when the difficult
task is prioritized.

Study 3 is a 2x2 between-participants experiment with 177 professional auditors using the
same tasks as in Study 2. In this study, auditors decide themselves which task they prioritize. We
manipulate psychological ownership (enhanced or limited) and time pressure (higher or lower). In
line with Hypothesis 1 and 2, we find that auditors tend to prioritize easy tasks over difficult tasks
and that easy task prioritization is stronger when time pressure is higher compared to when time
pressure is lower. Consistent with Hypothesis 3, we find that the condition with lower time
pressure and enhanced psychological ownership is the one where easy task prioritization is least
prevalent, followed by the condition with lower time pressure and limited psychological ownership.
Easy task prioritization is most prevalent in the higher time pressure conditions.

Our findings provide several contributions. First, this study is among the first to examine
how auditors use their discretion over task ordering. A better understanding is important as auditors
of all levels have some degree of task discretion (e.g., Morrill et al. 2012), and standards provide
little guidance to auditors. A notable exception is Mocadlo (2022), who examines how the
subjectivity of task criteria influence auditors’ ordering of audit tasks. We first show that
prioritizing easy tasks reduces auditors' judgment performance. Next, auditors use their task
discretion in a way that leads to the prioritization of easy tasks. These findings contribute to the
auditing literature, inform audit practice, and also contribute to the nascent literature on easy task
prioritization (see for instance Arshad et al. 2022; Ibafiez et al. 2018).

We also contribute by investigating the consequences of time pressure and psychological
ownership in auditing. A large body of prior literature documents that time pressure has an
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Pietsch and Messier 2017). Whereas these studies mainly focus on how other variables moderate
the ramifications of time pressure (see for instance Pietsch and Messier 2017 for a review), our
results are consistent with COR theory and show how a potential intervention is affected by time
pressure. That is, higher time pressure causes auditors to narrowly focus on minimizing resource
losses instead of making trade-offs between resource gains and losses. This finding is important
for audit firms as it shows that interventions aimed at improving resource gains for auditors may
not materialize in settings with higher time pressure.

Our findings also contribute to the literature on psychological ownership in general and in
auditing in particular (e.g., Bauer et al. 2023; Holmstrom 2023). Although the literature on
psychological ownership has documented numerous positive organizational consequences (e.g.,
Dawkins et al. 2017; Zhang et al. 2021), no study yet has examined how psychological ownership
interacts with time pressure. The auditing setting is an appropriate setting to examine this as time
pressure is often high in auditing firms. Our finding that the intended benefits of increasing
psychological ownership may only materialize when time pressure is not too high enriches the

tradeoff audit firms make when deciding about interventions to increase psychological ownership.

2. BACKGROUND LITERATURE AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
2.1 Conservation of Resources Theory
We rely on conservation of resources (COR) theory to better understand (i) whether easy task
prioritization has performance effects, (ii) whether auditors engage in easy task prioritization, and
(ii1) how time pressure and psychological ownership drive it. The fundamental tenet of COR theory
is that individuals are motivated to protect their current resources and acquire new resources. In
the auditing setting, we will focus on cognitive resources. Examples of cognitive resources that

are needed to successfully complete an audit task include, yet are not limited to, cognitive capacity,



motivation, willpower, self-discipline, resilience, self-efficacy, and vigilance. Individuals strive to
obtain, retain, foster, and protect their resources because they are needed to realize desirable
outcomes and avoid undesirable outcomes (Hobfoll 1989, 2001). Auditors, for instance, need
cognitive resources to maintain focus, complete audit tasks, and make judgments and decisions.
Realizing desirable and avoiding undesirable outcomes generates resource gains, but individuals
first need to invest resources. This is the resource investment principle of COR theory. Combining
the resource investment principle with the assumption that individuals have a limited amount of
cognitive resources leads to a conservation tenet whereby individuals are motivated to mitigate the
loss of resources and to keep resource costs below resource gains.

The resources one has available is important for task performance. Halbesleben (2010), for
instance, finds that nurses with depleted resources are more likely to take a defensive posture with
their remaining resources, resulting in nurses working around the safety procedures and leading to
more occupational injuries. Halbesleben (2010) argues that workarounds arise because nurses’
reasoning is that adhering to safety procedures requires additional resources that are not expected
to lead to sufficient gains. In a survey study guided by COR theory, Sun and Pan (2008) find that
employees with reduced resources perform worse at their job. In a field experiment, Chen et al.
(2009) examine the effect of providing additional resources in the context of a digital
transformation. They find an increase in IT users’ efficacy among those that were exposed to an
intervention aimed to generate additional resources.

2.2 Easy Task Prioritization and Performance in Audit Tasks

To predict the performance effects of easy task prioritization, the amount of resources
available at the moment when starting the difficult task is important. When the difficult task is
approached first, those resources will be higher compared to when the difficult task is approached

after the easy task has been completed. The reason is that completing an easy task reduces the



overall resources available because resource gains of easy tasks are often lower than invested
resources (Pierce et al. 2009). That is, Pierce et al. (2009) argue that easy tasks create conditions
that make it harder for people to perceive their accomplishments as a result of their own skills and
abilities. Instead, they attribute successful completion of easy tasks to routines and structures
established by others. A decrease in one’s available resources after completing an easy task is
likely in auditing as being able to complete easy tasks is considered a minimum. This implies that
internal (i.e. self-efficacy, feeling of accomplishment) and external (i.e. positive performance
evaluations) rewards from completing easy tasks in auditing are rather low.

The desperation principle of COR theory further predicts that experiencing a reduction in
the resources available leads to a defensive mode where one is increasingly focused on conserving
one’s remaining resources (e.g., Hobfoll 2001; Halbesleben et al. 2014). Such a defensive mode
leads to a reduced investment of cognitive effort in the task, taking shortcuts, or workarounds
(Hobfoll et al. 2018; Halbesleben 2010). Importantly, as long as resources are not completely
depleted, individuals aim to get the work done but in a way that minimizes the investment of
resources. Compared with auditors that start with the difficult task, auditors that first completed
the easy task and experience a reduction of their available resources are thus likely to enter a
defensive mode and invest less (cognitive) effort in the difficult task they are facing. As difficult
tasks typically require high effort levels, we thus predict that performance in the difficult task will
be lower when the difficult task is executed after the completion of an easy task compared to a
situation where the difficult task is approached first.

All else equal, we do not expect performance differences in the easy audit task depending
on the task order. Auditors that first complete the easy task are expected to have sufficient
resources for the easy audit task. As completing difficult tasks often yield higher resource gains

than resource losses, auditors that first complete the difficult task are likely to have gained



resources. Even if completing a difficult audit task would reduce resources, the effect on
performance in the easy task will be small as easy tasks typically require less cognitive processing.
Overall, assuming equal performance in the easy task and taking into account that performance in
the difficult task will be lower in case of easy task prioritization, we predict lower overall
performance when the easy task is approached first.
2.3 Easy Task Prioritization

We next use COR theory to examine whether auditors will prioritize an easy task over a
difficult task when they have discretion over task order. Discretion over task order is common in
auditing: auditors typically get a list of tasks, which vary in difficulty, that they need to complete
before a deadline and can to a large extent choose themselves in which order they conduct the
tasks. Auditors exercising task discretion trade off the potential resource costs of the audit tasks in
their choice set against the potential resource gains of those tasks. While difficult tasks have higher
potential resource gains than do easy tasks, they also require a higher resource investment.

According to COR theory’s first principle, the primary driver of decisions about which
tasks to execute first is the disproportionate salience of resource losses (Hobfoll 1989; 2001; Lee
and Ashforth 1996). Resource losses are disproportionally more salient than resource gains
meaning that those losses are perceived as disproportionately larger in magnitude, are felt
immediately, and persist longer (Hobfoll et al. 2018). Assuming that auditors aim to conserve
resources, we predict that auditors will prioritize easy tasks over difficult tasks. The reason is that
easy tasks require less investment of resources than difficult tasks and immediate resource losses
are weighed disproportionately more than future resource gains.

HYPOTHESIS 1: Auditors will prioritize easy tasks over difficult tasks, all else
being equal.

2.4 Time Pressure
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Time pressure in auditing has a significant impact due to stringent budgets and inflexible deadlines
(Solomon and Brown 1992; DeZoort and Lord 1997). Archival and field studies consistently show
that high deadline pressure can diminish audit quality (Lopéz and Peters 2012; Lambert et al. 2017,
Persellin et al. 2019). Experimental research further explores factors influencing this relationship,
suggesting an inverted-U effect where moderate time pressure enhances decision-making quality,
while excessive pressure leads to cognitive overload and anxiety, impairing performance (e.g.,
Pietsch and Messier 2017; Glover 1997). High time pressure often forces auditors to adopt
shortcuts or prematurely complete tasks (Hyatt and Taylor 2013).

COR theory predicts that when auditors experience time pressure, they will experience
their resources as being threatened (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Demerouti et al. 2001; Hobfoll
1989; 2001). In the face of threatened resources, individuals are more likely to engage in defensive
attempts to protect these resources and prevent unnecessary resource losses (e.g., Hobfoll et al.
2018, Lee and Ashforth 1996; Rubino et al. 2012). One such a defensive attempt is to narrowly
focus on minimizing resource losses while ignoring the potential resource gains associated with a
task (e.g., Halbesleben et al. 2014; Hobfoll 2001). Following COR theory, we expect that, under
higher time pressure, auditors will narrowly focus on minimizing resource losses rather than
weighing those potential losses against potential resource gains. As difficult tasks require more
resources than do easy tasks, we predict that the prioritization of easy tasks will increase when
time pressure is higher. This leads to the following hypothesis.

HYPOTHESIS 2: Auditors are more likely to prioritize easy tasks over difficult tasks
when time pressure is higher than when time pressure is lower.

2.5 Psychological Ownership and Time Pressure
Psychological ownership—namely, the feeling of being psychologically tied to an object and as

though the target of ownership is theirs (Pierce et al. 2001; 2003)—is a mechanism that can
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influence the perceived resource gains associated with audit tasks. Prior literature in organizational
behavior shows that feelings of ownership are common in organizations and can be directed toward
various levels of the organizational context, such as the organization itself, the job, the group, or
the work (e.g., Pierce and Jussila 2011; Van Dyne and Pierce 2004). Psychological ownership over
one's work has been shown to increase organizational commitment, organization-based self-
esteem, contributions to the team, commitment, and satisfaction (e.g., Bauer et al. 2023; Van Dyne
and Pierce 2004; Wang et al. 2019). On the other hand, psychological ownership can have dark
sides for the organization, for example, by producing territorial behavior (Brown et al. 2014; Wang
et al. 2019) or by causing client managers to disclose less negative information to auditors
(MacKenzie 2019).

According to psychological ownership theory, feelings of ownership allow individuals to
satisfy three needs (i.e., the roots of psychological ownership): a sense of belonging, a feeling of
self-identity, and a feeling of efficacy (Pierce et al. 2001; 2003; Van Dyne and Pierce 2004).! We
argue based on prior literature that each of the three needs is more likely to be satisfied by difficult
tasks rather than easy tasks (Pierce et al. 2009; Pierce and Jussila 2011). First, difficult tasks
challenge auditors and require more of their skills, abilities, and motivation than do easy tasks,
giving auditors a greater feeling of efficacy upon completion of difficult tasks (Bonner 2008;
Pierce et al. 2009). Second, completing difficult tasks provides more opportunities for self-
knowledge; auditors are more likely to identify with the difficult aspects of their job than with the
easy aspects (Pierce and Jussila 2011). Third, auditors are more likely to develop a sense of

belonging and identify with their work when performing difficult tasks (Porteous 1976). As a result,

In an organizational context, a sense of belonging refers to the feeling when individuals come to dwell in their
work and for whom the job is central to their identity. The self-identity motive refers to organizational members
who take on appealing aspects of their job as parts of their identity (i.e., as opportunities for self-revelation).
Finally, the effectance motive can be described as the tendency to explore one's external environment (White
1959). That is, being able to control one's surroundings gives rise to feelings of efficacy (Pierce and Jussila 2011).
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we predict that psychological ownership will enhance the potential resource gains associated with
a difficult task more than the potential resource gains associated with an easy task.

When time pressure is higher, auditors increasingly feel that their resources are threatened
(Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Demerouti et al. 2001; Hobfoll et al. 2018). When resources are
threatened individuals narrowly focus on resource losses instead of weighing those losses against
resource gains when exercising task discretion (Hobfoll 1989; 2001; Hobfoll et al. 2018; Lee and
Ashforth 1996). That is, in lower time pressure conditions, auditors likely evaluate both potential
resource gains and losses when deciding which task to prioritize. However, in higher time pressure
conditions, auditors will narrowly focus on minimizing resource losses. Thus, although
psychological ownership enhances the potential resource gains associated with a difficult task to a
greater extent than for an easy task (Pierce et al. 2009; Pierce and Jussila 2011), these gains are
less likely to materialize in high time pressure conditions because high time pressure induces a
narrow focus on resource losses. As a result, psychological ownership may alleviate easy task
prioritization in lower time pressure conditions but not in higher time pressure conditions because
of the narrow focus on resource losses rather than the trade-off. Combined with the prediction in
Hypothesis 2, our theory leads us to predict the following pattern of means.

HYPOTHESIS 3: Easy task prioritization is most prevalent in the conditions when

time pressure is higher, lower in the condition where time pressure is lower and

psychological ownership is limited, and least prevalent when time pressure is lower
and psychological ownership is enhanced.

3. EXPERIMENTAL EVIDENCE
3.1 Study 1: Performance Effects of Task Prioritization using Two Different Tasks
3.1.1 Method
3.1.1.1 Overview and Participants. Study 1 is a 1 X 2 between-participants experiment in

which participants conduct an easy and a difficult audit task. The easy task is an audit of cash
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balances and the difficult task is the audit of a goodwill impairment test. We manipulate task order
as either easy-difficult or difficult-easy and measure auditors' judgment performance. We recruited
114 professional auditors (eight senior staff auditors, one manager, 102 staff auditors, and three
interns) during sessions of a part-time professional accounting education program at a large public
university in The Netherlands.? Most auditors are male (71.9 percent), have an average work
experience of 15.9 months (sz. dev. = 12.0 months), and have an average age of 24.3 years (st. dev.
= 1.7 years). Participants were provided with a computerized case developed using Qualtrics
software and participated in the experiment using a link provided during learning sessions.

3.1.1.2 Procedures and Tasks. Participants are informed they have to conduct two audit
tasks for two different clients. For one client, participants are asked to audit the cash balances and
for the other client participants are asked to audit the client-prepared step-one analysis of a
goodwill impairment test. The audit of the goodwill impairment test is arguably more difficult than
the audit of the cash balances, not only because the task is intrinsically more difficult but also
because of more extensive information provided that auditors need to take into account.

For the audit of the cash balances, participants receive a lead sheet with the balances for (1)
cash on hand, (ii) a general bank account, and (iii) a payroll bank account. Participants are tasked
to verify the amount using bank confirmations and the count of cash on hand by a senior auditor.
Next to that, participants need to perform a cutoff test to verify whether accounting entries are
recorded in the correct accounting period. Next to the lead sheet, participants receive: (i) a cash
disbursements journal, (ii) bank confirmations for the two bank accounts, (iii) cutoff statements

for the two bank accounts, and (iv) the count of cash on hand by the senior auditor.

More specifically, we recruited participants during classroom sessions of the Post-Master Accountancy program.
A Post-Master Accountancy program typically is a two-and-half-year program that auditors follow part-time
(usually one day a week in periods outside the busy-season) in The Netherlands to obtain a public accounting
license equivalent to CPA.
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The task related to the audit of the step one of the goodwill impairment test is adapted from
Kadous and Zhou (2019). To shorten the time participants need, we use only two of the five
information sources: the 'projections for future revenue' and the 'estimated discount rate'. The
participants need to form a preliminary conclusion about the reasonableness of the fair value of
the goodwill. To do so, they are asked to review the five-year projections of the revenues. They
are informed that the firm’s specialist audits the discount rate. Despite that individual information
cues are not suggestive that an impairment of goodwill is necessary, the combined evidence
suggests that the fair value of the goodwill is too rosy and is overstated. Whereas some of the
seeded cues are in the section on revenues, some are also in the section on the discount rate that
the firm’s specialist would audit. Even though participants are not explicitly asked to audit the
discount rate assumption, auditing standards require them to do so (Kadous and Zhou 2019).?
Issues are either surface-level or deep-level, depending on the amount of cognitive processing
required to identify them.

3.1.1.3 Dependent Variables. The dependent variables relate to the performance in both
tasks. In the audit of the cash balances, we measure how many seeded errors auditors were able to
identify. More specifically, the client-prepared numbers do not agree with the bank confirmations
and need to be adjusted. Also, two entries relate to the cutoff and are booked in the wrong
accounting period. We label indicator variables Cash on Hand, Bank 1, and Bank 2 one if auditors
correctly identified the amount, and zero otherwise. We label indicator variable Cutoffs one if the
auditor correctly identified the entries that were booked in the wrong accounting period, and zero

otherwise. In the audit of the goodwill impairment test, we use five dependent variables adapted

®  These auditing standards are AU sec. 336 Using the Work of a Specialist and International Standards on Auditing

(ISA) 620, Using the Work of an Auditor’s Expert. They require auditors to obtain an understanding of the
methods and assumptions used by the specialist.
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from Kadous and Zhou (2019): Reasonableness, Surface Issues, Deep Issues, Total Issues, and
Contact Directly. Reasonableness indicates auditors’ assessment of the overall reasonableness of
the fair value, measured on an eleven-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (not at all likely to be
reasonable) to 10 (extremely likely to be reasonable). Surface Issues is the number of surface
issues detected (two in total). Deep Issues is defined in the same way as Surface Issues, but then
for the number of deep issues (three in total). Total Issues is the sum of Surface Issues and Deep
Issues.* Finally, consistent with Kadous and Zhou (2019), Contact Directly is an indicator variable
that equals one when auditors indicate the best follow-up action is to call their manager
immediately, and zero otherwise.

3.1.1.4 Independent Variable. We manipulate the order of the tasks. That is, we manipulate
whether participants conduct the audit of the cash balances first (Easy First) or the audit of the
goodwill impairment test first (Difficult First). In our post-experimental questionnaire, we asked
how difficult participants perceive the goodwill and the cash task and find that the goodwill task
is judged as significantly more difficult than the cash task (4.97 vs. 2.91 on a seven-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), t =-11.66, p < 0.001).
3.1.2 Results
Panel A of Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics related to the audit of cash balances. We find
that the majority of participants is able to obtain the correct amounts for the two bank accounts
and the cash on hand. For the cutoff analysis, we find that auditors struggle more. When we
compare performance in the audit of cash balances between the Easy First and Difficult First

conditions in Panel B of Table 1, we do not find any significant differences for the total number

4 Two doctoral students coded the number of issues identified by the auditors. Both were blind to experimental

conditions. Cohen’s Kappa was 0.82 (0.80) for Surface Issues (Deep Issues), indicating good interrater agreement.
In case that the raters differed on their assessment the average of the two raters was taken.
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of correct answers (p > 0.10, two-tailed). We do not find significant differences for correctly
obtaining the bank numbers (p > 0.10, two-tailed), but we do find a significant difference for the
cutoffs statement. Specifically, we find that participants in the Difficult First condition are more
likely to correctly identify the recordings that were booked in the wrong accounting period than
participants in the Easy First conditions (0.48 versus 0.32, p = 0.08, two-tailed). Overall, we do
not find evidence that performance in the easy task depends on the task order.’

Panel C of Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the performance in the audit of the
client-prepared step one of the goodwill impairment test. We find that, on average, participants
identify 0.62 seeded issues (st. dev. = 0.72). The score for the reasonableness of the fair value is
5.46 reasonable on a 11-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not at all likely) to 10 (extremely likely)
with no midpoint label, and 33 percent of participants decides to contact the manager immediately.
Panel D of Table 1 presents the results of analyses testing the effect of task ordering on
performance. We find that participants in the Easy First condition judge the fair value as more
reasonable than participants in the Difficult First condition (5.70 vs. 5.15, p = 0.07, two-tailed),
identify less total issues (0.52 vs. 0.77, p = 0.06, two-tailed), and are less likely to contact the
manager immediately (0.26 versus 0.44, p = 0.04, two-tailed). When we split the identified issues
in surface issues and deep issues (Kadous and Zhou 2019), we find that participants in the Difficult
First condition identify significantly more deep issues (0.42 vs. 0.15, p <0.01, two-tailed). We do
not find differences across conditions in surface issues identified (p > 0.10, two-tailed).

Collectively, these results suggest that auditors that conduct the easy task first are less likely to

We conducted an additional survey study with 54 auditors to provide triangulating evidence related to several
assumptions in this study and perceptions about easy task prioritization. We present this survey in Table S1. The
survey findings indicate that auditors perceive prioritizing easy tasks as a risk to audit quality, suggesting that
starting with a difficult task can better maximize audit quality. Despite these concerns, respondents expect that
other auditors are likely to prioritize easier tasks first. Importantly, in the survey we do not have the benefit of
randomization and differences may be confounded by other correlated variables than task difficulty, such as risk.
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identify the issues in the difficult task for which relatively much cognitive processing is necessary
but are equally likely to find the issues for which relatively limited cognitive processing is
necessary. Combining the results about performance on the easy and difficult task allows us to
conclude that the results of Study 1 are consistent with our expectation that prioritizing of easy

tasks decreases overall performance of auditors.6

3.2 Study 2: Performance Effects of Auditor Task Prioritization using Two Similar Tasks

The experiment of Study 1 features an easy and a difficult task that are very different in nature.
The advantage of this approach is that task performance cannot be confounded by learning effects.
That is, auditing the cash balances does not allow the auditor to learn something that helps to
perform better in the audit of the goodwill impairment (or the other way around). The disadvantage
of this approach is that task-related factors other than task difficulty also differ between the two
tasks and those other differences could potentially drive the performance effect documented in
Study 1. In the experiment of Study 2, we will feature an easy and difficult task that are very
similar in nature. This allows us to keep task-related factors other than difficulty constant but
introduces learning effects. Those learning effects should improve performance in the second task
and thus make comparing performance on the easy and difficult task separately across conditions
less informative. We will thus focus on comparing the combined task performance between the
Easy First and Difficult First condition. Finally, featuring an easy and difficult task that are similar
allows us to test whether the performance effects documented in Study 1 extend to situations where

auditors’ tasks are more similar.

Table S2 in the Supplemental Information reports the mean of each post-experimental questionnaire item across
conditions and a test of differences between the two. These results indicate that auditors in the Easy First condition
are more likely to indicate that the order was their preferred order than auditors in the Difficult First condition.
Table S3 reports the effects of experience and shows that our inferences do not change when controlling for work
experience.
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3.2.1 Method

3.2.1.1 Overview and Participants. Study 2 is a 1 % 2 between-participants experiment in
which participants conduct an easy and a difficult audit task. Both tasks involve the verification of
information produced by the entity (IPE): participants had to verify that the discounted cash flow
(DCF) models prepared by the client are mathematically accurate and reliable. The DCF models
are very similar. Difficulty between both DCF models is manipulated by varying the number of
information cues. We manipulate task order as either easy-first or difficulty-first, as in Study 1.

We recruited 75 professional auditors in the same way as in Study 1. We ensured that
participants of Study 2 did not participate in Study 1. 42 out of 75 (56 percent) participants are
male, participants are on average 26.43 years old (st. dev. = 3.33 years), and have on average 22.97
months of work experience (st. dev. = 23.17 months). 61 participants (81.3 percent) work for one
of the Big 4 audit firms. Participants were provided a computerized case developed using Qualtrics
software, and participated in a classroom session.

3.2.1.2 Procedures and Tasks. The task requires participants to assume the role of an
auditor at the year-end audit of a client operating in the agriculture industry. Participants read
background information about two fair value estimates. To determine the fair value estimates for
the patents, the client uses two DCF models. Participants are informed that the use of a DCF model
and the model’s input parameters had been audited by the engagement partner.

After reading the background materials, participants enter a training stage in which they
receive instructions about DCF models and were able to inspect the two spreadsheets of the DCF
models used by the client during a training stage. The order in which the models were presented
was counterbalanced between participants. After the training stage, participants were informed

that the models are information produced by the entity (IPE), and that they need to verify that the
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two DCF models produce accurate and reliable estimates. That is, participants need to check
whether both models produce a mathematically sound and computationally correct fair value.

The two fair value estimates have the same forecast length and degree of uncertainty and
only differ with respect to the number of information cues each DCF model uses. The number of
information cues is indicative of task difficulty (Bonner 2008, p. 160): for the easy (difficult) task
the number of information cues in the DCF model was three (seven). This difference in information
cues makes verifying the accuracy and reliability of the difficult task more computationally and
analytically challenging than the easy task. Moreover, the numbers used in the easy task are easier
to compute (e.g., a royalty rate of 10 percent) compared to the difficult task (e.g., royalty rates of
7, 9, or 12 percent), and the information cues in the easy task are correlated (e.g., a 10 percent
growth rate and a 10 percent discount rate counterbalance each other), thereby reducing task
difficulty (Bonner 2008, p. 160).

Next, depending on the condition, participants conduct either the audit of the easy or
difficult DCF model first. Participants get six minutes for each task and each of the tasks contains
six seeded errors. During the task execution, participants are asked to verify whether the DCF
models produced accurate and reliable fair value estimates based on Excel spreadsheets embedded
in the experimental environment. The Excel spreadsheets can be edited by the participants and the
formulas used are shown in separate cells. For both fair value estimates, participants have to supply
two outputs: participants are asked (i) to identify the cells that contain seeded errors and (ii) to
provide the correct fair value estimate given their adjustments of the model. To provide the fair
value estimates, participants could use the spreadsheets embedded in the experimental
environment to recalculate the fair value estimates. Figure 1 provides an overview of the

experimental procedures.
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3.2.1.3 Dependent Variables. We use several dependent variables to measure performance.
As there were six seeded error in each task, we counted the number of seeded errors identified by
the participants. We label these variables Easy Correct for the number of errors identified in the
easy audit (labeled as Feeder 2000 audit) and Difficult Correct for the number of errors identified
in the difficult audit (labeled as Robofer audit). We also compute the sum of these and call this
variable Total Correct. Moreover, we also create two dummy variables that indicate one if the fair
value was correct, and zero otherwise. We label these variables Easy Fair Value and Difficult Fair
Value for the Feeder 2000 and Robofer audit, respectively.

3.2.1.4 Independent Variable. We manipulate the order of the tasks. That is, we manipulate
whether participants conduct the audit of the easy discounted cash flow model (Easy First) or the
audit of the difficult discounted cash flow model first (Difficult First). In our post-experimental
questionnaire, we ask participants how difficult they perceive both tasks to be. We find that
participants classify the Robofer audit indeed as significantly more difficult than the Feeder 2000
audit (3.48 vs. 3.13., t=-2.13, p = 0.0365, two-tailed).
3.2.2 Results
The descriptive statistics of our dependent variables are reported in Panel A of Table 2. We find
that participants, on average, correctly identified 3.93 (3.33) errors for the easy (difficult) task, and
identify 7.27 errors in total. We find that 21.33 (9.33) percent of the participants correctly assess
the fair value for the easy (difficult) DCF model.” Examining the differences between conditions
in Panel B of Table 2, we find that participants in the Difficult First condition perform significantly

better when considering both tasks together (7.83 vs. 6.74, ¢ = 1.85, p = 0.068, two-tailed). This

We find that the difference between the number of errors identified in the easy and difficult task is significantly
different (¢ = 2.40, p = 0.019, two-tailed). We also find that the proportion of participants correctly assessing the fair
value in the easy task is significantly higher than in the difficult task (z = -2.04, p = 0.041, two-tailed).
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result is consistent with easy task prioritization impairing overall performance of auditors.
Considering performance in both tasks separately, we find that participants in the Difficult First
condition perform significantly better in the easy task (4.44 vs. 3.46,t=2.66, p =0.010, two-tailed)
and were more likely to accurately assess the fair value of easy task (0.31 vs. 0.13,z=1.87,p =
0.061). We do not find any statistically significant differences for the number of errors identified
and accurately assessing the fair value for the difficult task (p > 0.10, two-tailed).® As mentioned
earlier, comparing performance on the easy and difficult task separately across conditions is
potentially confounded by learning effects and thus less informative.

Overall, Study 1 and Study 2 provide converging evidence that prioritizing of easy tasks
reduces overall performance of auditors. In Study 3, we will examine whether engage in easy task
prioritization when they have task discretion.

3.3 Study 3: Auditor Task Prioritization and the Effects of Time Pressure and Psychological
Ownership
3.3.1 Method

3.3.1.1 Overview and Participants. Study 3 is a 2 X 2 between-participants experiment in
which auditors were asked to conduct the same two audit tasks as in Study 2. Before they could
start working on the tasks, participants had to choose which task they wanted to start with. We
manipulate psychological ownership (enhanced or limited) and time pressure (higher or lower)
between participants.

We recruited 177 professional staff auditors in the same way as in Study 1 and Study 2.

Most auditors were male (63.8 percent), worked for Big-4 accounting firms (72.9 percent), had an

Table S4 in the Supplemental Information reports the mean of each post-experimental questionnaire item of Study 2
across conditions and a test of differences between the two. These results indicate that auditors in the Easy First
condition are more likely to indicate that the order was their preferred order than auditors in the Difficult First
condition.
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average work experience of 12.8 months (sz. dev. = 7.8 months), and had an average age of 24.4
years (st. dev. = 1.9 years). Participants were provided with a computerized case developed using
oTree software (Chen et al. 2016), and participated in the experiment using a link either provided
during a classroom session or sent as an e-mail invitation (if participants were not present during
the classroom session). Auditors were informed that the experiment would take approximately 30
minutes, and received a fixed payment of ten euros (= $11.30) for their participation.

3.3.1.2 Procedures and Tasks. The tasks are similar to those in Study 2, except that in
Study 2 participants had no choice in which order to conduct the tasks. After reading the
background information and going through the training stage, participants are asked to judge which
DCF model they consider more difficult on a slider ranging from —100 to 100 where the endpoints
of the slider both indicate one of the two tasks. Subsequently, participants choose which task they
would like to prioritize. We manipulated time pressure and psychological ownership before
participants need to judge task difficulty and decide which task they want to prioritize. Participants
are also informed that once they finish the first task and move on to the second task they cannot
go back. A post-experimental questionnaire included manipulation checks, questions about the
process and participants’ personalities and demographics. Figure 1 provides an overview of the
experimental procedures.

3.3.1.3 Dependent Variable. Our dependent variable, Easy Task Prioritization, measures
whether auditors prioritize the easy task and equals one when a participant chooses to start with
the easy task and zero when a participant chooses to start with the difficult task. Participants were
asked to choose which audit task they wanted to start with and had been able to observe these DCF
models during the training stage. Once they had selected a task to start with, they could only move

to the next task by submitting the first task. If the first task was submitted, they could not go back.
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3.3.1.4 Independent Variables. We manipulate psychological ownership as either enhanced
or limited in two complementary ways. First, we manipulate participants’ control over their work.
Prior literature describes control over the target as the most salient predictor of ownership feelings
(Furby 1978). We operationalized having control over one's work by varying whether a participant
was given the opportunity to document the problem in their own words. More specifically,
participants were asked to document why, after reading the background information and going
through the training stage, a fair value estimate had to be used for the client's patents. In the
enhanced psychological ownership condition, we informed participants that the team leader gives
them full control over how to document this. In the limited psychological ownership condition, we
informed participants that they had to fully and literally copy the documentation provided by the
team leader. This manipulation is similar to psychological ownership manipulations used in prior
literature (Baer and Brown 2012; Bauer et al. 2023). Importantly, to alleviate the concern that
documentation is more difficult for participants in the enhanced psychological ownership
condition, we provided to all conditions a summary of the background information. It is also
important to note that the documentation was not subject to the time limit and participants had the
same amount of time available to audit the DCF models, irrespective of the psychological
ownership condition they are in. Second, to ensure consistency with the control manipulation, we
adapted different aspects of the case that relate to having control over the target to either high or
low control. As psychological ownership is a multifaceted construct that is created by a consistent
set of beliefs and practices, adapting the text to the control manipulation ensures higher construct
validity. The parts of the case text that vary between the psychological ownership conditions are
listed in Table 3.

We manipulate Time Pressure as either higher or lower. Participants in the lower time

pressure conditions had twelve minutes to complete both tasks, which is similar as in Study 2.
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Participants in the higher time pressure conditions only had eight minutes. In the training stage,
participants in the lower (higher) time pressure condition had five (three) minutes.’ To test for a
causal effect of time pressure on task choice, it is important that participants correctly estimate that
time pressure during the task execution will be higher or lower before they decide which task they
want to prioritize. If participants only experience higher or lower time pressure during the task
execution, which is after we derive our dependent variable, any variation in FEasy Task
Prioritization cannot be attributed to our manipulation of time pressure. Hence, we took three steps
to ensure that participants before or at the moment of task choice experience higher or lower time
pressure. First, we varied the time limit in the training stage. Second, a countdown timer was
displayed saliently during the training phase and during the tasks for the higher time pressure
condition. Third, we stated in the lower time pressure condition that “twelve minutes should be
enough to conduct both tasks.”!°

We also tested whether participants perceived the difficult task to be more difficult than
the easy task in two ways. First, just before participants made the decision which task to prioritize,
they were asked to evaluate on a slider ranging from “-100” to “100” which task they judged ex-
ante to be more difficult based on the training stage and the information they received about the

tasks. We find that participants judge the Robofer audit (i.e., the task with more information cues)

as significantly more difficult (M = 51.86, t = 15.76, p < 0.01, two-tailed for a comparison with

Participants in the lower and higher time pressure conditions do not spend a significantly different amount of time
on the training stage, even though participants in the lower time pressure condition had two minutes longer (¢ =
0.20, p > 0.10, two-tailed). Hence, based on the actual time spent it seems unlikely that the time pressure
manipulation may have caused participants in the lower time pressure condition to have more task experience
than the participants in the higher time pressure condition. We also do not find evidence that the number of
seconds spent in the training stage is associated with Easy Task Prioritization (z =-0.45, p > 0.10, two-tailed for
a univariate logistic regression).

Our manipulation checks for time pressure, psychological ownership, and the difficulty between the two tasks
indicate successful manipulation and are described in detail in the section related to Study 3 in the Supplemental
Information.

25



the midpoint of the scale). Second, in the post-experimental questionnaire, we asked participants
to evaluate the statements: “The Robofer audit was difficult” and “The Feeder 2000 audit was
difficult” on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A
simple #-test shows that participants evaluated the Robofer audit (i.e., the difficult task) as
significantly more difficult than the Feeder 2000 audit (i.e., the easy task) (3.72 vs. 3.39, 1 =2.92,
p <0.01, two-tailed).

3.3.2 Results

We start by analyzing whether auditors prioritize easy over difficult tasks in a pooled
sample. If difficulty played no role in the prioritizing of tasks, we would expect 50 percent of
participants to choose the easy task and 50 percent to choose the difficult task. However, if
participants behave in a way that is consistent with our hypothesis, we expect more than 50 percent
to prioritize the easy task. Table 4 shows that, out of the 177 participants, 123 (69.49 percent)
prioritized the easy task over the difficult task. A simple binomial test shows that the number of
participants prioritizing the easy task is significantly higher than our benchmark of 50 percent (p
< 0.01, two-tailed). This result supports our hypothesis that auditors tend to prioritize easy tasks
over difficult tasks when they have discretion over task ordering (i.e., Hypothesis 1).

Next, we consider the effects of time pressure and psychological ownership on auditors’
prioritization of easy tasks. Hypothesis 2 predicts that auditors are more likely to prioritize easy
tasks when time pressure is higher. Hypothesis 3 predicts that easy task prioritization is strongest
in the higher time pressure conditions, followed by the lower time pressure conditions with limited
psychological ownership, and least easy task prioritization occurs in the lower time pressure
conditions with enhanced psychological ownership. We graph mean proportions of easy task

prioritization by experimental condition in Figure 2. The visual fit of the observed pattern of means
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matches the predicted pattern. Table 4 shows the proportion of auditors who prioritized the easy
task, both collapsed across conditions and separately for each condition.

We provide formal tests of significance in Table 5. The ANOVA model, as reported in
Panel A of Table 5, shows a statistically significant main effect for time pressure (p = 0.053, two-
tailed). This result is consistent with Hypothesis 2 and indicates that easy task prioritization is
significantly higher (lower) when time pressure is higher (lower).

Our theoretical predictions define a specific expected pattern of task prioritization across
the four experimental conditions. To test this, we use a linear custom contrast of cell means
(Buckless and Ravenscroft 1990, Guggenmos et al. 2018). We use contrast weights that match our
theoretical predictions. That is, "-5" for the 'enhanced psychological ownership — lower time
pressure', "-1" for the 'limited psychological ownership — lower time pressure' condition, and "+3"
for the two higher time pressure conditions. Consistent with the approach suggested in Guggenmos
et al. (2018), we triangulate three pieces of complementary evidence to provide a comprehensive
picture of the contrast results.

First, we investigate whether the visual fit of the observed data matches with the predicted
pattern. Figure 2 displays the observed interaction plot for the proportion of auditors that
prioritized the easy task. Consistent with our theoretical predictions, the visual evaluation shows
that easy task prioritization is lowest in the 'enhanced psychological ownership — lower time
pressure condition', followed by the 'limited psychological ownership — lower time pressure
condition', and the two higher time pressure conditions have the highest easy task prioritization.

Second, we provide tests of significance. Panel A of Table 5 provides a traditional ANOVA
model where we do not find a significant interaction effect (p = 0.344, two-tailed). Analyses of
simple effects for psychological ownership conditional on the time pressure condition are provided

in Panel C of Table B. In our simple effects, we find evidence suggesting that psychological
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ownership reduces the prioritization of easy tasks in the lower time pressure condition based on a
one-tailed #-test (difference in proportion of easy task prioritization: 0.70 vs. 0.54, t = 1.48, p =
0.071, one-tailed). This is in line with our predictions that psychological ownership is only
effective in attenuating easy task prioritization when time pressure is lower. The hypothesis test of
the [-5, -1, +3, +3] contrast weights is statistically significant (F = 4.29, p = 0.040, two-tailed).
Third, consistent with the approach in Guggenmos et al. (2018), we test the contrast
variance residual of our [-5, -1, +3, +3] contrast test. We start with the semi-omnibus F-test, where
we find a non-significant F-value for the residual between-cells variance test (/= 1.04, p = 0.356,
two-tailed). Additionally, aligned with the g>-measure proposed by Guggenmos et al. (2018), we
find that the contrast variance residual g% = 0.081, indicating that the contrasts explain the major
part of the variance, and only a small part of the between-cells variance is left unexplained by the
contrasts. Overall, our results provide support for our first and second hypothesis.!! That is, we
find that auditors tend to prioritize easy tasks over difficult tasks and that easy task prioritization
is exacerbated under higher time pressure. Furthermore, we find some support for our predicted

pattern of means.!?

4. DISCUSSION
We first investigate whether easy task prioritization impairs auditors' judgment
performance and find that it negatively influences performance in two experimental settings. Given

these performance implications, we conduct a third experimental study documenting that auditors

As easy task prioritization may potentially be impacted by participants’ prior work experience, experience with
fair value estimates, and experience with discounted cash flow analyses. we test whether these variables are
correlated with easy task prioritization and whether including them as covariate would change our inferences. We
find that none of the variables is significantly univariately correlated with easy task prioritization (all p > 0.10,
two-tailed).

We report performance effects measured in Study 3 in Table S5. We find that participants in the Lower Time
Pressure condition perform significantly better than in the Higher Time Pressure condition (p < 0.01, two-tailed).
In Table S6 and Figure S3 we report the time spent on each of the tasks across conditions.
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exhibit easy task prioritization and that easy task prioritization is exacerbated under higher time
pressure. Consistent with our theoretical predictions based on Conservation of Resources theory,
we find that easy task prioritization is most prevalent in higher time pressure conditions, less
prevalent in lower time pressure conditions with limited psychological ownership, and least
prevalent in lower time pressure conditions with enhanced psychological ownership.

Our study contributes to several streams of literature. First, by showing easy task
prioritization in an auditing setting and documenting negative performance effects, we contribute
to the nascent but growing literature on easy task prioritization (e.g., Arshad et al. 2022; Ibafiez et
al. 2018). Second, we contribute to the already voluminous literature on time pressure in auditing
by examining the effects of time pressure and psychological ownership in auditing. While previous
research indicates an inverted-U relationship between time pressure and judgment performance,
our evidence is consistent with COR theory predicting that auditors operating under higher time
pressure focus more on minimizing resource losses rather than balancing gains and losses. This
suggests that interventions to improve resource gains may not be effective when time pressure is
high. Third, we deepen our knowledge about the role of psychological ownership in auditing.
Despite its documented positive outcomes, we find that advantages of increased psychological
ownership are less likely to materialize when time pressure is high. This adds to the emerging
literature on psychological ownership, as the interaction between psychological ownership and
time pressure has to the best of our knowledge hitherto not been explored.

This study should be interpreted in light of its limitations. First, auditing is a social
phenomenon and auditors’ decisions are a function of their environment (i.e., the client, the audit
team, the audit organization). This experiment focuses on the individual behavior of the auditor
and largely ignores environmental variables. Second, there are no direct adverse consequences

when auditors do not meet the time pressure requirements in the experiment. In reality, there may
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be such consequences and they may cause auditors to make different decisions in task prioritization.
Third, to ensure a clean test of our theory, we have to make some simplifications in our
experiments that may be unrealistic in practice. For instance, it is unlikely that the same auditor
conducts both the audit of the goodwill impairment test and the cash balances during the same
audit engagement. As another example, auditors in our third study cannot go back to the first task
once they have started the second task. Finally, with respect to our first hypothesis that auditors
tend to prioritize easy tasks, there may be alternative theories or psychological phenomena that
may explain easy task prioritization, such as a desire for practice or a desire for closure. In
particular, as we are unable to measure auditors' resources directly, we cannot rule out alternative
theories.

Future research can further address easy task prioritization in auditing. For instance,
research can investigate interventions that alleviate easy task prioritization when time pressure is
high. Moreover, not much is known about how feelings of psychological ownership develop within
audit firms. Future research could investigate this development and examine specific practical
interventions that can enhance psychological ownership in audit firms. Finally, future research
could investigate the effect of other task characteristics on task prioritization. For instance, prior
experience with tasks or whether auditors can conduct tasks on their own or likely need help from

others can affect task prioritization.
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Note: Figure 1 presents an overview of studies with the instrument flows. At the Task Selection stage (in yellow), participants choose whether to prioritize the easy
task or the difficult task. Participants need to conduct both the easy and difficult task within a specified time limit, namely eight (twelve) minutes in the higher
(lower) time pressure condition.
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FIGURE 2
Pattern of Means for Easy Task Prioritization

Panel A: Predicted Pattern of Means [3, 3, -1, -5]

4 High Time Pressure “@ Low Time Pressure
i il

Prediction for Easy Task Prioritization

Limited Enhanced
Psychological Ownership

Panel B: Observed Pattern of Means

48 High Time Pressure “@ Low Time Pressure

.\..75

c
i)
T
N

;&

Toa
X
3
|_

65 2
©
Ll
S
C

6 9
9]
o
e
o

.55

1
Limited Enhanced

Psychological Ownership

Note: Figure 2 presents the predicted pattern of means (Panel A) and the observed pattern of means (Panel B) for Easy
Task Prioritization, by experimental condition. Easy Task Prioritization equals one if participants prioritized the easy
task, and zero if participants prioritized the difficult task.
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TABLE 1
Study 1: Performance Effects of Task Prioritization

Panel A: Descriptive Statistics Cash: Mean (Standard Deviation)

Cash on
Condition N Hand Bank 1 Bank 2 Cutoffs Total
Easy First 66 0.95 0.92 0.88 0.32 3.08
(0.21) (0.27) (0.33) (0.47) (0.85)
Difficult First 48 0.94 0.96 0.79 0.48 3.17
(0.24) (0.20) (0.41) (0.50) (0.88)
Combined 114 0.95 0.94 0.84 0.39 3.11
(0.22) (0.24) (0.37) (0.49) (0.86)
Panel B: Test for Difference between Conditions: 7-stat or z-stat (p-value)
Cash on
Variable Hand Bank 1 Bank 2 Cutoffs Total
Difficult First -0.40 0.74 -1.26 1.75% 0.56
(0.690) (0.458) (0.211) (0.083) (0.579)
N 114 114 114 114 114
Panel C: Descriptive Statistics: Mean (Standard Deviation)
Reason- Surface Deep Total Contact
Condition N ableness issues issues issues immediately
Easy First 66 5.70 0.36 0.15 0.52 0.26
(1.52) (0.57) (0.36) (0.64) (0.44)
Difficult First 48 5.15 0.35 0.42 0.77 0.44
(1.61) (0.60) (0.61) (0.81) (0.50)
Combined 114 5.46 0.36 0.26 0.62 0.33
(1.58) (0.58) (0.50) (0.72) (0.47)
Panel D: Test for Difference between Conditions: #-stat or z-stat (p-value)
Reason- Surface Deep Total Contact
Variable ableness issues issues issues immediately
Difficult First -1.81% -0.09 2.89%** 1.89%* 2.03**
(0.073) (0.932) (0.005) (0.061) (0.045)
N 114 114 114 114 114

Note: *** ** and * indicate significance levels at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level, respectively. All significance levels
reported are two-tailed. The dependent variables are defined in the Methods section of Study 1. The independent
variable is the task order. Easy First (Difficult First) refers to the group of participants that conducts the audit of cash
balances (the goodwill impairment test) first and the audit of the goodwill impairment test (cash balances) second.
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TABLE 2
Study 2: Performance Effects of Task Prioritization

Panel A: Descriptive Statistics: Mean (Standard Deviation)

Easy Difficult
Easy Difficult Total Fair Fair
Condition N Correct Correct Correct Value Value
Easy First 39 3.46 3.28 6.74 0.13 0.05
(0.27) (0.29) (0.39) (0.05) (0.04)
Difficult First 36 4.44 3.38 7.83 0.31 0.14
(0.25) (0.27) (0.45) (0.08) (0.06)
Combined 75 3.93 3.33 7.27 0.21 0.09
(0.19) (0.20) (0.30) (0.41) (0.29)
Panel B: Test for Difference between Conditions: z-stat or z-stat (p-value)
Easy Difficult
Easy Difficult Total Fair Fair
Variable Correct Correct Correct Value Value
Difficult First 2.66%** 0.27 1.85% 1.87* 1.30
(0.010) (0.789) (0.068) (0.061) (0.193)
N 75 75 75 75 75

Note: *** ** and * indicate significance levels at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level, respectively. All significance levels
reported are two-tailed. The dependent variables are defined in the Methods section of Study 2. For Easy Correct,

Difficult Correct, and Total Correct a t-test is used and for Easy Fair Value and Difficult Fair Value a test of

proportions. The independent variable is the task order. Easy First (Difficult First) refers to the group of participants
that conducts the easy (difficult) discounted cash flow model first and the difficult (easy) discounted cash flow model

second.
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TABLE 3

Study 3: Psychological Ownership Manipulation
(differences between treatments in italics)

Limited Psychological Ownership

Enhanced Psychological Ownership

You work in an audit team where your
control over the audit tasks is seen as fotally
unimportant. At the end of audit engagements
in this team, your contribution does not feel
as your work.

During evaluations of audit engagements
with this team leader, no attention is paid to
the extent to which you have control over the
tasks.

In this audit team, you had no control over
the way in which you conducted the previous
audit tasks. Therefore, you cannot use the
insights from the previous tasks in deciding
how to conduct future audit tasks.

These tasks are regarded by the audit team as
a part of the audit engagement.

The audit team leader has prepared a
documentation and asks you to fully and
literally copy his documentation.

The Audit Tasks

You work in an audit team where your
control over the audit tasks is seen as
important. At the end of audit engagements
in this team, your contribution truly feels as
your work.

During evaluations of audit engagements
with this team leader, a /ot of attention is
paid to the extent to which you have control
over the tasks.

In this audit team, you had a /ot of control
over the way in which you conducted the
previous audit tasks. Therefore, you can use
the insights from the previous tasks in
deciding how to conduct future audit tasks.

These tasks are regarded by the audit team
as your contribution to the audit
engagement.

The audit team leader grants you all control
and freedom over how you document this.

[Participant's Name]'s Audit Tasks
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TABLE 4
Study 3: Proportion (Percentage) of Auditors Prioritizing the Easy
Task by Condition

Psychological Ownership
Limited Enhanced Collapsed

Lower Time Pressure 28/40 21/39 49/79
(70.0) (53.8) (62.0)
Higher Time Pressure 40/52 34/46 74/98
(76.9) (73.9) (75.5)
Collapsed across Time 68/92 55/85 123/177
Pressure (73.9) (64.7) (69.4)

Note: Table 3 presents the number of participants per condition that prioritize the easy task as a proportion of the
number of participants in that condition. The dependent variable Easy Task Prioritization equals one if participants
prioritized the easy task, and zero if participants prioritized the difficult task.
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TABLE 5
Study 3: Inferential Statistics Regarding Auditor Task Prioritization

Panel A: Analysis of Variance

Two-sided
Source df F p-value
Psychological Ownership 1 1.92 0.168
Time Pressure 1 3.80 0.053 *
Psychological Ownership x Time Pressure 1 0.90 0.344
Panel B: Planned Contrasts

Two-sided
Hypothesized Contrast df F p-value
Main effect for time pressure and 1 4.29 0.040 **
interaction effect for time pressure and
psychological ownership (contrast weights
are -5, -1, +3, +3)
Residual Between-Cells Variance 2 1.04 0.357
Panel C: Simple Effects

Two-sided
Simple Effects df F p-value
Psychologlcal vanershlp if Time Pressure 1 219 0.142
is Lower Condition
Psychological Ownership if Time Pressure 1 012 0.737

is Higher Condition

Note: *** ** and * indicate significance levels at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level, respectively. All significance levels
are two-tailed. The contrast variance residual g2 = 0.081, indicating that the contrasts explain the major part of the
variance.
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Study 1 - Additional Analyses and Robustness Tests

Table S1 - Survey of Auditors

We conducted a survey to triangulate the findings from our experiments and to gather additional
insights into auditors' task prioritization behaviors. The survey findings show that auditors
perceive easy task prioritization to be a risk for audit quality and that an auditor can better start
with a difficult task in order to maximize audit quality. Despite the audit quality concerns of easy
task prioritization, our respondents expect other auditors to prioritize easy tasks. Below we report
the method and the results of our survey. It is important to read these results with caution. The
survey has several limitations that must be acknowledged. Firstly, risk levels associated with the
tasks, as well as other task-related factors, may have influenced auditors' responses. That is, higher
risk tasks could prompt a preference for prioritizing to ensure thorough completion,
overshadowing the intended focus on task difficulty. Secondly, the lack of open-ended questions
limited the understanding of auditors' rationale behind their choices, making it difficult to
disentangle the specific reasons for their task prioritization preferences. Additionally, the omission
of correlated variables such as perceived task risk and resource availability could impact the
robustness of the findings.

Method

For our survey, we recruited 54 professional auditors via training sessions at a Big 4 audit firm in
The Netherlands. The sample consists of one intern, 17 staff auditors, 35 senior staff auditors, and
one manager. Survey participants are on average 25.54 years old (st. dev. = 3.44) and have, on
average, 2.69 years of work experience (st. dev. = 0.84). 62.96 (35.19) percent of the participants

are male (female).



Participants first read a vignette description explaining that a staff auditor needs to conduct
two tasks: the audit of cash and the audit of a client-prepared step one of a goodwill impairment
test. Based on COR theory, we expect the audit of cash to be an easier task than the audit of a
goodwill impairment test. That is, the audit of cash consumes less cognitive resources but also
produces less cognitive resources upon completion compared the audit of a goodwill impairment
test. Participants were asked to answer four questions related to the prioritization of these tasks: (i)
“[wlhich of the two tasks seems to be the most difficult based on the information provided?”, (ii)
“[wlhich of the two tasks does Jesse need to start with to maximize audit quality?”, (iii) “[s]uppose
there is not enough time to conduct both tasks sufficiently, to which task does Jesse have to devote
most attention?”, and (iv) “/bJased on what you have hitherto experienced in the auditing
profession, which task would you expect Jesse to begin with?”. Participants respond on a seven-
point Likert scale with 1 labeled as "the audit of the cash balances" and 7 labeled as "the audit of
the step one of a goodwill impairment test."

In the second part of the survey, participants were asked to assess task prioritization in
daily auditing practice. Specifically, they were asked how frequently they think that easy tasks are
prioritized in an audit engagement. The answer options are 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 3 (occasionally),
4 (often), and 5 (always). We also asked four questions about the risks and threats of prioritizing
either easy or difficult tasks.!® Finally, we asked participants to what extent prioritizing easy tasks
is a problem for audit quality compared to other threats to audit quality and the importance of

doing research about easy task prioritization.

Specifically, these questions are: (i) “/p/rioritizing easy tasks poses a risk for the quality of an audit, when there
is high time pressure”, (ii) “[p]rioritizing difficult tasks poses a threat for the quality of an audit”, (iii)
“[p]rioritizing easy tasks poses a risk for the quality of an audit”, and (iv) “[p]rioritizing difficult tasks poses a
threat to the quality of an audit, when there is high time pressure.” Participants respond on a seven-point Likert
scale with 1 (7) labeled as totally disagree (totally agree). The midpoint of the scale is "neither agree nor disagree."



Results

The results of the survey are reported in Table S1. Participants first answered questions with
respect to the vignette description. We find that participants judge the audit of the step one of the
goodwill impairment test to be significantly more difficult than the audit of cash when testing the
mean against the midpoint of the seven-point Likert scale (M = 6.35, t=20.88, p <0.01, two-tailed
for a comparison against the midpoint of the scale). When asked which of the two tasks needs to
be prioritized to maximize audit quality, auditors judge that this is the task they perceive most
difficult, i.e., the audit of the step one of the goodwill impairment test (M =4.78, t=2.43, p =0.02,
two-tailed for a comparison against the midpoint of the scale). When asked about what task to
provide most attention to when there is not enough time to conduct both tasks, there is no
significant difference from the midpoint of the scale (M =4.13, t=0.43, p > 0.10, two-tailed for a
comparison against the midpoint of the scale). Finally, based on what they have experienced in the
accountancy sector, participants expect the auditor to begin with the easy task, i.e., the audit of
cash (M =2.54, t=-5.46, p <0.01, two-tailed for a comparison against the midpoint of the scale).
Collectively, these results demonstrate that auditors perceive it is better for audit quality to
prioritize a difficult task than to prioritize an easy task but expect auditors to start with the easy
task. Hence, participants expect auditors to behave in a way that is not consistent with maximizing
audit quality.

Auditors next evaluate statements regarding their experiences and perceptions in auditing
practice. First, participants in general expect auditors to prioritize easy tasks quite frequently. 81.5
(50.0) percent of the participants expects easy task prioritization to take place at least occasionally
(often). The mean answer of the frequency item is 3.41 (stz. dev. = 1.02), which is significantly

higher than ‘Occasionally’ (= 2.94, p < 0.01, two-tailed). Second, we find that participants agree



with the statements that prioritizing easy tasks poses a risk for audit quality in general (M = 4.37,
t=1.53, p=0.08, two-tailed for a comparison with the midpoint of the scale), and also when there
is higher time pressure (M =4.96, = 5.05, p <0.01, two-tailed for a comparison with the midpoint
of the scale). The mean of participants answers with respect to the negative implications for audit
quality of the prioritization of difficult tasks does not significantly differ from the midpoint of the
scale (M = 3.85, t = -0.40, p > 0.10, two-tailed for the general situation; M = 4.00, ¢t = 0.00, p >
0.10, two-tailed for the case with time pressure). Hence, our results suggest that auditors perceive
easy task prioritization to be a risk for audit quality, but do not think that prioritizing difficult tasks
is a risk for audit quality. Finally, we ask participants to (i) compare easy task prioritization to
other threats to audit quality on a five-point Likert scale with 1 (Not at all) - 5 (To a large extent)
(midpoint is "Somewhat"), and (ii) ask them how important it is that researchers study the

prioritization of easy tasks, measured on a five point Likert scale with 1 (Unimportant) - 5 (Very

important). The midpoint is "Moderately important/" With respect to the former question, we find
a mean of 2.78 on a five-point Likert-scale (sz. dev. = 0.79). With respect to the latter question, we
find a mean of 2.96 on a five-point Likert scale (st. dev. = 1.10).

Overall, the results of the survey show that auditors can distinguish easy from difficult
tasks, judge easy task prioritization as a threat for audit quality and expect others to start with an
easy audit task. As stated in the first paragraph of this section, we urge the reader to interpret these
results with caution.

Table S2 - Responses to the Post-Experimental Questionnaire Items Between Conditions

Table S2 reports mean responses to our post-experimental questionnaire items for both
Easy First and Difficult First conditions. For the first three items, we ask participants to evaluate

(1) whether they found the audit of cash difficult, (i) whether they found the audit of the goodwill



impairment test difficult, and (iii) whether they found the audit of the goodwill impairment test
more difficult than the audit of cash, all on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). We find that participants perceive the audit of the goodwill
impairment test to be significantly more difficult than the audit of cash (4.97 vs. 2.91, 1= 11.66, p
< 0.01, two-tailed, test untabulated). Next to that, participant judge statement (iii) significantly
higher than the midpoint of the scale (M = 5.51, t = 11.37, p < 0.01, two-tailed, test untabulated),
confirming that the audit of the goodwill impairment test is indeed judged as significantly more
difficult than the audit of cash. The first three items in Table S2 indicate that we do not find
evidence that these assessments differ between conditions (p > 0.10, two-tailed), indicating that
the ordering does not indicate the perceived difficulty of the tasks.

We find that participants rate the item "[t]he order in which I had to conduct the tasks was
the order I would have selected myself if I had the choice" significantly higher in the Easy First
condition than in the Difficult First condition (4.73 vs. 3.73, t=-3.026, p = 0.003, two-tailed). This
suggests that when participants would be given the choice which task to prioritize, they would
most likely have prioritized the easy tasks. We further ask two questions related to the participants'
experience with the audits of cash balances and goodwill, and find that such experience is not
significantly different between conditions (p > 0.10, two-tailed).

Table 83 - Experience Effects

In our sample there are 3 interns / trainees (2.63 percent), 102 staff auditors (89.47 percent), 8
senior staff auditors (7.01 percent), and 1 manager (0.88 percent). Table S3 reports the effects of
work experience on performance in the tasks of Study 1. Overall, we do not find that performance
is significantly affected by work experience, except for the Bank [ variable where we find a

significant negative effect for work experience (p = 0.058, two-tailed). Solely focusing on the staff



auditors does not change any of our inferences, except for that the result for the total issues in the
goodwill task becomes significant at the five-percent-level two-tailed, instead of the ten-percent-
level two-tailed (subsample of staff auditors 0.81 vs. 0.50, t = 2.19, p = 0.032).

Next, we run an analysis of variance of our dependent variables on the rank in the audit
firm. We only find significant variation for Bank I (F =7.77, p < 0.001, two-tailed). Specifically,
we find that the manager and senior staffs all have this correct, 95.10 percent of staff auditors has
this correct, and 2 out of 3 (66.67 percent) of interns/trainees. For the other variables Cash on
Hand (F = 0.24, p = 0.867), Bank 2 (F = 2.10, p = 0.104), Cutoffs (F = 1.85, p = 0.142),
Reasonableness (F=0.18, p =0.907), Surface Issues (F = 0.66, p = 0.579), Deep Issues (F=0.38,
p = 0.765), Total Issues (F = 1.09, p = 0.355), and Contact Immediately (FF =1.77, p = 0.158) we
find no significant difference (all p-values are two-tailed). Hence, we do not find variation is
performance is explained by variation in rank. We also find that our inferences for the effect of
Easy First on the dependent variables remains the same when controlling for rank.

We next analyze our different experience variables across conditions to check if
randomization was successful. For Work Experience ("How many years of work experience as an
auditor do you have? Please round to the nearest year.") we find that this is on average 1.311 years
in the EasyFirst and 1.354 years in the Difficult First condition. The different is not significant at
conventional significant levels (¥ = 0.05, p = 0.819, two-tailed). This indicates that randomization
of experience levels was successful.

Study 2 - Additional Analyses and Robustness Tests
Table S4 - Responses to the Post-Experimental Questionnaire Items Between Conditions
Table S4 reports mean responses to our post-experimental questionnaire items for both

Easy First and Difficult First conditions. For the first three items, we ask participants to evaluate



(1) whether they found the audit of the Feeder 2000 patent (i.e., the easy task) difficult, (ii) whether
they found the audit of the Robofer patent (i.e., the difficult task) difficult, and (iii) whether they
found the audit of the Robofer patent more difficult than the audit of the Feeder 2000 patent, all
on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Across
conditions, we find that participants classify the Robofer audit indeed as significantly more
difficult than the Feeder 2000 audit (3.48 vs. 3.13., t=-2.13, p = 0.0365, two-tailed). We find that
participants in the Difficult First condition rate the audit of the Robofer patent (i.e., the difficult
task) as more difficult than the participants in the Easy First condition (¢ = 2.45, p = 0.016, two-
tailed). For the audit of the Feeder 2000 (i.e., the easy task) we do not find a difference that is
statistically significant at conventional levels, but do find that it is directionally rated as more
difficult in the Easy First condition. Similarly, we find non-significant results for the rating of the
third item across conditions, but directionally the difference in difficulty between the Robofer and
Feeder 2000 audit was larger in the Difficult First condition. This suggests that there may be
learning effects, where the second tasks is judged as easier than the first task.

Next, we find that participants in the Easy First condition tend to significantly agree more
with the statement "[t]he order in which I had to conduct the tasks was the order I would have
selected myself if I had the choice" (¢ =-3.82, p < 0.001, two-tailed). This suggests that although
the participants could not choose in which order they conducted the tasks, if they were given the
choice there would likely be easy task prioritization. For the other items reported in Table S4, we

do not find any significant differences across conditions.

Study 3 - Additional Analyses and Robustness Tests
Comprehension Checks (untabulated). Two multiple-choice questions asked after the background

information measured whether participants properly understood how DCF models work. These



questions measured whether participants understood that a decrease in the discount rate increases
the present value of the cash flows and that an increase in the royalty rate increases the present
value of the cash flows. 164 (92.6 percent) participants answered the first question correctly and
163 (92.1 percent) participants answered the second question correctly. In general, participants
properly understood the relationships between valuations and input parameters in DCF models.

Manipulation Checks. In the post-experimental questionnaire, we asked participants
several questions about the extent to which they felt psychological ownership during the case. We
used the four-item Van Dyne and Pierce (2004) scale tailored to our setting and measured
responses on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.92). We find that perceived psychological ownership is significantly higher in the
enhanced psychological ownership conditions (M = 4.86) than in the limited psychological
ownership conditions (M = 3.21), indicating a successful manipulation of psychological ownership
(p <0.01, two-tailed). Next, we also elicited participants’ feelings about time pressure during the
experiment. In the post-experimental questionnaire, we asked three questions about time
pressure.'* We find that time pressure is significantly higher (p < 0.01, two-tailed) in the higher
time pressure conditions (M = 5.76) than in the lower time pressure conditions (M = 4.66). Despite
this difference, the time pressure in the lower time pressure condition was higher than the midpoint
of the scale. Therefore, we conclude that there does not seem to be a condition with low time
pressure, but rather one with moderate time pressure and one with high time pressure.

Learning (untabulated). We tried to minimize the likelihood that learning effects are

different across conditions in our experiment and that learning effects are not significantly different

We asked (i) to what extent participants experienced time pressure when getting familiar with the tasks, (ii) to what
extent participants experienced time pressure while conducting the tasks, and (iii) to what extent they felt they had
enough time to conduct the tasks properly. The three items were measured on a Likert scale ranging from (1) strongly
disagree to (7) strongly agree. The midpoint of the scale is "neither agree nor disagree."



for those that prioritize the easy vis-a-vis the difficult task. Although the results from Experiment
2 suggest that there are learning effects, we find that overall performance is better in the Difficult
First Condition, suggesting that prioritizing the easy task is suboptimal. The results of the
comprehension checks about the underpinnings of DCF models confirm that our participants’
understanding of DCF models is high. To further test the learning explanation, we included the
following item in the post-experimental questionnaire, “When I had to decide which audit task to
conduct first, the expected learning effects associated with the task influenced my decision,” on a
seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). If learning effects
indeed make easy task prioritization more likely, we expect that participants who prioritized the
easy task perceived learning effects to be more important than participants who prioritized the
difficult task. However, we do not find this. Specifically, participants who prioritized the easy task
do not rate the item significantly different from participants who prioritized the difficult task (4.07
vs. 3.94, t=-0.39, p > 0.10, two-tailed). We also conduct a median split wherein we compare easy
task prioritization among participants who rated the item above the median and participants who
rated the item equal to or below the median. A #-test indicates no significant differences in easy
task prioritization between the two groups (0.73 vs. 0.67, t =-0.95, p > 0.10, two-tailed). Overall,
the results of our analyses suggest that even if there was a learning effect, we do not find that this
learning effect is not perceived differently based on the participant's task prioritization choice.
These results should be interpreted with care as people are generally not very good at assessing
why they behaved in a certain way (Lichtenstein and Slovic 1971), which reduces the validity of
using an item from the post-experimental questionnaire to assess behavior during the experiment.

Table S5: Inferential Statistics Regarding Seeded Errors ldentified
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In subsequent additional tests, we investigate whether performance differs across conditions for
Study 3, and whether performance differs conditional on the task prioritized. It is important to note
that in Study 3 participants self-select in which task they conduct first (unlike in Study 1 and Study
2, which make Study 1 and Study 2 more suitable to study performance effects than Study 3). Also,
compared with Study 2, Study 3 only has three seeded errors per task instead of six. We document
that participants detect, on average, 3.03 out of six seeded errors (st. dev. = 1.53). Out of 177
participants, 163 (92.1 percent) detect at least one seeded error. Table S5 reports an ANOVA
model with the Number of Seeded Errors Identified as the dependent variable. Not surprisingly,
participants in the low-time-pressure conditions, who had twelve minutes to complete the tasks,
outperform participants in the high-time-pressure conditions, who had only eight minutes (F' =
6.93, p < 0.01, two-tailed). Furthermore, the ANOVA model shows that both a main effect for
psychological ownership as well as the interaction of psychological ownership and time pressure
are insignificant (p > 0.10, two-tailed).

Moreover, we test whether task prioritization affects performance. Before discussing the
results, however, we wish to acknowledge a few limitations on the validity of our inferences from
such performance analyses. First, in our experiment, auditors self-select into prioritizing an easy
task or a difficult task, which means that auditors who prioritize the easy task likely differ from
auditors who prioritize the difficult task. Hence, when we compare the performance of both groups
of auditors, we must make our inferences about the causal effect of easy task prioritization on
performance with caution.

We find that participants who prioritized the difficult task detected significantly more
errors in the difficult task than did participants who started with the easy task (1.91 vs. 1.35, # =—

3.49, p < 0.01, two-tailed). Similarly, we find that participants who started with the easy task
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detected significantly more errors in the easy task than did participants who started with the
difficult task (1.72 vs. 1.10,  =3.67, p < 0.01, two-tailed). These results indicate that participants
perform relatively better on the task they prioritize. However, for total errors in both tasks, we find
no significant differences between participants who prioritized the difficult task and participants
who prioritized the easy task (3.07 vs. 3.02, £ =0.23, p > 0.10, two-tailed). Hence, results from this
additional analysis provide a first indication of the performance effects of easy task prioritization,
and future research can use research designs tailored to examining performance effects.

Table S6 and Figure S3 - Time Spent on Easy Task and Difficult Task

We analyze the amount of time participants spent on both tasks to investigate whether easy task
prioritization has implications for effort allocation across tasks. We know from prior literature that
auditors reduce their effort and workload in certain situations (e.g., Lopez and Peters 2012; Pierce
and Sweeney 2004), but how effort is allocated among different types of tasks remains an empirical
question. Panel A of Table S6 shows the proportion of total time spent on the easy task by condition.
Across all conditions, participants spent, on average, 59.18 (40.82) percent of their time on the
easy (difficult) task. An untabulated #-test shows that this is significantly different from 50 percent
(t=4.25,p <0.01, two-tailed). We analyze whether the prioritization of easy tasks amounts to less
effort spent on the difficult task. Figure S3 graphically shows the Time Spent on Easy Task scaled
by the total amount of time spent on both tasks and conditional on the first task chosen. We find
that participants who prioritize the easy task spend significantly more time on the easy task than
did participants who prioritized the difficult task (73.38 percent versus 26.84 percent, t = —14.92,
p < 0.01, two-tailed). Similarly, we find that participants who prioritized the difficult task spent
significantly more time on the difficult task than did participants who prioritized the easy task

(73.16 percent versus 26.61 percent, = 14.92, p <0.01, two-tailed). In sum, easy task prioritization
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is positively associated with the relative time spent on the easy task. This suggests that task
prioritization is an important antecedent of effort allocation among tasks that vary in difficulty.
Table S7 - Accountability

Accountability is defined as “the implicit or explicit expectation that one may be called on to
justify one’s beliefs, feelings and actions to others” (Lerner and Tetlock 1999, p. 255). Because of
the presence of audit reviews, accountability is typically considered quite high in audit settings. It
is often argued that accountability induces auditors to exhibit behavior that improves audit quality.
Assuming that prioritization of easy tasks is a threat for audit quality, one could argue that the
emphasis on accountability in audit settings will weaken easy task prioritization. Stated differently,
because our participants conduct an individual scenario-based experiment without an audit review,
it could be that they do not feel accountable and because of this feeling prioritize easy tasks. To
test for this potential external validity threat, we elicited participants’ perceived accountability
during the experiment using one item in the post-experimental questionnaire. We asked
participants to evaluate the statement “During the audit engagement, I felt accountable to the audit
team leader” on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
The mean response to this item is 3.71 (st. dev. = 1.65), which is significantly lower than the
midpoint of the scale (r =-2.37, p = 0.019, two-tailed). We use a logit regression to test whether
variation in Accountability is significantly related to variation in Easy Task Prioritization. Table 6
reports these regressions. As accountability can be considered a component of psychological
ownership (Avey, Avolio, Crossley, and Luthans 2009), we also control for the psychological
ownership manipulation. We indeed find that accountability and psychological ownership are
significantly related to each other. That is, participants in the enhanced psychological ownership

conditions report significantly higher accountability levels (M = 4.04) than participants in the

13



limited psychological ownership conditions (M = 3.40, difference = 0.64, t = -2.60, p = 0.01, two-
tailed). This is consistent with Avey et al. (2009). In all specifications, we find that the effects of
perceived accountability on easy task prioritization are statistically insignificant (all specifications
report p > 0.10, two-tailed).!> Hence, our results do not support that a lack of accountability in our

experimental setting drives our results.

In addition, we create a dummy variable for accountability, which takes “1” if reported accountability is higher
than the midpoint of the scale and “0” if reported accountability is lower than the midpoint of the scale. In
untabulated analyses, we conduct the same regressions as in Table 6 and find that this does not change our
inferences (p > 0.10, two-tailed, in all specifications). Also, when we create a dummy variable for accountability,
where we use a median split, top quartile, top quintile, and top-decile, we find no significant relationship between
accountability and easy task prioritization.
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FIGURES SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION

FIGURE S1-A: Feeder 2000 Audit in Study 2

] B C D E F G H I
2 DISCOUNTED CASH FLOW ANALYSIS
3 FEEDER 2000
4 2022 Revenues of CMG Machines € 40,000,000 Growth Rates
5 Years 1-4 10%
6 Discount rate 10% Years 5-7 0%
7 Royalty rate 10%
8
9 Year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
0 Agrifirm 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029
1 Revenues of CMG Machines € 44,000,000 48,400,000 52,800,000 58,080,000 63,888,000 64,468,800 64,468,800
2 =C4+F5*C4 =C11+F5*C11 =D11+F5*C11 =E11+F5*El1 =F11+F5*F11 =F11+F5*G11 =H11+F6*H11
3 Patent Royalty (10%) € 4,400,000 4,840,000 5,280,000 5,808,000 6,388,800 6,446,880 -
4 =C7*Cl1 =C7*D11 =C7*Ell =C7*F11 =C7*Gl11 =C7*H11 =F6*111
5
6 Present Value of CF from Royalty € 4,400,000 4,000,000 3,966,942 3,966,942 5,280,000 3,639,096 -
7 =C13 =D13/(1+C6)A DY) =E13/(1+C6)(E9) =F13/(1+CO6)NF9) =G13/(1+C6)A DY) =H13/(1+C6)NH9) =I13/(1+C6) (I9)

1
1

8
9 Total Present Value of CF €

25,252,980 =SUM(C16:116)

Figure S2-A presents a screenshot of the audit task related to the Feeder 2000 patent, i.e., the easier task in Study 2.
Participants were asked to conduct audit procedures on the Discounted Cash Flow model provided by the client
(Information Provided by Entity). More specifically, it was their job to verify the accuracy and reliability of the client-
provided model, operationally they were asked to identify (if any) errors in the formulas used by the client in their
spreadsheets. Participants were able to alter the spreadsheet which was embedded in the experimental Qualtrics

environment.
oy o
FIGURE S1-B: Robofer Audit in Study 2

B € D E F G H I
D) DISCOUNTED CASH FLOW ANALYSIS
3 ROBOFER
4 2022 Revenue of CMG Machines € 40,000,000 Growth Rates Royalty Rate
5 Years 1-3 15% Years 1-3 12%
6 Discount rate 10% Years 4-5 -5% Years 4-5 9%
7 Years 6-7 -12% Years 6-7 7%
8
9 Year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10 Agrifirm 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029
11 Revenues of CMG Machines € 46,000,000 52,900,000 60,835,000 69,960,250 66,462,238 61,565,020 54,177,218
12 =C4+F5*C4 =C11+F5*Cl11 =D11+F5*D11 =E11+F5*E11 =F11+F6*F11 =F11+F7*F11 =H11+F7*H11
13 Patent Royalty € 5,520,000 6,348,000 7,300,200 6,296,423 5,981,601 5,540,852 4,875,950
14 =I5*Cl1 =I5*D11 =I5S*E11l =I6*F11 =16*Gl11 =I6*H11 =I6*111
15
16 Present Value of Cash Flow from Royalty € 5,018,182 5,246,281 5,484,748 4,300,541 3,714,104 3,127,666 3,330,339

17
18
19

=CI3/(14+C6)(C9) =D13/(1+C6) (DY) =E13/(1+C6) (E9) =F13/(1+C6)\(FI) =G13/(1+C6)N(GY) =H13/(1+C6) HY) =I13/(1+C6) (F9)

Total Present Value of Cash Flow € 25,203,680

=SUM(D16:116)

Figure S1-B presents a screenshot of the audit task related to the Robofer patent, i.e., the difficult task in Study 2.
Participants were asked to conduct audit procedures on the Discounted Cash Flow model provided by the client
(Information Provided by Entity). More specifically, it was their job to verify the accuracy and reliability of the client-
provided model, operationally they were asked to identify (if any) errors in the formulas used by the client in their
spreadsheets. Participants were able to alter the spreadsheet which was embedded in the experimental Qualtrics
environment.
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FIGURE S2-A: Feeder 2000 Audit in Study 3

] B C D E F G H I

7) DISCOUNTED CASH FLOW ANALYSIS

3 FEEDER 2000

4 2018 Revenues of CMG Machines € 40,000,000 Growth Rates

5 Years 1-4 10%

6 Discount rate 10% Years 5-7 0%

7 Royalty rate 10%

8

9 Year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10 Agrifirm 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

11 Revenues of CMG Machines € 44,000,000 48,400,000 53,240,000 58,564,000 64,420,400 70,862,440 70,862,440
12 =C4+F5*C4 =C11+F5*Cl1 =DI11+F5*D11 =E11+F5*El1l =F11+F5*F11 =G11+F5*G11 =H11+F6*H11
13 Patent Royalty (10%) € 4,400,000 4,840,000 5,324,000 5,856,400 6,442,040 7,086,244 7,086,244
14 =C7*Cl1 =C7*Dl11 =GR =C7*F11 =C7*Gl11 =C7*H11 =C7*111

15

16 Present Value of CF from Royalty € 4,400,000 4,000,000 4,000,000 4,000,000 4,000,000 4,000,000 3,636,364
17 =CI3 =DI13/(1+C6)N DY) =E13/(1+COYNEY) =FI3/(1+CO)NF9) =G13/(1+C6YNGY)  =HI3/(1+C6)HY) _=I13/(1+C6)°19)
18

19 Total Present Value of CF € 28,036,364 =SUM(C16:116)

Figure S2-A presents a screenshot of the audit task related to the Feeder 2000 patent, i.e., the easier task in Study 3.
Participants were asked to conduct audit procedures on the Discounted Cash Flow model provided by the client
(Information Provided by Entity). More specifically, it was their job to verify the accuracy and reliability of the client-
provided model, operationally they were asked to identify (if any) errors in the formulas used by the client in their
spreadsheets. Participants were able to alter the spreadsheet which was embedded in the experimental oTree

environment.
FIGURE S2-B: Robofer Audit in Study 3
] B C D E F G H I
2 DISCOUNTED CASH FLOW ANALYSIS
3 ROBOFER
4 2018 Revenue of CMG Machines € 40,000,000 Growth Rates Royalty Rate
5 Years 1-3 15% Years 1-3 12%
6 Discount rate 10% Years 4-5 -5% Years 4-5 9%
7 Years 6-7 -12% Years 6-7 7%
8
9 Year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10 Agrifirm 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
11 Revenues of CMG Machines € 46,000,000 52,900,000 60,835,000 57,793,250 54,903,588 50,858,060 44,755,093
12 =C4+F5*C4 =CI114F5*Cl11 =D11+F5*D11 =E11+F6*El11 =F11+F6*F11 =F114+F7*F11 =HI1+F7*H11
13 Patent Royalty € 5,520,000 6,348,000 7,300,200 5,201,392.50 4,941,323 4,577,225 3,132,856
14 =I5*Cl1 =I5*D11 =IS*Ell =I6*F11 =16*G11 =I6*H11 =I7*111
15
16 Present Value of Cash Flow from Royalty € 5,018,182 5,246,281 5,484,748 3,552,621 3,068,173 2,583,724 2,139,783
17 =CI3/(1+C6)y\C9) =DI13/(1+C6)ND9) =EI13/(1+C6)E9) =FI3/(1+C6)(F9) =GI13/(1+C6)NG9) =HI13/(1+C6)\H9) =I13/(1+C6)\(F9)
18
19 Total Present Value of Cash Flow € 27,093,512 =SUM(CI16:116)

Figure S2-B presents a screenshot of the audit task related to the Robofer patent, i.e., the difficult task in Study 3.
Participants were asked to conduct audit procedures on the Discounted Cash Flow model provided by the client
(Information Provided by Entity). More specifically, it was their job to verify the accuracy and reliability of the client-
provided model, operationally they were asked to identify (if any) errors in the formulas used by the client in their
spreadsheets. Participants were able to alter the spreadsheet which was embedded in the experimental oTree
environment.
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FIGURE S3
Study 3: Proportion of Time Spent on Both Tasks Conditional on First Task Chosen

Proportion of Time Spent

Difficult Task First Easy Task First

I Easy Task I Difficult Task

Note: Figure S3 presents the Proportion of Time Spent on both tasks, conditional on the task prioritized. Proportion
of Time Spent is the time spent by the participant on the particular task, scaled by the total time spent on both tasks.
The blue (left) bar is the Proportion of Time Spent on the easy task. The red (right) bar is the Proportion of Time Spent
on the difficult task.
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TABLES SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION

TABLE S1
Additional Survey Study: Descriptive Statistics
Survey Items

Item Mean SD t p Scale

(1) Which of the‘two task§ seems to be the most difficult 6.35 0.83 20.88 <0.01 .
based on the information provided? 1 (Cash) - 7 (Goodwill)

@) Whl?h pf the two tas'ks()can Jesse better start with to 478 735 243 0.02 .
maximize audit quality? 1 (Cash) - 7 (Goodwill)
Suppose there is not enough time to conduct both tasks

(3) sufficiently, to which task does Jesse have to provide 4.13 2.22 0.43 0.67
most attention? 1 (Cash) - 7 (Goodwill)
Based on what you have hitherto experienced in the

(4) accountancy sector, which task would you expect Jesse 2.54 1.97 -5.46 <0.01
to begin with? 1 (Cash) - 7 (Goodwill)

) How frequent dor) you think that auditors prioritize easy 3.41 1.02 2,94 <0.01
tasks in an audit? 1 (Never) - 5 (Always)

©6) Prlqutlzlng easy trflsks: poses a risk for the quality of an 496 1.40 505 <0.01 1 (Strongly disagree) - 7
audit, when there is high time pressure. (Strongly agree)

%) Prlorltlzlgg difficult tasks poses a danger for the quality 385 273 20,40 0.69 1 (Strongly disagree) - 7
of an audit. (Strongly agree)

) Prlqutlzlng easy tasks poses a risk for the quality of an 437 153 1.78 0.08 1 (Strongly disagree) - 7
audit. (Strongly agree)

©) Prlorltlzlgg difficult tales poses a danger to the quality 400 159 0.00 1.00 1 (Strongly disagree) - 7
of an audit, when there is high time pressure. (Strongly agree)
To what extent is the prioritization of easy tasks an

(10) important problem for audit quality in comparison to 2.78 0.79 -2.06 0.04 1 (Notatall)-5(Toa
other threats for audit quality? large extent)

(1) How important is it that researchers study the 296 1.10 025 0.81 1 (Unimportant) - 5

prioritization of easy tasks?

(Very important)
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TABLE S2
Study 1: Post-Experimental Questionnaire Items and Test Between-Conditions

Easy First Difficult First
Item Mean SE Mean SE Difference
(1)  The audit of the cash was difficult. 2.83 0.18 3.02 0.21 t=0.675,p=0.501

The audit of the step one of the goodwill impairment

(2) test was difficult. 5.03 0.18 4.90 0.19 t=-0.510,p=0.611
The audit of the step one of the goodwill impairment . _

3) test was more difficult than the audit of the cash. 538 0.20 369 0.16 t=1.151,p=0.126

(4) Ienjoyed doing the audit tasks. 4.26 0.19 4.13 0.20 t=-0.478, p=0.634

5) It was difficult to keep concentrated for a long time 408 0.20 408 0.24 £=0.024, p = 0.981

during the audit tasks.

The order in which I had to conduct the tasks was the _ _
©) order I would have selected myself if I had the choice. 4.73 0.21 3.73 0.25 £=-3.026,p =0.003

I think the order in which I had to conduct the audit . _
) tasks was beneficial for audit quality. 3.98 0.19 4.33 0.20 £=1.226,p=0.223

How often have you been involved in auditing the cash

(8) during an audit engagement? 3.77 0.15 3.40 0.18 t=-1.60,p=0.113

©) How often hgve you begn involved in auditing the | 64 0.10 1.67 013 £=0.192, p = 0.849
goodwill during an audit engagement?

(10) In a typical audit, I start with an easy rather than a 347 011 395 016 t=-1.15,p=0.252

difficult task.

Notes: This table includes the PEQ-items for Study 1 and include the mean, standard error, and a #-test between them. The first seven items were measured using
a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The midpoint of the scale is "neither agree nor disagree." The items 8, 9, and
10 are measured on a five-point Likert scale 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 3 (occasionally), 4 (often), and 5 (very often). All p-values are two-tailed.
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TABLE S3

Study 1: Work Experience Effects on Performance

Panel A: Test for the Audit of Cash Balances (p-value)

Cash on
Variable Hand Bank 1 Bank 2 Cutoff Total
Work Experience 1.69 -0.31%* -0.13 0.27 -0.09
(0.907) (0.058) (0.339) (0.823) (0.750)
Easy First 0.16 -0.17 041 -0.43* 0.17
(0.678) (0.684) (0.160) (0.080) (0.772)
(Pseudo) R-Squared 0.37% 8.66% 2.49% 2.03% 0.72%
N 114 114 114 114 114
Panel B: Test for the Goodwill Impairment Test (p-value)
Reason- Surface Deep Total Contact
Variable ableness issues issues issues immediately
Work Experience 0.75 -0.01 -0.00 -0.01 0.03
(0.620) (0.862) (0.937) (0.844) (0.812)
Easy First 0.52%* 0.13 -0.26%** -0.25% -0.50**
(0.094) (0.910) (0.006) (0.071) (0.044)
(Pseudo) R-Squared 0.37% 0.00% 5.28% 3.12% 2.81%
N 114 114 114 114 114

Note: *** ** and * indicate significance levels at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level, respectively. All significance levels
are two-tailed. First, Reasonableness indicates auditors’ assessment of the overall reasonableness of the fair value,
measured on an 11-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (not at all likely to be reasonable) to 10 (extremely likely to be
reasonable). Second, Surface Issues is the number of surface issues detected (two in total). Third, Deep Issues is
defined in the same way as Surface Issues, but then for the number of deep issues (three in total). Fourth, Total Issues
is the sum of Surface Issues and Deep Issues. Finally, consistent with Kadous and Zhou (2019), Contact Directly is
an indicator variable that equals one when auditors indicate the best follow-up action is to call their manager
immediately, and zero otherwise. Work Experience is an open-ended question where we ask participants: " How many
years of work experience as an auditor do you have? Please round to the nearest year."
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TABLE S4
Study 2: Post-Experimental Questionnaire Items

Easy First Difficult First
Item Mean SE Mean SE Difference
(D The audit of the Feeder 2000 patent was difficult. 3.36 0.21 2.92 0.23 t=-140,p=0.165
2) The audit of the Robofer patent was difficult. 3.08 0.24 3.92 0.24 t=245,p=0.016
The audit of the Robofer patent was more difficult than the _ _
3) audit of the Feeder 2000 patent. 4.13 0.24 4.56 0.20 t=1.36,p=0.179
The order in which I had to conduct the tasks was the order _
“) I would have selected myself if I had the choice. 300 0.22 3.61 0.29 £=-3.82,p<0.001
(5) I enjoyed conducting the audit tasks 5.15 0.25 5.00 0.26 =-0.43, p=0.669
©6) It was difficult for me to remain concentrated for a long 202 026 3.06 027 =035, p=0.727

time during the audit tasks.

7) I think the o'rder in wh}ch 1 hgd to conduct the audit tasks 418 0.27 456 0.26 £=1.00, p = 0.320
was beneficial for audit quality.

I considered the inherent risk to be higher in one audit task

®) than in the other audit task. 4.08 0.31 4.08 0.32 t=0.01,p=0.989
©) When I performed the audit tasks, I experienced time 439 027 3.92 029 t=-1.15, p=0.251
pressure.
(10) I felt like I didn't have enough time to perform the audit 511 022 454 0.28 t=-159,p=0.116
tasks really well.
During the training phase, when I could familiarize myself _ _
(a1 with the DCF models, I already discovered errors. 4.21 0.28 4.50 0.32 £=0.70, p = 0.485
(12)  How often have you audited a discounted cash flow model? 1.87 0.20 1.47 0.14 t=-1.61,p=0.111
(13)  How often have you audited a fair value estimate? 2.05 0.21 1.67 0.17 t=-141,p=0.163

Notes: This table includes the PEQ-items for Study 1 and include the mean, standard error, and a ¢-test between them. The first eleven items were measured using
a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The midpoint of the scale is "neither agree nor disagree." The items 12 and 13
are measured on a five-point Likert scale 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 3 (occasionally), 4 (often), and 5 (very often). All p-values are two-tailed.
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TABLE S5
Study 3: Inferential Statistics Regarding Seeded Errors Identified

Panel A: ANOVA

Two-sided
Source df F p-value
Psychological Ownership 1 0.20 0.652
Time Pressure 1 6.93 <0.01 #**
Psychological Ownership x Time Pressure 1 0.00 0.953
Panel B: Main Effects

Two-sided
Variable df F p-value
Psychological Ownership 1 0.14 0.704
Time Pressure 1 6.97 <0.01 #**
Easy Task Prioritization 1 0.05 0.818

Note: *** ** and * indicate significance levels at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level, respectively. All significance levels
are two-tailed. The dependent variable is the total number of seeded errors identified. In total, it was possible to
identify six seeded errors, three in the easy task and three in the difficult task. Easy Task Prioritization equals one if
participants prioritized the easy task, and zero if participants prioritized the difficult task.
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TABLE S6
Study 3: Proportion of Time Spent on Easy Task (Standard
Deviation) [N] by Condition.

Psychological Ownership
Limited Enhanced Collapsed

Lower Time Pressure 0.54 0.52 0.53
(0.22) (0.25) (0.24)

[40] [39] [79]

Higher Time Pressure 0.66 0.62 0.64
(0.33) (0.30) (0.31)

[52] [46] [98]

Collapsed across Time 0.61 0.57 0.59
Pressure (0.29) (0.28) (0.30)
[92] [85] [177]

Note: Table S6 presents the number of participants per condition that prioritize the easy task as a proportion of the
number of participants in that condition. The dependent variable Easy Task Prioritization equals one if participants
prioritized the easy task, and equals zero if participants prioritized the difficult task.
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TABLE S7
Study 3: Logistic Regression of Easy Task Prioritization on Accountability

@ ) 3 C))

Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient
Variable (z-stat) (z-stat) (z-stat) (z-stat)
Accountability 0.031 0.060 0.058 0.048
(0.31) (0.58) (0.56) (0.42)
Psychological Ownership -0.475 -0.440 -0.468
(-1.41) (-1.28) (-1.26)
Presentation Order -1.077%** -1, 155%**
(-3.11) (-3.06)
Controls NO NO NO YES
Pseudo R? 0.04% 0.97% 5.64% 14.00%
Observations 177 177 177 177

Note: *** ** and * indicate significance levels at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level, respectively. All significance levels
are two-tailed. Table S7 shows analyses of logistic regressions of Easy Task Prioritization on Accountability. Table
S7 shows a logistic regression with Easy Task Prioritization as dependent variable. This variable takes the value “1”
if a participant prioritized the easy task and takes the value “0” if a participant prioritized the difficult task.
Accountability is measured using one item in the post-experimental questionnaire. More specifically, we asked
participants to evaluate the statement “during the audit engagement, 1 felt accountable to the audit team leader” on a
seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). "neither agree nor disagree" is the
midpoint of the scale. Psychological Ownership is a dummy variable that equals one if the participant was in the
'Enhanced Psychological Ownership' treatment and zero if the participant was in the 'Limited Psychological
Ownership' treatment. Presentation Order is a dummy variable that equals one if the difficult task was presented on
the left and zero if the easy task was presented on the left when participants had to make a choice. Control variables
consist of Time Pressure (a dummy that takes the value “1” [“0] if participants are in the higher [lower] time pressure
condition), age, gender work experience, and a dummy indicating "1" if the participant works for a Big 4 firm and "0",
a three-item Need for Cognition scale (adapted from Cacioppo and Petty 1982), a three-item Work Engagement scale
(based on Schaufeli et al. 2002), a three-item Priority of Audit Quality scale (based on Katz-Navon, Naveh, and Stern
2005) and the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) consisting of the Big Five traits: extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to new experiences (Gosling, Rentfrow, and Swann Jr. 2003).
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