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KEY TAKE-AWAYS

Audit firms are increasingly adopting mobile communication
devices, but their impact on the advice given by supervisors remains
unclear. This study examines whether and how the choice of
communication device (mobile phone vs. PC) and the psychological
distance supervisors feel from the task, affect the advice they give to
their subordinates, particularly in terms of enhancing professional
skepticism. Using an experiment, we find that mobile phones make
skepticism-enhancing advice less persuasive compared to PCs,
particularly when supervisors are closely involved in the task.
However, when supervisors are more distanced from the task, mobile
phones do not significantly reduce the quality of advice and may
even enhance certain aspects of professional skepticism. These...
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Executive Summary

Audit firms are increasingly adopting mobile communication devices, but their impact on the
advice given by supervisors remains unclear. This study examines whether and how the
choice of communication device (mobile phone vs. PC) and the psychological distance
supervisors feel from the task, affect the advice they give to their subordinates, particularly in
terms of enhancing professional skepticism. Using an experiment, we find that mobile phones
make skepticism-enhancing advice less persuasive compared to PCs, particularly when
supervisors are closely involved in the task. However, when supervisors are more distanced
from the task, mobile phones do not significantly reduce the quality of advice and may even
enhance certain aspects of professional skepticism. These findings highlight the importance of
understanding the behavioral effects of communication tools and being purposeful when
making communication choices.

Main Takeaways

e Mobile phones tend to weaken the persuasiveness of advice. The use of more
tentative language via mobile phones can lower the level of skepticism encouraged
in advice.

e Mobile phones reduce skepticism-enhancing advice for supervisors with lower
psychological distance to the task but not for those with higher psychological
distance.

e PCs result in consistent levels of professional skepticism-enhancing advice across
all levels of supervisor psychological distance.
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Skepticism
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The Issue

Professional skepticism is essential to audit quality, and the advice supervisors give to their
subordinates can influence subordinates’ professional skepticism. We introduce the concept of
‘skepticism-enhancing advice,” which encourages critical evaluation and uses persuasive
language to spur subordinate action. We argue that this advice plays a key role in auditor
training and overall audit quality.

As remote work becomes more common, mobile phones are increasingly used for
communication, but their behavioral implications remain underexplored. Research indicates
that mobile phones are linked to more egocentric communication and emotional attachment,
which could reduce the level of professional skepticism in advice, particularly when
supervisors are under pressure (e.g., tight budgets or strained client relationships). However,
this influence may be lessened when supervisors have greater psychological distance from the
task—meaning they are less directly involved in the workflow relating to the advice. High
psychological distance encourages broader, long-term thinking, which may counteract the
negative effects of mobile phone use.

This study explores the following questions:

e How does the choice of device (mobile phone vs. PC) affect the quality of professional
skepticism-enhancing advice from supervisor to subordinate?

e How does psychological distance influence this relationship between device choice
and advice quality?

Methodology

We conducted an experiment with 97 auditors from multiple auditing firms in the
Netherlands, ranging from manager to partner levels. Participants were assigned a
hypothetical engagement in which they assumed the role of a manager. We varied the
response device (mobile phone or PC) across participants, such that they received an email
(via either mobile phone or PC) from an audit senior on the engagement requesting advice
related to a potential audit issue. Next, we also varied the psychological distance such that
depending on the treatment condition, participants were either a manager in the workflow of
the task the senior was inquiring about (low psychological distance) or a manager not directly
in this workflow (high psychological distance). They then responded to the senior using the
same device they received the request on (mobile phone or PC). We analyzed the participants’
written responses for both persuasive and professionally skeptical language as indicators of
professional skepticism-enhancing advice (advice that would encourage more critical thinking
by the advisee). For example, language suggesting client inquiry or additional procedures was
considered professionally skeptical and language that was concrete and conveyed with more
confidence and certainty was considered more persuasive. This analysis was carried out using
both textual analysis methods and manual coding.

Findings



Our findings reveal that both the device used and psychological distance significantly
influence the levels of professional skepticism-enhancing advice given by a supervisor.
Mobile phones are associated with a decrease in the persuasiveness of advice, primarily due to
an increase in the use of tentative language, which weakens the certainty and clarity of the
advice. In contrast, PCs tend to promote more confident and persuasive advice, regardless of
the device used. It is important to note that we control for word count as mobile device
responses are systematically shorter and still find this is the case.

Psychological distance also plays a role in shaping supervisor advice. For supervisors with
low psychological distance (those directly involved in the task workflow), mobile phone use
leads to a significantly lower level of professional skepticism-enhancing advice. This is likely
because mobile phones, being more personal and self-focused, amplify the immediate
pressures of an engagement, such as budget constraints and strained client relationships.

However, for supervisors with high psychological distance (those not directly involved in the
task workflow), the choice of communication device has no significant impact. These
supervisors, who are more removed from the immediate pressures of the task, are better able
to adopt a professionally skeptical perspective. Interestingly, mobile phones may even
enhance professionally skeptical language in the advice of supervisors with higher
psychological distance. The emotional and personal connection fostered by mobile phones
could prompt them to consider the task with greater care, as they are less focused on their own
self-interest.

These findings highlight the nuanced interplay between technology and communication
behavior in audit settings and suggest that supervisors should intentionally choose their
communication device based on their level of involvement in the task.

Conclusion and Relevance to Audit Practice and Regulation

This study contributes to the professional skepticism literature by examining how professional
skepticism can vary in advice-giving. While the informal advice examined in this study may
not directly measure professional skepticism, it measures professionally skeptical-enhancing
language in advice which likely plays a critical role in knowledge sharing and, ultimately,
audit quality, especially in training subordinates for future engagements. By focusing on the
perspective of the advisor, we provide new insights into how communication dynamics
influence advice quality and, consequently, audit outcomes.

Our findings reveal that the choice of communication device and psychological distance
significantly impact the persuasiveness and level of professional skepticism-enhancing
advice. Supervisors using mobile phones provided less persuasive advice due to increased
tentative language, particularly when they were closely involved in the task. However, for
supervisors with higher psychological distance, mobile phones did not reduce advice quality
(via lower professional-skepticism enhancing language) and, in some cases, even enhanced
professionally skeptical language.

These results emphasize the importance of aligning communication practices with
professional skepticism. We recommend that firms:

e Promote the use of PCs for supervisors closely involved in tasks to ensure professional
skepticism and persuasiveness in their advice



e Encourage subordinates to also seek advice from supervisors with greater
psychological distance to benefit from a broader perspective

e Provide training to help supervisors understand the behavioral implications of device
use and adapt their communication decisions accordingly

In conclusion, this study offers actionable insights for practitioners in the increasingly digital
audit environment. By understanding how device choice and psychological distance interact,
audit firms can better equip their auditors to foster professional skepticism and uphold audit
quality in the modern digital audit environment.



