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PRACTICE NOTE 

Narrowing the Expectations-Reality Gap in Auditing: 
Implications for Recruiting and Developing the Next Generation of 

Auditors 
 

ABSTRACT 

Audit firms continue to struggle with attracting and retaining early-career talent. This practice 

note summarizes the findings of Dierynck, Marangoni, Peters, and Weijers (2025, Accounting 

Horizons) for an auditing practice audience. Our main findings are as follows: 

• Comparing student expectations and junior auditors’ early-career experiences, we show 

that prospective entrants hold systematically inaccurate views of audit work. Students 

tend to underestimate intellectually engaging aspects of the job, such as judgment, 

client interaction, autonomy, and organizational culture, while they overestimate less 

attractive features, including repetitiveness and overtime.  

• These misperceptions are most pronounced for Big 4 audit firms and are associated 

with a lower intention to pursue an audit career. We further show that common 

recruitment activities do not consistently correct these misperceptions.  

• The main implication of documenting that part of the audit talent shortage reflects an 

information problem rather than a lack of interest in auditing per se is that audit firms, 

educators, and professional bodies should focus more on the intellectually engaging 

aspects of audit work, such as judgment, client interaction, autonomy, and the pace of 

learning, in their communication.   

 

Keywords: expectations-reality gap; auditor shortage; practical implications 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Audit firms across jurisdictions face a persistent and increasingly acute challenge in attracting 

and retaining early-career audit talent. A commonly cited explanation for this trend is that 

today’s students and junior professionals are less willing to accept the demanding working 

conditions traditionally associated with auditing. While workload and work-life balance 

undoubtedly play an important role, this explanation implicitly assumes that students possess 

an accurate understanding of what early-career audit work actually entails. 

We argue that this assumption is questionable. Drawing on evidence from our recent 

Accounting Horizons study (Dierynck, Marangoni, Peters, and Weijers 2025), we suggest that 

an important, but underappreciated, driver of the audit talent shortage is an expectations-reality 

gap: a systematic mismatch between what students believe the junior auditor role involves and 

what junior auditors actually experience in practice. Understanding this gap is critical for audit 

practice. If students base their career decisions on inaccurate or overly pessimistic beliefs about 

audit work, firms may lose potential entrants before recruitment efforts can meaningfully 

engage them. Moreover, misaligned expectations at entry may contribute to early 

dissatisfaction and turnover, further weakening the talent pipeline.  

II. OVERVIEW AND GOAL OF THE STUDY 

The starting point of our study is the notion that career decisions are shaped by objective job 

characteristics but also by individuals’ beliefs about those characteristics. Prior research in 

auditing and related professions indeed shows that expectations formed before entry strongly 

influence both the decision to join a profession and early-career attitudes once inside it. 

In the context of auditing, students typically develop and refine expectations about the 

profession through coursework, guest lectures, recruitment events, internships, informal 

conversations with professionals, and popular press coverage of the auditing profession. Initial 

expectations can vary widely in how closely they reflect actual audit work, and it is unclear 
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whether the expectations of students align with how auditing is experienced in practice. As a 

result, students may develop expectations of the junior auditor role that emphasize certain 

features while underweighting others.  

To examine whether and where students’ expectations about auditing diverge from 

early-career realities, we compare students’ expectations with reported experiences of junior 

auditors. The study draws on survey data collected in the Netherlands from two groups: 344 

business and accounting students, including both undergraduate business students and graduate 

accounting students who represent potential entrants into the profession, and 161 junior 

auditors who are in the early stages of their careers and therefore well positioned to reflect on 

actual audit work.  

Both students and junior auditors evaluate a common set of job attributes capturing key 

aspects of the auditing profession. These attributes include the nature of audit work, such as 

intellectual challenge, repetitiveness, autonomy, and client interaction; organizational culture, 

including relationships with peers and supervisors, and the openness of the work environment; 

opportunities for learning and professional development; work-life balance; and long-term 

career prospects and job security. Students are asked to report their expectations separately for 

Big 4 and midsized audit firms, allowing us to examine whether the extent and nature of 

misperceptions differ systematically by firm type. 

III. KEY FINDINGS 

Across a wide range of dimensions, the evidence points to a systematic expectations-reality 

gap, with students’ perceptions deviating from junior auditors’ experiences. This gap is not 

random but follows a clear and consistent pattern: students tend to underestimate attractive and 

motivating aspects of the role, while overestimating aspects commonly perceived as 

burdensome. The largest discrepancies arise in the domain of the nature of audit work. 

Students expect junior audit work to be more repetitive, more compliance-driven, and less 



 4 

 

 

intellectually challenging than junior auditors’ experiences in practice. In contrast, junior 

auditors report substantially higher levels of intellectual challenge, greater exposure to diverse 

organizations, more frequent client interaction, and more autonomy in how tasks are 

approached and sequenced than students expect. These gaps are economically meaningful and 

highly statistically significant, suggesting that students’ perceptions of audit work are 

systematically biased in a negative direction rather than merely noisy or uninformed. Such 

misperceptions are particularly pronounced when students consider Big 4 audit firms, whereas 

gaps tend to be smaller, though still present, for midsized firms, especially with respect to 

autonomy and day-to-day task discretion. 

The expectations-reality gap also extends beyond job content to perceptions of 

organizational culture and professional development. Compared to junior auditors’ 

experiences, students hold more pessimistic views about the social and relational aspects of 

working in Big 4 audit firms, expecting weaker relationships with peers and senior staff, less 

openness, and fewer opportunities to voice concerns. For midsized firms, students are generally 

more optimistic about culture, and in some cases overly so, particularly regarding whether 

concerns raised by junior auditors are taken seriously. Compared to junior auditors’ experiences 

with respect to development opportunities, students underestimate the speed of the learning 

curve and the pace at which responsibility increases, while simultaneously overestimating the 

frequency of formal evaluations and structured training.  

Perceptions of work-life balance present a more nuanced picture. Students tend to 

overestimate certain burdens, such as overtime hours and deadline pressure, while also 

overestimating positive features, such as flexibility and the ability to accommodate executive 

education requirements. This pattern is important for interpretation: students are not necessarily 

deterred by concerns over work-life balance per se, but rather appear uncertain about what to 

expect, combining exaggerated negatives with overly optimistic assumptions.  



 5 

 

 

We find that the expectations-reality gap has clear consequences for recruitment. 

Larger gaps, particularly those related to the nature of the work and organizational culture, are 

associated with a significantly lower intention to pursue a career in auditing, especially at Big 

4 audit firms. These results hold after controlling for study level, gender, and personality traits, 

indicating that the effect is not driven by general career preferences or individual disposition. 

Finally, the analysis of career-related events suggests that commonly used recruitment 

tools do little to correct these misperceptions. With the notable exception of in-house days, 

which are associated with smaller expectation gaps, most activities, including guest lectures, 

are unrelated or even positively associated with the expectations-reality gap. Taken together, 

these findings indicate that the audit talent shortage is, at least in part, driven by an information 

problem: students decide about a career in auditing based on systematically biased beliefs about 

the nature of early-career audit work. 

IV. IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Framing the audit talent shortage as an information problem has important implications for 

practice.  

A first implication concerns the content and positioning of the audit career 

proposition. Much of the observed expectations-reality gap is not driven by compensation or 

long-term career prospects, but by students’ underestimation of intellectually engaging aspects 

of audit work, such as judgment, client interaction, autonomy, and the pace of learning, 

combined with an overestimation of repetitiveness and compliance-oriented tasks. Recruitment 

messaging that focuses primarily on pay, benefits, or generic career advancement may therefore 

miss the dimensions where students’ beliefs are most misaligned with reality. More credible 

and effective positioning would make these substantive aspects of the work explicit and 

concrete. This can, for example, be done by illustrating how junior auditors contribute to audit 

judgments, interact with clients early on, and rapidly take on responsibility. Importantly, 
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credibility matters: overly promotional narratives risk reinforcing skepticism rather than 

correcting misperceptions. 

A second implication relates to the choice of recruitment channels and formats. The 

results indicate that commonly used outreach activities, such as guest lectures and career 

presentations, do little to reduce the expectations-reality gap and may even exacerbate it. In 

contrast, in-house days, where students are exposed more directly to the work environment and 

interact with practicing auditors, are associated with a smaller expectations-reality gap. While 

these associations should be interpreted cautiously because of methodological limitations, they 

point to the value of recruitment formats that allow students to experience “the real work” 

rather than only hear about it. From a practice standpoint, this suggests shifting resources 

toward original exposure mechanisms, such as in-house events, structured shadowing 

opportunities, or project-based interactions that provide students with a realistic preview of 

daily audit work. One-way communication formats may be less effective precisely because 

they lack the richness needed to recalibrate entrenched beliefs. 

Third, the findings have implications for how audit firms differentiate themselves, 

particularly across firm types. The expectations-reality gap is consistently larger for Big 4 

firms, particularly in terms of organizational culture and autonomy. This suggests that Big 4 

firms may be subject to stronger stereotypes that overshadow their actual early-career 

experiences. Addressing these perceptions may require more deliberate efforts to humanize the 

organization and highlight variation across teams, offices, and engagement contexts. Midsized 

firms, by contrast, appear to benefit from more favorable or more accurate perceptions in some 

domains, which may partly explain their relatively stronger recruitment position. Recognizing 

and actively managing these perception differences can help firms tailor their recruitment 

strategies rather than relying on a one-size-fits-all approach. 
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Finally, the results underscore the importance of early expectation alignment, before 

students fully commit to auditing or rule it out as a career option. Because the observed 

misperceptions exist among both undergraduate and graduate students, and are similar across 

these groups, interventions that occur late in the recruitment pipeline may be insufficient. This 

highlights a role not only for audit firms, but also for professional bodies and educators, by 

integrating more realistic depictions of audit work into coursework, case discussions, and 

career orientation activities.  

Overall, the evidence suggests that narrowing the expectations-reality gap requires 

rethinking how the audit profession communicates with prospective entrants. Rather than 

asking how to make auditing appear more attractive, a more productive question may be how 

to make the realities of auditing more visible, tangible, and credible to those considering the 

profession. 
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