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Chapter 1 | 

General Introduction 
 

 

 

A widely accepted notion is that the information presented in financial statements is critical to 

make sound investment decisions. This requires that investors can rely on the opinion of an 

independent third party, the external auditor. The external auditor provides assurance that financial 

statements are free from material misstatements. In carrying out their audit work, auditors are 

required to conduct their audit in accordance with audit standards (e.g., International Auditing and 

Assurance Standard Board [IAASB] 2018), such that the auditor’s judgment about a firm’s 

financial position is based on sufficient appropriate audit evidence. Yet, the various accounting 

scandals (e.g., Enron, WorldCom, Tyco, Wirecard, to name a few), have casted serious doubt on 

whether all audits conducted are of sufficient quality. Accordingly, how to maintain high audit 

quality has drawn widespread attention from academia, regulatory agencies, and other stakeholders 

(Knechel, Krishnan, Pevzner, Shefchik, and Velury 2013; Francis 2011; DeFond and Zhang 2014; 

Christensen, Glover, Omer, and Shelley 2016; IAASB 2014). To date, however, this has not 

resulted in a uniform and commonly shared notion on the exact drivers of audit quality. 

What is important to realize in discussions on audit quality, is that audit work entails a 

“human” factor that should not be underestimated (IAASB 2014; IAASB 2018). Audit work is 

typically conducted by auditors of different ranks who are responsible for different types of audit 

tasks for a broad range of clients and continuously need to cooperate well with others in different 
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task settings (e.g., Trotman, Bauer, and Humphreys 2015; IAASB 2018).1 Within each rank, 

auditors must possess sufficient knowledge and expertise, and must exercise professional 

judgment and maintain professional skepticism (e.g., IAASB 2018). Take for instance the recent 

accounting scandal of Wirecard2 where the auditor EY (allegedly) failed to verify cash reserves in 

what appeared to be fraudulent bank statements. This implies that auditors (allegedly) did not 

maintain sufficient professional skepticism and relied too much on client’s work and input by 

compromising their audit procedures. This example shows that in hindsight audits were 

“deficient”, and illustrates that auditors’ characteristics can play an important role for audit 

outcomes. 

Although there is an extensive body of research highlighting the importance of individual 

auditor characteristics and audit outcomes (e.g., Francis 2011; IAASB 2014; DeFond and Zhang 

2014; Trotman et al. 2015; ISSAB 2018; Gul, Wu and Yang 2013; Bianchi 2018; Bianchi et al. 

2019), one innate element of audit work related to this “human” factor is left largely unexplored. 

Namely, auditors are generally part of multiple audit engagement teams during a specific time 

period (e.g., Lindberg and Maletta 2003; Bhattacharjee, Maletta, and Moreno 2007). This 

phenomenon suggests that auditors have so called Multiple Team Memberships (MTMs). In the 

management literature MTMs have been defined as the number of team memberships an individual 

holds during a specific time period (O’Leary Mortensen, and Woolley 2011). Indeed, the idea of 

MTMs is also implicitly recognized in International Standards on Quality Control 1 (ISQC 1), 

                                                           
1 It is important to note that the auditor’s rank may differ depending upon the specific jurisdictions and specific audit 

firms. In the Dutch setting, an engagement team may comprise assistants (staff), seniors, managers, senior managers, 

directors and partners. As this dissertation collects data from Dutch auditors, I refers to assistants, seniors, managers, 

senior managers, directors, and partners. 
2 Retrieved from wikipedia.org/wiki/Wirecard_scandal. 

https://wikipedia.org/wiki/Wirecard_scandal.
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which provides guidelines on the considerations to be made when assigning auditors to different 

engagement teams.  

The literature indeed recognizes that working in an MTM-setting is quite common across 

a range of professions, estimating that 65% to 95% of modern knowledge workers, like lawyers, 

consultants, and auditors, have MTMs (O’Leary et al. 2011). Scholars also acknowledge that this 

modern team arrangement potentially has important individual-level implications (Mathieu, 

Maynard, Rapp, and Gilson 2008; O’Leary et al. 2011; Tennenbaum, Mathieu, Salas, and Cohen 

2012; Wageman, Gardner, and Mortensen 2012; Cummings and Haas 2012; van de Brake, Walter, 

Rink, Essens, and van der Vegt 2018; van de Brake, Walter, Rink, Essens, and van der Vegt 2020; 

Berger, van de Brake, and Bruch 2021; see Margolis 2019 for a review).  

Despite the simple and broad conceptualization of MTMs, the seminal work of O’Leary et 

al. (2011) proposes that MTMs can be a double-edged sword. On one hand, MTMs may come with 

certain costs or demands as employees working on multiple teams have to continuously switch 

between task contexts, change the focus of tasks, and have to deal with fragmented attention to 

focal teams (O’ Leary et al. 2011; Yaghootkar and Gil, 2012; Brennecke and Rank 2016; Abad, 

Karras, Schneider, Barker, and Bauer 2018; Crawford, Reeves, Stewart, and Astrove 2019). 

Indeed, this MTM feature may be particularly challenging in an auditing context, because the 

auditing context is known for high time pressure and workload (Malone and Roberts 1996; 

Herrbach 2001; Pierce and Sweeney 2004; Persellin, Schmidt, Vandervelde, and Wilkins 2019). 

For example, using survey instruments, Persellin et al. (2019) find that auditors perceive their 

working hours to be above the threshold where the quality of their audit work begins to deteriorate, 

especially during busy season. Accordingly, auditors that serve on multiple audit engagement 

teams may find it difficult to handle the challenges inherent to MTMs. This could materialize into 
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a lack of sufficient time to understand client’s business operating environment, making inaccurate 

judgements when assessing risks, and thus not being able to collect sufficient appropriate audit 

evidence to achieve high quality.  

On the other hand, scholars also propose that working in an MTM-setting can bring benefits 

as employees are exposed to more diverse social relations with valuable resources such as 

information and knowledge, and increase productivity when idle time of one project is utilized for 

another project (O’Leary et al. 2011; Bertolotti, Mattarelli, Vignoli, and Macrì, 2015; van de Brake 

et al. 2018; Argote and Hora 2017; Berger et al. 2021). Indeed, O’Leary et al.’s (2011) theorization 

partly relies on the social network perspective, arguing that individuals can obtain a wide range of 

information and knowledge when their MTMs increase. This “knowledge” perspective from social 

relations is extremely relevant to the auditing context, as auditing requires reliance on substantive 

knowledge on various issues, including the application of the correct accounting and auditing 

standards and abiding to ethical requirements, while at the same time gaining specific industry and 

client knowledge (which is difficult to obtain) is also important to make high quality judgments. 

Finally, having greater access to information and knowledge accruing from serving on MTMs is 

considered crucial because much of the audit knowledge tends to be tacit. Simply put, tacit 

knowledge refers to knowledge that requires the deeper understanding, is developed experientially, 

and cannot be codified or communicated explicitly (Athanassiou and Nigh 1999; Vera-Muñoz Ho, 

and Chow 2006; Bol, Estep, Mores, and Peecher 2018; Causholli, Floyd, Jenkins, and Soltis 2021). 

Given that knowledge may be unevenly distributed among audit firm employees, a well-developed 

network and potentially comes with MTMs can serve as an important vehicle to transfer tacit audit 

knowledge.  
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In sum, consistent with the MTM literature, there are potentially both costs and benefits 

associated with serving on multiple audit assignments simultaneously. Therefore, this dissertation 

aims to unpack how serving on MTMs is related to different audit outcomes. Figure 1 summarizes 

the conceptual framework used for this dissertation. 

 

 

Fig. 1. This figure illustrates the main conceptual framework for the whole dissertation. 

This dissertation examines auditor Quality Threatening Behaviors associated with MTM demands, 

and auditor advice seeking and auditor compensation associated with MTM resources, using three 

independent chapters. 
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To start, I3 focus on the demand perspective as shown in the Figure 1. Indeed, O’Leary et 

al. (2011) predict that the number of MTMs can represent a demand because it is negatively 

associated with learning. The major reason is that as employees keep switching teams, they can 

need to switch task contexts, perform different tasks simultaneously, and have their attention 

fragmented across different tasks. This is potentially worrying as prior research suggests that 

learning is pivotal for improving audit quality (Public Company Accounting Oversight Board 

[PCAOB] 2002; IAASB 2014; PCAOB 2015; Grohnert, Meuwissen, and Gijselaers 2018; Hicks, 

Bagg, Doyle, and Young 2007; Westermann , Bedard, and Earley 2015). Accordingly, Chapter 2 

investigates whether an auditor’s number of MTMs (i.e. his or her MTM demand at the individual 

level) will indeed negatively impact audit quality through reduced auditor learning. Yet given that 

auditors frequently have the problem of a high workload, I further examine whether auditor 

resilience, defined as the ability to bounce back from experienced difficulties (Finn and Rock 1997; 

Kossek and Perrigino 2016), will be an important auditor characteristic that can mitigate these 

links.  

More specifically, I propose (1) that the negative effects of MTM-associated demands on 

auditor learning will be moderated by auditor resilience, and (2) that more resilient auditors will 

handle behaviors that undermine audit quality, i.e., Quality Threatening Behaviors (QTBs), better 

than less resilient auditors. QTBs can be defined as an execution of audit procedures that reduce 

the sufficient appropriate audit evidence during audit process, and may pose a great threat to audit 

quality (e.g., Herrbach 2001; Otley and Pierce 1995). As indicated previously, the number of 

MTMs can negatively impact individual auditor learning. However, one important finding from 

the MTM literature is that the complex relationship between MTMs and learning is subject to a 

                                                           
3 Please note that though this dissertation is my original work, each chapter is a collective output of several co-authors. 
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number of boundary conditions (e.g., O’Leary et al. 2011; Bertolotti et al. 2015; van de Brake et 

al. 2018; van de Brake et al. 2020). Therefore, consistent with this notion and empirical findings 

from this stream of literature (e.g., Margolis 2019), this study introduces auditor resilience as a 

key boundary condition, indicating that resilient auditors may learn more than their less resilient 

colleagues. as resilience involves the ability to bounce back from the adverse situations (Finn and 

Rock 1997; Kossek and Perrigino 2016), e.g., high workload and time pressure, more resilient 

auditors are better able to handle the inherent challenges associated with MTMs, and will serve as 

a key boundary condition between MTMs and learning. Moreover, importantly, meta-analytical 

evidence shows that learning plays a central role in predicting ethical behaviors at work (O’Fallon 

and Butterfield 2015; Craft 2012). Therefore, this indicates that auditors’ ability to learn during 

audit engagements may reduce the auditors’ QTBs. Taken together, though the number of each 

individual auditor can negatively influence auditor learning which may increase the engagement 

with QTBs, resilience can moderate such relationship so that more resilient auditors can reduce 

their level of QTBs. 

Utilizing survey data from 202 auditors working at various audit firms in the Netherlands, 

this study first shows that there is a negative association between auditor learning and auditors’ 

engagement with QTBs, consistent with the notion that learning is central to reducing QTBs. This 

study further presents that auditor resilience indeed serves an important contingency between the 

number of MTMs and auditor learning. In this regard, more resilient auditors can handle the MTM-

associated demands better than their less resilient peers. Importantly, through auditor learning, 

more resilient auditors will have lower level of QTBs, which suggests higher audit quality. 

Therefore, it is meaningful for audit firms not only to promote learning (both formal and informal) 
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culture in audit firms, but also develop resilience programs to help auditors overcome work-related 

demands. 

Though MTMs indeed can create pressures for auditors as the number of MTMs increases, 

it is equally important to notice that MTMs can also provide important resources for auditors. I 

then focus on the resource-based perspective of being part of various different MTMs. This 

perspective is built on the social network perspective (O’Leary et al. 2011), and suggests that 

auditors may acquire different types of information and knowledge by sharing and changing 

engagement team memberships (e.g., O’Leary et al. 2011; Margolis 2019). Accordingly, auditors 

with various MTMs may potentially have abundant social capital, which is defined as the sum of 

the actual and potential resources an individual may derive from their social relations (Nahapiet 

and Ghoshal 1998). Based on this assumption, I will investigate whether high levels of social 

capital positively influence an auditors’ informal advice seeking behaviors, based on a dyadic 

analysis (i.e., advice-seeking of the auditor and being the advisor).  

Accordingly, Chapter 3 aims to investigate the antecedents of auditor informal advice 

seeking behaviors given auditors’ general social environment when they serve on MTMs (i.e., 

informal social relations rather than advice seeking from experts). I focus on auditors’ informal 

advice seeking because auditing literature suggests that seeking valuable expertise and knowledge 

from colleagues can play an important role for resolving audit challenges (e.g., Bobek, Daugherty, 

and Radtke 2012). For example, studies have found that advice seeking can impact auditor 

performance depending on whether knowledge is tacit or not (e.g., Causholli et al. 2021) and affect 

audit quality (e.g., Nelson and Tan 2005). Nevertheless, audit engagement teams are typically 

highly hierarchically structured with obvious rank differences, implying auditors may have 

different social status within engagement teams. An auditor’s social status can be defined as the 



576030-L-bw-Zhang576030-L-bw-Zhang576030-L-bw-Zhang576030-L-bw-Zhang
Processed on: 31-3-2022Processed on: 31-3-2022Processed on: 31-3-2022Processed on: 31-3-2022 PDF page: 15PDF page: 15PDF page: 15PDF page: 15

 
 

15 

 

degree to which this auditor is respected or admired by fellow colleagues or engagement members 

(Krackhardt 1990). Status research in emergence of advice network has repeatedly shown that 

great differences between the relative status poses a challenge for mutual advice seeking (e.g., 

Agneeseens and Wittek 2012). It is therefore important to know whether serving on multiple 

engagements simultaneously that creates a broad set of social capital to rely on can off-set such 

status dynamics. I propose that the social capital derived from the MTM-associated resources can 

mitigate the effect of an auditors’ social status on hindering auditors’ inclination to mutually seek 

advice. 

To investigate the antecedents of how auditors seek advice among each other, I rely on 

ideas and tools proposed by social network analysis, which is emerging in the auditing literature 

(Bianchi 2018; Bianchi et al. 2019; Causholli et al. 2021). In the literature of how informal advice 

network emerges, two important perspectives have been identified: the social status perspective 

and the social capital perspective. While social status refers to being admired by others in a specific 

social context (Krackhardt 1990), social capital general refers to social resources an individual can 

have access to (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998). Social status suggests that individuals will more 

likely select advisors with higher status and less likely choose advisors with lower status. This 

perspective implies that effective mutual knowledge sharing might be hindered due to such status 

differences. However, the social capital perspective may mitigate this effect by providing 

necessary social resources (Agneessens and Wittek 2012). 

To test both perspectives, this study relies on the design of egocentric network (Marsden 

2005; Perry, Pescosolido, and Borgatti 2018). As for this research design, a sample of 133 auditors 

working at various audit firms were identified, and then they were asked to indicate from whom 

(i.e., advisors) they sought advice when they encountered audit challenges and when they worked 
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on different engagements for a three-month time window. Operationalizing this egocentric 

network into a multilevel analysis, the results support both perspectives. In line with the social 

status perspective, which is not surprising, lower-status auditors ask more advice from higher-

status auditors, and higher-status auditors tend to ask less advice from lower-status auditors. 

Importantly though, for auditors abundant in social capital, I find evidence in support of the idea 

that they also seek advice from lower-status advisors. This is important because status may pose a 

threat to mutual knowledge seeking, but social capital of auditors can serve as a buffer to mitigate 

this effect. Accordingly, social capital derived from auditors serving on MTMs may play an 

important role for overall audit quality. In sum, the results presented in this chapter have important 

implications for audit firms to assign auditors to different audit engagements. Audit firms need to 

consider how to make social sources accessible to different auditors with varying levels of status 

so that auditors can easily identify and seek relevant knowledge during audit engagements. 

The final project, Chapter 4, is inspired by Chapter 3 and utilizes the social network 

perspective indicated by O’Leary et al. (2011). Indeed, O’Leary et al. (2011) suggest that network 

ties can serve as an important vehicle to transfer tacit information and knowledge when auditors 

have MTMs. Accordingly, I test whether tacit audit knowledge transferred via network ties will 

positively impact auditor compensation. This link has not yet been systematically examined, even 

though it is known that auditor compensation is key for incentivizing auditors to provide high audit 

quality (Knechel, Niemi, and Zerni 2013; Hoopes, Merkley, Pacelli, and Schroeder 2018; 

Vandenhaute, Hardies, and Breesch 2020). I expect that there is positive association between tacit 

audit knowledge transfer and auditor compensation because tacit knowledge represents an 

important resource for auditor to carry out audit work during audit process (e.g., Bol et al. 2018; 

Causholli et al. 2021). Therefore, as more tacit audit knowledge transfers through one specific 
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auditor, the auditor can perform well on audit tasks, which in turn will increase auditor 

compensation. 

Utilizing unique data from 365 personnel records on the assignment of these auditors to 

different audit engagements for one full year, I indeed find a positive association between tacit 

knowledge transfer and auditor compensation, both statistically and economically significant. The 

results are also robust to alternative measures of tacit knowledge transfer, alternative theoretical 

explanation and measures. Additional analyses suggest that the results may be mainly driven by 

the group of auditors who are more likely to work on-site, i.e., assistants, seniors and managers. 

This result implies that tacit knowledge transfer could be more beneficial for on-site auditors than 

for the expert auditors. Therefore, it is important for audit firms not only to create opportunities to 

make tacit knowledge transferrable when auditors serve on multiple engagements, but also focus 

on on-site auditors, because tacit knowledge is significant in performing on-site audit tasks. 

Contributions 

The dissertation applies the theoretical framework of MTMs to the auditing context, which, to my 

knowledge, has largely been ignored. Chapter 2 contributes demanding side of MTMs in the 

auditing literature. Specifically, MTMs can be a demand which hinder auditor learning, which in 

turn can potentially reduce audit quality. However, this chapter introduces an important auditor 

trait, i.e., auditor resilience, which can serve to mitigate this negative effect between MTM-

associated demands and QTBs. This finding highlights the important interplay between auditor 

work structure (i.e., MTMs) and auditor personal characteristic (i.e., auditor resilience) can jointly 

impact audit outcome. 
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Chapter 3 contributes to the auditing literature in terms of auditor interactions and 

knowledge sharing when auditors serve on multiple engagements (e.g., Nelson and Tan 2005; 

Vera-Muñoz et al. 2006; Bobek et al. 2012; Causholli et al. 2021). Specifically, this study 

contributes to the notion of antecedents of auditors’ informal advice seeking behaviors, as an 

important complement to previous studies which specifically focus on consequences (e.g., Bobek 

et al. 2012; Causholli et al. 2021), as well as formal advice seeking (e.g., Trotman et al. 2015). 

Secondly, this study complements social network research within an auditing context (Bianchi 

2018; Bianchi et al. 2019; Causholli et al. 2021) by using an egocentric network design. Compared 

with the previous social network studies in the auditing setting, the unique feature of the egocentric 

network design of this study allows researchers to identify auditors working on various audit firms 

to generalize the results (Perry et al. 2018), i.e., external validity of antecedents of advice seeking 

behaviors.  

Chapter 4 contributes to an important determinant, i.e., tacit knowledge transfer when 

serving on MTMs, of non-partner auditor compensation, which has been largely ignored in the 

auditing literature. Moreover, by finding that on-site auditors (i.e., assistants, seniors and 

managers) benefit more from tacit knowledge transfer, I contribute to the similar notion with 

Causholli et al. (2021), namely, tacit knowledge plays a different role for auditors at different 

levels. More in general, my study contributes to a stream in the auditing literature that focuses on 

how individual characteristics influence audit outcomes (Francis 2011; Gul et al. 2013; DeFond 

and Zhang 2014; Bianchi 2018; Bianchi et al. 2019). 

This dissertation, overall, contributes to the general notion of complex relationships 

between MTMs and the relevant outcomes in an auditing setting. Specifically, I contribute to the 

notion that different aspects of MTMs can contribute to audit outcomes differently. Whereas some 
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aspects of MTMs may help auditors perform their audit work, other elements of MTMs may 

undermine auditor functioning. Specifically, while a too large number of MTMs appears to hinder 

auditor learning, the social capital derived from MTMs also provides auditors’ with the necessary 

social resources that facilitate auditors’ advice and knowledge seeking. Importantly, individual 

auditor characteristic (i.e., auditor resilience) play an important role in how auditors address MTM-

related challenges. Moreover, I also contribute to the notion that social capital derived from MTMs 

can provide one type of necessary resource, i.e., tacit knowledge shared among each other, which 

can increase auditor compensation.  
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