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Chapter 5 | 

General Discussion 
 

 

 

To deliver high quality auditing and assurance services to clients, audit firms rely on audit 

engagement teams, consisting of multiple auditors (e.g., Trotman et al. 2015). Previous auditing 

studies have focused on how auditors working together in audit teams impacts auditor judgment 

and decision making (see Trotman et al. 2015 for a review). Although this stream of research 

provides important insights, it does not generally acknowledge that auditor also serve on multiple 

engagement themselves. The reality within many audit firms, however, is that many auditors are 

continuously assigned to different audit engagement teams, where team membership is frequently 

formed, shared and resolved. This phenomenon suggests that auditors have Multiple Team 

Memberships (MTMs). To expand audit researchers’ understanding of how this phenomenon 

influences audit outcomes, this dissertation aims to investigate the outcomes of MTMs, drawing 

theoretical framework from the MTM literature.  

In the following sections, I will summarize the main findings of each project, present the 

main contributions of the dissertation, illustrate the practical implications, discuss the avenues for 

future research that are relevant to this dissertation, and end with my concluding remarks. 

5.1 Overview of the Main Findings 

Does Auditor Resilience Mitigate the Effects of MTMs on QTBs? Chapter II investigates how 

MTMs influence auditor learning and auditor Quality Threatening Behaviors (QTBs), an execution 

of audit procedures that reduce the sufficient appropriate audit evidence during audit process. 

Using survey responses of Dutch auditors ranging from assistants to audit partners, I show that 
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auditors serving on a large number of engagement teams simultaneously can increase the level of 

QTBs through reduced auditor learning. Moreover, this relationship is stronger for less resilient 

auditors who tend to learn less while carrying out their audit work, and are therefore more likely 

to engage in such behaviors that undermine audit quality.  

Where do Auditors Seek Advice? Perspectives from Social Status and Social Capital. Chapter 

III investigates the antecedents of auditor advice seeking behaviors when auditors work in an 

MTM setting, utilizing the ideas put forth by social network studies. Relying on an egocentric 

network design focused on dyadic advice seeking, I show that lower-ranked auditors seek more 

advice from higher-ranked auditors when they have MTMs during a three-month time window, 

which is consistent with the social status perspective. However, as the industry variety of the 

auditors (i.e., social capital accessed by their MTM working environment) increases, higher-

ranked auditors also seek advice from lowed-ranked auditors, which is consistent with the social 

capital perspective.  

Network Structure and Auditor Compensation: Evidence from a Bipartite Network. Also relying 

on social network theory, Chapter IV examines the association between auditor compensation and 

tacit knowledge transfer derived from an individual auditor’s network structure. I find a positive 

association between tacit knowledge transfer and auditor compensation, which is both statistically 

significant and economically meaningful. Moreover, additional analyses suggest that lower-ranked 

auditors (i.e., assistants, seniors, and managers) benefit more from tacit knowledge transfer than 

higher-ranked auditors (i.e., senior managers and directors) and that this is particularly strong for 

auditors at the mid-level of their career.  

5.2  Theoretical Contributions 

This dissertation aims to realize the following contributions to the auditing literature. 
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Individual Characteristics and Audit Outcomes. This dissertation contributes to our 

understanding of the links between individual auditor characteristics, the work structure of auditing 

and audit outcomes (Francis 2011; Gul et al. 2013; DeFond and Zhang 2014; Bianchi 2018; 

Bianchi et al. 2019). A large body of prior studies has examined how audit outcomes associated 

with individual characteristics, such as auditor industry specialization (Minutti‐Meza 2013), 

auditor’s capacity to retain clients (Knechel et al. 2013), and auditor network connectedness 

(Bianchi 2018). As stated, however, prior studies have largely ignored that auditors work in an 

MTM setting, i.e., individual auditors work on several engagement teams simultaneously. This 

dissertation fills this gap and focuses on three audit outcomes associated with MTMs, i.e., auditor 

QTBs which potentially undermine audit quality, auditor advice seeking behaviors and auditor 

compensation. In investigating these outcome, I test the demand and resource perspectives on the 

consequences of MTM on employee functioning. While the demand perspective suggests that audit 

quality may be negatively impacted by MTMs through (reduced) auditor learning, the resource 

perspective holds that MTMs can facilitate auditors to seek relevant knowledge, and provide 

auditors with access to tacit knowledge that serve as important resource for auditors to perform 

their audit work. This suggests a complex relationship between MTMs and audit outcomes, which 

is consistent with the MTM literature. In trying to resolve this inconsistency of the benefits and 

drawback of auditors serving on multiple engagement teams, I find that auditors’ individual level 

of resilience plays an important role for auditors to handle MTM-associated demands. 

Accordingly, I demonstrate that one particular personality trait, namely the ability to cope well 

with adverse events and stress (i.e., resilience), is an important contributing factor to how auditors 

handle their MTM setting and learn from it.  
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Auditor Interactions and Knowledge Sharing. This dissertation also contributes to another 

important research topic in the auditing literature, i.e., auditor interactions and knowledge sharing 

(Nelson and Tan 2005; Vera-Muñoz et al. 2006; Bobek et al. 2012; Causholli et al. 2021). Previous 

studies in this area focus on the importance of how auditors interact and share knowledge with 

each other to resolve auditing challenges and improve audit quality (e.g., Nelson and Tan 2005, 

Bobek et al. 2012). More recently, this research shows that explicit and tacit knowledge sharing 

impact auditor performance differently, which is important because audit knowledge tends to be 

tactic by nature (Causholli et al. 2021). However, these prior studies typically focus on the 

consequences of advice seeking and knowledge sharing, while we also need to study what drives 

(i.e. the “antecedents”) of auditor advice seeking within an MTM setting. I show that functional 

variety in an MTM setting represents such an important antecedent for this outcome. In addition, 

I extend our knowledge on the consequences of knowledge transfer by showing that it has far 

reaching effects on auditor compensation given that advice giving and receiving is key for 

performing well on the job. In this respect, I extend Causholli et al.’s (2021) study on auditor 

knowledge seeking and auditor performance.  

In sum, by focusing on the resource perspective of MTMs, I contribute to this literature by 

presenting a more refined relational view (i.e., social network analysis) of auditor interactions and 

knowledge sharing (e.g., Bianchi 2018; Bianchi et al. 2019; Causholli et al. 2021). This relational 

perspective indicates that auditors with MTMs can potentially acquire important resources from 

their working environment (i.e., social capital), which may not only facilitate mutual knowledge 

sharing among each other, but also consequently increase their compensation.  

MTMs and Differently Ranked Auditors. This dissertation finally aims to realize a novel 

contribution to understanding how differently ranked auditors respond to demands and resources 
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associated with MTMs. Prior experimental and survey audit studies pay some attention to how 

auditors of different ranks make different judgments on predesigned audit tasks (e.g., Trotman et 

al. 2015), and the impact of self-perception of time pressure on their audit work (e.g., Persellin et 

al. 2019). To advance this perspective, this dissertation systematically investigates whether 

differently ranked auditors also have different audit outcomes when they work in an MTM setting. 

Specifically, I study the impact of various ranks on QTBs which undermine audit quality, advice 

seeking, and auditor compensation within the audit firm. I study this differentiation because prior 

archival studies majorly focus on the highest-ranking auditors, namely the audit partner (e.g., 

Knechel et al. 2013) or auditor-in-charge (Sundgren and Svanström 2014; Contessotto, Knechel 

and Moroney 2019), hereby overlooking the impact of staff auditors throughout the entire audit 

firm, who carry out most of the on-site audit tasks. Perhaps not surprisingly, I show that lower 

ranked auditors tend to face more challenges from working within multiple engagement teams than 

higher ranked auditors. Consistent with the resource perspective of MTM, however, these auditors 

can also benefit from the tacit knowledge sharing associated with their engagement team 

memberships. It is crucial how to leverage these benefits because the quality of the work from 

lower-ranked staff serves as an important cornerstone for audit profession.  

5.3  Implications for Practice and Regulation 

The findings of this dissertation provide several practical implications for audit firms and 

regulators. 

Double-Edged MTMs. The results of this dissertation suggests that MTMs can have both 

advantages and disadvantages which can potentially impact audit quality. Audit quality can be 

improved if sufficient competent human resources are allocated to audit engagements. One 

important implication of this dissertation is that particularly lower ranked auditors may have 
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difficulty to learn when their number of MTMs is high. Meanwhile, acquiring tacit knowledge 

when they serve on multiple engagements is arguably most important to their performance. 

Accordingly, audit firms can leverage the benefits of knowledge acquisition while alleviating the 

negative effects when staffing audit engagements. For example, it is important to assign them 

appropriate number of engagements to reduce the behaviors that may undermine audit quality. The 

number of engagements should match the real needs of audit firms on the one hand as well as 

individual auditors’ capacity to function effectively on the other hand. Audit firms may, for 

instance, consider different types of engagements, where lower ranked auditors can learn more and 

acquire more tacit knowledge. Though I understand that sometimes a large number of engagements 

may be inevitable, e.g., during busy season, audit firms should take this into account when staffing 

engagements in order to reduce the workload and time pressure for less-resilient and/or lowered 

ranked auditors and create a suitable environment for them to develop. Regulators may also pay 

more attention to the functioning of lower ranked auditors and encourage more academic research 

in this area, besides research on partner or auditor-in-charge. In essence, audit quality relies on 

each engagement team members’ input.  

Auditor Learning and Professional Development. Another important practical 

implication is related to auditor learning and professional development, which both audit firms 

and regulators should be interested in. My findings suggest that learning is important to reduce 

auditor QTBs, and therefore plays an important role in improving audit quality. The dissertation 

also indicates tacit knowledge transfer can improve auditor compensation, which can incentivize 

auditors to improve audit quality. To acquire tacit knowledge, it is important for auditors to learn. 

Accordingly, in line with ISQC 1, I encourage audit firms to promote an environment focused on 

continuous learning and one that emphasizes the delivery of quality work. Audit firms can, 
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according to their own situations, build different types of collective knowledge systems so that 

auditors can easily access relevant professional information and get guidance in who to approach 

for what type of expertise. This will help them, for example, in accommodating quickly to new 

accounting and auditing standards, but also can provide insights on how to handle difficult audit 

cases while serving different clients.  

Meanwhile, my findings suggest that one important individual characteristic, auditor 

resilience, can potentially help auditors to handle such demands to mitigate the reduced learning 

effect. In this sense, audit firms may benefit from internal training programs to deal with the social 

demands during audit engagements. One possible strategy could be to test auditor resilience as 

entry requirement during recruitment, because my findings suggest that especially lowered ranked 

auditors who just enter into audit profession may handle such demands worse than higher ranked 

auditors. Indeed, lower ranked auditors require more time to understand the clients and integrate 

industry knowledge. Auditors unable to cope with workload and time pressure may leave auditing 

industry. This is an important issue emphasized by regulatory agencies, such as American Institute 

of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA 2015). More importantly, as resilience can be developed 

through training, audit firms may consider investing resources to assist auditors to improve their 

resilience gradually. 

Auditor Knowledge Sharing. The results of this dissertation emphasize that MTMs also 

function as an important resource for individual auditors. It not only facilitates auditor advice 

seeking, but also increases auditor compensation. Therefore, I encourage audit firms to carefully 

staff audit engagements, taking into account each auditor’s industrial experience and expertise, 

and develop ‘social capital’ effective for auditors to identify the important knowledge and 

expertise. Moreover, it is extremely important for audit firms to develop a cultural environment 
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that auditors should share their knowledge for the collective goal, i.e., high audit quality. Audit 

firms may already develop both formal and informal meetings and sessions. What audit firms may 

further do is to refine this sharing process. For example, after each audit, auditors may reflect what 

they have learnt from this audit, share what challenges are and how they find solutions to these 

challenges.  

5.4 Potential Avenues for Future Research 

In this section, I address general limitations of this dissertation and potential avenues for future 

research to advance chapters within this dissertation.  

The first limitation is the data for this dissertation all came from auditors and audit firms 

in the Netherlands. Accordingly, I encourage audit researchers to collect more data in other 

jurisdictions to generalize the results presented in this dissertation. Moreover, although this 

dissertation utilizes data sources, such as surveys and proprietary archival data, it is insightful to 

collect more different sources of data, such as interviews, field work of observing auditors’ advice 

seeking and knowledge sharing, and longitudinal archival records covering a much longer time 

period. With different types of data sources, audit researchers can identify when auditors share and 

change engagement team memberships, how auditors seek advice from their advisors, what type 

of audit issues they have, what type of audit knowledge they seek advice, and whether auditors 

can acquire that type of audit knowledge, regardless of being explicit and tacit. In addition, more 

information should be collected with a complete membership of audit engagements, including 

engagement hours for each auditor and expert, engagement level information such as client size, 

client type, and client industry. Finally, more research should be conducted to improve the 

identification of causality. Audit researchers are encouraged to utilize experimental approach, 

which is more suitable to establish causal relationship. Audit researchers are also encouraged to 
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collect longitudinal survey data, which can mitigate the causality concerns. Audit researchers are 

also encouraged to make use of the institutional context and external shocks to build a convincing 

causal relationship (e.g., Cameron and Trivedi 2005; Angrist and Pischke 2009).  

 There are several ways to advance this dissertation. To begin with, it is interesting to 

investigate more MTM-associated demands (e.g., see Margolis 2019 for a review), given that these 

demands, together with the severe demands such as time pressure, can largely and negatively 

impact audit quality (e.g., Lambert, Jones, Brazel, and Showalter 2017; Persellin et al. 2019). For 

example, as mentioned above, if more refined engagement data can be obtained, MTM-associated 

demands can be operationalized in different ways. One possible measure is to consider the 

engagement hours in different engagements as weights. Besides alternative operationalization of 

MTM-associated demands, it is also important to investigate how MTM-associated demands 

influence other important issues in the auditing setting, e.g., emotional wellbeing, and intention to 

leave, to name a few.  

 Secondly, future research could consider more auditor characteristics when dealing with 

MTM-associated demands. This dissertation investigates the important role of auditor resilience. 

However, there are more individual characteristics that may affect auditors’ ability to cope well 

with their work load. For example, audit researchers can utilize the theoretical perspectives from 

organizational behavior literature, which covers a lot of important personal characteristics that 

affect this ability (see Kleine, Rudolph, and Zacher 2019 for a recent meta-analysis). It is not only 

important to investigate how these characteristics influence how auditors handle demands, it also 

vital to examine how they influence auditor’s intentions to leave or stay within an audit firm and, 

ultimately their career success in audit profession.  
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 Thirdly, one important research avenue to extend this dissertation is to examine the nature 

of audit knowledge transfer, i.e., tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge transferred among 

different auditors at each rank. This dissertation relies on prior findings that audit knowledge tends 

to be more likely to be tacit than explicit (e.g., Causholli et al. 2021; Bol et al. 2018). Accordingly, 

as mentioned above, audit researchers can adopt a multi-method approach to detail when and how 

auditors at different ranks will seek and share explicit and/or tacit knowledge based on the 

literature in tacit/explicit knowledge (e.g., Collins 2010), and how this explicit and/or tacit 

knowledge will impact auditor performance, auditor compensation and audit quality. Moreover, 

audit researchers may also track the evolution of knowledge acquisition for auditors through 

repeated interviews and longitudinal data collection. Especially during the auditor career 

development, it is meaningful to test what determinants are to decide how and when auditors can 

acquire knowledge quickly. 

  Finally, one more research avenue is to extend social network studies in this dissertation to 

accommodate other types of networks (e.g., Hansen, Mors, and Løvås 2005). The networks I 

utilize is based on egocentric survey and MTM structure, i.e., the formal structure imposed by 

audit firms. However, social relations may have other dimensions. For example, auditors may tend 

to seek advice from their friends, where the formal structure may not be able to capture this effect. 

Therefore, audit researchers can combine this effect by including friendship network based on 

survey, and investigate the combined network effects on auditor compensation and audit quality. 

Audit researchers are encouraged to use both archival records and survey to collect formal and 

informal networks. 
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5.5  Concluding Remarks 

This dissertation investigates MTMs in an auditing setting, drawing theoretical insights from the 

MTM-related literature. Throughout this dissertation, I examined different aspects of MTMs in 

relation to important auditor behaviors and audit outcomes. In this regard, my findings underline 

the complex relationship between MTMs and audit outcomes. Overall, I hope that the findings 

presented in this dissertation are useful to audit professionals, firms, and regulators when thinking 

about how to make staffing decisions and to stimulate an environment that encourages auditor 

professional development. Ultimately, such an environment will be beneficial to safeguard audit 

quality.  
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