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Abstract
Several researches have sought an understanding of personal and psychological characteristics contributing to auditor expertise in
decision making. The motivation for this study is issued from the need to improve understanding of auditor skills and characteristics
in the step of the expression of professional judgment.
This paper aims to looking for and to understand auditors’ skills, traits and knowledge contributing to business risk assessment ability.
A survey questionnaire is used as a stimulus to gather data from practicing auditors listed on the Roll of the Tunisian Chartered Accountants Order (in 2012). Firstly, survey participants are asked to cite skills and abilities that they consider as important in the step
of risk assessment and next to rate the importance of 20 skills using the Likert-type scale.
The results reveal two groups of skills, traits and knowledge which are classified as the most important. The first group gathers three
technical skills: Subspecialty Knowledge, Academic Training and World Knowledge. The second group clusters four cognitive skills:
Ability to know what is relevant, Decision making ability, Problem solving ability and Assuming responsibility.
This study may be a benchmark for future researches which attempt to increase the understanding of the composition of skills, traits
and knowledge associated with technical, behavioral and cognitive attributes which are necessary to assess auditee business risk.
Keywords: Business Risk Assessment; Cognitive Skills; External Audit; Technical Skills.

1. Introduction
Several companies and organizations are required to have their
financial reports checked by an external auditor. To perform audit
tasks, the professional needs to be an expert accountant. In fact, he
should be able to review the financial statements in order to making sure that they are a time and fair view of an organization’s past
financial performance and current financial position. In addition,
the auditor may offer a range of services. This includes checking
that organizations are meeting legal and voluntary obligations in
such areas as corporate and social responsibility, information
technology and general business risks.
The auditor initiates his mandate with understanding the client’s
business and industry. This task requires the ability to quickly
frame a picture of the client’s business, the organization and potential risks that can affect the entity. That is, the assessment of the
client’s business risk represents an important phase of the audit
planning process. However this phase is habitually challenging for
the professional because some of these auditors often lack competencies which are necessary to perform such assessment. Therefore, the auditor should have exceptional people competencies in
order to know how to do some tasks well.
Competence or expertise definition differs according to the author
approach and the research field.
In psychology, competence refers to attitudes, features of the personality and knowledge. It consists of the whole of theoretical and
practical knowledge, including the cognitive aptitudes. It is an
articulation of the knowledge to produce an activity. It is a package of the knowledge, the know-how and the know to be. According to Herbert Simon, expertise is a set of knowledge and abilities
to solve problems. It could be seen as a privileged status of human

cognitive activity in which the implementation of the knowledge
acquired for a competence is done in a natural way and indisputable (Prince, 1991).
In the science of work, Zarifian (1999) defined the competence of
individuals in 3 ways. The first stipulates that competence is the
attitude of taking initiative and responsibility on the situation
which they face, and which they have the load. The second definition covers the competence of the side knowledge that individuals
mobilize in their work. According to the third vision, competence
is the manner of mobilizing a collective or a working network.
In auditing, according to DeAngelo (1981), auditor competence is
the probability to discover a breach in the client's accounting system. This probability depends on different factors. It depends on
the auditor's technological capabilities, the audit procedures employed on a given audit, the extent of sampling, and the auditor
size and type.
Otherwise, expertise in auditing is the ability to perform a complex semi-structured task in a superior manner based on accumulated domain-specific knowledge (Wright, 1988). It is the ability
acquired by practice to perform a particular task well. Bédard
(1989) suggested that an expert auditor must possess a large set of
knowledge and procedural skills. Another view of expertise examined by Flint (1988) and Bonner & Lewis (1990) suggested that
training and experience create knowledge. This knowledge is then
combined with an innate problem-solving ability. Further, Shanteau (1992) proposed that expertise is dependent on five factors:
domain knowledge, psychological traits, cognitive skills, decision
strategies and task characteristics.
This paper adopts part of a framework derived from the decisionmaking literature in psychology and applies it to auditing. The
focus of the study is to looking for the auditors’ skills, traits and
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knowledge (further STK) which are necessary to auditors to succeed in the step of assessing auditee business risk (further ABR).
This study contributes to construct a mental model of the external
auditor.
The first main part of the paper presents brief descriptions of the
Tunisian audit profession, the previous literature, and research
questions. The second main section provides a description of the
research design. The last part is dedicated to the empirical results
analysis. The paper concludes by highlighting its contribution in
terms of enhancing theoretical and empirical understanding of the
set of STK that are essential to be successful auditors.

2. Literature review and research questions
In Tunisia, financial external audit profession (Statutory Audit)
was instituted and regulated for the first time by the Law No. 59129 of October 5, 1959 that established the Commercial Code.
Until 2002, the Statutory Audit was carried out only by Chartered
Accountants that are members of the Tunisian Order of Chartered
Accountants (TOCA). Following the enactment of the Law No.
2002-16 of 4 February 2002 on the organization of the accounting
profession, financial statements audit was extended to Technicians
on Accounting that are members of the Tunisian Company of
Accountants (TCA). The profession is stewarded by Laws, Orders
and Decrees promulgated by the Ministry of Finance as well as the
rules that prescribed by the TOCA, the TCA and the IFAC.

2.1. An overview of earlier researches
In order to identify determinants of auditor judgment ability in the
stage of ABR assessment, it appears necessary to review earlier
researches.
Since the 1990s, researchers have sought to study and identify
competencies necessary to successfully function as a professional
auditor (Palmer et al., 2004) and thus to better understand auditor
expertise factors. They considered the auditor expertise level as a
proxy of auditor ability to perform the right judgment during all
the audit process.
The first step of the audit process is the planning and the design of
the audit. Throughout this phase, the auditor performs four tasks
in order to develop an overall audit plan and an audit program.
These tasks include preplanning, obtaining background information and information about the client’s legal obligations, assessing the desired levels of materiality and associated risks (inherent risk, Business risk) and studying and developing an understanding of the internal control structure and assessing the associated control risk.
This phase is interactive and iterative. It requires a certain level of
expertise. In fact, the professional should have the ability to collect information about the client and the external and internal environment, and the capacity to understand the interaction between
the auditee and his environment and the ability to estimate associated risks (Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau, 1992). In the same way,
Butt (1988), Libby & Frederick (1990), Tubbs (1992) and Wright
& Wright (1997) showed that if an auditor is expert, he has a great
ability to assess auditee risks and to detect potential financial misstatements.
Bonner & Lewis (1990), Ashton (1991) and Kent & al. (2006)
studies, amongst others, focused to identify the characteristics of
an expert auditor. They emphasized the importance of the experience in the personal expertise development. In addition, Shanteau
(1987), Shanteau & Peters (1989), Libby & Tan (2001), Nelson &
Tan (2005) and Kent et al. (2006) interested to psychological,
cognitive and behavioral traits which can enhance the professional
expertise.
Shanteau (1987) suggested that expert decision makers possess 14
psychological characteristics. This set of characteristics could
increase the understanding of an individual’s decision-making
attributes, and thus explaining expertise in auditing. These attributes include: (1) A highly developed perceptual/attention ability;
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(2) An ability to spot between relevant and irrelevant information
when making decision; (3) An ability to simplify complexities; (4)
A strong set of communication skills; (5) A knowledge of when to
make exceptions, (6) A strong sense of responsibility for their
choices; (7) A selectivity about which problems to solve, (8) An
outward confidence in their decisions; (9) An ability to adapt to
changing task conditions; (10) A highly developed content
knowledge about their area; (11) A greater automaticity of cognitive processes; (12) Ability to tolerate stress; (13) A capability to
be creative and (14) An inability to articulate their decision processes.
Later, in 1989, Shanteau & Peters considered 3 characteristics as
the most determinants of audit judgment: Creativity, Confidence
and Communication. They found that current knowledge, knowing
what’s relevant, assuming responsibility and being a perfectionist
are the four top characteristics of an expert.
Bonner & Lewis (1990), in their paper Determinants of Auditor
Expertise published in Journal of Accounting Research, examined
the roles of various types of knowledge and ability in auditor performance. They considered at least three types of knowledge and
one type of ability as potential determinants of expertise in various
auditing tasks: (1) general domain knowledge; (2) subspecialty
knowledge; (3) world knowledge and (4) general problem-solving
ability.
Based on expert attributes developed by Shanteau (1987), Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau (1992) and Kent et al. (2006) focused on
psychological and behavioral characteristics. Abdolmohammadi &
Shanteau (1992) identified 20 of auditor decision quality attributes.
They found 3 categories of traits. In the top, there are three cognitive characteristics (knowledge, experience and intelligence). The
second category includes confidence, decisive, objective, responsive, and communication, which are presentation- style characteristics. The third item reflects strategic attributes (creative, analytical, thinker, common sense, looks at alternatives). Kent et al.
(2006) assessed the perceived importance of these characteristics
by eliciting practicing auditors’ perceptions of the importance of
these characteristics in the audit process. Their results showed that
each of the 14 Shanteau characteristics is important across all four
phases of the audit, but the degree of varies across characteristics
and between audit phases. Characteristics perceived to be most
important to all phases of the audit are perceptual/attention and
relevant and irrelevant information while the least important are
the capability to be creative and an inability to articulate decision
processes.
In Tan & Kao (1999) study, three factors have been examined that
may moderate the relation between accountability and auditor
performance: knowledge, problem-solving ability, and task complexity.
In addition, Nelson & Tan (2005) used psychological lens to understand, evaluate, and improve judgments, decisions, or choices
in an auditing setting. They aimed 4 types of factors that can determine the auditor judgment quality and thereby improve auditor
performance: (1) auditor knowledge and expertise, (2) other individual characteristics, (3) cognitive limitations, and (4) decision
aids.
Kavanagh & Drennan (2008) examined perceptions of graduating
students about the skills and attributes they consider important to
their career and the skills and attributes expected by a diverse
group of employers, in the first hand, and explored gaps between
student perceptions and employer expectations. Their results
showed that students perceive 4 types of skills which are important in their career: (1) personal and communication skills (self
motivation, professional attitude, oral and written communication,
teamwork and values), (2) analytical / design skills (analytical and
problem solving), (3) appreciative skills (decision making and
critical thinking), and (4) leadership and interpersonal skills. Their
results revealed also that the top three skills required by employers
are: (1) analytical / problem solving, (2) business awareness / real
life experience, and (3) basic accounting skills. Oral and written
communication skills, ethical awareness / professional skills,
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teamwork and whole of business were ranked the next most imAuditor's decisions cover the client risk assessment, setting the
portant skills and attributes.
materiality level, the choice of the audit strategy, the choice of
According to these researches, exhibited above, an auditor who
audit procedures to set up and the opinion expression, etc.
has a set of skills and knowledge (technical, cognitive and behavTherefore, the auditor is required to assume the responsibility of
ioral) has more ability to detect and assess client business risks,
his decision and judgment results (Shanteau & Peters, 1989;
which is the first step (phase) of the audit process.
Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau 1992) since his purpose is to enSince 1989, Practitioners (Big Eight White Paper, 1989) and the
hance the degree of confidence of intended users in the financial
international accounting and auditing organizations (Accounting
statements.
Education Change Commission - AECC 1990; Institute of Man- iii)
Creativity
agement Accountants - IMA 1994-1996-1999; institute of internal
Creative thinking increases the ability to think differently, to solve
auditors- competency framework of internal auditors - IIA-CFIA
problems effectively and to find adequate solutions to problems.
1999; American Institute of Certified Public Accountants Being able to think creatively can find solutions to problems that
AICPA 1999; International Federation of Accountants - IFAC
others have failed to find.
2003) have sought to identify Accountants competencies. These
The ability to think differently from others and quickly can be a
studies found 8 knowledge, skills and abilities, which considered
huge benefit. It does not follow a set of predefined rules. It is a
as important: communication skills, interpersonal skills, general
'general' individual process. This process involves four steps. The
business knowledge, accounting knowledge, problem solving
first step is an analysis step. It consists in taking a little retreat
skills, information technology, personal attitudes and capabilities
compared to the situation in order to obtain an overall vision and
and computer skills (Palmer et al., 2004).
to collect all information in order to be able to ask the right quesLater, The Canadian Chartered of Accountants Company pubtions. The analysis increases the ability to explain and understand
lished in 2012 the chartered professional accountant competency
perfectly the situation. The second step is brainstorming. It is in
map: understanding the competencies a candidate must demonthis stage that the creative thinking works. In fact, it is in this stage
strate to become a CPA. This map defines the specific competenthat the individual starts to reflect, launch ideas and solutions.
cies developed during the CPA certification program, including
Once these ideas and solutions are saved, the individual selects the
both the professional education program and practical experience
most appropriate and suitable ideas. The last step consists with the
component. In addition to the expected proficiency level at point
final review and selection of the final idea.
of entry, the CPA competencies map lists two categories of comThe accounting profession requires ability to think and to find the
petencies. The first gathers 5 CPA enabling competencies, which
best ideas. The auditor, in particular, is able to find one or more
are (1) Professional and ethical behavior, (2) Problem–solving and
solutions to a new problem. If necessary, he can generate new
Decision-making, (3) Written and oral communication, (4) Self
approaches to solve problems (Shanteau & Peters, 1989; Abdolmanagement, and (5) Teamwork and leadership. The second catemohammadi & Shanteau, 1992; Kent et al., 2006).
gory includes 6 technical skills, which are (1) Financial reporting, iv)
General business knowledge
(2) Strategy and governance, (3) Management accounting, (4)
Auditor uses knowledge already acquired to make more or less
Audit and assurance, (5) Finance, and (6) Taxation.
automatic decisions. Its background and its experiment enable him
to make decisions without making extra or special efforts (Shanteau & Peters, 1989; Bonner & Lewis, 1990; Ashton, 1991;
2.2. Auditor skills, traits and knowledge
Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau, 1992; Wright & Wright, 1997;
Kent et al., 2006; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008).
Experience, volume of knowledge, technical skills, and cognitive
Wright (1988) and Bédard (1989) studied how the experience
and psychological qualities of the auditor are so significant in the
affects the auditor ability to perform audit tasks successfully. Nevfulfillment of audit tasks (Shanteau, 1987; Peters & Shanteau,
ertheless, the direct relationship between the experience and the
1988; Shanteau & Peters, 1989; Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau,
ability to accomplish task effectively isn’t significant. In this con1992; Nelson & Tan, 2005; Kent et al., 2006; Kavanagh & Drentext, Tubbs (1992) argued that there is an intermediate parameter
nan, 2008; Armitage & Poyzer, 2010).
between the experience and the effectiveness, which is the volume
i)
Coping
of the knowledge acquired by the auditor following his experience.
According to Lazarus & Folkman (1984), Coping is a set of cogniAccording to Christ (1993), more the experience increase, more
tive and behavioral efforts to manage internal or external specific
the audit planning reflects structured information cartography.
needs that are assessed as specific by testing or exceeding human
This cartography includes a set of general or global knowledge,
resources. It is the ability to adapt to various situations and adjust
knowledge about the association between information, and a spebehavior according to the characteristics of the environment, the
cific knowledge about industries and clients.
challenges of the situation, the new conditions, and the type of
In addition, the International Standard on Auditing (ISA 315)
contact. It is a process consisting of elaborate strategies to try to
stipulates that auditor experience and knowledge acquired during
master the showers situations and / or to reduce distress caused by
previous missions can help the professional in the phase of risk
these situations.
assessment.
The accounting profession changes require accountants to adapt.
Academic training
They are faced on new information and they are able to give up v)
Prior researches used some expressions to talk about technical and
their old beliefs and change their way of working. They incorpoacademic competencies of the auditor: General Domain
rate new parameters of a given situation, and quickly change their
Knowledge (Bonner & Lewis, 1990); Entry Level Technical Manbehavior if it is necessary.
agerial Accounting Knowledge (Stone et al., 2000); Basic acIn auditing, the adaptability and attention allows the professional
counting skills (Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008).
to collect more useful information to its purpose and to identify
This kind of skills is acquired through formal training and through
the necessary questions he will ask his client. So, he needs to have
general experience as an auditor. It is a basic level of accounting
the ability to deal with all types of clients in all types of client
and auditing knowledge, including knowledge of generally acsituations.
cepted accounting principles, generally accepted auditing standThe auditor adapts its decision strategy in outstanding situation. It
ards, and the flow of transactions through an accounting system
reacts to changes and conditions that may jeopardize the going
(Bonner & Lewis, 1990).
concern assumption (Shanteau & Peters, 1985; Abdolmohammadi
& Shanteau, 1992; Kent et al., 2006).
vi)
Decision making ability
Decision making can be hard. The auditor makes decisions along
ii)
Assuming responsibility
all the audit process. The challenging parts are to select the best
The objective of the auditor is to attest, on its own name and under
decision given the information that the auditor has gathered to
its own responsibility the sincerity and the regularity of the finanassist with the decision, and to make these decisions at times.
cial statements and the company's management report.
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In this context, according to Shanteau (1987) and Shanteau &
at ease and be able to empathize from the client perspective. It is
Peters (1989), the mission of expressing an opinion on the reliabilalso important for the auditor to show respect for the client.
ity of financial statements and on the overall viability of the entity
The auditor should get along well with people, even in difficult
requires that the auditor be able to make the good decisions rapiddecision-making tasks. He uses personality to smooth things over
ly, prioritize actions according to their importance, the nature and
and appear more convincing when making decisions (Shanteau &
severity of the problem which has occurred, and to choose bePeters, 1989).
tween the good and the bad solution. Tan’s (1999) study includes xii)
World knowledge
“decisive”, referring to making “decisions quickly, clearly and
General Knowledge or World Knowledge (Bonner & Lewis,
emphatically”. According to Nelson and Tan (2005), the audit task
1990), which is a kind of knowledge acquired through personal
includes activities and decisions related to risk assessment, audit
experiences and reading, can increase the level of auditor expertise
planning, evidence evaluation (sufficiency and appropriateness of
(Bonner & Lewis, 1990) and performance (Einhorn, 1974). Kaaudit evidence), auditors’ decisions regarding whether to require
vanagh & Drennan (2008) spoke of knowledge in terms of Real
clients to book proposed adjusting journal entries, and going conWorld.
cern judgments. These activities require decision making and xiii)
Energetic
judgment on the auditor’s part, which highlights the importance of
The auditor gives the impression and fact proof of his energy at
decision-making skills to be effective as an auditor.
the time of decision making (Shanteau, 1987; Shanteau & Peters,
vii)
Communication skills
1989; Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau, 1992).
According to Shanteau (1987), Shanteau & Peters (1989), Kent et xiv)
Ability to know what is relevant
al. (2006) and Kavanagh & Drennan (2008), communication skills
Based on experience, auditors can readily distinguish relevant
mean that Experts can convince others that they have specialized
from irrelevant information in a problem. They use only what is
knowledge. They can effectively communicate their ability to
relevant and ignore what is not (Shanteau, 1987; Shanteau & Pemake decisions to others (Shanteau & Peters, 1989).
ters, 1989; Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau, 1992). In addition, the
Communication is the ability to express in verbal or written form,
most important expertise characteristic for the first phase of the
to understand oral or written language, and to interact appropriateaudit is an awareness of the difference between relevant and irrelly. The ability to communicate improves independence, personal
evant information (Kent et al., 2006; Armitage, 2008; Armitage &
and professional life of the individual.
Poyzer, 2010).
On the one hand, the work team assigned to an audit engagement xv)
Problem solving ability
requires that employees and the head of mission have the capacity
General problem-solving ability includes the ability to recognize
to convince the interlocutor of their know-how (Shanteau, 1987;
relationships, interpret data, and reason analytically (Bonner &
Shanteau & Peters, 1989; Kent et al., 2006).
Lewis, 1990). The capacity of problem solving is a fundamental
On the other hand, clients want to talk to the auditor, and the betcharacteristic of an expert auditor (Tan & Kao, 1999; Wuttke &
ter the auditor is at effective communication, the better the conWolf, 2007; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). Indeed, the auditor is
versation is with the client. Effective communication occurs when
able to control the different solving problem methods in order to
the client understands exactly what client is saying.
develop alternatives and to choose the best solution.
viii)
Methodical
xvi)
Exceptions making
Reasoning is an intelligent action in which the individual processThe auditor can be in typical situations. These situations require of
es information in order to draw conclusions. It is a method of
the auditor a capacity to make exceptions and to deviate of the
passing from premises to conclusion under a logical connection. It
pre-established approach, and to make the best decision. Accordis a mental activity that requires a high level of reflection activity
ing to Shanteau & Peters (1989), an expert auditor knows when to
(comparison, transformation of mental representations) and a lowfollow established decision strategies and when not to. He has not
level activity (performed automatically).
just one way to solve problems.
In other words, it is a higher level of cognitive process that uses xvii)
Problem selectivity ability
data (drawn from pre-existing cognitions or perceptions) to deterSelectivity capacity helps the auditor to detect and assess the risks
mine a new cognition (new result) or to check the validity of a fact, and further to set up the most appropriate and adequate audit proby applying data transformation laws.
cedures.
To describe a new problem, the auditor sets out a strategy, an apAn expert auditor uses foresight and planning in selecting which
proach and an action plan and proceeds step by step to make deciproblems to work on and which not. He tackles those problems
sion (Shanteau, 1987; Shanteau & Peters, 1989; Kent et al., 2006).
that he can effectively handle or resolve (Shanteau & Peters, 1989;
ix)
Perfectionist
Kent et al., 2006).
In psychology, perfectionism is to behave that perfection could xviii)
Stress tolerance
and should be achieved. A “normal” perfectionist withdraws a real
Stress is a "particular transaction between an individual and a
feeling of pleasure of the work required through a sustained effort.
situation in which it is assessed to be outside his resources and can
To feel satisfied, the auditor attempts to achieve high levels of
damage his well being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). It results on a
decision making by seeking the best of all possible strategies. He
dynamic relation between an individual and the environment exikeeps working to find the absolute best solution for the problem
gencies, individual and social resources and the individual percep(Shanteau, 1987; Shanteau & Peters, 1989).
tion of this relation. It is a process by which threatening events
x)
Self confidence
cause behavior adjustment (Guillet, 2008). It is a physical and
The self confidence is one of the most important of character traits
emotional response on pressure.
to the wellness and the success. Confidence has a psychological
In auditing, the professional should be able to make decisions
aspect dependent on the individual personality. It is a set of expecunder high stress situations. He continues to be effective problem
tations and believes. It is a judgment by anticipation.
solvers even as conditions progressively worse because of high
To achieve his goal, the auditor has a strong belief in his ability to
levels of pressure (Shanteau & Peters, 1989).
make good decisions. He should be calm and self assured while xix)
Subspecialty knowledge
making decisions (Shanteau, 1987; Shanteau & Peters, 1989).
Besides Global Business Knowledge, a second type of experience
xi)
Warm and friendly
to be considered is subspecialty knowledge related to specialized
A sociable person is someone who feels good in himself, adapts
industries or clients, acquired by persons who have experience
and integrates easily with others, and which keeps his convictions.
with specific audit clients, with certain industries, and/or firm
In some cases, the personnel of auditee have a fear of the auditor
training in those specialized areas. Such knowledge is less likely
because they don’t like someone looking over their shoulders. So
to be acquired through general experience. Thus, not all auditors
the auditor must have the ability to put the personnel of his client
held the same level and type of experience. Subspecialty
Knowledge refers to the specialization of the auditor in the audit
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of financial statements of client operating in a specified industry.
In fact, according to Choo (1996), repeated exposure to a specific
situation may be an alternative proxy of auditor expertise in the
evaluation of going concern assumption. In this area, two research
streams are conducted.
The first research line focused to study the impact of the auditor
specialization on its effectiveness in detecting the financial statements anomalies. Bedard & Biggs (1991) found that auditors with
more experience in the manufacturing sector are better able to
identify errors in the accounts of the sector, than less experienced
auditors. Similarly, Johnson et al. (1991) found that experience
enhances the ability of the auditor to detect fraud. Likewise, the
specialization of the auditor increases the ability to detect cases of
significant errors (Wright & Wright, 1997; Bell et al., 1997) and to
look at consistencies (Bell et al., 1997). In fact, auditors with
knowledge and an understanding of an industry characteristics and
operations are more effective than auditors with no knowledge
(Maletta & Wright, 1996).
The second research stream sought to investigate on the effect of
the specific experience in a sector of activity on the auditor's ability to appreciate the opportunities and unusual and significant
threats. Biggs et al. (1993) found that experienced auditors,
against inexperienced ones, are supposed to identify more abnormal events in their assessment of the going concern of their clients.
Low (2004) showed, instead, that a good knowledge of a sector
affects positively the auditor’s ability to assess the audit risk. He
found, first, that specialization in an industry (banking) enhances
the auditor's ability to assess audit risk and thus influences the
nature and the perceived quality of its planning decisions. Second,
he found that the specialization of the auditor has a moderating
effect on the sensitivity of planning decisions through risk assessment audit.
xx)
Decision aids support
Using techniques from Artificial Intelligence (Expert System) as
decision aid support is expected to increase or replace the skills of
decision makers (Daniel & Watkins, 1989).
At the time of decision making or problem solving, the auditor is
based on a pre-established formal support. The decision aid support can be materialized through standards and laws that regulate
the audit mission (audit manuals, checklists, and work programs)
and the conception of Expert System.
The use of a decision aid support can’t be a pricey potential alternative and it can be considered as an external mechanism to overcome the incompetence or non-performance of the auditor (Nelson
& Tan, 2005). Thus, the decision aid support cannot change the
individual judgment of the auditor, but it can facilitate decision
making in the context of teamwork, (Bamber et al., 1996). Bonner
et al. (1996) developed a different approach of developing decision-support materials to fulfill specific human judgment weaknesses.
For some tasks, for example ratios calculating, it is efficient to use
the support as a decision tools. But, in the step of the expression of
an opinion or advice, human judgment is more effective and more
efficient than the use of decision tools support; given that they can
reduce the precision, accuracy and consistency of judgment.
However, the extensive use of decision aids may affect the construction of knowledge and therefore the experience for new inexperienced auditors (Glover et al., 1997).

2.3. Research questions
The motivation for this study arises from the importance of auditor
STK in the step of business risk assessment.
This paper focuses three of Shanteau (1992) expertise factors: the
domain knowledge and the psychological and cognitive skills
possessed by experts. The 20 characteristics applied to the first
audit phase in this study emanate from these factors. It tries to
extend prior studies in so far as it is the first research, performed
in Tunisia that investigates on the set of auditor knowledge necessary in the phase of client business risk assessment.
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Thus, in this paper, we try to resolve the following two question
researches:
RQ 1: What are the professional characteristics that auditors perceive as necessary to improve the ability to assess client business
risk?
The objective of research question 2 is to develop a set of key
competencies based on the list of STKs identified in earlier studies.
RQ 2: Which professional STK, among the 20 characteristics, that
auditors consider as important in the step of client business risk
assessment?

3. Research design
3.1. Survey questionnaire
A survey questionnaire is used as a stimulus to gather data from
practicing auditors listed on the Roll of the Tunisian Chartered
Accountants Order (in 2012). The questionnaire was given to a
company manager and to a chartered accountant to test for complexity and applicability. Discussion with them led to make some
upswings.
The questionnaire consisted of two parts. In the first part, questions were designed to collect auditor characteristics and skills as
cited spontaneously by the participants.
Auditors are invited to respond to the question:
In your opinion, what are the qualities that the auditor should have
to assess his client Business Risks?
After collecting data, the classification of cited characteristics is
based on the result on prior researches and on the number of times
that each characteristic is cited.
In the second part of the questionnaire is designed to capture participant’s importance ranking for each characteristics, traits and
skills. A five-point Likert-type scale (1 = ‘not at all important’, 5
= ‘very important’) was used. So, a list of 20 STK are proposed to
the survey participants.

3.2. Sample and characteristics of respondents
The study sample was drawn from the Roll of the Tunisian Chartered Accountants Order. A survey has been conducted from 93
auditors.
We gathered 51 responses to the first research question (with response rate 54.8%) and 54 responses to the second research question (with response rate 58.1%).

4. Results
4.1. Auditor competencies cited spontaneously
Survey participants cited 82 characteristics that considered as
important in the step of client business risks assessment. These
characteristics are gathered into 21, as illustrated in Table 1. Skills
classification is based on the number of times that each quality is
cited.
The perusal of the table above shows that the participants cited
more technical knowledge rather than other type of skills. The
results exhibit that the most cited characteristics is Experience
(68.62% of participants).
In addition, General Knowledge and Specialization are cited by,
respectively, 60.78% and 50.98% of auditors. According to prior
studies these three skills are technical knowledge (Bonner & Lewis, 1990; Wright & Wright, 1997; Stone et al., 2000; Low, 2004).
Table 1 shows that Methodical and having a Self Confidence are
the most cited psychological traits, 39.21% of survey participants.
These findings are consistent with earlier researches, such as
Shanteau (1987), Shanteau & Peters (1989) and Kent et al. (2006).
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Table 1: Auditor Characteristics Cited Spontaneously
Auditor Characteristics
Nb
Experience
35
General Knowledge
31
Specialization
26
Methodical
20
Self Confidence
20
Technical Knowledge
20
Ability to Know What is Relevant
16
Objectivity
16
Communication Skills
14
Integrity
12
Strong Personality
12
Type of Personality (Tenacity, Perspicacity, Open
Minded, Easy Integration to the Group, Intelligence,
12
Energy, Curious, Creative, Ability to Adapt to Situations)
Independence
11
Global Knowledge
10
Problem Solving Ability
9
Decision Making Ability
6
Responsibility
5
Ability to Listen
4
Ability to Manage a Work Team
4
Perfectionist
2
Autonomy
1

%
68.62
60.78
50.98
39.21
39.21
39.21
31.37
31.37
27.45
23.53
23.53
23.53
21.56
19.60
17.64
11.76
9.80
7.84
7.84
3.92
1.96

4.2. Auditor skills classification
Research question 2 seeks to identify auditors’ key competencies
among the 20 STK as defined above.
According to importance rating, as illustrated in table 2, two categories of skills could be showed. Each category is divided into 2
sub-categories of skills (very important skills group and important
skills group).
The first category includes Technical Skills. Subspecialty
Knowledge (66.7%), Academic Training (50%) and World
Knowledge (42.6%) are considered as very important skills. These
results are consistent with these founded in prior studies (Bonner
& Lewis, 1990; Christ, 1993; Bedard & Bigg, 1991; Johnson et al.,
1991; Choo, 1996; Wright & Wright, 1997; Bell et al., 1997; Low,
2004; Kent et al., 2006).
General Business Knowledge and Decision Aid Support are
ranked as important respectively by 46.3% and 31.5% of auditors.
The importance of General Business Knowledge was not confirmed in Bonner & Lewis (1990) study, but, confirmed by Christ
(1993).
Table 2: Auditor Characteristics Classification
Auditor
1
2
3
4
5
Characteristics
1
Coping
1.9
24.1
37
16.7
20.4
2
Assuming responsibility 14.8
18.5
16.7
24.1
25.9
3
Creativity
3.7
38.9
51.9
5.6
4
General
Business
5.6
16.7
46.3
31.5
Knowledge
5
Academic Training
7.4
13
29.6
50
6
Decision Making Abil- 7.4
9.3
11.1
42.6
29.6
ity
7
Communication Skills
7.4
22.2
38.9
25.9
5.6
8
Methodical
9.3
22.2
42.6
25.9
9
Perfectionist
3.7
35.2
24.1
16.7
20.4
10 Self Confidence
7.4
25.9
29.6
22.2
14.8
11 Warm and Friendly
16.7
20.4
22.2
33.3
7.4
12 World Knowledge
1.9
5.6
9.3
40.7
42.6
13 Energetic
20.4
37
29.6
13
14 Ability to know what is
22.2
44.4
33.3
Relevant
15 Problem Solving Ability 9.3
16.7
48.1
25.9
16 Exceptions Making
25.9
42.6
22.2
9.3
17 Problem
Selectivity 3.7
13
40.7
35.2
7.4
Ability
18 Stress Tolerance
7.4
44.4
7.4
14.8
25.9
19 Subspecialty
1.9
31.5
66.7
Knowledge
20 Decision Aid Support
9.3
5.6
46.3
31.5
7.4
1: Not at all important; 2: Not very important; 3: Slightly important; 4:
Important; 5: Very important.

The second category of skills refers to auditor psychological and
cognitive traits which are necessary to perform client business risk
assessment. Ability to know what is relevant (33.3%), Decision
making ability (29.6%), Problem solving ability (25.9%) and Assuming responsibility (25.9%) are the most important psychological skills. These results are consistent with these founded by Bonner & Lewis (1990) and Kent et al. (2006). In fact, the Ability to
know what is relevant can direct the auditor to risks zone in financial statements. It can, also, help him in the verification of going
concern assumption of the client.
As shown by Kent et al. (2006), Table 2 reveals three categories’
skills. Creativity, Being Methodical, Warm and Friendly are considered as important. Coping, Ability to make exceptions and Self
Confidence are classified as moderately important. Characteristics
which deal with professional personality (Perfectionist, Energetic,
Stress Tolerance) are not significant and haven’t an influence on
the assessment of business risk.
Table 3: Participants’ Mean Importance Ratings of Auditor STK
Auditor Characteristics N
Range Min Max
Mean Var
1
Coping
54
4
1
5
3.3
1.231
Assuming respon2
54
4
1
5
3.28
2.016
sibility
3
Creativity
54
3
2
5
3.59
.435
General Business
4
54
3
2
5
4.04
.716
Knowledge
Academic Train5
54
3
2
5
4.22
.893
ing
Decision Making
6
54
4
1
5
3.78
1.421
Ability
Communication
7
54
4
1
5
3
1.019
Skills
8
Methodical
54
3
2
5
3.85
.846
9
Perfectionist
54
4
1
5
3.15
1.487
10 Self Confidence
54
4
1
5
3.11
1.384
Warm and Friend11
54
4
1
5
2.94
1.525
ly
12 World Knowledge 54
4
1
5
4.17
.896
13 Energetic
54
3
1
4
2.35
.912
Ability to know
14
54
2
3
5
4.11
.553
what is Relevant
Problem Solving
15
54
4
1
5
3.81
1.248
Ability
Exceptions Mak16
54
3
2
5
3.15
.846
ing
Problem Selectivi17
54
4
1
5
3.3
.854
ty Ability
18 Stress Tolerance
54
4
1
5
3.07
1.957
Subspecialty
19
54
2
3
5
4.65
.270
Knowledge
Decision Aid
20
54
4
1
5
3.22
1.006
Support
Valid N (listwise)
54

The mean importance rating of each STK as well as its importance
ranking is shown in Table 3. The mean importance ratings for all
STKs are above the mid-point (with 18 STK having a mean rating
above 3.00).
Five STK have a mean rating above 4.00. In fact, Subspecialty
Knowledge is the most important STK with a mean importance
rating of 4.65 (variance 0.270). Bedard & Biggs (1991), Johnson
et al. (1991), Bell et al. (1997), Maletta & Wright (1996) and Low
(2004) found that a good knowledge of a specific sectors enhance
the auditor expertise.
Academic Training is ranked by our participants as the second
most important STK (with 4.22 as a mean importance rating and
0.893 as a variance). Prior accountant competency studies have
examined the importance basic accounting knowledge, technical
knowledge, auditing knowledge and general domain skills. In our
study, Academic training is a part of technical knowledge, but it
includes basic accounting, auditing, finance, strategy and governance, and taxation knowledge. As a result, we cannot compare our
findings with those of prior researches.
World Knowledge takes the thirst most important STK. Our survey participants think that personal experiences and reading com-
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plement Academic Training to fulfill well business risk assessment task. These results are consistent with prior studies results
(Bonner & Lewis, 1990; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008).
The ability to know what is relevant is the next most important
STK. The possible reason why this characteristic is important to
the first phase of the audit is that the auditor needs to be able to
differentiate between relevant and irrelevant information to assist
in concentrating their efforts on what is important to the audit plan
(Kent et al., 2006). Accordingly, Armitage (2008) and Armitage &
Poyzer (2010) highlighted the importance of assessing audit evidence.
General Business Knowledge is ranked the fifth most important
STK in our survey with 4.04 as a mean importance rating. Yet the
importance of this competency varies depending on studies.
Wright (1988), Bedard (1989) and Tubbs (1992) showed that the
General Business Knowledge is important to perform audit tasks
successfully. Out of the 20 attributes examined by Tan (1999),
client knowledge is ranked as the 15th in importance for audit
assistants, first for audit seniors, seventh for audit managers, and
third for audit partners. Its average importance rank across all
organizational levels is ninth out of 20.
Another important finding in our study is that cognitive traits and
skills are among the important STK (with mean importance rating
above 3.00 and variance <0.00). To be methodical, creative, to be
able to select which problem to solve and to make exceptions are
important to the first phase of the audit. According to the findings
of Kent et al. (2006), being selective allows the auditor to assess
what risks exist and determine the appropriate response. In addition, the ability to make exceptions, to be creative and methodical
allows the auditor to develop an efficient and effective audit plan.
Table 4 indicates that Communication ability is not among the
most important STK. This result is not consistent with the findings
of prior studies (Shanteau, 1987; Shanteau & Peters, 1989; Kent et
al., 2006; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). They argued that the ability to communicate improves independence, personal and professional life of the auditor.

5. Conclusion
This study seeks to contribute to the extant auditing literature by
examining a broader and more comprehensive set of skills, traits
and knowledge contributing to auditor expertise.
The aim of this study is to identify auditor STK necessary in the
step of auditee business risk. To achieve this objective, two question researches should be resolved.
RQ 1: What are the professional characteristics that auditors perceive as necessary to improve the ability to assess client business
risk?
RQ 2: Which professional STK, among the 20 characteristics, that
auditors consider as important in the step of client business risk
assessment?
The study findings showed that the auditor assessment of business
risk ability depends on knowledge and cognitive and behavioral
traits. Some of the knowledge areas are acquired in general business and academic training. These knowledge types received high
importance ratings.
The results of this research are useful for practitioners involved in
audit training and audit personnel selection. Understanding more
about inherent personality characteristics, perceived by auditors to
be important at the risk assessment phase, could potentially lead to
improved training and selection of auditors (Kent et al., 2006).
Some characteristics such as: general business knowledge; world
knowledge; differentiating between relevant and irrelevant information; and making exceptions; can be acquired through training.
Other characteristics such as: self confidence cannot be acquired
through training. It is recognized that ‘not all novices can learn to
become experts’ (Bédard & Chi, 1993). Some people possess an
‘innate ability’ or certain ‘inherent characteristics’, that when
combined with other factors, such as training, elevate them to the
level of experts (Kent et al., 2006).
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The result of this study must be interpreted with respect a number
of limitations. Firstly, the sample is small and it cannot represent
the auditor population. So, there is a problem of generalization of
results.
Secondly, the data analysis is descriptive; so, a regression could
provide a mental model of an expert auditor.
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