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Meeting: International Accounting Education Standards Board  
Meeting Location: Toronto, Canada 
Meeting Date: June 24-26, 2019 
SUBJECT: Professional Skepticism Literature Review – IAESB 

Issues Paper (06/19) 
  

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
1. The objective of this issues paper is to update the IAESB on the activities of the IAESB 

Professional Skepticism Taskforce (PSTF or Taskforce) since the Board call on 6 June 2019..   

2. Current members of this PSTF Taskforce are: 
• Dave Simko (Chair)  
• Sue Flis (Secretary)  
• Bruce Behn  
• Keryn Chalmers  
• Elizabeth Gammie  
• David McPeak  

 
3. During the November 2016 meeting of the IAESB, the Board directed the Taskforce to move 

ahead with its recommendation to initiate a literature review to inform the PSTF in its 
deliberations and in preparing future recommendations to the Board. The Board launched this 
literature review in March 2017.  The literature review was shared with the Board and CAG in 
November 2017.  Additionally, prior to the November 2017 meeting, the Taskforce also prepared 
a survey, targeted at key stakeholder groups (FOF, PAIB and GAA Education Directors), to help 
inform the discussion of potential next steps related to Professional Skepticism (PS) by the 
IAESB.  Preliminary survey results were shared with the Board and CAG in November 2017 and 
final results in April 2018.   

4. The PSTF developed a set of recommendations from the PSTF and brought them to the Board 
and CAG in November 2017.  The Board approved several recommended activities at the 
November 2017 Board meeting.  Several of these recommended activities were completed 
during 2018.  However, since IFAC announced the reconstitution of the Board in July 2018 the 
PSTF reevaluated the priority of its recommendations and decided to pause all activities except 
those related to completing an analysis of PS competencies, skills and behaviours identified in 
the literature review and survey against the competence areas and learning outcomes in the 
existing IESs.  The Taskforce performed an analysis of PS skills and behaviours identified in 
various sources against the competence areas and learning outcomes in the existing IESs and 
presented proposed revisions to IES 2, 3, 4 and 8 at the October 2018 meeting.  At the October 
2018 meeting, the Board approved an exposure draft of revisions to IES 2, 3, 4 and 8.  
Subseqent to the October 2018 meeting, an exposure draft was published and stakeholders 
have provided comment letters.  Comment letters have been received and an initial analysis 
was performed by the Taskforce and discussed during the April 2019 Board and CAG meetings.  
The Taskforce conducted a final analysis of all the feedback and prepared a revised Exposure 
Draft for discussion with the CAG and the Board via a teleconference.   
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5. The Draft Working Group (DWG) also completed its review of the revised Exposure Draft.   

6. This issues paper addresses how the Taskforce has responded to the comments received from 
the Board via teleconference and comments received from the DWG.   

7. Additional agenda items related to this issues paper can be found at: 

Number of 
Agenda 

Item 

Title 

2-3 Marked-up Version of Suggested Revisions to Exposure Draft of Proposed 
Revisions to IES 2, 3, 4 and 8 - Information and Communications 
Technologies and Professional Skepticism (June 24, 2019) 

2-4 Clean Version of Suggested Revisions to Exposure Draft of Proposed 
Revisions to IES 2, 3, 4 and 8 - Information and Communications 
Technologies and Professional Skepticism  June 24, 2019) 

 

DISCUSSION – PSTF 
8. As a result of the Taskforce’s analysis of the comments letters received and feedback obtained 

from the CAG and Board at the April 2019 meeting, the Taskforce is seeking additional input on 
a few matters from the Board.  The feedback requested has been divided by IES.    

Board comments received from 6 June 2019 teleconference related to professional skepticism 
 

Learning Outcome or 
paragraph reference as 

presented to the Board on 
the June conference call 

Board Comments Received Proposed Revision or 
Explanation for No Change 

IES 2 (e) (vi) Analyze 
contrary evidence to inform 
decisions and reach 
conclusions 

Should this be contradictory 
evidence? 
 
Learning outcome should be shared 
with other Boards.     

Learning outcome revised to:  
Analyze contradictory 
evidence to inform decisions 
and reach conclusions. 
 
Dave Simko has shared and 
highlighted relevant learning 
outcome with other boards.   

IES 3 (a) (v) Adapt quickly 
to changing circumstances 
or information in order to 
solve problems, make 
judgements and reach well-
reasoned conclusions 

Should quickly be changed to 
promptly? Since quickly implies rush 
to a judgement. 
 
Should we say effectively instead of 
quickly?  To reflect that it is just not 
the speed but how.   
 
The definition for intellectual agility 
included alternative ways to work.  
Alternative ways to work has not 
been included in the revised learning 
outcome.   
 
IES 3 (a) (ii) uses the following 
wording: solve problems, inform 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Adapt readily to changing 
circumstances or information 
to solve problems, inform 
judgements, make decisions 
and reach well-reasoned 
conclusions.   
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judgements, make decisions and 
reach well-reasoned conclusions.  
Wording for this learning outcome 
should be revised to conform to IES 
3 (a) (ii).   

IES 3 (c) (vi) Demonstrate 
an awareness of personal 
and organizational bias in 
decision making 

Decision making should be changed 
to making judgements.   

Learning outcome revised to:  
Demonstrate an awareness of 
personal and organizational 
bias in making judgements. 

IES 4 (a) (ii) Apply 
techniques to reduce bias in 
identifying issues and 
decision making 

Decision making should be changed 
to making judgements.   
 
IES 3 (a) (ii) uses the following 
wording: solve problems, inform 
judgements, make decisions and 
reach well-reasoned conclusions.  
Wording for this learning outcome 
should be revised to conform to IES 
3 (a) (ii).  (from Susan via email 
since call was running over) 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Apply techniques to reduce 
bias to solve problems, inform 
judgements, make decisions 
and reach well-reasoned 
conclusions. 

IES 4, Paragraph A15 
 

Paragraph A15 should be checked 
for hidden requirements like must or 
will. 
 
Paragraph A15 should be shared 
with other standards boards. 
 
Suggestion to stop the last sentence 
after development so it does merge 
into auditors role.  The last sentence 
of this paragraph should be:  The 
attitudes, skills and behaviors 
contributing to professional 
skepticism are further developed 
following IPD, through continuing 
professional development.  (drop 
and those professional accountants 
performing a role in audit or 
assurance engagements will have a 
specific and continued focus in this 
area.) 
 
Suggestion to include the last 
sentence (The attitudes, skills and 
behaviors contributing to 
professional skepticism are further 
developed following IPD, through 
continuing professional development 
and those professional accountants 
performing a role in audit or 
assurance engagements will have a 
specific and continued focus in this 
area.) in IES 8 paragraph A31.      

IES 4 Paragraph A15 revised 
to:  Although the term 
professional skepticism is 
defined specifically within the 
context of audit and 
assurance engagements, the 
attitudes, skills and behaviors 
that contribute to professional 
skepticism are relevant to all 
aspiring professional 
accountants regardless of 
their future role as a 
professional accountant.  As 
a result, initial professional 
development includes 
learning and development 
activities that adequately 
address the professional skills 
and ethical behaviors 
necessary for all aspiring 
professional accountants to 
have the ability to apply 
professional skepticism.  The 
attitudes, skills, and behaviors 
contributing to professional 
skepticism are further 
developed following IPD, 
through continuing 
professional development. 
 
PSTF believes that it is not 
necessary to add a paragraph 
in IES 8 because the term PS 
is appropriate in IES 8 
because this standard is 
already directed at a role in 
the performance of audit 
engagements.   
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DWG comments received as part of DWG review of revised exposure draft related to 
professional skepticism 
 

Learning Outcome or 
paragraph number as 
presented to Board on 
June conference call 

DWG Comments Received Proposed Revision or 
Explanation for No Change 

IES 2 (e) (vi) Analyze 
contrary evidence to inform 
decisions and reach 
conclusions. 

As discussed on the recent Board 
teleconference consider if this is the 
right terminology  - the concept of 
contradictory evidence is more 
familiar. 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Analyze contradictory 
evidence to inform decisions 
and reach conclusions. (same 
wording as reported in the 
Board comments section) 

IES 3 (a) (iii) Identify when it 
is appropriate to consult with 
specialists to reach well-
reasoned conclusions. 

Given the enhancements to L/Os a (ii) 
and a (v) now L/O a (iii) looks 
orphaned as to why specialists would 
not inform judgments, assist in 
making decisions or solve problems. 
 
The TF may wish to consider 
whether, rather than adding back in 
the same text as in (ii) and (v) it may 
better to finish the LO after ‘..consult 
with specialists’, as there are likely 
wide range of different situations 
when it may be appropriate to do so.  
This will also avoid repetition of the 
same text 3 times in close proximity. 
   

Learning outcome revised to:  
Identify when it is appropriate 
to consult with specialists. 

IES 3 (a) (v) Adapt quickly to 
changing circumstances or 
information in order to solve 
problems, make judgements 
and reach well-reasoned 
conclusions 

Suggest that L/O needs to support 
underlying skills and behaviors 
required to exercise professional 
skepticism – P/S Literature Review 
suggests “maintaining an agility 
mindset, ready to change your 
approach or response as the situation 
changes” 
 
This view supports changing the 
qualifier word  to “readily” rather than 
“quickly”  I also suggest deleting the 
phrase, “in order.” 
 
One other option for the TF to 
consider is to just delete ‘quickly’, and 
not include any alternative qualifier. 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Adapt readily to changing 
circumstances or information 
to solve problems, inform 
judgements, make decisions 
and reach well-reasoned 
conclusions.  (same wording 
as reported in the Board 
comments section) 

IES 3 (c) (ii)  Monitor 
achievements against high 
personal standards of 
performance through 
feedback from others and 
reflective activity to improve 
future actions. 

Meaning of proposed L/O has 
changed as a result of enhancements 
–Does ED feedback support this type 
of change? 
 
I would add that the resulting learning 
outcome has become quite 
convoluted.  It includes a number of 
different concepts – setting 
goals/performance standards, 
gathering feedback, self 
reflection/assessment, action 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Set high personal standards of 
performance and monitor 
personal performance, through 
feedback from others. 
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planning etc.  Recommend the TF 
revisit and look to simplify 

IES 3 (c) (vi) Demonstrate 
an awareness of personal 
and organizational bias in 
decision making 

Of note, the P/S Literature Review 
speaks of unconscious bias in relation 
to decision-making – making specific 
references to organizational decision-
making. 
 
Feedback from the Board 
Teleconference challenges if this is 
too limiting, and whether we want to 
limit the consideration of bias in 
decision making only.  As an example 
of a different situation you might be 
biased (consciously or unconsciously)  
in the data you look to collect and 
analyse. 
 
Also note that in IES 4 (a) (ii) 
reference is made to ‘identifying 
issues and decision making’ – in 
relation to reducing bias. 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Demonstrate an awareness of 
personal and organizational 
bias in making judgements. 
(same wording as reported in 
the Board comment section) 

IES 3 (c) (vii) Reflect on 
experiences to improve 
future actions 

Because of the need to document the 
act of reflection, the IES 4 explanatory 
material defines reflective activity and 
would suggest formulating the 
statement with the term “reflective 
activity” to assist those who are 
assessing whether the learning 
outcome has been achieved. 
Suggest:  Apply reflective activity to 
experiences to improve future actions. 
 
Agree on the need to consider 
alignment with IES4 on this 
terminology.  In doing so the TF will 
need to consider if the IES 4 
explanatory material also needs to be 
included in IES 3.  
 
If we have this here then feels like 
overlap to be including in (c) (ii). 

Learning outcome revised to: 
Apply reflective activity to 
experiences to improve future 
actions. 
 
No changes made to 
Explanatory Material or 
Introduction sections.  The 
term reflective activity in the 
IES 3 learning outcome has 
been used with the 
understanding that it is a term 
defined in the IAESB Glossary 
of Terms. 
 
IES 3 (c)(ii) revised to remove 
future actions to avoid 
duplication.  This learning 
outcome has been revised to:  
Set high personal standards of 
performance and monitor 
personal performance, through 
feedback from others. 

IES 3 Explanatory Material  Reviewed the Explanatory Material for 
unintended consequences resulting 
from the new L/Os and have found 
that: 
the introduction of the term, “reflective 
activity” may create some issues on 
sequencing. The explanatory material 
on reflective activity is introduced in 
IES 4. We may wish to extract 
material from IES 4 Paras A33-A37 to 
introduce this term, its definition, and 
guidance on its assessment. 

No changes made to 
Explanatory Material or 
Introduction sections.   .  The 
term reflective activity in the 
IES 3 learning outcome has 
been used with the 
understanding that it is a term 
defined in the IAESB Glossary 
of Terms. 
 

IES 3 Explanatory Material -
IES 3 Paragraph A4  

Reviewed the Explanatory Material for 
unintended consequences resulting 

Paragraph A4 (a) revised as 
follows:  Within this IES, 
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Within this IES, professional 
skills are categorized into 
four competence areas: 
Intellectual relates to the 
ability of a professional 
accountant to solve 
problems and to make 
decisions 

from the new L/Os and have found 
that: 
Is there any opportunity to bring out 
the good thinking of the TF on 
‘intellectual agility” in Para A5 (a)  by 
referencing the importance of “being 
ready to change your approach or 
response as circumstances or 
information changes”. 
 

professional skills are 
categorized into four 
competence areas: 
Intellectual relates to the ability 
of a professional accountant to 
solve problems, to make 
decisions, to adapt to change 
and to exercise professional 
judgement 

IES 4 (b) (iii) Identify ethical 
threats and the related 
ethical principles. 

Suggest that Para. A29 sets for 
aspiring professional accountants a 
higher bar than “identify” for ethical 
principles. The proposed formulation 
seems to change the original intention 
of the L/O and may create 
incongruence with the IES 4 
Explanatory Material (Paras A27-
A29). 

No change to verbs – update 
was to change risks to threats 
and the explanatory material 
should be read in relation to 
the full set of learning 
outcomes for ethical principles, 
not just this individual learning 
outcome.   

IES 4, Paragraph A15 
 

Suggest the following alternative to 
eliminate “must” and “will”:  Although 
the term professional skepticism is 
defined specifically within the context 
of audit and assurance engagements; 
the attitudes, skills and behaviors that 
contribute to professional skepticism 
are relevant to all aspiring 
professional accountants regardless 
of their future role as a professional 
accountant.  As a result, initial 
professional development includes 
learning and development activities 
that adequately address the 
professional skills and ethical 
behaviors necessary for all aspiring 
professional accountants to have the 
ability to apply professional 
skepticism.  The attitudes, skills, and 
behaviors contributing to professional 
skepticism are further developed 
following IPD, through continuing 
professional development. 
 
One thing for the TF to consider is the 
removal of the reference to ‘specific 
and continued focus’ for audit and 
assurance.  There was support for 
removing this on the Board 
Teleconference, but consultation with 
the IAASB is ongoing.  

Revised to reflect DWG 
suggested wording.  The DWG 
suggested wording is 
consistent with the Board 
discussion around the last 
sentence stopping at 
development.   
 
PSTF believes that it is not 
necessary to add a paragraph 
in IES 8 because the term PS 
is appropriate in IES 8 
because this standard is 
already directed at a role in the 
performance of audit 
engagements. 
 

IES 8 (a) (ii) Set the tone at 
the top to ensure proper 
application of professional 
skepticism during all phases 
of the audit engagement. 

Not keen on ‘tone at the top’ sounds a 
little like slang… suggest dropping ‘at 
the top’ 
 
Agree this is not appropriate phrasing, 
and ‘set’ isn’t a learning outcome 
verb.  Do we need to include at all?  
Could this just read: 
 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Ensure proper application of 
professional skepticism during 
all phases of the audit 
engagement. 
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Ensure proper application of 
professional skepticism during all 
phases of the audit engagement. 
 
If we need to incorporate the concept 
of ‘tone at the top’ then suggest some 
reference to ‘role model’ ‘leading by 
example’ etc. 
 

IES 8 (m) (ii) Promote an 
attitude of professional 
skepticism amongst the 
engagement team. 

Among and amongst can be used 
interchangeably – we use both 
suggest using among for 
consistency… 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Promote an attitude of 
professional skepticism among 
the engagement team. 

IES 8 (m) (iv) Evaluate the 
potential for individual and 
organizational bias to impact 
the ability to exercise 
professional skepticism. 

Having evaluated the potential for this 
to occur shouldn’t they then do 
something about this?  ‘…and put in 
place appropriate safeguards’, or 
something like that. 

Learning outcome revised to:  
Evaluate the potential for 
individual and organizational 
bias and consider its effect on 
the ability to exercise 
professional skepticism 

IES 8 (m) (vi) Resolve audit 
issues using critical thinking 
to consider alternatives and 
analyze outcomes.  

Just reading this cold again it seems 
odd – particularly the reference at the 
end to ‘analyze outcomes’ – 
outcomes of what?   

Learning outcome revised to:  
Resolve audit issues using 
critical thinking to consider 
alternative conclusions and 
analyze outcomes.   

IES 8 (n) (ii) Promote among 
the engagement team the 
skills and behaviors 
necessary to support 
compliance with the 
fundamental principles.   

What does it mean to promote skills 
and behaviors?  Do we mean 
‘promote the importance of’?  There 
may by translation issues. 

Revise learning outcome to:  
Promote the importance of 
compliance with the 
fundamental principles.   

 
 

 

PROPOSED WAY FORWARD 
9. The Taskforce will consider the Board’s advice and suggestions and provided updated revisions 

to IES 2, 3, 4 and 8 during the June 2019 Board meeting.  Following a page-by-page review, 
the IAESB will consider whether it is appropriate to vote on the approval of the final revised 
content of the revised exposure draft of IESs 2, 3, 4, and 8 in accordance with the IAESB’s 
Terms of Reference.The revised exposure draft will be voted on by the Board during the June 
2019 Board meeting.     

Action Requested: 
 
1. Do you have any suggestions or concerns with any of the changes made to the 

learning outcomes in response to the Board and DWGs feedback?  If so, what are 
they?   
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