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Meeting: International Accounting Education Standards Board  
Meeting Location: Intercontinental Presidente, Mexico City, Mexico 
Meeting Date: November 1-3, 2017 

SUBJECT: Issues Paper on Professional Skepticism Literature 
Review (11/17) 

 

INTRODUCTION 
1. The objective of this paper is to update the IAESB (“the Board”) on the literature review initiated 

by the IAESB Professional Skepticism Literature Review (PSLR) Taskforce.   

2. The PSLR Taskforce was formed to initiate the PSLR and develop a set of recommendations 
from the PSLR to bring to the Board in November 2017.  Once this Taskforce develops 
recommendations for the Board, the members of this Taskforce will be reevaluated based on 
the skill set needed to fulfil the recommendations agreed upon by the Board.   

3. Current members of this PSLR Taskforce are: 
• Dave Simko  
• Sue Flis  
• Bruce Behn  
• Elizabeth Gammie  
• Keryn Chalmers  
• David McPeak  

 
4. In addition to the PSLR, the Taskforce also prepared a survey, initially targeted at key 

stakeholder groups, to help inform the discussion of potential next steps related to Professional 
Skepticism (PS) by the IAESB.   

5. This agenda item contains the following materials: 
Agenda Item 3-1 Issues Paper on Professional Skepticism Literature Review (11/17) 
Agenda Item 3-2 Professional Skepticism Literature Review Presentation (11/17) 

 
 

BACKGROUND  
6. 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 PSLR Taskforce in its 
deliberations and in preparing future recommendations to the Board. The objective of the PSLR 
was to inform the Board of literature that is currently available regarding the concepts that 
underlie PS and how they influence or are important to maintaining an attitude of healthy PS.  
The Board launched this literature review in March 2017.    A copy of the literature review request  
was shared with the Board in April 2017 (see Professional Skepticism Literature Review Agenda 
Item 4-1 of April 2017 meeting). 

http://www.iaesb.org/system/files/meetings/files/4-1-Professional-Skepticism-Information-Paper.pdf
http://www.iaesb.org/system/files/meetings/files/4-1-Professional-Skepticism-Information-Paper.pdf
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7. The Taskforce also prepared a survey to get additional input from other stakeholders to 
supplement the PSLR and to further inform their discussions on the next steps for the IAESB.  

1. The survey was tailored to specific stakeholders which included the Forum of Firms 
(accounting firms), the Global Accounting Alliance (member bodies), and the PAIB 
Committee (professional accountants in business).   

2. Dave Simko reached out directly to these stakeholders to provide them an overview of 
the survey. Subsequent to each of the stakeholder meetings, the survey was sent out.  
See Agenda Item 3-3 for the survey questions created for these groups.    

DISCUSSION – PSLR 
8. The Professional Skepticism Literature Review document (See Agenda Item 4-1 of April 2017 

meeting) was shared with the researchers that were commissioned by IAESB to perform the 
literature review.  The co-researchers were the following individuals: Sri Ramamoorti, University 
of Dayton and Audrey Gramling, Colorado State University (referred to as research team or 
researchers going forward).  Bruce Behn, IAESB Board Member, served as a key advisor from 
the PSLR Taskforce to the research team.   

9. The Taskforce had several calls with the research team several times since the last IAESB 
meeting to shape and discuss the progress on the literature review.  The Taskforce has obtained 
the final presentation of the literature review from the researchers.  Refer to Agenda Item 3-2, 
Professional Skepticism Literature Review Presentation. 

10. The Taskforce has reviewed and discussed the final literature review with the researchers.  The 
research team will present an executive summary of the findings during the IAESB Board 
meeting.  This presentation will allow the Board to rapidly become acquainted with the findings 
in the literature review.   

11. As a result of reviewing the literature review and discussions with the researchers, the Taskforce 
has determined that three courses of action should be pursued at this point in time.  The 
Taskforce would like to obtain input from the Board on these courses of actions and the next 
steps.  The proposed courses of action are as follows: 

Proposed courses of Action# 1 - Perform an analysis of PS competencies, skills and 
behaviours identified in the literature review against the competence areas and learning 
outcomes in the existing IESs.  

Proposed courses of Action #2 - Develop “thought leadership” or “personal perspectives” 
papers from the literature review to promote knowledge sharing and excellence in accounting 
education.   

Proposed courses of Action #3 - Request additional primary research on the skills, traits, best 
practices, etc. necessary to foster the proper application of PS. 

Proposed courses of Action #1 – Perform an analysis of PS competencies, skills and behaviours 
identified in the literature review against the competence areas and learning outcomes in the 
existing IESs.   

http://www.iaesb.org/system/files/meetings/files/4-1-Professional-Skepticism-Information-Paper.pdf
http://www.iaesb.org/system/files/meetings/files/4-1-Professional-Skepticism-Information-Paper.pdf
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12. The literature review has identified skills, competencies, and behaviors that influence a 
professional accountant’s ability to apply PS.  The Taskforce believes that an analysis of PS 
skills, competencies, and behaviours identified in the literature review should be compared to 
the competence areas and learning outcomes in the existing IESs.  The purpose of this analysis 
would be to evaluate whether the learning outcomes in IES 2, 3, 4 and 8 are sufficient for the 
development of PS skills.  If the competence areas or learning outcomes are deemed 
insufficient, the Taskforce would develop the updates needed to the competence areas or 
learning outcomes in the existing IESs.  

13. As a reminder, the competence areas/learning outcomes as they currently exist in IES 2, 3, 4 
and 8 relating to professional judgment and professional skepticism are as follows: 

IES 2 – Initial Professional Development – Technical Competence 

No competence areas/learning outcomes.   

IES 3 – Initial Professional Development – Professional Skills 

Competence Area 
(Level of Proficiency) Learning Outcomes  

(a) Intellectual 
(Intermediate) 

(ii)   Apply professional judgment, including identification and 
evaluation of alternatives, to reach well-reasoned conclusions 
based on all relevant facts and circumstances. 

(c) Personal 
(Intermediate) 
 
 

(ii) Apply professional skepticism through questioning and critically 
assessing all information.  

 
IES 4 - Initial Professional Development - Professional Values, Ethics and Attitudes  

Competence Area (Level 
of Proficiency) Learning Outcomes  

(a)   Professional 
skepticism and 
professional 
judgment  

  
(Intermediate) 

(i)    Apply a questioning mindset critically to assess financial 
information and other relevant data. 

(ii)   Identify and evaluate reasonable alternatives to reach well-
reasoned conclusions based on all relevant facts and 
circumstances. 

 

IES 8 – Competence Requirements for Audit Professionals  
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Competence Area (Level 
of Proficiency) Learning Outcomes  

(a)   Professional 
skepticism and 
professional 
judgment  

  
 

(i)    Apply a skeptical mindset and professional judgement in 
planning and performing an audit and reaching 
conclusions on which to base an audit opinion. 

. 

 

14. The Taskforce recommends that this analysis be performed now and recommendations be 
brought to the Board in April 2018.  The Taskforce also believes that the results of the post-
implementation review should also be considered in recommending changes related to PS.  
However, given the fact that any changes to the IESs as a result of the post-implementation 
review would not be made until around 2021, the Taskforce recommends that any changes 
proposed by this analysis be made as part of the next maintenance cycle.   

Proposed courses of Action #2 – Develop “thought leadership” or “personal perspective” papers 
from the literature review to promote knowledge sharing and excellence in accounting education.   

15. The Taskforce has reviewed the results of the literature review and has several 
recommendations for thought leadership or personal perspective papers.  These publications 
would be published on the IFAC Global Gateway under the IAESB branding.  The 
recommendations from the Taskforce are as follows: 

1. Provide a personal perspective on how PS applies to the broader context of a role as a 
professional accountants (and not just auditors). 

i. The scope of the research covered how all professional accountants, not just 
those engaged in the audit profession, can be more skeptical.  As a result, the 
Taskforce recommends that a personal perspective paper be developed on how 
the concept of PS applies to all professional accountants.  The Taskforce 
recommendation is that this personal perspective be prepared by Keith Bowman, 
CAG chair.   

2. Provide thought leadership on what was learned from other professions on how to 
enhance the application of PS.   

i. The researchers were asked to identify and review any relevant and 
contemporary research outside of accounting and auditing addressing skills, 
competencies and behaviors influencing the application of PS (e.g., law 
enforcement, and medical professions).  As a result, the literature review has 
identified several best practices on the application of PS from other professions.  
The Taskforce believes that these best practices could be summarized in a 
thought leadership paper to be published in the IFAC Global Gateway.   

3. Provide thought leadership on becoming a better skeptic. 
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i. The literature review identifies some ways to better integrate healthy skepticism 
into your life.  As a result, the Taskforce believes that these ideas could be 
summarized in a thought leadership paper to be published in the IFAC Gateway.   

4. Provide thought leadership on the impact of innovation and automation on the application 
of PS.   

i. The literature review highlights the impact that innovation and automation can 
have on the application of PS.  Given the latest digital trends affecting our 
business (e.g., robotics, data analytics, etc.), the Taskforce believes this topic 
would be suitable for a thought leadership paper to be published in the IFAC 
Gateway.   

5. Provide thought leadership on the impact of bias (unconcious bias, confirmation bias) on 
the application of PS. 

i. The literature review highlights the importance of raising the awareness of 
unconscious bias because bias might influence someone making a decision or 
forming a judgment without fully considering all available data.  As a result, the 
Taskforce believes this topic would be suitable for a thought leadership paper to 
be published in the IFAC Global Gateway. 

6. Provide thought leadership on the impact of situational awareness on the application of 
PS.   

i. The literature review highlights the impact of situational awareness on the 
application of PS.  The Taskforce believes that situational awareness should be 
considered in conjunction with the competencies and learning outcomes of the 
IESs.  Given the direct relevance to the IES, the Taskforce believe this topic 
would be suitable for a thought leadership paper to be published in the IFAC 
Gateway. 

16. Given the volumne of topics listed above for publication as thought leadership or personal 
perspectives the Taskforce is proposing a tiered approach to publication.  Tier 1 publications 
would be worked on first, tier 2 second and then tier 3 last.  The proposed tiers are as follows: 

1. Tier 1 

a) Provide a personal perspective on how PS applies to the broader context of 
professional accountants (and not just auditors). 

c) Provide thought leadership on becoming a better skeptic. 

2. Tier 2 

b) Provide thought leadership on what was learned from other professions on how to 
enhance the application of PS.   
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e) Provide thought leadership on the impact of bias (unconcious bias, confirmation bias) 
on the application of PS. 

3. Tier 3  

d) Provide thought leadership on the impact of innovation and automation on the 
application of PS.  

f) Provide thought leaderhsip on the impact of situational awareness on the application 
of PS.   

Proposed courses of Action #3 – Request additional primary research on the skills, traits, best 
practices, etc. necessary to foster the proper application of PS. 

17. The Taskforce noted in numerous instances there was no research related to certain questions 
identified by the literature review.  As a result, the researchers have indicated that primary 
research would be required to answer some of the questions posed in the Professional 
Skepticism Literature and Resources Review Request.  As a result, the Taskforce proposes the 
following additional data gathering activities be pursued: 

1. Working with the Strategic Engagement and Communications team to request, collect, and 
evaluate examples of leading practices of materials being used by Member Bodies or 
accounting firms to develop and enhance the professional accountant’s ability to apply PS.   
This material would be assembled into implementation support material to raise awareness 
of what others are doing to educate and train on the application of PS.   

2. Engaging researchers to survey universities or education providers on what they are doing 
or plan on doing to develop an appropriate understanding of non-financial data, a 
questioning mindset and softskills to support the application of professional skepticism by 
the end of Initial Professional Development (IPD).  For example, additional data gathering 
might focus on how universities include PS in their curriculumn (Do universities have a 
separate course on PS or integrated PS into all courses taken to complete an accounting 
degree?) or how they assess reflective activitiy.        

COORDINATION WITH OTHER TASKFORCES   
18. At its April 2017 meeting, the Board endorsed the creation of several workstreams related to 

professional skepticism.  As a result, the Board agreed to form a separate taskforce to address 
Behavioural Competence.  The purpose of this Behavioural Comptence Taskforce is to inform 
the Board’s determination of any standard development activities related to Behavioural 
Competence.  The PSLR Taskforce and the Behavioural Competence Taskforce are working 
closely together to enable an effective use of Board resources and take advantage of the 
synergies in the broader context of PS behavioural competence (For example, the results of the 
PSLR were shared with the Behavioural Competence Taskforce).  The Behavioural 
Competence Taskforce will provide a separate update to the Board.   

DISCUSSION – SURVEY 
19. As mentioned, the Taskforce prepared a survey to obtain input from key stakeholders to 

supplement the PSLR and to further inform the Taskforce discussions on the proposed next 
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steps for the IAESB. The survey was tailored to specific stakeholders which included the Forum 
of Firms (accounting firms), the Global Accounting Alliance (member bodies), and the PAIB 
Committee (professional accountants in business).   

20. At this point in time, we do not have survey results.  Once the survey results are obtained they 
will be used by the Taskforce to validate/update the findings from the PSLR.   

21. The Taskforce would like to get input from the Board on other stakeholders that should be 
surveyed to gather additional input.   

Professional Skepticism Literature Review 
 

Proposed Course of Action #1 - Perform an analysis of PS competencies, skills and 
behaviours identified in the literature review against the competence areas and learning 
outcomes in the existing IESs. Propose updates to be considered as part of the next 
maintenance process. 

 
Proposed Course of Action #2 - Develop “thought leadership” or “personal perspectives” 
papers from the literature review to promote knowledge sharing and excellence in accounting 
education.   

  

Action Requested: 

1. Does the Board agree that we should leverage the literature review to identify 
potential improvements to the competency areas or learning outcomes in the 
existing IESs so that the IESs would better support the application of PS?   

2. Does the Board agree that any recommended changes to the IESs would be 
addressed as part of the next maintenance cycle? 

 
 

Action Requested: 

3. Does the Board agree with the proposed topics for publication as thought 
leadership or personal perspectives?  Are there other topics that should be 
considered?  Are there topics that should be removed from the list? 

4. Does the Board agree with the proposed priority tiers for publication of thought 
leadership or personal perspectives?  If not, are there recommendations for a 
different priority? 
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Proposed Course of Action #3 - Request additional primary research on the skills, traits, best 
practices, etc. necessary to foster the proper application of PS. 

 

 

IAESB Professional Skepticism Survey 
 

 

PROPOSED WAY FORWARD 
22. The Taskforce will consider the Board’s advice and suggestions and develop a project proposal 

to determine resources and a timeline for completion of the agreed upon action items.   

Action Requested: 

5. Does the Board agree that the Taskforce should work with the Stakeholder  
Engagement and Communications Work Group to identify education and training 
leading practices designed to help professional accountants to be more 
skeptical, and to assemble these leading practices into implementation support 
materials? 

 
6. Does the Board agree that we should engage researchers to survey universities 

on what they are doing to develop an appropriate understanding of non-financial 
data, a questioning mindset and softskills to support the application of 
professional skepticism by the end of Initial Professional Development (IPD)?   

 

Action Requested: 

7. Does the Board have any other recommendations on additional stakeholder 
groups that should be surveyed to gather additional information on the 
application of PS?   
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