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Committee: International Accounting Education Standards Board 

Meeting Location: Intercontinental Presidente, Mexico City, Mexico 

Meeting Date: November 1-3, 2017 

SUBJECT: Professional Skepticism Task Force - Issues Paper 
on Behavioral Competence- Update (11/17) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

1. The objective of this paper is to provide an update to the IAESB (“the Board”) on the work 
undertaken by the Professional Skepticism Task Force - Behavioral Competence (“The 
Task Force”). 

 

BACKGROUND  

 
2. The Professional Skepticism Working Group (PSWG), a cross-representational working 

group consisting of members from the IAESB, the International Auditing and Assurance 
Standards Board (IAASB) and International Ethics Standards Board for Accountants 
(IESBA) was established to formulate views on whether and how each of the three boards’ 
sets of international standards could further contribute to strengthening the understanding 
and application of the concept of professional skepticism as it applies to an audit.  As a 
result, the IAESB further established three Professional Skepticism Task Forces (PSTF); 
the PSTF - Literature Review, the PSTF - Stakeholder Engagement and the PSTF – 
Behavioral competence. These task forces were formed to specifically consider the 
concept of professional skepticism from an education perspective.  
 

3. The findings from the three IAESB Professional Skepticism Task Forces will inform the 
Board’s determination of the standards development activities that are needed to support 
the development or enhancement of professional accountants’ ability to apply professional 
skepticism. This may include: 

a) Amendments to the International Education Standards (“IESs”) competence areas 
or learning outcomes 

b) Considering additional explanatory material within IESs 
c) Developing new IESs 
d) Providing guidance 
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4. The PSTF – Behavioral competence Task Force members are Bernard Agulhas (Chair), 
Robert Zwane. (Secretary), David McPeak (IFAC Staff), Sue Flis, Manil Jayesinghe, 
Mienkie Etcheverrigaray, and Elizabeth Gammie. 
 

5. The Behavioral Competence Task Force met for the first time during the June 2017 
Steering Committee meeting to deliberate, inter alia, the scope of the project, engagement 
with other task forces (PSTF – Literature Review, SEC and ICT Task Forces), and 
timeframes for the project. The Task Force subsequently had four teleconferences. 
 

DISCUSSION 

Behavioral Competence- What Is It? 

1. Professional accountants need to be competent in their jobs or in performing their tasks. 
However, competence is not just about a focus on technical skills or core competence. 
There appears to be a need to focus on the wider behavior of professional accountants 
while performing their jobs or task. Such behaviors may enhance or impede on the 
professional accountant’s performance and may have an impact on whether others may 
rely on the work performed by the professional accountant. Behavioral competence is a 
concept that covers a wide range of competencies or skills.  
 

2. A number of organizations classify these competencies as non-technical skills, others 
refer to them as soft skills or pervasive skills. A definition and description that better 
encapsulate the meaning of Behavioral competencies is the following: 
 

Any behavior attribute such as knowledge, skill set, teamwork, leadership skills, 
technical know-how, etc. which contributes to the development of an individual in 
the organisation to take up bigger roles is known as behavior competency. It can 
be applied to individuals at all levels, which simply means that it is not restricted to 
just top, middle, or lower level. Behavior competency is used to enhance the 
competency of employees at all the positions in the organisation for smoother 
transition of workflow. It is not just limited to career, but personal life as well. It 
involves traits which an individual has or should have to be successful.  
(http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/definition/behavioural-competency) 

 
3.  From the above description, one can conclude that behavioral competencies enhance the 

core or technical competencies. Therefore, the development of a professional accountant 
should not be isolated from the behavioral competencies.    
 

4. The ICT task force has identified a number of behavioral competences that apply to 
professional accountants which are wider than ICT. The following are extracts from the 
literature review conducted by the ICT task force: 
 

“The business world has changed considerably in the last couple of decades and 
the next decade will see further industry disruption and transformation via 
technological advancements. (Doraisamy & Stalley, 2016). Technological 

http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/definition/behavioural-competency
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advancements and the importance of behavioral competencies such as acting 
ethically and legally, exercising professional judgment and emotional intelligence 
will bring about many challenges and opportunities for new and existing members 
of the profession.” 
 
“Accountants’ roles in the digital age will also change radically and this combined 
with the growing importance of behavioral skills such as exercising professional 
judgment and demonstrating emotional intelligence will create new challenges for 
the accounting profession.” 
 
“More recent literature suggests that employers of today’s accounting graduates 
are seeking candidates who exhibit a blend of technical (‘hard skills’), digital 
technology skills (Malkovic, 2015) and behavioral skills.  Various stakeholders 
including the profession, industry and academics have recently reported on the 
importance of the development of these skills, the types of skills required and best 
practices of implementing these skills into the accounting classroom.” 

 
5. The FRC, through its comment letter on the IAESB’s Future Strategy and Priorities, raised 

the need for a focus on behavioral competence. In their comment letter, they stated that 
behavior ‘underlies all other aspects of competence’. The FRC further stated that 
behavioral competencies ‘may be sufficiently important to warrant treatment as a 
separate competence area and to explain how it interacts with other competence 
areas’.  
 

Application Of Behavioral Competence 

6. During its deliberations, the Task Force was faced with the question as to whether a 
project on wider behavioral competences was needed.  
 

7. At the June 2017 Steering Committee meeting the Task Force asked the Steering 
Committee for advice and was advised to limit its work on the project on behavioral 
competences as it relates to professional skepticism and not to extend it to other 
behavioral competencies. Therefore, the work of the Task Force has only focused on 
behavioral competencies as they relate to professional skepticism.  
 

8. However, throughout the Task Force discussions there seems to be a need to focus on 
behavioral competencies beyond professional skepticism.   This is also apparent in the 
BEHAVIORAL COMPETENCE- WHAT IS IT? Section.  That section demonstrates that 
there are calls for behavioral competences to be looked at beyond those affecting the 
application of professional skepticism. Therefore, there seems to be a need to develop all 
the behavioral competencies the Board believes are required by professional accountants.  
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Action requested: 

 
A. Does the Board support a change in the scope of the Task Force’s project to 

focus on behavioral competence beyond that of professional skepticism? If 
not, why?   

 
 

 

The Skills Buckets 

9. In responding to the Board’s advice to focus the project on behavioral competencies as 
related only to professional skepticism, the Task Force developed key skills required to 
enhance the application of professional skepticism and the environmental factors that may 
affect the application of professional skepticism.  
 

10. The approach followed by the Task Force is supported by many researches. Hurtt, Eining 
& Plumlee (2010: 1) concluded that auditors with higher levels of professional skepticism 
behave systematically differently from less skeptical auditors. Therefore, it is important 
that as a Task Force we developed a list of skills that enhance professional skepticism.  
 

11. Studies have attempted to induce changes in behaviors by manipulating changes in the 
environment (Hurtt, Eining & Plumlee, 2010: 1). Therefore, the Task Force concluded that 
while developing the list of skills that enhance the application of professional skepticism, 
a focus must also be placed on environmental factors that affect the application of 
professional skepticism.  
 

12. PLEASE REFER TO THE APPENDIX A FOR A FOR A LIST OF THE SKILLS AND THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS. The skills and environmental factors in the Appendix have 
been compiled from the Task Force’s discussions.  
 

13. These skills and environmental factors in the Appendix A will be further validated by the 
survey to be conducted by the PSTF-Literature Review Task Force.  Some of these skills 
have already been validated in the completed PSTF-Literature Review that was 
conducted. See mapping to survey and literature review in the Appendix.   
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Action requested: 

 
B. Does the Board agree with the categorization of the competencies into the 

four buckets (knowledge, behavioral, competence and environmental 
factors)? 
 

C. Should more categories be added? Should any of these categories be 
removed? 

 
D. Does the Board agree with the skills/factors identified by the Task Force? 

 
E. Should more skills/factors be added? Should any of these skills/factors be 

removed? 
 

 

 

PROPOSED WAY FORWARD  

14. The Task Force will review the completed Professional Skepticism Literature Review for 
further actions regarding behavioral competence.  This will be used as an input to refine 
the Skills Buckets. 
 

15. The Task Force will also review, once completed, the results of the survey on professional 
skepticism. This will be used as an input to refine the Skills Buckets and as a way for the 
stakeholders to guide the Board on possible actions to be taken by the Board regarding 
behavioral competence.  
 

16. The Task Force will also draw up, through the guidance of the SEC task force, a list of all 
stakeholders to engage with to obtain further inputs on behavioral competence.  
 

17. The above-mentioned items as well as input from the Board will be used to finalize the 
Skills Bucket.  Once the Skills Bucket is finalized, the Taskforce believes the Skills Bucket 
should be compared to the existing IESs.  The purpose of this comparison would be to 
evaluate whether the competencies and learning outcomes in IES 2, 3, 4 and 8 sufficiently 
address behavioral competencies.  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.  The Taskforce recommends that this 
analysis be performed now and recommendations be brought to the Board in April 2018.  
The Taskforce recommends that any changes proposed by this analysis be made as part 
of the next maintenance cycle to the IESs.  
 

18. The Task Force will consider the advice of the Board on the broader applicability of 
Behavioral Competence.   
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19. The Task force will present a project proposal for the Board’s approval at the April 2018 

meeting. 
 

Action requested: 

 
F. Does the Board support the above proposed way forward? 

 
G. Are there specific stakeholders the Board would like to recommend that the 

Task Force engage with? 
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APPENDIX A 

PROFESSIONAL SKEPTICISM SKILLS AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS 

  VALIDATION POSSIBLE 
ACTION TO BE 

TAKEN 

WHO MAY ACT ON THIS 

Success Factors Impediments Literature 1Review  Survey 2  IAESB  IAASB IESBA 
KNOWLEDGE FACTORS 

- Technical 
knowledge 
(accounting 
and auditing 
standards) 

  Question 7     

- Knowledge of 
the business 

 Page 6 (Business 
Acumen) 

Question 7     

- Knowledge of 
industry  

 Page 6 (Business 
Acumen) 

Question 7     

BEHAVIOURAL FACTORS 
- Challenging  
- Questioning 

Mindset  
- Intellectual 

curiosity 

 Page 10 (Curiosity) 
Page 10 (Seek 
contradictory 
viewpoints) 
Page 10 (Play 
devil’s advocate) 
Page 12 (vigilant, 
attentive, cautious, 
alert, and 
observant) 

Question 8     

- Critical 
thinking skills 

 Page 10 (Critical 
thinking) 

Question 8     

- Moral courage Difficult client 
interactions 

Page 20 (moral 
courage) 

Question 8     

                                                           
1 This competence or factor has is mentioned (validated) on the literature review. Please refer to the indicated page for a discussion on this factor in the literature 
review. 
2 This competence or factor will be validated through the survey to be conducted by the PSTF-Literature Review Task Force. 
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- Decisiveness  
- Ability to use 

information to 
come to a 
conclusion 

- Ability to make 
decisions 
under pressure 

Increasing 
need to 
exercise 
judgment in 
estimations 

      

- Independent 
Mindset  

Bias 
Groupthink 
Familiarity 
threats 

      

- A commitment 
to public 
interest  

  Question 10     

- Awareness of 
unconscious 
bias affecting 
decision 
making  

 Page 16 
(unconscious bias) 

Question 8     

COMPETENCE FACTORS 
- Interviewing / 

Observation / 
Information 
gathering skills 

  Question 9     

- Effective 
project 
management 
skills 

- Time 
Management 
Skills  

  Question 9     

- Effective 
communication 
skills 

  Question 9     
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- Effective use 
of technology 

       

- Problem 
solving skills 

  Question 9     

- Ability to 
identify and 
priorities 
complex and 
risky areas 

  Question 9     

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS  
Timely supervision 
and review  

  Question 10     

Coaching of junior 
staff members  

       

Culture   Page 8 (Culture)      
Tone at the top / in 
the middle / Team  

 Page 18 (tone at 
the top/influence of 
the workplace) 

Question 10      

A commitment to 
public interest  

  Question 10     

Time constraints 
Tight financial 
reporting timeframes 
High staff turnover 

  Question 10     

Responding to an 
increasingly complex 
and dynamic 
environment (no time 
to build experience) 

       

Payor model 
Fees for non-audit 
services 
Fee pressures 
Budgets 

  Question 10     

Resource constraints   Question 10     
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